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  Introduction: 

A Package Marked "Happy Easter"


In July or August of 1955, a manila envelope arrived in the incoming correspondence of Major Darrell L. Ritter, United States Marine Corps, Aeronautical Project Officer at the Office of Naval Research. The envelope was addressed to Admiral N. Furth, Chief, Office of Naval Research, Washington 25, D.C. The postmark read Seminole, Texas. Written across the face of the envelope, in ink, were two words: Happy Easter.
Inside was a paperback book.
The volume was The Case for the UFO: Unidentified Flying Objects, by Morris K. Jessup, published by Citadel Press the previous year. It was thin and it had a lurid jacket, the sort of paperback that appeared on the wire racks of bus stations and drugstores in the middle nineteen-fifties, when the term flying saucer was eight years old and the term unified field theory was thirty. The pages had been read, and they had been worked over with three different fountain pens, in three different shades of blue ink; blue, blue-violet, blue-green; by what appeared to be three different hands. The annotators had underlined passages. They had written across the tops and bottoms and outer margins of the printed text. They had carried on what looked like a conversation among themselves about the propulsion of unidentified craft, about alien races, about a man named Jessup who they seemed to think was edging dangerously close to something he should not be permitted to know.
Major Ritter studied the volume for a while and set it aside. When Captain Sidney Sherby reported aboard at the Office of Naval Research some weeks later, Ritter passed it to him. Sherby, in turn, shared it with Commander George W. Hoover, the Special Projects Officer. Both men were career naval officers with established interests in propulsion research and satellite development. Both had encountered the unidentified flying object literature in the course of their duties. Neither was inclined to dismiss the package unread.
What Sherby and Hoover did with it next would set the course of the next seventy years.
The man who had mailed the package was named Carl Meredith Allen, and he was, on the day he sent it, thirty years old. He had been born May 31, 1925, in Springdale, a steel-and-rail town on the Allegheny River north of Pittsburgh. His father, Harry Carl Allen, had died in 1941, when Carl was sixteen. His mother, Minerva Mahaffey Allen, was the head of household by the 1940 census, raising five children on what wages the household could generate. The eldest son, the family later said, had a fantastic mind and a habit of stretching the truth. He had left school at nine. He had read continually, but, as one relative put it, the information got all twisted somehow. He had enlisted in the United States Marine Corps in July of 1942 and been discharged in less than a year. He had then enlisted in the United States Merchant Marine, and had served at sea, off and on, until 1952.
He went by Carl. He went by Carlos. He went by Carlos Miguel Allende, and Carlos Miguel Christofero Allende, and on at least one occasion, when corresponding with the rocket engineer Wernher von Braun, by Dr. Karl Merditt Allenstein. The family used Carl. The legend would use Allende.
He used a return address of R.D. #1, Box 223, New Kensington, Pennsylvania, on much of his correspondence in the period in question, though by the time the Happy Easter package reached the Office of Naval Research he was no longer reliably at that address. He wandered. He took short-term work on construction jobs and at sea. He read pulp magazines and self-published pamphlets and the occasional borrowed library book. He wrote letters, many letters, to many people, some of them famous, in the slanted, underlined, capital-strewn hand that would become familiar to generations of investigators trying to make sense of him.
What he did not do, on the day the package arrived in Washington, was claim authorship of it. The package was anonymous. Its envelope was addressed to a man, Admiral Furth, Allen had no reason to believe would ever read it. The annotations inside, in three colors of ink, were designed to look like the work of three different people, only one of whom was given a name: Jemi. The point of the forgery was not to be believed by the recipients but to be believed of the recipients, to convince the next person who held the volume in hand that the United States Navy was holding correspondence among extraterrestrials, and that whoever in the Navy had been holding it had done so for some time.
That this trick worked, even partially, even briefly, on actual officers of the actual United States Navy, is the first hinge of the story.
The second is what happened to the man whose book was used to carry it.
* * *
Morris Ketchum Jessup had been born March 2, 1900, near Rockville, Indiana, in Parke County. He had taken a bachelor of science degree in astronomy from the University of Michigan in 1925 and a master of science the following year, while working at the Lamont-Hussey Observatory. He had begun a doctorate in astrophysics. He had not finished it. He had meandered, a different sort of meander than Allen's, the meander of a man with too many interests and too little institutional patience, into car-parts sales, into commercial photography, into archaeological expeditions to Peru and the Yucatán in the nineteen-twenties, into an Amazon rubber survey for the Department of Agriculture in 1923 that would eventually inform Henry Ford's planning for Fordlandia. He was sometimes called Dr. Jessup by people who did not know that the doctorate had never been awarded. He did not always correct them.
By the early nineteen-fifties he was in his early fifties and looking for something. The Case for the UFO came out in 1955. It was, by the standards of its genre, a serious volume; Jessup had a real scientific education behind him, and the argument, in ways that would later be picked up and corrupted by other writers, was that unidentified aerial phenomena deserved sustained investigation rather than dismissal. The paperback sold modestly. It came to the attention of, among others, Carl Meredith Allen.
In January of 1956, within months of the Happy Easter package's arrival in Washington, though neither man yet knew the other had been writing, Allen began sending Jessup letters. The letters were long. They were erratic. They warned Jessup, in capital-strewn paragraphs, against continuing his research into unified field theory. They told him about an experiment that had supposedly taken place at the Philadelphia Naval Shipyard in October of 1943, in which a destroyer escort had been rendered invisible by means of an apparatus based on unpublished theories of Albert Einstein. The destroyer escort had teleported, the letters said, to Norfolk, Virginia, and back. The crew had suffered terribly afterward. Some had gone insane. Some had been embedded in the steel of the ship. The witness was Allen himself, who claimed to have been aboard the merchant ship SS Andrew Furuseth in the harbor that day.
