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DEDICATION

To the men of the fighting Russell.
They were the best of what Tom Brokaw had in mind when he termed
them The Greatest Generation.

And to the men and women of the new
Russell (DDG-59) who are gallantly upholding the tradition
of their namesake.
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 Foreword

The history of USS Russell (DD-414)
is a history of the pre-Pearl Harbor Battle of the Atlantic and of
the Pacific War of 1941 to 1945.

In 1995, Robert “Robbie” Robinson,
Russell’s Chief Quartermaster who became a
commissioned officer, published a book titled The Invincible
Russell DD-414. Robbie devoted considerable time and effort to
research the material for his book. Since it was privately
published with a limited circulation, I felt that the exploits of
Russell warranted a larger readership. Much of the present
book was drawn from Robbie’s excellent narrative.

I was privileged to serve as
Russell’s Medical Officer during part of her life,
and have included my recollections, but the star of this chronicle
is the ship.

Russell’s deck logs obtained
from the National Archives served as the bones of the story; the
meat was supplied by personal recollections of her crew. To place
the ship’s exploits in the context of the time period during which
she operated, I have included material obtained from a number of
internet sources.

While this book is entirely factual, I have
taken an author’s liberty of introducing some conversation which
conveys the thoughts if not the actual words of the speaker.


 


 Chapter 1

On a chilly, drizzly day in late November,
1938, Navy Lieutenant William Stamps Howard, Jr., hands stuffed in
the pockets of his Navy blue topcoat, stood in front of a dry dock
at the Newport News Shipbuilding Co. in Newport News, Virginia. Lt.
Howard gazed up in awe at the ship nearing completion, still
resting on a row of supporting planks and flanked on either side by
scaffolds as high as the ship. From his vantage point, he could see
construction workers scurrying around the vessel’s deck. Welders’
torches were spitting sparks. Colorful flags were strung from stem
to stern, and red, white and blue bunting-covered prow, all in
preparation for the ship’s launching scheduled for the following
week.

A small sign at the head of the dry dock
read: DD414. “DD” was the Navy’s designation for a destroyer.

Lieut. Howard had attended enough Navy
vessel christenings to know the drill: Mrs. Charles H. Marshall,
the ship’s sponsor, standing on a platform at the ship’s bow, would
utter the traditional words, “In the name of the United States, I
christen thee Russell. May you serve your country well. “
She would smash a bottle of champagne suspended by a wide ribbon
across the ship’s bow, to the applause and cheers of a bevy of
onlookers on the platform alongside her. The
Russell’s horn would emit an ear-splitting blast as
she slowly slipped stern first down the ways into the waters of
Hampton Roads. Mrs. Marshall had named the ship to honor her late
grandfather, Rear Admiral John Henry Russell, a Civil War
Naval Officer.

Bill Howard, a 35-year-old, tall, slender
man, had graduated from the United States Naval Academy at
Annapolis in 1925. He had just arrived from Tuguila, Samoa where he
had been commanding officer of USS Ontario, a seagoing tug.
Now, although he was going from commanding a ship to a post as the
second in command, his new ship was a destroyer. He was slated to
be the Executive Officer of Russell.

Howard tingled with pride as he ogled his
ship: sleek, thin-waisted and about as long as a football field. If
she had been submerged in seawater, the weight of the water she
displaced would be 1500 tons. Her skin was light gray at birth,
later painted a camouflage-colored razzle-dazzle.

The Russell was the fifth of what
would eventually be twelve ships of the Sims Class, the last
destroyers built with a single engine room and smoke stack. All
subsequent destroyers had two engine rooms with stacks, so if one
engine was disabled, the ship would run on the second.

Another feature was a gun that automatically
calculated range and elevation for the guns, taking into account
wind direction, air temperature, and ballistic factors for the
guns. The director control tower for the main battery was placed
high on the superstructure, for an unobstructed view. In battle,
the system helped Russell gunners shoot down eight enemy
planes and sink a Japanese destroyer.

