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US PATROL TORPEDO BOATS: WORLD WAR II

INTRODUCTION

One of the best known, most popular in lore, and admittedly “romantic” warships in the US Navy was the PT boat, the patrol torpedo boat. Even persons relatively unfamiliar with the World War II Navy know what a PT boat was. There is a certain degree of adventure associated with the notion of small, high-speed boats marauding into the night to hunt for enemy ships and small craft. It creates a David and Goliath image of tiny boats attacking a leviathan battleship or cruiser, an idea that had a great appeal in some naval circles. Rather than a Jutland-style fleet engagement with battle lines slugging it out at long range, Navy planners envisioned swarms of torpedo-launching boats attacking out of the darkness to ambush a fleet en route to their Jutland. Unarmored, barely armed, 50-ton boats would waylay 30,000–40,000-ton ships with barrages of torpedoes and slip away unscathed and unseen. Destroyers and submarines would further attrite the enemy fleet with their own torpedoes. The main battle fleet would then move in to pick off the surviving enemy ships.

That was the theory. The reality was rather different. The small boats could be detected and enemy ships responded with intense automatic weapons fire, star shells, and spotlights to blind and illuminate the boats, and executed evasive maneuvers, generated smoke, and deployed their own patrol craft and destroyers to counter the torpedo boats. In fact, destroyers originated as “torpedo boat destroyers” in the 1880s. The darkness itself, which torpedo boats relied on to cloak their approach, made target detection and ranging difficult for the boats and foul weather hampered their finding targets as well as affecting their speed and maneuverability. At the same time as torpedo boats were being deployed, ships were installing drastically increased armament for another emerging threat, aircraft, and these rapid-fire and automatic weapons were ideal to counter torpedo boats. Other new systems were also being introduced that improved the early detection of PT boats: surface radar, and sonar, which could detect high-speed surface craft. The small boats came to be considered expendable, an acceptable tradeoff, a little boat and a few men for a high-payoff target like a capital ship.
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The classic image of a PT boat at speed, its bow rising and a broad wake as it cuts through the water. PT 73 was a 78ft Higgins in the PT 71–94-class, the first Higgins class made in any numbers.
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A motivational poster encouraging lumbermen and mill workers to increase production. The actual PT 34 of MTBRON 3 evacuated part of General MacArthur’s party from the Philippines and was later sunk by Japanese aircraft.

Few American PT boats scored hits on major ships. Instead they proved themselves invaluable for a whole range of mostly unforeseen missions. They did indeed occasionally attack large ships, but these missions were rare and confounded by often defective torpedoes. Real-world PT boat missions were so varied and numerous that it is almost impossible to list them all. Examples include: general patrolling; anti small craft operations, and barge hunting; “flycatcher” patrols intercepting island-evacuation efforts; picket patrols of anchorages and bases; escorting and guiding landing craft and other small craft; harassing shore installations; machine gunning fuel and ration drums dropped from passing Japanese destroyers to float ashore; antisubmarine patrols; interdicting suicide speedboats; scouting ahead of and screening larger formations; shadowing enemy ships to report activities or find bases; deception operations and diversionary demonstrations; ferrying troops to transfer to landing craft; transporting VIPs; delivering critical parts or specialist personnel; performing courier services; radio relay; inserting and recovering raiders and reconnaissance teams; charting unknown shores and channels; re-supplying coast-watchers; acting as air guards to recover downed aircrew; search and rescue; occupying inlets and atolls, preventing their use as refueling rendezvous for enemy submarines and seaplanes; and more.

The classification code for the patrol torpedo boat was PT, or Peter Tare using the era’s phonetic alphabet, but it was a craft with many names. They were also known as motor torpedo boats (MTB), a term applied mainly to PT boat units – motor torpedo boat squadron (MTBRON), or simply “RON-Seven.” MTB, a term of British origin, was little used as it sounds odd to American perceptions; “of course anything that goes that fast obviously has a motor.” Other common nicknames were “mosquito boats,” describing their high-speed buzzing and ability to flit about; “nighthawks,” in reference to their nocturnal missions; “barge-busters,” describing what became one of their main roles; and “plywood boats” or “plywood battleships” (although they were not entirely made of plywood). The Japanese called them “devil boats” (Akuma no Gyoraitei) owing to their swift striking power and “green dragons” (Midori no Ryu) due to their camouflage. The Chinese called them “wind-thunder boats.” The Germans, who experienced them in the English Channel and the Mediterranean, tagged them as Schnelltorpedoboot or S-boot, meaning fast torpedo boat. In fact, the Navy reclassified PT boats as patrol torpedo boats, fast (PTF) in 1962.