Jessup tried to verify the story. He could not. He asked Allen for documentation. Allen produced none, only references to a Philadelphia newspaper article that no one has ever found. Jessup, frustrated, was preparing to set the correspondence aside when the Office of Naval Research called him in. They had something they wanted him to look at. It was a copy of his own book, marked up in three colors of ink, that had arrived in the mail with the words Happy Easter across the envelope.
Jessup recognized the handwriting. It matched the letters from Allen.
What followed, across the next seventy years, can be told accurately in a single dense paragraph and accurately at the length of a full volume, and the difference between the two is the work the archival record has waiting in it.
Two officers at the Office of Naval Research, Sherby and Hoover, discussed the annotated book with Austin N. Stanton, president of Varo Manufacturing Corporation of Garland, Texas, a defense contractor with whom they had legitimate business. Varo, in 1957, produced mimeographed reproductions of the annotated book and Allen's letters: a dozen at first, eventually a hundred and twenty-seven copies, distributed within the Navy and to a small circle of interested parties. The Varo Edition, as it came to be called, was the first amplification of the Allen forgery beyond the paper it was written on. It would not be the last. In 1962, a West Virginia mimeo publisher named Gray Barker, Saucerian Press, Clarksburg, produced The Strange Case of Dr. M.K. Jessup, a slim volume that posed, with eleven question marks, the suggestion that Jessup's death three years earlier had been something other than what the Dade County medical examiner had ruled it. In 1968, Brad Steiger and Joan Whritenour collected Allen's correspondence as The Allende Letters. In 1979, Charles Berlitz and William Moore, working from interviews with Allen and from material Moore had gathered independently, published The Philadelphia Experiment: Project Invisibility, a paperback that sold in numbers Jessup had never managed in his lifetime. In 1984, Stewart Raffill directed The Philadelphia Experiment, a film whose script bore only loose resemblance to Allen's letters and which proceeded, by its closing credits, to invent a love story, a time-travel mechanism, and a 1984 setting that none of the prior accounts had contained. In 1989, a retired electrical engineer named Alfred Bielek announced that he had been aboard the destroyer escort during the experiment, and that his memories of it had been triggered by watching the Raffill film. The cottage industry of Bielek's speaking fees and videotapes carried the legend through the nineteen-nineties, by which point Preston B. Nichols and his collaborator Peter Moon had grafted onto it a separate body of claims, the Montauk Project, involving time tunnels, abducted children, and a continuation of the Philadelphia work at a decommissioned air force base on Long Island. By the twenty-tens, the Montauk furniture had become the production design of Stranger Things. By the twenty-twenties, Philadelphia Experiment drew sixty thousand search-engine queries a month.
Carl Meredith Allen died on March 5, 1994, in Greeley, Weld County, Colorado, in a nursing home, impoverished and largely alone. He had confessed to the hoax in 1969. He had retracted the confession. He had confessed again, in 1980, to a writer named Robert Goerman, who would publish in Fate magazine the first account by an investigator who had identified the man behind the letters and interviewed his family. Allen had retracted that confession too. He had demonstrated, on tape, the trick by which he had simulated the three different handwritings in the margins of Jessup's book. He had spoken English, on that tape, with a pronounced Spanish accent, though he was a Pennsylvanian born and bred. His last public statement, before he died, was that he had perpetuated the hoax.
Morris Ketchum Jessup did not live to see most of it. On April 19, 1959, he telephoned a friend in Florida, the zoologist Manson Valentine, and arranged to meet the next day to discuss what Jessup said was a breakthrough on the Philadelphia matter. On April 20, at six-thirty in the evening, a park attendant named John Goode found Jessup dead in his 1958 white Chevrolet station wagon, parked at Matheson Hammock Park in Dade County. A garden hose had been run from the exhaust pipe through a partly-open rear window. The cause of death was acute carbon monoxide intoxication. The Dade County medical examiner ruled the death a suicide. Jessup's wife had left him in 1958. He had been despondent, his friends said, for some time. The breakthrough, if it existed, was never described to anyone who survived him. The briefcase he was carrying that morning was not in the car when his body was found.
Gray Barker, in his 1962 book, would suggest that Jessup knew too much. The eleven question marks were Barker's. Allen, asked about Jessup's death, would offer no consistent answer.
* * *
The surviving record on what actually happened in the Philadelphia Naval Shipyard in October of 1943 is unambiguous and has been since the deck logs were available to be looked at.
USS Eldridge, hull number DE-173, a Cannon-class destroyer escort named for Lieutenant Commander John Eldridge Jr., killed in action in the Solomon Islands on November 2, 1942, was laid down at the Federal Shipbuilding and Dry Dock Company in Port Newark, New Jersey, on February 22, 1943; launched on July 25, 1943; commissioned on August 27, 1943, at the New York Navy Yard, Lieutenant C. R. Hamilton, USNR, in command. Her shakedown cruise began in early September of 1943 and ran through December 28, in waters near Bermuda. On the date the legend insists on, October 28, 1943, she was at sea, in the British West Indies, hundreds of miles from the Delaware River. Between January 4, 1944, and May 9, 1945, she made nine convoy escort runs to Casablanca, Bizerte, and Oran. She finished the war in the Pacific. She was placed in reserve on June 17, 1946. On January 15, 1951, under the Mutual Defense Assistance Act, she was transferred to the Royal Hellenic Navy and renamed HS Leon. She was decommissioned by the Greeks on November 5, 1992, and sold for scrap to V&J Scrapmetal Trading Ltd. of Piraeus on November 11, 1999. Her deck log and her war diary survive on microfilm and have survived on microfilm for the entirety of the period during which her phantom self has been said to have vanished into a green fog at the Philadelphia Naval Yard.
The Office of Naval Research, the institutional recipient of the Happy Easter package, did not exist in October of 1943. It was established in 1946. In a letter dated July 23, 1976, the Department of the Navy's Office of Information stated that the Office of Naval Research had never conducted any investigations on invisibility, in 1943 or at any other time. In a follow-up statement in September of 1996, the Office of Naval Research repeated the position, adding that the accounts of the Philadelphia Experiment were properly understood as science fiction.