While Russell was under construction
in Newport News, a few miles away in Washington, D.C., Rear Admiral
Alexander H. Van Keuren, Chief of the Navy’s Bureau of Construction
and Repair received some disturbing news. The US Hammann,
another Sims Class destroyer had made a tight figure-eight
maneuver at sea and, because of her top-heaviness rolled an
estimated 56 degrees lasting four frightening minutes until the
ship managed to right itself. The incident could have been
disastrous.

Admiral Van Keuren held an emergency meeting
with his staff of Naval Architects and ordered an investigation and
recommendations. The group went over the blueprints of the
Hammann, did some calculations and came up with the cause of
the violent roll: The ship, as did all of the Sims class
destroyers built to date was equipped with five 5” guns and
turrets, and three quadruple torpedo mounts. The superstructure was
just too heavy. Structural changes had to be made. Construction of
Russell was put on hold while the architects went back to
their drawing boards and slide rules. When they had finished, their
recommendations were sent to the Russell shipbuilder.

To lower the ship’s center of gravity, the
fifth 5” gun and its turret had to be removed as did the third
quadruple torpedo tube. In addition, steel plates on the bridge had
to be replaced by ¼” aluminum. Finally, tons of lead sheets had to
be placed in the bilges under the boilers.

Walt Singleterry, who at the time was an
electricians mate aboard the Russell recalls “I know it was
a hell of a lot of lead, I helped lug it.”

When USS Russell was launched on
December 8, 1938, almost three years to the day before the United
States entered World War II., she would fight with four 5” guns.
Also, on each side of the ship’s main deck were four.50 cal. guns,
four 20mm guns, a rack of five depth charges and four 21”
torpedoes.

A year later, on 3 November, 1939,
Russell was officially commissioned and ready for sea.

Lieutenant Commander J.C. Pollock, USN, her
first skipper had under his command six officers, including Lt.
Howard, thirteen chief petty officers and 138 other enlisted
personnel, a total crew of 158 men.

Russell began her shakedown cruise in
the Caribbean on 12 December, 1939. During the entire month, the
ship and her crew were put through rigorous maneuvers and drills
designed to duplicate situations that might occur in heavy seas or
battle. Liberty port stops at Guantanamo Bay, Cuba and the Virgin
Islands provided short periods of rest and recreation for the hard
working crew, several of whom, misinterpreting the meaning of
“recreation,” were overcome by the “demon rum” for which the
Caribbean was noted, and were dragged back to the ship by the Shore
Patrol. For these few, “shakedown” took on a new meaning. They were
awarded disciplinary action by Captain Pollock.

By the end of December, 1939, the shakedown
cruise was completed and the Russell steamed into Savannah
for repair of the minor defects turned up by the demanding sea
trials. Russell was ready to do battle.


 


 Chapter 2

On 1 September, 1939, the German Army
marched into Poland and bombarded the free city of Danzig. Two days
later, Great Britain and France declared war on Germany. World War
Two had officially begun.

In New York, the 1939 World’s Fair was
attracting large crowds with Benny Goodman and his band playing his
swing version of “A Midsummer Night’s Dream.” The New York Yankees
and the Cincinnati Reds led their respective baseball leagues by
large margins. Red Skelton was performing on radio. The New York
Times Industrial average closed at 176 on 1 September. On the movie
screen at New York’s Roxy Theater, Basil Rathbone was starring in
“The Adventures of Sherlock Holmes.” The weather in both New York
and San Diego was clear with temperatures between 63 and 79
degrees. The Cunard Liner Queen Mary was approaching New
York Harbor. Moonlight Serenade by Glenn Miller’s orchestra,
Bob Hope singing Two Sleepy People and Kate Smith’s
rendition of God Bless America were the top tunes of the
day.

The crew of the Russell welcomed 1940
in a New Years Day celebration in Savannah, Georgia where the ship
was undergoing modifications following its shakedown cruise. For
the rest of 1940, the ship’s crew was engaged in drills preparing
for its response to fire, collision, man overboard, steering loss
and for test firing of the 5” guns.