PT boats were not named, but assigned Bureau of Ships (BuShips) hull numbers. Officially a PT boat was named “USS PT 43,” for example. They were commonly referred to by their hull numbers, “Thirty-seven Boat” or “One-One-Five Boat.” Many boats were given nicknames by their crews, although they were seldom marked on the boat as were bomber nicknames. A sampling gives an idea of nicknaming trends: PT 108 – “Plywood Bastard”; PT 124 – “Who-Me”; PT 129 – “Artful Dodger”; PT 130 – “New Guinea Krud”; PT 132 – “Little Lulu”; PT 133 – “New Guinea Ferry”; PT 190 – “Jack O’ Diamonds”; PT 134 – “Eight Ball”; PT 144 – “Southern Cross”; PT 152 – “Lack-a-Nookie”; PT 155 – “Rapid Robert”; PT 157 – “Old Aces & Eights”; PT 191 – “Bambi”; PT 196 – “Shamrock”; PT 321 – “Death’s Head”; PT 326 – “Green Harlot”; PT 332 – “Black Hawk”; PT 337 – “Heaven Can Wait”; PT 338 – “Gray Ghost”; PT 347 – “Zombie”; PT 350 – “Shifty Fifty”; PT 363 – “Ace’s Avenger”; and PT 492 – “Impatient Virgin.”


DEVELOPMENT

The self-propelled torpedo was invented in Britain in 1866 and was intended to be launched from shore as a coastal defense weapon. The first torpedoes were slow and short-ranged, driven by compressed air. By the late 1870s improved motors increased the range and speed and then gyro-stabilizers were introduced. They were not unlike modern torpedoes. During this same period the first torpedo boats were launched to take the torpedo to sea. These first torpedo boats were very different to those of World War II. By the 1890s they were 85–150ft in length, narrow steel-hulled, 50–100 tons, low-profiled, and steam-powered to 20–30knots. They mounted light guns and two or three torpedoes. They were the means of launching torpedoes, as the submarine was still in its infancy, untested and distrusted. Even at this early stage, the concept behind their use was basically the same as during World War II: trading off small boats for a capital ship was considered well worth the cost. Torpedo boats were a proven threat and all navies developed means to counter them. The torpedo boat destroyer made its appearance in the late 1880s. They too mounted torpedoes and were soon performing screening, scouting, and escort duties and would become simply known as destroyers.
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The port side of PT 121, an 80ft Elco PT 103–196-class. Two unusual aspects of its marking are the black hull number and the boat’s nickname, “SNAFU”, which were seldom applied. The forward ports are painted over for blackout purposes. The running lights (beside the open side port) were often disconnected to prevent them from being accidentally turned on.

With the introduction of the internal combustion engine, a new form of torpedo boat appeared after the turn of the century. These were wooden, 50–100ft boats capable of 30–50knots and mounting two to four torpedoes plus machine guns. They were used through World War I and with further improvements in engine, torpedo, and boat design many countries were testing new boats in the 1930s. The US Navy began to seriously consider such boats in 1937; prototypes were not built until 1940, and the first testing was conducted in 1941.
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Storm damage to PT 107’s charthouse. The “plywood boats” were remarkably resilient and repairs, whether caused by battling the enemy or the elements, required little time.

The Navy originally developed three designs, two from established naval architects and one by the Navy’s own BuShips. PT 1–8 were built from these designs. After extensive testing they were found inadequate. Some had unacceptable aft-launched torpedoes. The US had little experience in designing such craft. In the meantime the Electric Boat Company, Elco Naval Division of Bayonne, New Jersey, purchased a British 70ft MTB.1 The preliminary testing of PT 9, which was built following the British design, led to Elco receiving a contract in 1940 to build PT 10–19.

The new boats were still too lightly constructed to withstand the rigors of the open sea. It was also realized that the boats’ 70ft length was insufficient for the longer US torpedoes. However, the Navy was convinced of the need for these small attack craft. The overall length was increased and the hull re-engineered to withstand heavier seas and carry more armament. Elco was again awarded a contract to build PT 20–44 and the length increased to 77ft. Some of these boats were the first to see action, at Pearl Harbor and in the Philippines.

While Elco was building the new boats, two other companies were developing PT boats at their own expense: Higgins Industries at its City Park Plant in New Orleans, which was noted for its landing craft development and production; and Huckins Yacht Works at Jacksonville, Florida. Higgins was developing a 76ft design and Huckins a 72ft rival. Other companies had built trial boats, such as Fogal Boat Yard in Miami (PT 1 and 2) and Fisher Boat Works in Detroit (PT 3 and 4). BuShips built the strong, but inadequate aluminum-hulled PT 8. In May 1941 the Navy specified the “dream boat” as 75–80ft in length, equipped with four 21-in. torpedo tubes, two 20mm guns on power-operated mounts, two twin power-operated .50-cal. machine guns, smoke generator, radio, self-sealing fuel tanks, significant ammunition load, top speed of 40knots, 200-mile cruising range at 20knots, two days’ rations, and five days’ emergency rations. The “Plywood Derby,” a grueling 190-mile course, was held off New York in July 1941 to determine which design the Navy would accept. The Elco came out on top, followed by the Higgins then Huckins. Although Elco won first place, the Navy also saw merits in the other two boats. Because of the projected large numbers of PT boats and the limited number of boats each firm could build alongside their other contracts, it was decided to offer contracts to all three companies. Elco produced 385 boats, Higgins 199, and Huckins only 18 as training boats. Various modifications were made to the trial designs by all three firms and all were eventually lengthened. Modifications and improvements were applied during the war. Throughout World War II the PT boats underwent many transformations that enabled the original designs to be modified to fit the missions they were called on to perform. In March 1943 a replacement plan was implemented with the goal of building 96 boats a year. British-designed Vosper boats were built in the US for Lend-Lease to the USSR and Britain.