In April of 1999, surviving veterans of USS Eldridge held a reunion. They told a Philadelphia newspaper their ship had never made port in Philadelphia.
The hull, the men, the dates, the documents, the institution, the science, the witness, the witness's confession, the witness's retraction; every load-bearing element of the legend collapses under direct contact with the surviving record. The collapse has been available, in some form, since the nineteen-sixties. It has been comprehensively available since 1980. It has been confirmed, reconfirmed, and ignored.
How that ignorance was built, kept, and sold across seventy years is a story with its own evidentiary spine. The spine begins with a paperback in a manila envelope, postmarked Seminole, Texas, in the summer of 1955, and ends in nursing homes and cemeteries in three states.






  
  Chapter one
A Navy Yard at War

Philadelphia in 1943


League Island sits at the southern tip of Philadelphia, where the Schuylkill River bends east into the Delaware. It is not, by any honest geographic accounting, an island anymore. The slough of marsh that once separated it from the mainland was filled in long before the twentieth century. What remains is a thousand acres of flat, low ground at the confluence of two rivers, ringed by piers and gantries and dry docks, looking south across deep water toward New Jersey. 
The Navy bought it for a dollar in 1868 and began building on it in 1871. By 1876 the new Philadelphia Naval Shipyard had opened for business. By 1943 it was, by some measures, the largest single industrial facility under continuous operation in the United States.
The numbers from the war years describe a place that had ceased to operate at human scale. Forty thousand civilian workers in 1942. Forty-seven thousand by the peak in 1944. With military personnel added, the total rose past sixty thousand. Twenty-nine percent of the civilian workforce was African American, an unusually high figure for a federal facility north of the Mason-Dixon line in those years, and one that reflected both the desperation of wartime labor demand and the pressure brought to bear by Black newspapers and the President's Committee on Fair Employment Practices. By 1944, sixteen percent of the workforce was women. They worked in the Aircraft Factory and the propeller shop and on the building ways. They worked the second and third shifts. The yard ran twenty-four hours a day, six and sometimes seven days a week, from late 1941 through the German surrender.
The command structure overlaid this civilian-industrial mass with naval discipline. The Commandant of the Fourth Naval District and the Philadelphia Naval Base reported to the Bureau of Ships in Washington for matters of construction and repair, to the Bureau of Personnel for matters of manning, to the Bureau of Ordnance for matters of armament. Below the Commandant ran a chain of captains and commanders responsible for the various production divisions: the Construction and Repair Department, the Industrial Department, the Receiving Station, the Naval Aircraft Factory which had been redesignated the Naval Air Material Center in 1943, the Naval Boiler and Turbine Laboratory, the Mariner's School. Each department maintained its own files, its own payroll, its own internal ledgers and shop logs. The yard's institutional memory ran on paper and ran abundantly. Files from the war years, where they remain, fill the reading rooms at the National Archives' facility in College Park and the regional facility at Philadelphia.
What came off the ways at Philadelphia during the war was a working catalog of the United States Navy at the height of its industrial power. Forty-eight new warships built. Fifty-three by some counts, depending on whether one included escort hulls completed and transferred. Three aircraft carriers. Two of the four Iowa-class battleships — New Jersey and Wisconsin — slid down the building ways at League Island, New Jersey on December 7, 1942, on the first anniversary of Pearl Harbor, and Wisconsin exactly one year later, on December 7, 1943. Five thousand five hundred ship propellers fashioned in the Foundry-Propeller Shop. Five thousand aircraft fabricated at the Naval Aircraft Factory on the south side of the yard. Five hundred and seventy-four warships repaired or overhauled, six hundred and fifty dry-docked, six hundred outfitted, forty-one converted from one configuration to another. Seventy thousand recruits processed through the Naval Receiving Station before they boarded trains for whatever oceans the war intended to use them in.
The yard had been, throughout its history, an industrial enterprise of extraordinary technical sophistication. By 1943 it was something else as well. It was a node in a war.
* * *
The war the yard was working in had begun, for the United States Navy, on a scale of catastrophe that would not be made fully public for years.
In December of 1941, in the immediate aftermath of Pearl Harbor and the German declaration of war on the United States, Vice Admiral Karl Dönitz, commander-in-chief of the Kriegsmarine's U-boat force, had begun preparing what he called Operation Paukenschlag, drumbeat. The plan was austere. Five Type IX long-range submarines would cross the North Atlantic in radio silence, take station off the East Coast of the United States, and sink whatever merchant shipping they encountered. The first U-boat, U-123 under Kapitänleutnant Reinhard Hardegen, sighted a target on January 11, 1942, three hundred miles east of Cape Cod, and put a torpedo into the British freighter Cyclops. Eighty-seven passengers and crew were lost. The next day, the United States Navy announced cryptically that an unidentified merchant ship had gone down off Canada.
What followed was a slaughter. From January to August of 1942, German submariners along the eastern seaboard called it the Second Happy Time, the Golden Time, the American Shooting Season. Along an unprotected coast, gunboats from 1905, patrol craft from 1919, a small clutch of Coast Guard cutters, no functioning convoy system, no coastal blackout, the lights of seaboard cities silhouetting tankers against the night horizon, the U-boats sank ships at a rate that compares to the worst sustained attrition the Allied merchant fleet would suffer at any point in the war. The figures are contested at the margins but consistent in their order of magnitude. In the first six months, three hundred and ninety-seven Allied ships went down. Two million tons of shipping. Roughly five thousand dead. Across the full Second Happy Time period, which extended into August, the total reached six hundred and nine ships and three point one million tons. Twenty-two U-boats were lost. Over the course of the entire war, U-boats hit three hundred and twelve ships in the U.S. coastal area; two hundred and fifty-six were sunk outright.