Whether it was these painstaking
preparations or pure luck, Russell was able to fight in
sixteen major engagements of the war and emerge relatively
unscathed. A survivor. in the true sense of the word.

Meanwhile, in Washington, Congress was
divided between members who would support England and France in
their war efforts, and a group known as isolationists who were
insistent that the war was Europe’s and the United States had no
business interfering. One of the most notable of the isolationists
was Army Air Force Colonel Charles Lindbergh who had been idolized
by the world for his solo flight across the Atlantic in 1927. The
hero stumbled when he went to Germany in 1938 to receive the Order
of the German Eagle from Nazi Field Marshal Hermann Goering. The
medal was one of the highest German decorations. Lindbergh’s image
was further stained in May 1941, when he led a rally of 22,000
cheering America First enthusiasts in New York City’s Madison
Square Garden, deriding those who worried about Hitler’s
aggression. “The United States,” he ranted, “is not in danger from
a foreign invasion unless the American people bring it on by
meddling in the affairs of foreign countries… The United States
must stop the hysterical chatter of calamity and invasion.”
Although he eventually recanted and provided valuable assistance to
the war effort, Lindbergh’s credibility had suffered in the eyes of
the American public.

As early as 1935, Congress passed what was
known as the Neutrality Act. It imposed a general embargo on
trading in arms and war materials with all parties in a war. It
also declared that American citizens traveling on warring ships
traveled at their own risk. The act was set to expire after six
months but was renewed in each of the subsequent years through
1940.

In June, 1940, France fell to the German
army. British troops which had been assisting France, were stranded
at Dunkirk Harbor, France, across the English Channel and seemed
about to perish or be captured. Winston Churchill rallied his
people in a memorable speech to Parliament. “The British Empire and
the French Republic,” he said, “linked together … will defend to
the death their native soil,… we shall not flag or fail. …we shall
defend our island, whatever the cost may be.

“We shall fight on the beaches, we shall
fight on the landing grounds, we shall fight in the fields and in
the streets, we shall fight in the hills; we shall never
surrender.”

In what was called “the miracle at Dunkirk,”
a total of 338,226 British and French soldiers were rescued by a
hastily assembled fleet of 850 ships and boats, many of them
fishing boats and pleasure craft.

Although Soviet Russia’s Stalin could have
prevented Hitler’s invasion of Poland, he did the opposite. He
provided Germany with large quantities of war materials. Now it was
up to Great Britain, the only European nation to engage the Nazis.
But Britain had liquidated so many assets that it was running short
of cash. To make matters worse, merchant ships in the North
Atlantic, carrying supplies and arms from the U.S. to Great
Britain, were hammered by German submarines, the U-boats operating
in groups known as “wolf packs.” Between June and November, 1940,
1.6 million tons of shipping was sunk: a loss of 225 ships with
3,375 crew members.

Well before the United States entered World
War Two, the Russell was witness to an historic event. In
September, 1940, the ship was deployed to Halifax, Nova Scotia
where an agreement was reached, later known as the Lend Lease Act,
allowing 50 aging U.S. destroyers to be transferred to the Royal
Navy and the Royal Canadian Navy in exchange for rights to bases in
the Caribbean, Bermuda and Newfoundland. The Act also provided that
the President could ship weapons, food, or equipment to any country
whose struggle against the Axis, (Germany, Italy and Japan),
assisted U.S. defense. The Neutrality Act was effectively voided.
Russell was now unofficially in World War Two.

For the first six months of 1941, the
Russell operated with a number of other ships at sea, and to
ports in Cuba and Puerto Rico, as part of what was still known as
the Neutrality Patrol Force.

On 12 July, 1941, Captain Pollock was
relieved of command by Lieut. Commander Glenn Roy Hartwig, USN. A
native of Detroit, Michigan, Hartwig received an appointment to the
U.S.Naval Academy at Annapolis in 1920, two years after the smoke
of the first World War had cleared the air. He graduated in the
class of 1924. Now, at the age of 39, he was in command of a
warship destined to take part in some of the fiercest battles of a
second World War.

