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			To my father, Morris Weiss, 
a member of the “Greatest Generation”

		

	
		
			Courage is not the absence of fear, but rather the assessment that something is more important than fear.

			—FRANKLIN DELANO ROOSEVELT

		

	
		
			CAST OF CHARACTERS

			LANDING CRAFT INFANTRY (G) 449

			OFFICERS:

			Lieutenant Willard Vincent Nash: The gunboat’s first skipper, Nash was in his early thirties when he left his thriving legal practice in Saginaw, Michigan, to enlist in the navy.

			Lieutenant Junior Grade Rufus Geddie Herring: The Roseboro, North Carolina, native joined the navy after graduating Davidson College. Beloved by his crew, he was only twenty-three when he replaced Nash as the gunboat’s captain.

			Lieutenant Junior Grade Byron Chew Yarbrough: A graduate of Auburn Polytechnic Institute (now Auburn University), Yarbrough was a well-respected leader who took part in some of the bloodiest campaigns of the War in the Pacific.

			Lieutenant Junior Grade Robert Duvall: The ship’s communications officer, the twenty-three-year-old Duvall was a newlywed who tried to write his wife every day.

			Ensign Leo Bedell: The twenty-two-year-old Akron, Ohio, native was the youngest officer on the ship and a decisive leader.

			Ensign William Corkins: The twenty-nine-year-old father of two enlisted in the navy because he didn’t want to sit on the sidelines during the war.

			Ensign Frederick Cooper: The son of a pastor, Cooper was a twenty-four-year-old high school teacher when he enlisted. He told his wife he couldn’t stay home when so many of his students were being drafted.

			Ensign Donald Cromer: After enlisting in the navy, he trained with Corkins and Cooper. The three officers joined the gunboat the same day in September 1944.

			CREW:

			Pharmacist’s Mate First Class Henry Beuckman: The men called Beuckman Grandpa because he was the oldest man on the gunboat. But the thirty-seven-year-old from East Saint Louis, Illinois, had one of the most important jobs: He was the ship’s only medic.

			Steward’s Mate Ralphal Johnson: The only African-American on the ship, his job was to serve white officers. But after discovering Johnson was a crack shot, the officers made him a gunner on the 20mm starboard gun.

			Seaman First Class Junior Hollowell: A scrappy kid from rural Oklahoma, he enlisted when he turned eighteen. At the height of segregation, the white ammo loader became good friends with his African-American gunner from Decatur, Texas: Ralphal Johnson.

			Seaman First Class Clifford Lemke: The teenager wanted to join the navy after the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor, but his father refused to let him. A few months after his eighteenth birthday, Lemke enlisted, leaving behind his pregnant wife.

			Seaman First Class John Overchuk: The Cleveland, Ohio, native joined the navy to make his father proud. He was outgoing and an excellent dancer, and the crew gravitated to Overchuk, who took the quiet Lemke under his wing.

			Seaman First Class Lawrence Bozarth: A devout Christian, he asked to be an ammo loader to avoid firing weapons and killing enemy soldiers. The sailors would often seek out the eighteen-year-old Tulsa, Oklahoma, native to pray.

			Boatswain’s Mate Second Class Frank Robert Blow: A natural-born leader who everyone on the gunboat affectionately called “Joe Blow,” the twenty-one-year-old impressed his shipmates by staying calm under fire.

			Motor Machinist’s Mate Third Class James Casaletto: A mechanic who could fix anything, he enlisted to escape a bad marriage.

			Radioman Max Ball: A fisherman’s son from Gloucester, Massachusetts, he was taking part in a U.S. Merchant Marine training program when the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor.

			Ship’s Cook Second Class Clarence Kepner: One of the most respected men on the gunboat, he’d prepare special meals the night before combat.

			Fireman First Class Norman Holgate: A shy eighteen-year-old, he enlisted to get away from his abusive father. At home, Holgate loved to tinker with cars and gadgets. On the 449, he worked in the engine room.

			Seaman First Class Clarence Hoffman: A fun-loving street kid from Saint Louis, Missouri. When Hoffman tried to enlist early in the navy, he discovered a family secret that would haunt him.

			Signalman Arthur Lewis: A twenty-year-old from Baltimore, Maryland, he was nicknamed “Horizontal Lewis” because he spent most of his off-hours sleeping.

			Gunner’s Mate Third Class Charles Banko: A gun crew captain, Banko was always getting in trouble. After being kicked off another gunboat, the eighteen-year-old from East Selah, Washington, grew a bushy red beard in defiance.

			Seaman First Class Bruce Hallett: A gunner from Wenatchee, Washington, whose father refused to let him enlist before his eighteenth birthday, Hallett joined the gunboat the same day as his best friend: Banko.

			Seaman First Class Charles Hightower: An ammo passer on the port side 40mm gun, the Russellville, Arkansas, native was cool under fire. His gun captain, Ralph Owens, became his best friend.

			Gunner’s Mate Third Class Ralph Owens: A gun captain, he always talked about his girlfriend Nina. His best friend was Hightower, and they’d often talk late into the night.

			Seaman First Class Frederick Walton: A Southern California teenager, he was one of the youngest sailors on the gunboat. Even though his family tried to stop him, Walton enlisted after high school.

			Seaman Second Class Robert Minnick: A high school baseball star in Akron, Ohio, he turned down a contract to play minor-league baseball for the Cleveland Indians to enlist in the navy. The eighteen-year-old joined the gunboat just weeks before Iwo Jima.

			HOME FRONT:

			Betty Jones: A twenty-four-year-old single woman from Cordele, Georgia, she became pen pals with one of the officers on the gunboat. She was a smart and prolific writer, who poured her heart into each letter. She worked in her father’s pharmacy, but dreamed of becoming a nurse in Atlanta, Georgia.

			Dorothy Wallace: A former press agent with CBS radio who worked at Life and other magazines, she went on a date with a girlfriend’s brother, an officer preparing to join the 449. They stayed in touch during the war.

			Mary Cooper: The twenty-two-year-old mother would listen to the radio every night in hopes of hearing good news about the war. Her husband, Ensign Frederick Cooper, was on the 449.

			Elaine Butler: She was a teenager working in a San Diego, California, broom factory when a young sailor walked in the door. They spent nearly two weeks together in Southern California before he shipped out to Pearl Harbor.

		

	
		
			GLOSSARY

			TERMS FOR A SHIP

			Port Side: Left-hand side of a vessel, facing forward

			Starboard Side: Right-hand side of a vessel, facing forward

			Bow: Front of a boat

			Prow: Forward-most part of a ship’s bow

			Stern: Back or aft-most part of a vessel

			Aft: At, near, or toward the stern

			Deckhouse: A structure aft of the bow, used as a shelter. On the 449, the officers’ quarters, galley, and mess deck were inside the steel building.