Vice Admiral Adolphus Andrews, who commanded the Eastern Sea Frontier from a headquarters in New York, had warned Admiral Ernest J. King in December of 1941 that should enemy submarines operate off the coast, his command had no forces available to take adequate action against them, either offensively or defensively. King, the Chief of Naval Operations, had not responded with an emergency reallocation of escorts. The British and Canadians, with three years of hard-won experience in convoy escort and anti-submarine warfare in the North Atlantic, offered tactical doctrine and intelligence and a small number of corvettes. The doctrine was not adopted in its entirety until May. The convoy system on the Eastern Sea Frontier did not begin operating until the middle of that month, on the route between Hampton Roads and Key West. By then the U-boats had already started to disperse south into the Gulf of Mexico and the Caribbean, where defenses were thinner still.
The first U-boat sunk by an American naval vessel in the war was U-85, dispatched off Cape Hatteras by the destroyer USS Roper on April 14, 1942, more than three months after Hardegen's first kill.
The institutional response, when it came, was a building program. The destroyer escort, a class of small, fast, cheaply produced anti-submarine vessels, smaller and slower than fleet destroyers but expressly designed for the long, monotonous, lethal work of shepherding convoys across the Atlantic, became the priority production category of the United States surface navy. More than five hundred destroyer escorts were built across multiple yards between 1943 and 1944. The lead ship of the Cannon class, USS Cannon herself, was commissioned at Wilmington, Delaware, on September 26, 1943. The Cannon-class hulls displaced 1,240 long tons standard, ran 306 feet long, mounted three 3-inch guns and a Hedgehog anti-submarine mortar and eight depth charge projectors, and carried a complement of about 186 officers and enlisted men. Their diesel-electric tandem drive gave them a top speed of twenty-one knots and the long endurance the Atlantic crossing required.
They were not glamorous. They were not, in the language of the surface fleet, capital. They were the workhorses that closed the U-boat war.
The Philadelphia Naval Shipyard built some of them. So did Federal Shipbuilding and Dry Dock Company in Port Newark, New Jersey, fifty miles up the Delaware Bay from League Island and across the Hudson; so did Dravo Corporation in Wilmington, Delaware; so did yards in Texas and California. The hulls came off the ways in a steady tempo through 1943: Cannon, Christopher, Alger, Thomas, Bostwick, Breeman, Burrows. By the autumn the names were running through the alphabet at speed, each laid down a few weeks after its predecessor, each launched within months, each commissioned and sent to sea before the year was out.
* * *
What the Philadelphia Naval Shipyard did, day by day in the autumn of 1943, was the work of a yard at war.
The Reserve Basin on the south side of the yard held vessels in various stages of fitting out and degaussing. The dry docks held hulls in repair or modification. Dry Dock Number 4 had been lengthened in 1942 to accommodate larger vessels. Building Ways Number 1 and 2 held the keels of new construction; the great Iowa-class hull that would become Wisconsin was still on Way Number 1 in October, scheduled for launch on December 7. New Jersey, launched the previous December and commissioned that May, had already left the yard for the Pacific. The Aircraft Factory's assembly buildings, on the south end of League Island near the Delaware, ran a production line for naval patrol aircraft and trainer airframes that fed into Naval Air Material Center for delivery to operational squadrons. By 1943 the facility was producing the SBN scout bomber and components for several other Navy aircraft programs, and was running design and engineering work on follow-on patrol airframes; over the course of the war it would build approximately five thousand complete aircraft and would serve as the design home for several specialized naval airframes that the larger commercial manufacturers did not have capacity to develop.
The yard's specialized facilities included a Naval Boiler and Turbine Laboratory which, by 1943, had begun work on a process the laboratory's civilian director did not discuss outside the laboratory. The thermal diffusion process for separating uranium-235 from natural uranium had been developed at the Naval Research Laboratory before the war and refined at Philadelphia. By 1944 the Boiler and Turbine Laboratory's columns would be producing partially enriched uranium feedstock that flowed, through a chain of classified shipments, into the Manhattan Project's gaseous diffusion plant at Oak Ridge. The fissile material that detonated above Hiroshima on August 6, 1945, was the end product of an industrial pathway that began, in part, at League Island. The S-50 plant, as the thermal diffusion facility came to be known after its reproduction at Oak Ridge, was for a period of months in 1944 the bottleneck through which most of the country's uranium enrichment passed. Few of the thousands of yard workers passing the laboratory's brick exterior on their way to other shops knew what was happening inside it. Compartmentalization at the wartime scale was managed by silence and locked doors and a discipline of not asking.
This was secret work. It was not the only secret work in the yard.
The degaussing operations on the Reserve Basin were classified, though not at the highest level. The procedure, running heavy electrical cables in coils around a vessel's hull and pulsing them with carefully calibrated current to demagnetize the steel, was a defensive measure against magnetic mines and magnetic-influence torpedoes. The Royal Navy had been developing the technique since 1939, when a Canadian volunteer reserve officer named Charles Goodeve had refined the process while assigned to the British Admiralty's Department of Miscellaneous Weapons Development. By 1943 every major American combatant and a significant fraction of merchant tonnage passed through degaussing ranges before deploying. Philadelphia operated one of the principal East Coast facilities. Sailors who watched the procedure from nearby ships saw cables snaking around hulls, generators humming, and on occasion, under particular atmospheric conditions, in particular configurations of moisture and ionization, a faint visible discharge along the rigging or upper works. The procedure was unfamiliar to most sailors. It looked, to those who had never seen it before, like science.