Captain Hartwig had barely unpacked his sea
bag when he received orders for the Russell to convoy
merchant ships to Iceland.

In 1941, because of the disastrous loss of
merchant ships to German submarines, convoys ranging in size from
20 to 70 merchant ships, carrying arms and provisions to Great
Britain, were escorted by Naval warships, mainly destroyers. After
enactment of the Lend Lease program, a method was devised whereby
U.S. destroyers, including Russell, escorted convoys from
North American ports, usually Newfoundland, to Iceland. From there,
ships of the Royal Navy exchanged their westbound convoys for
eastbound convoys which U.S destroyers escorted to bases in the
U.S. East Coast and Newfoundland. The destroyers then picked up
another eastbound convoy and escorted them to Iceland. This
merry-go-round occupied the Russell from July to December
1941.

Although the destroyers were equipped for
anti-submarine warfare, they were not immune to U-boat attacks. On
September 4, 1941, the USS Greer was attacked by a U-boat,
but was able to escape unharmed.

Two other U.S. destroyers were not as
fortunate. Six weeks after the Greer incident, a U-boat
torpedoed the USS Kearny resulting in the death of 11
crewmen and injury to 22 others. Although the ship was badly
damaged, she managed to remain afloat and returned to Boston for
repairs. Eventually, the Kearny returned to duty in the
Atlantic.

Two weeks after the Kearny torpedoing, the
USS Reuben James was torpedoed near Iceland while escorting
a convoy; her entire bow was blown off and sank immediately. The
aft section floated for five minutes before going down. Some of the
crew were able to scramble into lifeboats, but most floated in
their life jackets. Those who were immersed in the icy waters of
the North Atlantic, rapidly became hypothermic, and for most of
them after ten minutes irreversible damage to their central nervous
and cardiovascular systems caused their deaths. Of the 159-man
crew, only 44, most of whom had been able to get into lifeboats,
survived.

Destroyer commanders had been faced with a
dilemma trying to determine what offensive action to take against
the German submarines stalking their convoys. The United States was
not officially at war. On at least two occasions a destroyer
captain concerned about provoking an incident, on making sonar
contact with what he was fairly sure was a U-boat, dropped depth
charges at a range designed to “shake up” the submarine and
encourage it to go away. After the Reuben Jones sinking,
President Roosevelt ordered the Naval commanders to “shoot on
sight” any hostile craft attacking American ships or any ships
under American escort. Congress also now allowed American merchant
vessels to be armed and sail to any and all belligerent ports. The
Rules of Engagement were now made clear.

Towards the end of September, 1941, the Navy
received reports that a German pocket battleship, the Von
Tirpitz was lurking close to the convoy routes threatening to
turn their big guns on the merchant ships.

Orders went out to Russell from the
Commander in Chief of Atlantic Fleet. In effect they read: “Proceed
with (cruiser) Vincennes to Denmark Straights, locate Von
Tirpitz and engage.” The term “engage” bore no relation to
matrimony. Sink her!

After a few days of unproductive search,
Vincennes left the task force and returned to her home port.
Russell was left to deal with the German ship alone. If the
Von Tirpitz had been engaged, the Russell’s
little 5-inch guns would be no match for the German ship’s 15-inch
cannons. Fortunately, the Von Tirpitz was never located and
Russell was called off the search.


 


 Chapter 3

At 12:53p.m., 7 December, 1941, the
Russell was at sea off Cosco Bay, Maine, engaged in target
practice. At Pearl Harbor where the time was 7:53a.m., the first
wave of Japanese carrier-based planes attacked Battleship Row,
Hickam Air Force Base and Ford Island in addition to other military
and civilian sites on Oahu, Hawaii.