	INVENTORY OF US-BUILT PT BOATS



	Year
	Length
	Make
	Class
	US
	USSR
	UK
	Total



	1940
	various
	various
	1-19 (exp)
	1
	--
	18
	19



	1941
	77ft
	Elco
	20-68
	39
	--
	10
	49



	1941
	72ft
	Huckins
	69 (exp)
	1
	--
	--
	1



	1941
	76ft
	Higgins
	70 (exp)
	1
	--
	--
	1



	1942
	78ft
	Higgins
	71-94
	14
	4
	6
	24



	1942
	78ft
	Huckins
	95-102
	8
	--
	--
	8



	1942
	80ft
	Elco
	103-196
	94
	--
	--
	94



	1943
	78ft
	Higgins
	197-254
	56
	1
	1
	58



	1943
	78ft
	Huckins
	255-264
	10
	--
	--
	10



	1943
	78ft
	Higgins
	265-313
	31
	18
	--
	49



	1943
	80ft
	Elco
	314-367
	54
	--
	--
	54



	1943
	70ft
	Scott-Paine *
	368-371
	4
	--
	--
	4



	1943
	80ft
	Elco
	372-383
	12
	--
	--
	12



	1943
	70ft
	Vosper
	384-449
	--
	50
	16
	66



	1944
	78ft
	Higgins
	450-485
	36
	--
	--
	36



	1944
	80ft
	Elco
	486-563
	78
	--
	--
	78



	1944
	70ft
	Higgins
	564 (exp)
	1
	--
	--
	1



	1945
	80ft
	Elco
	565-624
	58
	--
	--
	58



	1945
	78ft
	Higgins
	625-660
	9
	23
	--
	32



	1945
	70ft
	Vosper
	661-730
	--
	32
	--
	32



	1945
	80ft
	Elco
	731-790
	--
	30
	--
	30



	1945
	78ft
	Higgins
	791-802†
	--
	--
	--
	--



	1945
	80ft
	Elco
	803-808†
	--
	--
	--
	--



	1945
	70ft
	Vosper
	(no number)
	--
	8
	40
	48



	1951
	various
	various
	809-812 (exp)
	4
	--
	--
	4



	Total
	 
	 
	 
	511
	166
	91
	768




exp = experimental * Canadian-built. † Canceled with the end of the war.
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	TORPEDO ATTACK

A pair of Elco 80ft boats charge Japanese coastal craft hugging an island’s shore in the Solomons, 1943. An Ab-tai armored patrol boat and two Daihatsu barges are silhouetted by mortar illumination rounds as the barge-busters close in for the kill. Usually groups of two or three boats hunted together. Sometimes five or more would hunt and spread out to intercept infiltrating barges. Once the shooting started the other boats would rush in to aid in the kill and look for other barges as they traveled in small strung-out convoys. In action it took two men to handle the boat, one to steer and the other to work the throttles. While the PT cockpit had some light armor, the boats were otherwise unprotected. Helmets were worn in action, as were kapok life vests. While cumbersome, they offered better floatation than inflatable vests, were less susceptible to flames, and provided a degree of splinter and flash-burn protection. For want of better targets, the PT boats commonly expended “fish” on comparatively small targets in hopes of a strike, which seldom occurred. A torpedo stuck in the tube at launch was a “hot run.” The turbine would run at high speed unimpeded by water, creating tremendous heat and if not stopped the super-heated torp would disintegrate. If it ran long enough the spinning props would arm it. A torpedo-man physically had to shut off the compressed air line, which required direct contact with the red-glowing potential bomb. The later roll-off racks eliminated this hazard.
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An early Elco boat with its basic armament, four 21-in. torpedoes in Mk 18 Mod 1 tubes, two twin .50-cal. machine gun turrets, and a 20mm cannon on the fantail. Note the staggered .50-cal. turrets which serve to differentiate it from the Higgins, which had both turrets flanking the charthouse. Very early Elcos were configured the same way though.
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The topside differences between the basic Elco and Higgins boats. (From the Navy’s “Know Your Torpedo Boat”)
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An 80ft Elco at moderate speed. A 6ft wooden dinghy, obtained by many boats for boat to shore movement, is on the forecastle. The SO radar mast is folded down to reduce the boat’s profile.

1 See Angus Konstam, New Vanguard 74, British Motor Torpedo Boat 1939-45, Oxford: Osprey Publishing (2003)
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