The deperming and degaussing range was operated by a small civilian-naval team that included specialists from the Bureau of Ships' magnetic minesweeping section. The cables used in the wrap-around procedure were of substantial gauge and ran at currents that drew significant power from the yard's electrical plant. Sailors aboard treated vessels were instructed to remain at quarters and to secure ferrous materials, toolboxes, watches, certain instruments, in specified compartments. The procedure took several hours. Its effect was to reset the residual magnetism in the ship's structural steel to a calibrated near-zero value, thereby substantially reducing the magnetic signature that triggered influence-fused mines. The procedure was repeated periodically over a vessel's working life, since the magnetic signature recovered over time as the ship operated in the earth's field.
The yard's payroll for autumn 1943 carried the names of forty-some thousand civilian employees and several thousand uniformed personnel. The civilian workforce arrived from South Philadelphia and Camden and Chester and the working neighborhoods east of Broad Street, mostly by streetcar and by the elevated tracks that ran south to the yard's main gate. They punched in at booths along the perimeter fence. They worked under shop foremen and division supervisors, in trades that ranged from pipefitting to electrical work to ordnance handling to clerical and administrative labor. The yard ran a hospital, a fire department, a power plant, a water treatment system, a dining hall capable of feeding thousands at a sitting, a training school for new welders, a credit union, and a uniformed Marine guard force at the gates.
It also ran the Naval Receiving Station, where new sailors arrived by train and bus from induction centers across the eastern half of the country, were uniformed and inoculated and assigned, and were dispatched outward to ships at anchor or in the yard or, more commonly, to receiving billets at Norfolk and Newport and the Boston yard for further routing. By 1945 some seventy thousand recruits would have passed through the Receiving Station's intake books. In any given week of October 1943 the figure was several hundred.
The composition of the workforce had changed faster between 1941 and 1943 than it would change at any subsequent comparable interval in the yard's history. The women's employment figure, which had been negligible before the war, climbed from a few hundred in 1941 to several thousand by mid-1942 to the sixteen percent figure by 1944. The Aircraft Factory carried the highest concentration: nearly a quarter of its workforce was female. Women worked as electricians, as riveters, as inspectors, as draftsmen in the engineering offices, as typists and clerks in the administrative buildings. They wore identification badges with their photographs and their division numbers. They learned trades, in many cases, in compressed training programs run by the yard's own technical schools.
The African American workforce numbered above ten thousand at peak. African American men were concentrated in the riggers' division, the riggers handled the heavy lift work of moving boilers, turbines, gun mounts, and propeller assemblies into and out of vessels in the dry docks, and in the unskilled and semi-skilled trades. Some of them worked under the formal nondiscrimination requirements imposed by Executive Order 8802, signed by President Roosevelt in June of 1941 in response to A. Philip Randolph's threatened March on Washington. The order had created the Fair Employment Practices Committee, which by 1943 was conducting hearings on shipyard labor practices across the country and pressing the major builders to integrate trades from which Black workers had previously been excluded. The Philadelphia yard's record on this score was uneven. African American workers were better represented in the trades than at most yards, less represented than at Sun Ship's Yard 4 in nearby Chester, where in May of 1943 an entirely Black workforce had launched the merchant ship Marine Eagle, the first ocean-going vessel in American history built end-to-end by Black labor. The pressure to expand opportunity beyond the rigging and unskilled categories was sustained and incremental. So was the resistance.
The civilian workforce arrived from South Philadelphia and Camden and Chester and the working neighborhoods east of Broad Street, mostly by streetcar and by the elevated tracks that ran south to the yard's main gate. They punched in at booths along the perimeter fence. They worked under shop foremen and division supervisors, in trades that ranged from pipefitting to electrical work to ordnance handling to clerical and administrative labor. The yard ran a hospital, a fire department, a power plant, a water treatment system, a dining hall capable of feeding thousands at a sitting, a training school for new welders, a credit union, and a uniformed Marine guard force at the gates. Buses and shuttle trucks ran inside the perimeter from gate to gate, gate to dry dock, dry dock to fitting-out wharf. The yard maintained its own internal telephone exchange. Its electrical generation capacity was sufficient that the yard could, and on occasion did, contribute to the regional grid during periods of peak civilian demand.
* * *
The destroyer escorts that came through the yard for outfitting and degaussing in October of 1943 were, in most cases, hulls that had been built elsewhere, at Federal Shipbuilding in Port Newark, at Dravo in Wilmington, at Bethlehem Hingham, at Mare Island. They arrived with their keels and superstructure complete and their armament partly fitted, and they left, days or weeks later, with their magnetic signatures attenuated, their electrical systems checked and certified, their depth-charge projectors loaded with practice rounds, and their crews aboard for shakedown training in the Bermuda area or the Chesapeake. The yard's part in their working lives was brief. The yard's records of them are correspondingly sparse.
What the yard's records do establish, in ledger form and in deck-log form for the vessels in port, is a daily rhythm of arrivals and departures along the wharves of the Reserve Basin and the piers extending into the Delaware. Convoy escort divisions assembled and dispersed. Hulls came in damaged from collisions in the Atlantic and went out repaired. Hulls came in with worn-out main bearings and went out with new ones. Hulls came in with mine damage from operations off the European coast and went out with patched hulls and recalibrated degaussing rigs. The names that recur in the records are the names of vessels that no postwar legend has ever attempted to claim: Mervine, Quick, Strong, Doyle, the long roster of fleet destroyers; the fast transports that had been converted from old four-stack destroyers; the cruisers in for routine availability; the auxiliaries.
The destroyer-escort program itself, by the autumn of 1943, was running at full industrial throughput. The Cannon-class production schedule called for hulls to come off the building ways at Federal Shipbuilding in Newark at intervals of two to three weeks. Hull numbers DE-162 through DE-181, the bulk of the Federal-built Cannon-class run, were laid down between November of 1942 and August of 1943, launched between April and October of 1943, and commissioned between June of 1943 and February of 1944. What is striking is the pace: a hull a fortnight, give or take, off a single yard. Counting the parallel runs at Dravo in Wilmington and at Tampa Shipbuilding and at the other Cannon-class builders, plus the contemporaneous production runs of Evarts, Buckley, and Edsall-class escorts at yards across the country, the United States Navy was commissioning destroyer escorts in 1943 at a rate of more than one a day. Few of them ever came to Philadelphia for new construction. Many of them came to Philadelphia for outfitting, calibration, and degaussing before their first convoy assignments.