About two hours later, the attack was
announced to the stunned crew of the Russell. They crowded
around radios hungry for any information that was released, since
many of the crew who had friends aboard the ships anchored at Pearl
Harbor were concerned about their safety.

The first reports stated that only one
battleship, the Oklahoma, had been set afire by bombs. The
initial communiqué also reported that about 300 military personnel
had been killed. The actual damage was, of course, minimized for
security purposes. In fact, five battleships, three cruisers and
several destroyers had been either sunk or so severely damaged that
there was little possibility that they could be salvaged. Another
three battlewagons and assorted warships were also hit, but could
be repaired. One-hundred seventy-seven planes on the ground were
destroyed. And the final figures of military personnel casualties
were approximately 2300 killed, 1300 wounded and more than 900
missing.

The following day, the crew was again glued
to shipboard radios listening to President Franklin Delano
Roosevelt giving his “…day of infamy” speech in which he asked
Congress for a declaration of war on Japan.

Many crew members on the Russell
grumbled because the U.S. war declaration omitted Germany. After
all, weren’t German submarines the ones that had fired their
torpedoes at U.S. destroyers sinking one and damaging another?
Wasn’t the Russell escorting merchant ships in the Atlantic,
patrolling to protect them from German U-boats? A few days later
the question was resolved when Germany and Italy declared war on
the U.S., and the U.S. reciprocated with its own war
declaration.

Although the men on the Russell were
itching to get into the Pacific War and avenge the Pearl Harbor
attack, the ship was in need of repair work to make her
battle-ready. They steamed into New York Navy Yard for the
necessary work expecting to get in, get out and go on to put into
action all they had been training for. Briefly, they were delayed
when inexperienced welders, hastily recruited, started a fire in
the radio room. Fortunately, the damage was minimal and on 17
December, ten days after the Pearl Harbor debacle, the
Russell put out to sea.

On the bridge, Captain Hartwig broke the
seal on a dispatch he’d been handed as the ship was about to depart
New York Navy Yard. After reading it, he announced to the cheering
crew that the Russell was ordered to Norfolk where she was
to join Task Force 17, consisting of the aircraft carrier
Yorktown and four other destroyers. Their destination: the
Panama Canal, and through it to the Pacific.
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Shortly after traversing the Canal and
arriving at the Pacific Ocean, the sonar operator heard through his
headphones a pinging which he had been trained to associate with
contact with a metallic object. Mapping the size, shape and
distance of the contact, he was sure it was a submarine and
excitedly reported his finding to Captain Hartwig. “Sonar contact
bearing 325. Probsub.” Probsub was shorthand for “probable
submarine.”

Moments later, at the Captain’s order, the
ship’s alarm emitted three blaring squawks followed by the
high-pitched whistle of the boatswain’s pipe and his announcement:
“Now hear this! Now hear this! All hands to General Quarters!”

Suddenly, a hundred pairs of feet drummed
the decks The crew slapped on helmets and donned life jackets as
they scurried to their battle stations. Watertight doors and
hatches were slammed shut and dogged.

On the bridge Captain Hartwig picked up the
TBS ship-to-ship phone and contacted Rear Admiral Frank Jack
Fletcher, the task force’s commander on the Yorktown. “We
have sonar Probsub contact, sir. Awaiting orders.”

The admiral assured Captain Hartwig that
there were no “friendlies” in the area, and asked, “What is your
confidence level.”

“High.”

Fletcher ordered, “Proceed with a depth
charge attack”

“Aye, sir.”

From his perch, a high stool in front of the
pilothouse window on the bridge of the Russell, Captain
Hartwig sent the order to the engine room, “All ahead flank!” Flank
speed is maximum speed; for the Russell, 36 knots.

Quartermaster Second Class M.W. Jones was
the Captain’s “talker.” Wearing a globelike helmet with
incorporated earphones and microphone, Jones stood alongside
Captain Hartwig to relay his orders. The Captain turned to Jones.
“Depth charge detail standby for an attack. Ready three Mark 7
(600-pound), two Mark 6 (300-pound).”