			Fantail: Rear of a ship

			Bridge: Outdoor platform from which the ship can be commanded

			Pilothouse: Room with the ship’s navigational equipment and steering controls

			Mess Deck: Area where sailors socialize and eat

			Galley: Kitchen aboard a vessel

			Wardroom: Room where officers socialize and eat

			LIFE IN THE NAVY

			Crew’s Head: Ship’s restroom

			Bulkhead: Walls of a ship

			Gun Deck: A deck primarily used for the mounting of weaponry

			Well Deck: Forward part of the ship between the deckhouse and the bow

			Rack: Bunk, or bed, of a sailor

			Liberty: A specific period of recreational time in which sailors would be allowed to leave the ship

			Rating: A sailor’s position. The equivalent for the army would be “rank.”

			Striker: A sailor seeking advancement to a specific rating, such as signalman or radioman. For example, a seaman first class would be striking for signalman.

			TERMS FOR THE MEN

			Skipper: Captain of the ship

			Captain of the Ship: Regardless of rating, the commanding officer is always referred to as the “captain.” He has total responsibility for the ship and authority over everyone on board.

			Executive Officer: The second in command, he’s the ship’s administrator, responsible for all personnel on board.

			Engineering Officer: Responsible for operation of the ship’s engineering plant and electrical generation and distribution

			Boatswain’s Mate: Generally considered to be the senior enlisted rating in the navy and expected to be the most capable seaman on board

			Seaman: Generally referred to as “non-rated” personnel, he could be assigned duties in any of the non-engineering divisions. Most seamen were assigned to the Deck Force, meaning they were at the beck and call of the boatswain’s mates.

			Machinist’s Mate: Responsible for the operation and maintenance of all of the equipment in the engine room

			Black Gang: Men who work in the engine room, typically motor machinist’s mates and firemen

			Electrician’s Mate: Responsible for the ship’s electrical and distribution systems, including power and lighting equipment

			Quartermaster: Provides assistance to the navigator and maintains the deck log while the ship is under way. He often steers the ship.

			Signalman: Responsible for visual communications between ships by flashing light, flag hoist, or semaphore

			Radioman: Responsible for all electronic means of exterior communication. Available methods included voice radio, Teletype, and the old-fashioned Morse code key.

			Pharmacist’s Mate: Medical person aboard an LCI, equivalent to an army medic

		

	
		
			INTRODUCTION

			FEBRUARY 17, 1945

			A CLEAR, BRIGHT morning. Rufus Geddie Herring, lieutenant junior grade, peered through binoculars at the tiny island in the distance.

			Rocky coastline, deep gorges, high ridges. It bristled with Japanese machine guns, rockets, and thousands of soldiers, all of them well dug in. The Marines had their work cut out for them. So did his flotilla of little gunboats.

			It wasn’t the fortified coastline that worried Herring the most. It was what stood behind it. Mount Suribachi towered 550 feet into the sky, dark gray, all heavy artillery and menace.

			It was a natural fortress, a long-dormant volcano on the southern tip of Iwo Jima. The sight was breathtaking, Herring thought, something from a Hiroshige woodblock print. And from the top of Suribachi, the Japanese had just as clear a view of him. Spread out in all directions behind Herring’s gunboat was the American fleet, complete with battleships, destroyers, and cruisers.

			Up close is what concerned Herring as he and the rest of Flotilla Three, Group Eight—twelve very visible gunboats—moved slowly in the very shadow of the mountain. If the Japanese opened fire, they all were in deep, deep shit.

			But they were in too far now. This was a critical scouting mission. Recon, two days ahead of a massive amphibious assault the United States was sure would alter the course of the War in the Pacific. The flotilla of landing craft infantry gunboats had been ordered to move close to shore and provide cover for an elite navy commando team. The frogmen would swim underwater and disable mines, then scout beaches in the shadow of Suribachi to ensure the sandy, black volcanic cinders could support tanks and other heavy equipment.

			So far, everything was going fine. Still, Herring and his crew were uneasy. The Japanese commanders on the island were probably focused on the fleet in the distance. Surely someone up there had spotted the gunboats. But the flotilla had received no fire. Nothing.

			It’s too quiet, Herring thought.

			With the binoculars dangling from his neck strap, he turned to his second in command, Lieutenant Junior Grade Byron Chew Yarbrough.

			“One more time,” Herring said.

			Yarbrough nodded. Grabbing the handset to the ship’s communication system, he touched base with crew in key positions. Ensign Leo Bedell in the engine room, where it was difficult to hear over the din of the diesel engines. Everything was running smoothly. Quartermaster Second Class William Vollendorf in the pilothouse said the gunboat was steering as usual. Ensign William Corkins on the gun deck said all was well with the gun crews. Yarbrough hung up the handset and gave Herring the thumbs-up sign.

			Herring sighed. He’d been in battle before—the brutal Marshall and Mariana Islands campaigns—but this was his first combat mission as captain. He had learned from the previous skipper to take nothing for granted. Under fire, everyone had to know exactly what was expected.

			Herring’s job was simple: Lead by example.

			Stay calm, he told himself. The crew was at battle stations, huddled behind their guns, weapons protected by only a two-inch shield of plastic armor. They waited, eyes fixed on the mountain. Maybe everything would work out. They’d get in and get out of there without any shots being fired. Maybe they’d all survive.

			Something shook underfoot. Something shivered. Metal moaned. Water suddenly sprayed Herring in the face, and fear came blasting out of nowhere.

			Everything changed.

		

	
		
			PART ONE

			PRE-MISSION
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			MAY 1944

			HIS BIG SEABAG slung over his shoulder, Seaman First Class Clifford Lemke stepped off the transport and bounded toward a dry dock at the other end of Pearl Harbor. The legendary, infamous Pearl Harbor! Lemke stood up straight and focused on the street ahead. There was so much to see, right here and now.

			Just an hour earlier, an officer on the USS Leon had told Lemke, “Pack your stuff.” Transfer. Say goodbye. Another ship, another crew was waiting for him there at the sprawling naval base in exotic Hawaii.

			Lemke was stunned. He’d been part of the maiden crew on the Leon. He’d stepped on board February 12, 1944, the very day the transport ship was commissioned at the Bethlehem Steel Company dock back in Brooklyn, New York. Lemke was nineteen years old, a quiet, skinny kid from Wisconsin. During the three-month, five-thousand-mile voyage from New York to Pearl Harbor, he stayed up late playing cards with his buddies, bullshitting about baseball, girls, any subject that popped into their heads. Lemke mostly listened, but by the time they docked in Pearl Harbor, he felt he belonged.

			Now he’d have to start all over again.

			He took an inventory as he walked, and fought back the knot in his stomach: T-shirts. Pants. Socks. The already-threadbare mattress secured inside its hammock. All rolled according to spec, all tucked neatly inside the bag on his back. No sentimental goodbyes. Everyone knew this day would come.