The names of the destroyer escorts that passed through the yard's degaussing facility in October of 1943 included Engstrom, hull number DE-50, which had been commissioned at the Charleston Navy Yard the previous year and which would, in years afterward, occupy a small but specific place in the documentary record. Engstrom was tied up alongside another destroyer escort that month, a Cannon-class hull that had been launched at Federal Shipbuilding in Port Newark in late July and commissioned at the New York Navy Yard on August 27. The two ships were similar but not identical: Engstrom was an Evarts-class hull, a slightly smaller and earlier design; her companion was a Cannon. Both had been through the degaussing range. Both were undergoing the routine work that destroyer escorts in the autumn of 1943 underwent before their first convoy assignments.
Edward Dudgeon, who served aboard Engstrom from June of 1943 onward and who would later become the most-cited eyewitness to the actual operations of the Philadelphia Naval Yard during this period, would describe in old age what he had seen there: cables wrapped around hulls, electrical fields generated to deperm the steel against magnetic mines, occasional atmospheric discharges in the rigging on humid nights, sailors who had never seen the procedure speculating about what the cables were doing, the work going on twenty-four hours a day, the war pressing on.
What he did not describe was a ship that disappeared. What no records describe is a ship that disappeared. What no veteran of the yard or of the surface escort force or of the destroyer-escort program ever described, in any contemporary document or in any of the oral histories collected after the war, is a ship that disappeared.
The yard in late October of 1943 was, in operational terms, what it had been throughout the year. The U-boat war in the Atlantic had turned in the Allies' favor, May of 1943 had seen the Battle of the Atlantic's hinge, with thirty-four U-boats lost in a single month and Dönitz forced to withdraw his wolf packs from the mid-Atlantic, but the work of the convoys had not slackened. The escort fleet was still being built, still being outfitted, still being degaussed. The destroyer escorts coming off the ways at Federal in Newark and at Dravo in Wilmington were destined for the long, slow, lethal Mediterranean and North Atlantic runs that would carry American men and matériel into the closing years of the war.
The number of destroyer escorts the United States Navy commissioned in 1943 alone was greater than the total number of escort vessels the Royal Navy had possessed at the start of the war. By the end of the program in 1944, the United States would have built more than five hundred and sixty destroyer escorts of all classes, Evarts, Buckley, Cannon, Edsall, Rudderow, John C. Butler, across some seventeen yards on three coasts. The hull numbers ran past DE-700.
October of that year was the month in which the Allied campaign in Italy, opened by the Salerno landings the previous month, settled into the grim attritional fighting that would consume the next year and a half. It was the month in which the U.S. Eighth Air Force flew the second Schweinfurt raid against the German ball-bearing industry and lost sixty bombers in a single day. It was the month in which the Soviet Red Army crossed the Dnieper at multiple points and began the recapture of Kiev. It was the month in which the Philadelphia Inquirer ran daily war maps and the Bulletin ran casualty lists from the Mediterranean and the Pacific. The convoys leaving New York for North Africa and Britain were carrying troops and tanks and ammunition and rations on a scale that strained the port facilities at both ends. The convoys returning from the Mediterranean carried wounded.
Philadelphia in October 1943 was a city whose economy ran on the war. The yard at League Island was the largest single employer, but it was not the only war facility in the metropolitan area. Cramp Shipbuilding farther up the Delaware ran round-the-clock shifts. Frankford Arsenal in the Northeast produced small-arms ammunition. The Quartermaster Depot in the Schuylkill Valley moved supply through. Sun Shipbuilding in Chester to the south, Camden's New York Shipbuilding directly across the river, Hog Island industrial sites, smaller subcontractors and machine shops scattered through the working neighborhoods of South Philadelphia and Kensington and Olney; all of them operated on the same wartime tempo. The trolleys ran on extended schedules. The rooming houses were full. The Black population of the city had grown by tens of thousands during the Great Migration's wartime acceleration. The South Philadelphia neighborhoods immediately north of the yard's main gate held the densest concentration of Italian American working-class households in the city, with newer concentrations of African American households along Point Breeze Avenue and Federal Street.
In the Reserve Basin at League Island, on any given evening of October 1943, the running lights of two or three or five destroyer escorts would have been visible from the Delaware piers, small ships, tied up alongside the wharves, their crews ashore on liberty in South Philadelphia or aboard for the night, the watch on the quarterdeck calling the hours. The yard ran on. The work ran on. The launching ceremony for Wisconsin was scheduled for December 7. The thermal diffusion columns at the Naval Boiler and Turbine Laboratory were producing whatever it was they were producing. The Aircraft Factory was assembling whatever it was assembling. The Receiving Station was processing the next train of recruits. The pay clerks were preparing the Friday checks for the welders and pipefitters and electricians and clerical staff. The Marine guards were checking identification at the gates. The night watch on the wharves was walking its rounds.
No ship vanished. No ship was rendered invisible. No ship teleported to Norfolk and back. No green fog ascended from the wharves of the Reserve Basin. No sailor was found embedded in the steel of any hull. No experiment was conducted on any vessel at any time during the period that any postwar account would later claim, by means of any apparatus that any postwar account would later describe, to any effect that any postwar account would later assert.
The yard built ships. The yard repaired ships. The yard sent men and women home at the end of their shifts and brought new men and women in for the next shift. The yard's logs, where they survive, record what its logs record. The yard's payroll, where it endures, records who was paid for what work on what date. The yard's photographs, held in collections at the Library of Congress and the Independence Seaport Museum and the Naval History and Heritage Command, show what they show: hulls on ways, men in coveralls at lathes, women in the propeller shop, hammerhead cranes lifting boilers into engine rooms, the Delaware glinting beyond the wharves in flat autumn light.