“Aye, sir.” Speaking into his microphone,
Jones relayed the Captain’s order.

The Captain, peering, through the pilothouse
window, gave course orders to the helmsman. Just behind him in the
tiny chartroom, the executive officer was plotting the course and
range of the contact. Minutes later he turned to the Captain and
announced that they had reached the contact area.

Captain Hartwig nodded. To his talker he
said, “Depth charges away!”

From the main deck, five ashcan-like depth
charges catapulted from their racks on either side of the deck, and
arched over the rail to drop into the sea alongside the ship.

Moments later, just aft of the ship a series
of underwater explosions caused giant seawater bubbles to rise like
boiling water in a pan.

Gunners Mates trained their 50 mm guns on
the site of the explosions, ready to fire on a submarine if it
surfaced.

Captain Hartwig ordered the helmsman to
circle back around. The sonar operator reported, “Contact
lost.”

For quarter of an hour the Russell
churned the sea in ever widening circles but the contact was never
regained. Finally, Captain Hartwig, realizing that further
searching would be fruitless, ordered the ship back on course to
rejoin the Task Force.

The boatswain’s whistle over the loudspeaker
was followed by the announcement, “Secure General Quarters.”

The event did accomplish one important
result: if the contact was in fact a submarine, the depth charge
attack kept it at bay giving the Yorktown time to sail out
of its range.
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Shortly after abandoning the search for the
suspected submarine, the Russell caught up with Task Force
17 enroute to San Diego. On the bridge, Lieutenant (jg) Charlie
Hart, the Officer of the Deck (OOD), directed the helmsman as the
ship, screened the carrier Yorktown, while its Douglas SBD-6
Dauntless scout planes zoomed off the flight deck for their routine
Dusk Patrol. Once formed up, the planes would scout the projected
route of the task force looking for enemy ships or surfaced
submarines. The formation would be made up of four planes. In rapid
succession, three took off, gained altitude and banked, circling
over the carrier. As the fourth plane was catapulted, it lost power
and plunged into the sea.

Hart had been watching the procedure and
immediately called Captain Hartwig who was resting in his bridge
cabin.

“Plane down!”

Hartwig rushed out of his cabin to stand
alongside Hart on the wing of the bridge, keeping the sinking plane
in sight through his binoculars. After Hart had apprized the
Captain of the situation, Hartwig said, “I relieve you, Mister
Hart. Pass me the deck and the conn.”

Nothing was actually “passed.” The
formality, traditional in the Navy, was designed to leave no doubt
as to who was in charge of the ship’s course and speed. The conn
referred to control of the ship’s rudder and engines.

Hart replied, “I stand relieved, sir.”

Hartwig turned to the helmsman, “I have the
deck and the conn. Right full rudder.” Then, “All ahead flank!”

In the wake of the Yorktown, only the
tail of the downed plane remained above water. Then it slowly sank.
Two figures wearing orange lifejackets popped up at the spot where
the plane had disappeared.

The carrier slowed as the Russell
bore down on the downed airmen. When the destroyer came to a point
about 50 yards from the men in the water, it came to a stop and a
motor whaleboat was lowered from its davits. The coxswain manning
the motorboat’s rudder steered toward the airmen, and within
minutes was alongside them. He and Pharmacist’s Mate First Class
R.L. Posey, the other crewman in the motorboat, pulled the two men
out of the water. While the coxswain steered the boat back to the
Russell, Posey briefly examined the men as best he could in
the rolling boat. “Anything hurt?” he said.

Both men shook their heads. “Naw,” one them
said. “The only thing hurts is we lost the fuckin’ plane.”

The two aviators were the first of almost
1300 the Russell would rescue by the end of the war. The
fact that the two were alive and well was the best Christmas
present they would ever had, albeit two days early.

The day after Christmas, the airmen, one the
plane’s pilot, the other the radioman, were returned to the
carrier. Since the sea was too rough to transfer them by boat, they
were sent across in a breeches buoy. The Russell pulled to
within
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