			The war was moving west across the ocean. Progress was slow, island by tiny island, toward the Japanese mainland. He was moving with it, toward God-knows-what. The progress wasn’t coming cheaply, either.

			The Pearl Harbor naval hospital had eleven hundred beds full of the wounded sent in from the ships fighting across the Pacific. The navy needed to replace the injured and dead, and Lemke was just one of the thousands stepping up. The Leon wouldn’t leave Pearl Harbor anytime soon, but other ships at the naval base were getting ready to join the fight. The recruits aboard were being plucked away, reassigned, moved along.

			Civilian Navy Yard workers darted between the dry docks, piers, storehouses, and oil depots. Lemke crossed the streets carefully, dodging jeeps full of sailors, Marines, and soldiers. Mess halls, headquarters, offices, most of them newly built—the 22,000-acre naval base sprawled over the entire southern tip of Oahu. All along the waterfront, hundreds of vessels were being repaired in dry docks and restocked with supplies. The navy wasn’t just recovering. It was gearing up. Lemke could feel the energy. You didn’t need military intelligence to know that America was getting ready to launch another offensive.

			Pearl Harbor was everything Lemke had imagined, right down to the palm trees. Two-and-a-half years had passed since he’d first heard of the place, since the newsreels of the Japanese military strike had riveted him to his seat at the Rex Theater back in Park Falls, Wisconsin.

			Life before that was relatively simple. He worked most days alongside his father, learning to make furniture and cabinets. At night he walked downtown. If he had enough money, he’d catch a flick with his friends. He’d dreamed of saving enough to buy a used car, and maybe even leaving Park Falls when the time was right.

			Until that horrible Sunday, Lemke hadn’t paid much attention to the events leading up to war. He was a kid, a sixteen-year-old high-school dropout living in a tough town still recovering from the Great Depression. Few people took much notice of foreign affairs.

			Except his dad. Fred Lemke, a stocky carpenter with a broad nose, thick wavy black hair, and calloused hands, took a lively interest in the news. He was the son of German immigrants, eking out a living in a Wisconsin town founded by German immigrants.

			The old man crouched over the kitchen table every day with the Park Falls Herald spread open, eyes fixed on the latest accounts of Adolf Hitler and Nazi Germany’s growing military aggression. Fred snapped through the pages and shook his head, muttering. In the evenings he sometimes explained what was happening, while the family pretended to listen: When Germany surrendered at the end of World War I, it was forced to sign the Treaty of Versailles, a document designed to humiliate. A new German government was formed, but by the end of the 1920s, the nation staggered under massive unemployment and inflation.

			Into this chaos stepped Hitler, a World War I corporal who rose to power with a fiery brand of nationalism, promising to tear up the Versailles Treaty and restore Germany to its former glory. He waged a vicious campaign of propaganda and terror against his political foes, and reached the pinnacle of power on January 30, 1933, when he was named chancellor of Germany.

			Hitler kept his promises. He put Germany’s industrial base to work rebuilding its military, and then he mobilized it. While the world looked anxiously on, Germany annexed Austria and Czechoslovakia. On September 1, 1939, Germany invaded Poland, and Europe stepped off the sidelines. World War II erupted, but Germany already had massive momentum. By the summer of 1940, Germany’s military, backed by factories rolling out Panzer tanks and Messerschmitt planes, had swept across Europe in a lightning war, conquering most of the continent. Only Great Britain remained.

			Back at the Lemke house, Fred sat with an ear against the cathedral-shaped Crosley radio, listening to CBS radio correspondent Edward R. Murrow describe the terror in London as waves of German planes bombed the city. Buildings crumbled. Fires consumed whole neighborhoods. But somehow, Great Britain held on.

			The United States by then had started providing much-needed weapons and supplies, but how long could the Brits continue to resist?

			It wasn’t only England. The following summer, Germany launched an offensive against the Soviet Union, their former ally. Nazi troops were suddenly on the outskirts of Moscow.

			In the waning days of 1941, with London and Moscow on the brink, Fred Lemke and most everyone else gave little thought to the Far East. Anyone with a newspaper or radio knew that Germany posed the biggest threat to the free world.

			But reality was different. Japanese aggression in East Asia had been just as ambitious as Germany’s in Europe. A decade before Pearl Harbor, the Japanese invaded Manchuria, and followed with a brutal attack on China in 1937.

			Seeking to curb Japanese aggression, the United States in 1940 imposed tough economic sanctions, embargoing scrap iron, steel, and gasoline. Two months later, Japan retaliated by signing the Tripartite Pact with Germany and Italy. Suddenly, the Nazis had allies on the other side of the globe.

			Even with severe shortages of oil and other natural resources, Japan’s leaders decided it was time to displace the United States as the dominant Pacific power. On Sunday, December 7, 1941, Japan attacked the United States.

			Most of America learned of the strike when a news bulletin interrupted their Sunday afternoon radio programs: “The Japanese have attacked Pearl Harbor, Hawaii, by air,” according to the breathless announcers.

			“Japan?” People shook their heads in disbelief and adjusted their radios. Was it true? Could it be possible? Newspaper special editions confirmed everyone’s worst fears. The nation was stunned, and waited for the president’s reaction. President Franklin Delano Roosevelt, the man who had guided the nation through the darkest days of the Great Depression, was now called upon to lead the United States through another crisis.

			The following day Roosevelt addressed a joint session of Congress and told the nation via radio that the Japanese attack was “unprovoked” and “dastardly.” He called December 7, 1941, “a date that will live in infamy.”

			The president was blunt. The strike had damaged American naval and military forces severely, he said, and “very many American lives have been lost.”

			“There is no mincing the fact that our people, our territory, and our interests are in grave danger,” he said, adding that Japanese forces had attacked other American targets in the Pacific, including Guam and the Philippine Islands.

			“No matter how long it may take us to overcome this premeditated invasion, the American people in their righteous might will win through to absolute victory,” he thundered.

			Congress responded. Later that day, they declared war on Japan. Four days later, Germany declared war on the United States.

			With his parents and sister huddled by the radio for days, young Lemke sat quietly as journalists relayed the latest horrors from the Pacific. More than 2,400 Americans were dead. Eight navy battleships were sunk or heavily damaged. Nearly 350 U.S. aircraft were destroyed or damaged.

			A wave of patriotism swept the country. Overnight, folks who had urged America to stay neutral became binocular-toting volunteers, watching the nighttime skies for enemy planes. During the day, men, women, and children watched for “suspicious activity.”

			Teenagers like Lemke were expected to join up. If you were an able-bodied male, it was your “patriotic duty” to enlist.

			With Germany on one side and the Japanese on the other, it didn’t matter which branch of the military you joined. Recruiting stations everywhere were flooded with men of all ages looking to do their part.

			Clifford Lemke felt the same way, but he was too young to enlist. You had to be eighteen years old to be inducted into the army, and seventeen to join the navy or the Marines, and only then if you had your parents’ permission. And as much as Fred Lemke despised the Japanese and the Nazis, he wasn’t going to sign those papers. Not yet.