This was the place. This was the period. This was the actual ground over which, twelve years and eight months later, an anonymous package marked Happy Easter would arrive at the desk of an admiral in Washington, and over which a story would be told that bore no relation to anything that had ever happened there.






  
  Chapter two
The Ship 

USS Eldridge, DE-173


The ship was named for a man who had been dead nine months when her keel was laid. 
Lieutenant Commander John Eldridge Jr., United States Navy, was born on October 10, 1903, in Buckingham County, Virginia, the rolling Piedmont country between the James River and the Blue Ridge. He graduated from the United States Naval Academy in the class of 1927 and was commissioned ensign on June 2 of that year. As a midshipman he had been a member of the wrestling squad and had played company football. After commissioning he remained at Annapolis for the short course in aviation and then reported aboard USS Pennsylvania, flagship of Battleship Division Three, where he held temporary additional duty for a course in aviation at the Naval Air Station, San Diego. In March of 1929 he was detached from Pennsylvania and ordered to flight training at the Naval Air Station, Pensacola. He was designated Naval Aviator and in December of 1929 joined Scouting Squadron Two-B, based aboard USS Saratoga, operating with Aircraft Squadrons of the Battle Fleet.
He served at various aviation stations through the 1930s. Between May and July of 1939 he served with the Fleet Air Detachment at the Naval Air Station, Norfolk, Virginia. Afterward he was assigned to Patrol Wing Five, with additional duty in Scouting Squadron Seventy-One, attached to the aircraft carrier USS Wasp, hull number CV-7. On September 11, 1941 — three months before Pearl Harbor — he assumed command of the squadron. He was promoted to lieutenant commander on January 1, 1942.
He flew an SBD Dauntless dive bomber. He flew it well. On August 7 and 8 of 1942, leading the first dive-bombing attack against hostile positions on the islands of Gavutu and Tanambogo during the initial American invasion of the Solomons, he personally destroyed Japanese gun emplacements in front of the Marine landing area on Gavutu, an action for which he was posthumously awarded the Navy Cross. In October of that year, in operations from the mud-covered Henderson Field on Guadalcanal, he led an early-morning attack against a Japanese seaplane base at Rekata Bay, Santa Isabel Island, on October 5, inflicted considerable damage on enemy float planes and antiaircraft emplacements in adverse weather, was forced down, was rescued, and returned to Henderson Field, from which he subsequently led several daring scout-bombing attacks against enemy ships, sinking, in one known instance, a Japanese destroyer. For this he received the Gold Star in lieu of a second Navy Cross. On October 25, 1942, despite continual enemy strafing and shelling of the field and without benefit of fighter escort, he effected an extremely difficult takeoff from Henderson to participate in a vital bombing raid on approaching Japanese forces. The Distinguished Flying Cross followed.
On November 2, 1942, he flew his last mission. The action was over The Slot — the channel between the Solomon island chains where Japanese reinforcement convoys ran south by night and American aircraft hunted them by day. Eldridge's Dauntless was hit. At approximately eleven o'clock that night, friendly inhabitants on the southeastern end of Santa Isabel Island saw an American aircraft crash just outside the reef in Tannibuli Bay. The next morning, pearl divers were able to free the body of Eldridge's rear gunner, Aviation Radioman Third Class George Yanick. They were not able to retrieve Eldridge from the wrecked airframe. His remains were never recovered. He is memorialized on the Tablets of the Missing at the Manila American Cemetery.
He was thirty-nine years old. His wife, Dorothy Elizabeth Greenwood Eldridge, was a widow at home in the United States. The Bureau of Naval Personnel processed the casualty notification. The Navy posted his name to the active casualty lists.
Three months later, on February 22, 1943, in Port Newark, New Jersey, the keel of a Cannon-class destroyer escort was laid down on Way Number 7 at Federal Shipbuilding and Dry Dock Company. Construction continued through the spring. Hull number DE-173 was launched on July 25, 1943, sponsored by Mrs. John Eldridge Jr., Dorothy Eldridge had agreed to the role, and christened at the bow with a bottle of champagne. The ship slid down the ways into the Newark Bay and was towed across the Hudson to the New York Navy Yard at Brooklyn for fitting out.
Federal Shipbuilding and Dry Dock Company, based at Kearny Point on Newark Bay, was the largest single private shipbuilder in the New York metropolitan region by the middle of the war. Founded in 1917 as a wartime expansion of the United States Steel Corporation's shipbuilding operations, the yard ran multiple building ways in parallel and turned out destroyers, destroyer escorts, and merchant tonnage on industrial production schedules. The Cannon-class hulls, DE-162 through DE-181, the bulk of the Federal-built run, came off the ways at intervals of two to three weeks across the spring and summer of 1943. Eldridge was the tenth of those hulls, launched between sister ships on the immediately adjacent ways. The launching ceremony for DE-173 was straightforward and brief. The local newspapers covered it routinely. Dorothy Eldridge, in a hat and dark suit, swung the champagne bottle. The hull entered the water bow-first as the chocks were knocked free. Tugboats moved in to take her in tow. Within an hour she was alongside an outfitting wharf and the work of completing her had begun.
She was commissioned on August 27, 1943, at the New York Navy Yard. Lieutenant Cedric R. Hamilton, USNR, took command at the commissioning ceremony. The crew read the orders. The colors were hoisted. The watch was set. USS Eldridge, DE-173, became an active vessel of the United States Navy, with a place in the Navy List, a hull number, a complement of 186 officers and enlisted men, and a name that belonged, by then, to a dead man.
* * *
The ship was, in her physical particulars, a working example of the wartime industrial compromise that produced the destroyer escort.