			Fred had seen this before. He knew all about war, and the unrelenting public pressure to enlist.

			Nearly twenty-five years earlier, the young men of Park Falls had been urged to take up arms, to fight the German “Huns” who not only threatened Western Europe but the American way of life.

			Back then, Fred Lemke and his brothers faced a dilemma: Park Falls and most of the towns in northern Wisconsin were predominantly German. Their grandparents and parents spoke German. Most people had cousins and grandparents in the Old Country. They ate German food and sang German songs on the holidays.

			The Lemkes knew their family history: Great-grandfather Herman, with a few hundred dollars in his pocket, boarded a ship in Bremen in 1867 with his wife and five children. They settled a vast expanse of land in Clark County, Wisconsin, where the dense forests and long winters reminded them of home. His son August took over the farm when old Herman could no longer follow a plow. Fred was the fifth of August’s seven surviving children.

			But in 1917, despite their deep ties to the Old Country, all four of the Lemke boys enlisted in the U.S. military. Fred was deployed to France with the U.S. Army Ambulance Service. Every day he picked up and transported dozens of wounded men from the front lines to field hospitals: soldiers with arms or legs gone, bodies mangled, ripped apart by shrapnel and machine-gun fire, or found choking on toxic mustard gas in the rat-filled trenches. His small truck had hard rubber tires with no give. The wounded groaned and shrieked with every bump and rut in the road.

			By November 1918, the war was over. Casualties were staggering: In just over eighteen months, 53,000 Americans died fighting, and 63,000 more died from disease and accidents. More than 200,000 were wounded.

			Fred Lemke had seen enough war for his lifetime, and he wouldn’t succumb again to flag-waving nonsense. He knew it was just a matter of time before his son would be old enough to enlist on his own. He hoped this war would be over by then. Maybe his boy wouldn’t end up like those young men who haunted his nightmares, choking on their own blood, praying for death.

			Clifford Lemke didn’t like his father’s thinking, but there was little he could do but wait. By early 1942, some of his cousins and friends were already in basic training. And everywhere the teenager went, the war was there: Posters touted war savings bonds from storefronts. The drugstore on Main Street sold yellow toy-filled candy boxes emblazoned with an anti-aircraft gun and the message: “Remember Pearl Harbor!” Radio stations played patriotic songs, urging Americans to “protect our shoreline to the door line.”

			Even at the Rex, where Lemke used to find solace in the back row watching westerns, he couldn’t escape. Movies like Wake Island with Brian Donlevy and Flying Tigers with John Wayne trumpeted American “fighting men.” Before the features, Lemke sat through shorts directed by Hollywood giants, Frank Capra and John Huston among others, who positioned the war as a battle between good and evil. The nation’s freedom, the American way of life, was at stake. Even Bugs Bunny and Elmer Fudd were in uniform . . . How could Lemke not feel guilty about being left behind?

			By late 1942, Lemke was still working with his father, picking up odd jobs in town, when he read an advertisement in the newspaper that perked him up a bit. There were openings at a new munitions plant in Baraboo, Wisconsin, a city 225 miles south of Park Falls. The ad said the “need was urgent” for workers. New weapons factories seemed to be cropping up overnight, and the plants desperately needed employees to fill the shifts—they were even hiring women to work on the factory floors. Lemke told his father he wanted to apply.

			His father gave his blessing. If his son was hired, at least he’d feel like he was contributing to the war effort. Clifford didn’t have to worry about an apartment either, as there was plenty of housing for the plant’s eight thousand production workers.

			On a bitterly cold November morning, young Lemke packed his few belongings in his mother’s tattered suitcase. Then he put on his fleece-lined jacket and hugged his parents and sister goodbye before walking out the door. He trudged a few blocks through the snow to the bus station and waited.

			Lemke was scared. He’d never been on his own. He was an introvert and didn’t know if he’d make any friends. But he was going to push himself. He had learned that from his father. The old man had put up with a lot over the years, but he never gave up. Lemke wanted to make the old man proud.

			A few hours later the bus rolled into Baraboo and the Badger Army Ammunition Plant. Lemke’s eyes lit up. Badger wasn’t just a plant—it was a city.

			It was fourteen hundred buildings sprawled over seven thousand acres, factories that produced explosives and propellants—smokeless powder for hand grenades, M1 rifles, and rockets—along with housing for workers, a recreation center, child care facility, hospital, and cafeteria.

			Near the front gate workers changed from their street clothes into coveralls and lab coats. Miles of railroad tracks threaded through the place, loading up freight trains with ammunition for military bases and ports all over the country.

			In the months before Pearl Harbor, the U.S government had seen war on the horizon and started planning and building ammunition factories. The army hired defense contractor Hercules Powder Company to design and operate the Badger plant.

			As Lemke’s bus pulled into the station, he glimpsed the supportive signs in storefront windows and buildings, including one of a man and woman in coveralls glancing proudly at the words: “We make the best powder in the world. Keep ’em shooting.”

			The place was overwhelming at first, but Lemke soon found his rhythm. Through the day he drove truckloads of propellant chemicals from the factories to storage areas. At night he slept in his own little room in a big company-run dormitory. He took care of himself, showered and shaved and had his hair trimmed once a week. He was surrounded by thousands of people, but Lemke was lonely. He kept to himself, saved his money, and marked the time until February 5, 1943: his eighteenth birthday. The news from the front was getting a little better—U.S. troops were sweeping across North Africa and striking back in the Pacific. But there was no end in sight.

			And one day in the cafeteria, a perky girl with long brown hair sat down beside him. It was no accident that seventeen-year-old Eleanor Lois Boyd had targeted Lemke’s table. She’d been watching him for weeks, she said. He was one of the few boys her age in the plant. In a place full of roughnecks and rowdies, Clifford was neat, clean, and didn’t feel the need to call attention to himself.

			Lemke was shocked into silence, but the girl happily chatted away to him: She worked at Badger to stay busy while her boyfriend was fighting in the Pacific. There wasn’t much to do in Baraboo, but she asked Lemke if he wanted to get together one night, maybe go to a movie. Lemke was tongue-tied. He’d never gone out with a girl, but he sheepishly nodded his head yes.

			They went to movies, took long walks around the factory and Baraboo. Sometimes, they walked to Devil’s Lake and sat by the water’s edge holding hands. When the weather was nice, they packed a lunch and hiked along the winding trails to bluffs overlooking the park. Lemke didn’t ask about Eleanor’s boyfriend. His eighteenth birthday came and went, but he put off enlistment. He was falling in love.

			In early May, their story took a new turn. Eleanor was pregnant. They both were eighteen, old enough. If Lemke enlisted in the navy, they could marry right away, and no one would count too closely the months before the baby came.

			They said “I do” before a justice of the peace on May 30. On June 5, Lemke reported to the Great Lakes Naval Training Station in Chicago.

			The next months passed by in a blur of training and orders: Chicago, Maine, and Newport, Rhode Island, where Lemke learned his wife had delivered a healthy baby girl, Mary Jane.

			By February 1944, he was a seaman first class, an ammunition loader, assigned to the Leon. He traveled from Brooklyn, New York, stopping in Roanoke, Virginia, and then through the Panama Canal, on the way to Pearl Harbor.

			The navy brought him face-to-face with his need for order and cleanliness. He’d never been on a ship before he joined. He had to learn to live in close quarters with men from all over the country, something that triggered his social anxiety. Lemke missed his wife and his family in Park Falls. He had been in such a hurry to leave, to jump into the fire . . .

			And here he was, in Dry Dock 4, Pearl Harbor. He stood in the shadow of Landing Craft Infantry (G) 449, the ship that would be his new home. He stared at the gunboat, then he felt a tap on his shoulder. He turned around and saw a familiar face.

			“They got you, too,” chuckled Seaman First Class Charles Vogel.

			Lemke smiled. They had been shipmates on the Leon. Lemke didn’t know Vogel that well, but at least someone he knew would be on board the new ship.

			“Let’s get this over with,” Vogel said.

			Hoisting their seabags, they walked down a long flight of metal stairs leading to the bottom of the dry dock where the gunboat was being outfitted. They climbed up a ramp to the deck. They stopped for a moment to scan the ship. “It’s small,” Vogel said. “Probably a third of the size of the Leon. Leon was new. This thing looks like it’s been around awhile.”

			“Our bunks are probably smaller, too,” Lemke added. Christ, he thought, considering the living conditions on board. Would they have fresh water? What about the head?

			He took a deep breath, then followed Vogel to what amounted to a steel building standing tall amidships. Inside the deckhouse they saluted Lieutenant Junior Grade Robert Duvall, the gunboat’s communications officer. Lemke and Vogel stood at ease while Duvall checked their names against his roster. The men were among a dozen or so new sailors set to join the ship in the coming days.

			Duvall gave them no time to settle in. With their bags still slung on their shoulders, he took them to meet the commanding officer: Lieutenant Willard Vincent Nash. They found the man in a crowded, cluttered cabin, his brow knitted over a thick book.

			Duvall introduced Lemke and Vogel. Nash set aside his book and told them to grab two metal folding chairs and sit down. At thirty-four, Nash was older than most of the men on the ship. Tall, handsome, and a bit reserved, he looked a little like film star Fred MacMurray. Like the actor, Nash hailed from the Midwest; he was born and raised in Saginaw, Michigan.

			Back home, Nash was an attorney, a partner in a successful law firm. He didn’t have to serve; he could have stayed in Saginaw, but that was out of the question. In April 1942, Nash enlisted in the Naval Reserve as an officer. His parents were surprised, but he had no regrets. He couldn’t stay in a county courthouse office while America was out making history.

			A hands-on skipper, Nash made sure he knew the name of everyone on board. It was important that every crew member know his role on the gunboat and what was expected of him. That’s why Nash talked personally to every sailor who joined the crew.

			Nash asked Lemke and Vogel to talk a little bit about their backgrounds. Lemke told him that he was from Wisconsin, had a wife and baby girl, and mentioned that his father was a World War I veteran. The eighteen-year-old Vogel said he was from Indianapolis, unmarried, and working in a grocery store when he decided to enlist.

			It was Nash’s turn. He told them the gunboat was undergoing repairs in advance of a new campaign. He didn’t have details about the mission, but when he did, he would tell them. And when LCI-449 was ready, the crew would be involved in heavy training exercises. If they had any questions, they should go to one of the ship’s officers. With that, Nash said they were free to go.

			Lemke and Vogel were passed on to Boatswain’s Mate Second Class Frank Blow, a fast-talking twenty-one-year-old from Southampton, Massachusetts.

			Blow showed them over the gunboat, talking mostly about the crew, as they moved below. He was a muscular man, six-foot-three, and had to duck low through the hatchways. He’d joined the boat in August 1943, as part of the original crew. He said the group was small but tight-knit. Just about everyone got along. “If you got any problems, come to me. I’ll take care of it,” he said.

			Lemke asked if they’d been in combat.

			Blow stopped and leaned against the deck rail. He smiled as he recounted their last mission. They’d been to the Marshall Islands, he said, part of a group of twelve gunboats that moved along the shores of occupied islands to provide cover for landing Marines. The Kwajalein Atoll, he recounted, drawing out the strange syllables—that’s where the Japanese fired rockets at them, from bunkers no one could see. The sound was deafening. It was terrifying, they were so vulnerable. And it went on for hours.

			“They threw everything at us,” Blow said.

			Days later, when they had taken the island, he recalled the stench of dead bodies, rotting in the sun—the unforgettable “sulfur smell of death.”

			Lemke and Vogel didn’t say a word. A moment passed.

			“Any idea where we’re headed next?” Lemke asked.

			“Only scuttlebutt. Nothing for sure,” Blow said, stepping down off the ship to show them the big guns up front. “We usually find out at the last minute. But just look around,” he said, indicating the stacks of munitions going into the hold, the armor being screwed into place. “Don’t worry, you won’t be bored. Wherever we’re going, there’s going to be plenty of action. The closer we get to Japan, the worse it’s going to get.”

			Lemke felt his stomach twist again.
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			NASH STARED DOWN at the map on his desk. “This,” he said, jabbing his finger at a tiny dot, “is where we’re headed.” Mariana Islands. Another endless cluster of islands dotting the central Pacific.

			They looked like nothing at all, but they meant everything, at least for the next few weeks. They were the next step in the U.S. military strategy developed in the wake of Pearl Harbor.

			On the morning of December 7, 1941, the Japanese didn’t just strike Hawaii; their planes bombed the Philippines, Wake Island, Guam, and other U.S. posts in the Pacific, as well as British positions in Southeast Asia. Within a month, the Japanese had taken most of the Philippines and seized Wake Island and Guam. By the end of February, President Roosevelt had ordered General Douglas MacArthur to withdraw from the Philippines.

			The Japanese kept up the pressure. They invaded the Dutch East Indies, Dutch Borneo, and Singapore. Their planes bombed Darwin, Australia. A Japanese submarine even fired on an oil refinery near Santa Barbara, California. Americans panicked, realizing that Japan was capable of bringing the war to America’s doorstep.

			U.S. military brass, unused to retreating, scrambled to maintain their dignity as the wily, ruthless enemy cut a wide swath across the Pacific, crippling America’s battleship fleet and snapping up a chain of islands across the region. If the Japanese managed to fortify those islands, they’d form an impenetrable barrier to the U.S. Navy.