She displaced 1,240 long tons standard, somewhat more fully loaded. Her length overall was 306 feet. Her beam was 36 feet 8 inches. Her draft was 8 feet 9 inches. She carried three 3-inch/50-caliber guns in single mounts, one triple 21-inch torpedo tube mount, one Hedgehog anti-submarine projector mounted forward, and eight depth charge throwers. Her magazines held depth charges, hedgehog rounds, and three-inch ammunition for surface engagements and antiaircraft work. Her propulsion was diesel-electric tandem drive; four General Motors 16-cylinder diesels turning generators that fed power to two electric motors driving twin shafts. The configuration gave her a top speed of twenty-one knots, slower than a fleet destroyer but adequate for the convoy work the destroyer-escort program was designed to perform. Her endurance was sufficient for North Atlantic and Mediterranean crossings. Her crew quarters were cramped, by the standards of larger combatants, but recognizably more habitable than those of the destroyers built between the wars.
Her name was painted on her stern in white block letters: ELDRIDGE.
She remained in New York harbor and the waters of Long Island Sound for nineteen days after commissioning, conducting the routine post-commissioning fitting-out work of a new combatant: ammunition embarkation, calibration of fire control and sonar systems, sea trials of the propulsion plant, drills and exercises by the new crew, the early shake-out of equipment problems that always emerged in the first weeks of a hull's working life. On September 16, 1943, she sailed from New York for shakedown training. The waters she was bound for were the customary Atlantic Fleet shakedown grounds: the Bermuda area and the British West Indies, where new construction worked through the standard syllabus of antisubmarine drills, surface gunnery practice, and convoy formation exercises in seas of varying weather and protection.
She arrived in the vicinity of Bermuda on September 18, 1943, two days after departing New York. She remained in those waters, operating from the dispersed anchorages at Hamilton and Castle Harbour and the open ocean training areas to the south of the islands, for almost a full month. Her deck log and her war diary, on microfilm at the National Archives, record the routine: lookouts posted, watches set, drills exercised, gunnery practiced, sonar contacts evaluated, weather reported. The shakedown syllabus was identical to that of every Cannon-class hull commissioned that summer and autumn: hundreds of pages of standard-issue training notes adapted to the specific equipment and crew of each individual vessel.
On October 15, 1943, Eldridge left the Bermuda area in a homebound convoy for New York. She arrived in New York on October 18. Three days later, on October 21, the date on which her shakedown cruise was officially logged complete, she remained in the New York operating area for further availability, preparation, and crew training before her first operational assignment.
This is the paper trail. The deck log of USS Eldridge for September and October of 1943 is preserved on microfilm at the Naval History and Heritage Command's repository. The war diary for the same period is preserved at the National Archives at College Park. The Bureau of Ships' construction records for hull DE-173 are preserved at the National Archives. The crew lists for the autumn of 1943 are partially preserved through family historians and the surviving descendants of Eldridge sailors.
On October 28, 1943, the date that thirteen years later would acquire significance in a postwar correspondence, USS Eldridge, DE-173, was either at sea returning from her final Bermuda training exercise or in New York harbor preparing for her first convoy assignment, depending on the precise hour. She was not in Philadelphia. She had never been in Philadelphia. The waters of the Delaware River below League Island had no relation to her operational area.
* * *
Her first operational deployment began on November 1, 1943.
She got underway from New York with the New York section of Convoy UGS-23, a slow eastbound transatlantic convoy designated for North Africa under the standard United States–to–Mediterranean (UGS) convoy nomenclature that the Tenth Fleet had instituted earlier that year. UGS convoys ran approximately every twenty-five days from Hampton Roads, Virginia, with feeder sections joining from New York and Boston en route. The escort was a destroyer-escort division providing anti-submarine screen against the German U-boats that, although depleted from the catastrophic May 1943 losses in the mid-Atlantic, were still active along the southern trans-Atlantic route and would remain so for the rest of the war.
The New York section joined the main convoy at sea on November 2, entering Naval Operating Base Norfolk. On November 3, Eldridge and Convoy UGS-23 departed Norfolk eastbound for Casablanca. The crossing took nineteen days. The convoy made Casablanca on November 22, 1943.
She remained in Casablanca a week. On November 29, she departed Casablanca as part of the escort for the westbound return convoy designated GUS-22. The voyage home was uneventful. She arrived in New York on December 17, 1943.
Between January 4, 1944, and May 9, 1945, Eldridge sailed on the work that would define her wartime service: the long, repetitive, lethal task of escorting men and matériel to the Mediterranean to support Allied operations in North Africa and southern Europe. She made nine voyages in total, delivering convoys safely to Casablanca, Bizerte on the Tunisian coast, and Oran in Algeria. She returned with empty convoys eastbound and with damaged or detached merchant tonnage westbound. Her division — Cortdiv 66, by 1944 — operated as standard escort, providing anti-submarine screen, antiaircraft protection, station-keeping discipline, and the routine signal communications that held a wartime convoy together across three thousand miles of submarine-haunted ocean.
The southern transatlantic route the UGS and GUS convoys ran was, by the standards of North Atlantic convoy work, less brutal than the great-circle route to the British Isles. The U-boats that operated against it in 1944 and 1945 were fewer in number, longer in transit time from their French and Norwegian bases, and operating against escort screens that had been reinforced by the production runs Eldridge herself was a part of. Losses occurred. Liberty ship Paul Hamilton and the British freighter Royal Star in Convoy UGS-38 were sunk by air attack on April 20, 1944. U-969 torpedoed Liberty ships George Cleeve and Peter Skene Ogden in Convoy GUS-31 on February 22, 1944. U-870 torpedoed Liberty ship Henry Miller in Convoy GUS-63 on January 3, 1945. The losses were grim where they occurred but were measured in single ships and small fractions of convoy tonnage rather than in the catastrophic columns of the Drumbeat
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