			By mid-1942, with victory in sight, Japanese fleet commander Isoroku Yamamoto decided to deal a crushing blow. Yamamoto would take Midway Island, at the end of the same island chain as Hawaii. When the Americans rallied their few remaining aircraft carriers, his fleet would be waiting.

			But U.S. Navy code breakers figured out his secret, and Admiral Chester Nimitz, commander in chief of the Pacific Fleet, got the drop on Yamamoto. When the Japanese destroyers and carriers slipped within attack range of Midway Island, they were met with waves of American planes. Four Japanese carriers went down, and two destroyers were badly damaged. The crippled fleet withdrew, and the United States celebrated its first decisive victory in months.

			After the Battle of Midway, Nimitz and MacArthur, the commander of the Allied forces in the Southwest Pacific, grabbed the initiative. They devised an “island hopping” strategy, capturing and fortifying key islands, one after another, until Japan itself came within range of American bombers. The Americans would bypass strongly held islands and strike at the enemy’s weak points.

			As MacArthur pushed along the New Guinea coast with Australian allies, toward the Philippines, Nimitz crossed the central Pacific by way of the Gilbert and Marshall Islands.

			Now American forces were poised to attack the Marianas.

			Herring knew Nash had been poring over the maps for days.

			“What do you think?” Nash asked.

			“It’s not going to be easy,” Herring said.

			The officers sat down by the desk. The cabin was cramped, cluttered with reams of navy paperwork, piles of books, and stacks of maps and newspapers. The skipper pulled out a pack of Lucky Strikes and a Zippo, lit the end of a cigarette, and inhaled deeply.

			Taking the Marianas—an arc-shaped archipelago including the islands of Guam, Saipan, and Tinian—would be a major blow to Japan, he said. If that happened, U.S. troops would be a mere thirteen hundred miles south of Tokyo.

			But the Japanese were dug in already. They’d fight to the last man. And the Marianas terrain was a little different than the other islands they had encountered: There were mountainous jungles with deep caves, perfect hiding places. And unlike many of the other islands, people lived on the Marianas. There were civilians to consider, residents, especially on Saipan.

			Herring leaned back in his chair. When Nash was on a roll, it was like an opening argument in a Saginaw courtroom. All you could do was listen.

			“We have another problem, ourselves,” he told Herring. “Personnel. Have you seen the boys coming aboard? Nearly half the crew is new. Most of them right off the farm.”

			It wasn’t news to Herring. Men who’d been along since the beginning and through the Marshall Islands invasion were being transferred to bigger ships—destroyers, cruisers, battleships—because of their combat experience. Now Nash had to train new men for the upcoming mission. They seemed to be getting younger all the time.

			But the new crew was just like the last ones, and just like the ones filling all the gunboats. They came from different states and classes and backgrounds, but were all young adults. They were children of the Depression, too tough to be called boys, but still too green to be men. Most were seventeen, eighteen, and nineteen years old. They hadn’t waited for the draft. Almost all enlisted right after graduating, or they dropped out and got their parents to sign. When Pearl Harbor was bombed, these guys were kids. They had to wait their turn. And while they waited, they saw what happened at home when their brothers, fathers, and uncles were killed in action in Europe or in the Pacific. They still signed up. They still wanted a piece of Hitler, or Tojo.

			This was their first deployment. They’d been trained, but they’d need to lean on veterans for guidance. And the 449 veterans weren’t much older than the recruits. Just look at the officers: Herring was a month shy of twenty-three; Duvall and Lieutenant Byron Chew Yarbrough, the ship’s executive officer, had both just turned twenty-four.

			Nash was the grand old man at age thirty-four. The only person older was Pharmacist’s Mate First Class Henry Beuckman. He was thirty-seven. Nash smoked. Herring sighed.

			Nash was right. The crew was young, but they’d pick it all up quickly, Herring said. He reminded Nash what they’d gone through since they boarded the ship in 1943. They’d been in deadly firefights off godforsaken islands. Hell, their craft had even been totally redesigned, and their original mission changed, during what was supposed to be a routine layover in San Diego. The officers were experienced tap dancers, Herring said, and the seamen always stepped up to every change of tune, too. The new ones would do just as well, he predicted. Maybe even better.

			Nash smiled. Herring’s optimism was infectious, one of the reasons Nash liked being around him. During their time on the ship, they’d grown close. Even with an eleven-year age difference, and their north-south roots, Nash and Herring had much in common. They were solid middle-class, college-educated. Nash got his undergraduate and law degrees from the University of Michigan; Herring got an economics degree from Davidson College in North Carolina. They came from prominent families—Nash’s father was an attorney who served one term in the Michigan state legislature and was a delegate to the Democratic National Convention that nominated Roosevelt in 1932. Herring’s father owned three banks and a lumber mill in rural Roseboro, North Carolina. Both were bachelors.

			But their strongest bond was their love of sailing. When time allowed, they chattered on for hours about boats, rigs, wind, and the adventures they’d had under sail.

			Herring’s experience was limited to summers at his parents’ lakefront cottage on White Lake, North Carolina, where the family kept a twenty-foot sloop. Herring had spent countless hours gliding across the lake, passing other cottages, tacking and turning into the breeze, before heading back to shore. It was like the line in the poem “Sea Fever” by John Masefield: All Herring needed was a “tall ship and a star to steer her by” to feel complete.

			Nash understood Herring’s pining for “a windy day with the white clouds flying.” Sailing was in his blood, too, and for three years when he was a teenager, Nash’s summers had been spent working on a thirty-five-foot gaff-rigged sloop, making weekend cruises to points on Saginaw Bay and Lake Huron.

			After graduating law school in 1935, Nash devoted a good part of his free time to sailing a forty-foot auxiliary schooner called the Sea Horse on Lake Huron and Lake Superior, including the North Channel and Georgian Bay. That’s where he really learned how to pilot and plot courses—the challenges of Great Lakes navigation and sailing were fine preparation for a navy officer.

			When the Marshall Islands campaign wound up and their orders arrived for Pearl Harbor, Nash and Herring almost bought a small outrigger sailboat together, a native craft a local man had for sale. They plotted how to stash it on the 449, and discussed where and when they might break it out on the ocean. But after examining the craft, Herring changed his mind. “The boat turned out to be in bad shape,” Nash wrote his mother. “So we didn’t find out how many cans of salmon and packages of cigarettes” the boat’s owner “would have held out for.”

			But Nash and Herring made a pact: After the war, they’d sail together somewhere. It didn’t matter if it was in Saginaw Bay or White Lake, they’d go for sure.

			But with the way the war was going, they could be fighting in the Pacific for years, especially if they had to invade Japan.

			Nash crushed the end of the cigarette in an ashtray and pulled a fresh one from the pack, letting it dangle from his mouth for a moment like Humphrey Bogart. Despite the challenges of being on the 449, and the dangers, Nash was thrilled to be its captain.

			He had fought hard for an appointment to the U.S. Naval Reserve. Nash was thirty-two years old when he applied in 1942. At the time, they were looking for younger applicants. But Nash continued to push—he didn’t want to stay home. This was his chance to do something good. He knew how to frame a good argument, how to put the right word into the right ear. And with his sailing experience, he knew he’d be an asset.

			Nash was finally accepted. After several months of training, he was assigned to a landing craft infantry (large)—an amphibious assault ship—that was being commissioned at a New Jersey shipyard. He was set to be second in command, but the man chosen as skipper failed an eye test. Nash told his sister he was “drafted to replace him.”

			Nash boarded his ship for the first time on August 25, 1943, at the Barber Shipbuilding and Drydock Company in Perth Amboy, New Jersey. Now, after the overhaul, it was almost unrecognizable.

			That summer of 1943 saw the navy in a chaotic rush to build the hundreds of landing craft infantry (L) boats needed to deliver troops directly onto beaches. The crafts were critical on the Pacific front, where they were the only way for American forces to land on remote islands.

			The craft was a variation of the landing ship tank, a stroke of genius naval engineer John Niedermair had only designed a year previous, in 1942. They made the Pacific “island hop” possible as the battle campaign stretched over thousands of miles of ocean.

			The design was revolutionary. Each narrow boat had a large ballast system that was filled for ocean passage, then pumped out in shallow water. The amphibious crafts ran counter to traditional navy rules. Generations of captains were warned never to “founder on rocks and shoals,” and now they could aim their craft straight onto them.

			The landing craft infantry (L) was far from impressive-looking. It looked like an armor-plated barge with a steel house stuck in the middle and a conning tower on top. The quarter-inch steel hull was only 158 feet long and 23 feet at its widest. Two hundred men could fit inside the ship, and once the craft planted its bow on the beach, a pair of steel ramps dropped and the men inside could exit.

			Nash described it to his mother as a “passenger ship, soldiers being the passengers.”

			And like a barge, the landing craft infantry (L) was a flat-bottom boat. Instead of gliding over water, it rocked with every heavy wave. Men prone to seasickness spent half their time leaning over the deck, vomiting into the ocean.

			As the American forces moved west across the water, the Japanese extended their supply lines eastward. They used convoys at first to carry men and supplies to the islands, but American planes and warships were making that dangerous. During the Battle of the Bismarck Sea in March 1943, a squadron of American and Australian aircraft attacked a Japanese resupply convoy headed to Lae, New Guinea. It was a disaster for Japan: Eight transport ships were sunk, as well as four of the eight destroyers accompanying the vessels. Three thousand Japanese soldiers were killed, and all the supplies were lost.

			The Japanese began using barges more and more to transport supplies and men, especially between islands. The barges posed a problem for American forces. They could operate in relatively shallow water, hugging the coastline to avoid detection. The U.S. military had to develop a shoal-draft boat not only to hunt and destroy the barges, but to protect assault troops as they hit the shore, island after island.

			Commanders were finding that their pre-invasion tactics—heavy bombing from planes and artillery barrages from big ships—weren’t reducing the overwhelming number of American casualties. When artillery shells fell, the Japanese lay low in heavily fortified and camouflaged pillboxes, trenches, and bunkers. Unless the installations took a direct hit, the positions were hard to destroy. Soon as the American barrage died down and troops began landing on the beaches, the Japanese regrouped and opened fire. The navy needed gunboats that could move close to the shoreline to provide close-in fire support for troops as they made their landing.

			The landing craft infantry (L) was perfect for the challenge; with a top speed of sixteen knots, it could operate in shallow water, turn on a dime, and maneuver in tight places. The only thing missing was firepower; it had only a pair of 20mm guns. So at the end of 1943, the navy began converting dozens of LCI (L)s into gunboats.

			They welded on additional 20mm guns, and added in some 40mm guns, too. Some models, like the LCI (Mortar)—fired 4.2-inch mortar shells. Others, like the LCI (Rocket) could fire hundreds of 4.5-inch rockets, one after the other. Unknown to Nash and the other crew members in New Jersey, the navy had built a prototype LCI (Guns) in Pearl Harbor and, after successfully testing it, decided to go ahead and convert nearly a dozen more in Hawaii and San Diego.

			Nash’s ship left New Jersey in August 1943, a plain-Jane LCI (L), and sailed straight into the new technology. What was supposed to be a quick stop in San Diego, California, turned into a complete makeover at the U.S. Naval Repair Base.

			Nash wasn’t told much. The crew was sent ashore for R&R, and when the work was finished, their ship was one of five newly minted Landing Craft Infantry (G) boats. The ship suddenly bristled with hardware: one 40mm gun on the bow and two on the gundeck, and ten rocket launchers that fired 4.5-inch shells.

			With the new equipment came a new mission. Before they left for Pearl Harbor on January 6, 1944, new crew members came aboard, including gunners and ammo loaders. Two weeks later, they joined an additional eight refitted LCIs in Pearl Harbor, and Flotilla Three, Group Eight was formed. For the next few weeks, the gunboats trained hard to master firing the 20mm and 40mm guns in all kinds of conditions. Then they headed to the Marshall Islands, where the flotilla proved itself under intense enemy fire. They sometimes sailed so close to shore that the after-battle cleanup crew picked Japanese rounds off the deck.

			Now here they were in Nash’s room, wondering when it would all end, when they could go back to their loved ones and living a normal life. When could they go sailing? Nash had expressed the same thought in a letter to his mother:

			Our executive officer was one of the many who predicted that Germany would be out of the war by Christmas. Possibly the end of the war is like the end of the Depression; it was just around the corner for a long time. Guess it doesn’t matter how long it takes, we have no alternative but to win it.

			Nash took another deep drag. There was one more thing, he told Herring. During the next mission, they’d somehow be involved with a new navy unit, a team of swimmers that would disable underwater mines and sneak ashore in advance of the invasion to scout the best places to land troops and heavy equipment.

			Herring was puzzled. Swimmers?

			Nash nodded yes.

			It may have sounded odd, but it made perfect sense to commanders. Even though invasions were planned down to the very last detail, amphibious warfare in the Pacific was as dangerous as hell. After an island was bombarded by battleships and aircraft carrier planes, waves of amphibious crafts—some transporting troops, others carrying equipment—would begin moving from the line of departure, usually a few thousand yards offshore, in carefully timed sequence to designated points on the beach.

			But as they got closer, especially in the shallow water, the crafts not only had to pass through direct enemy fire, but they had to dodge a series of natural and man-made obstacles: reefs, barbed wire, concrete blocks.

			In the early amphibious operations, there was no surefire way of detecting and destroying underwater obstructions close to the beach, or determining the depth of water. And that guesswork had resulted in heavy casualties for U.S. troops. Nowhere was that more apparent than during the invasion of Tarawa in November 1943.

			Tarawa, an atoll in the Gilbert Islands, was strategically important, a gateway of the U.S. drive through the central Pacific toward the Philippines. Marines were supposed to easily seize the tiny but heavily fortified Japanese-held island of Betio in Tarawa.

			But problems quickly arose for the fighting units. Lower-than-anticipated tides on the morning of the invasion prevented some U.S. landing crafts from clearing coral reefs that ringed the island. Marines were forced to abandon their landing crafts and waded to shore, hundreds of yards away, through chest-deep water amid heavy enemy fire.

			Despite major resistance from the 4,500 Japanese troops, who fought to the death, the 18,000 Marines finally took the island after a bloody, seventy-six-hour battle in which both sides suffered heavy casualties. Three thousand Marines were killed or wounded. Of the Japanese defenders, only seventeen survived.

			Word of the heavy casualties soon reached the U.S., and the public was stunned by the number of American lives lost in taking an island that was only two miles long and three-quarters of a mile wide at its broadest point.

			In the aftermath, U.S. commanders learned an important lesson: They needed better pre-invasion reconnaissance—they had to plot the underwater terrain between the line of departure and the beach so obstacles could be blown up or avoided.

			Admiral Richmond Turner, commander of the amphibious forces in the Pacific, turned to Draper Kauffman, a bomb expert who had been training demolition squads at Fort Pierce, Florida. In early 1944, Turner ordered Kauffman to expand the units and head to Hawaii. The admiral wanted him to train five full-blown units, called underwater demolition teams, for the Marianas mission.

			Nash said he didn’t know all the details, what they’d be doing with the teams, but he’d find out in a few days at a briefing. Until then, there was nothing they could really do. They couldn’t train because the ship was in dry dock for at least another week. They were still waiting for a few more new crew members to report.

			It would have been a perfect time for that outrigger, Nash said and smiled.

			He extinguished the cigarette in the ashtray and leaned forward. He expected the crew to work hard, but he also wanted them to enjoy the rest of their time in Pearl Harbor. Once they headed to the Marianas, no one knew what would happen. He couldn’t guarantee a thing.
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			RALPHAL JOHNSON BUTTONED his cuffs, ready for dinner in the officers’ mess. Three more minutes, and he’d jump up from his shadowy berth in the bowels of the boat and put in another shift in the wardroom. Eight hours at their beck and call. Serve their dinners, wash their dishes, swab down the dining room for the next day. Stand by smiling, in case the lieutenants needed a shoeshine, laundry, snacks.

			Three more minutes. He leaned back into the too-short mattress and rested deep.

			Johnson was a steward’s mate, the lowest rank on the ship, a position reserved for black men. It was May of 1944, but the U.S. military was as segregated as the Jim Crow South. Negroes held menial jobs in every branch of the armed services—the shittiest jobs, and the most miserable housing. On a cramped gunboat like the 449, that was an achievement.

			Sleeping quarters, “berthing areas,” were steel bunks, four high on each side of a narrow-aisle room, with the top bunk almost touching the ceiling. Each man had a locker twelve by eighteen inches deep and four feet high, with clothing rolled up tight to fit. Under the bottom bunk was a space a couple inches high where crewmen stored their shoes. Steel beams and pipes crisscrossed walls and ceilings. Men were constantly tripping over one another’s stuff, swearing, stinking, snoring. The rooms were brutally hot. And Johnson’s bunk was worst of all, tucked against the engine-room wall.

			“We lived in such a confined area that it was like being in a butcher block in a meat market,” recalled Seaman First Class John Overchuk, a gunner on the 449.

			The bathroom was a hellhole. The men shared two showers, four washbasins, a urinal trough, and six toilets, nothing more than a slat of wood with holes. Seawater ran continually beneath and flushed the waste over the edge. The ship could distill three thousand gallons of freshwater each day, but it was strictly rationed, mostly for drinking and cooking, because the distilling equipment broke down often, and no one wanted to be stuck on the ocean without freshwater.

			Conditions were harsh, and the men griped and complained to one another. Everyone but Johnson. There were sixty-five white seamen and officers, but Johnson was the only black sailor on board the 449.

			The nineteen-year-old from Decatur, Texas, didn’t feel sorry for himself. He knew he was just as capable as anyone aboard, and he’d already proved that. When Johnson wasn’t serving the officers, he was standing behind a 20mm gun on the starboard side of the ship, firing at targets during practice, or hammering Japanese positions during combat. There were all-black units in the military—some on the front lines—but an African-American was almost never seen in such a critical position in an all-white unit.

			Still, the officers couldn’t ignore that Johnson, a five-foot-seven, muscular kid, was a crack shot.

			The fact that Johnson had even made it this far was no mean feat.

			He was the oldest of nine children. His parents had been just teenagers when they got married; Roosevelt Johnson was nineteen; Dora, seventeen. They met in Venus, Texas, and soon moved seventy-five miles north to Decatur, where land was cheaper. Roosevelt, the grandson of slaves, dreamed of owning his own farm.

			His goal was to work hard, save money, and buy land. He didn’t want to become a sharecropper. That was nothing more than a step above slavery, he liked to say. All your profits went to the white landowner, and there was never enough money left at the end of the season. You were always in debt.

			Decatur was a thriving little railroad town surrounded by farmland. Cotton had been a major crop for years, but by the time Roosevelt arrived in the mid-1920s, the soil had been depleted. Roosevelt found work picking cotton, sometimes traveling more than a hundred miles, following the harvest.

			His family lived in a small house on the black side of segregated Decatur, a place where everyone knew their neighbors and looked out for one another, recalled his childhood friend, Janet Minor. The community banded together to build a one-room schoolhouse on North Newark Street, but the conditions were second-rate. The students used “outdated, hand-me-down-books” from the white schools, and often there weren’t enough chairs or desks in the crowded classroom. The school only went up to the eighth grade. If they wanted to continue their education, black students had to find a way to the “Negro High” in Denton, about thirty-five miles away.

			Ralphal Johnson was a good student, but as the Depression set in, his father often pulled his son out of class to help him pick cotton. The boy hated it—he liked class and loved playing baseball after school with his friends. He was getting pretty good at it, too. He could scoop up anything hit in front of him, and could hit the ball farther than anyone in the neighborhood. But all the kids knew better than to talk back to their father.

			Roosevelt and Ralphal were often gone for days, driving a beat-up Ford from farm to farm, looking for work. When they found a job, Roosevelt would motion for his son to get out of the car. It was time to get busy. Picking cotton was backbreaking labor. With long sacks strapped over their shoulders, the men stooped to pluck the white blossoms from their bristly stalks, then tucked them into the bag. Fingers and wrists were covered in cuts and scrapes, but the ache in their stooped backs was worst of all. Ralphal watched his father moving expertly up and down the long rows in the hundred-degree heat. He only took short breaks. At night the pair took rifles out beyond the edges of town to shoot rabbits or quail for the dinner pot. Once in a while, they even bagged a deer.

			Roosevelt gave up on his
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