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PART I: FOUNDATIONS (1885-1941)

	


Chapter 1  

	The Making of a Naval Officer

	 

	 

	 

	 


The town of Fredericksburg, Texas, sits in the heart of the Hill Country, roughly seventy miles northwest of San Antonio. In 1885, it was a small German settlement, isolated from the broader currents of American life by distance, language, and culture. The Gulf of Mexico lay more than two hundred miles to the southeast, and the Pacific Ocean was an abstraction that existed only in atlases and the imaginations of schoolchildren. It was here, in one of the most landlocked regions of the continental United States, that Chester William Nimitz was born on February 24, 1885, a future Fleet Admiral who would command the largest naval force in history across the vastest ocean on Earth.

	The improbability of this origin would not be lost on Nimitz himself, who often reflected with quiet amusement on the peculiarity of a Texas boy rising to command the Pacific Fleet. Yet the circumstances of his birth and upbringing, far from being obstacles to his naval career, would prove formative in unexpected ways. The values instilled in him by his German-American community, discipline, thoroughness, frugality, and an emphasis on education would serve him well in the demanding environment of the United States Navy. More importantly, the particular circumstances of his childhood would forge in him a sense of self-reliance, humility, and quiet determination that would become the hallmarks of his leadership style.

	A Fatherless Beginning

	Chester Nimitz never knew his father. Chester Bernard Nimitz Sr. died just months before his son was born, succumbing to rheumatic fever and complications from a fall from a horse. He was only twenty-eight years old, leaving behind his pregnant wife, Anna Henke Nimitz, who was just twenty-three. This early tragedy shaped the young Chester's life in profound ways. Without a father figure in the traditional sense, he would be raised by his paternal grandfather, Captain Charles Henry Nimitz, a man whose influence on the boy's character and career choice cannot be overstated.

	Anna remarried when Chester was still young, wedding William Nimitz, her deceased husband's brother, in a not uncommon practice for the era when widows with young children often married within the family to maintain stability and support. William was a good stepfather by all accounts, providing for the family and treating Chester well, but it was Captain Charles Henry Nimitz who captured the boy's imagination and became his primary male role model.

	Captain Charles Henry Nimitz was one of Fredericksburg's most prominent citizens. Despite the "Captain" title suggesting naval service, Charles Nimitz had earned his rank not on the high seas but in the Texas frontier, serving in the German immigration company that helped settle the region. He was also a merchant seaman in his youth, having sailed before immigrating to Texas. By the time young Chester knew him, Charles Nimitz owned and operated the Nimitz Hotel, a substantial establishment that served as a center of community life in Fredericksburg. The hotel was distinctive for its architecture, featuring a steamboat-shaped facade complete with a ship's bridge, a landlocked monument to maritime aspirations that must have sparked the imagination of a young boy.

	The old captain filled his grandson's head with stories of the sea, of distant ports and maritime adventures, of ships and seamanship and the romance of ocean voyages. He spoke of navigation and weather, of the hierarchy and discipline aboard ship, of the satisfaction of command and the responsibilities it entailed. For a boy growing up in the Texas Hill Country, where the closest thing to naval warfare was the occasional flash flood through the Pedernales River, these stories opened a window to a wider world.

	Charles Nimitz also imparted practical wisdom. He taught his grandson the value of hard work, the importance of education, and the necessity of self-reliance. He emphasized that success came through merit and effort, not birthright or luck. These were particularly important lessons for a fatherless boy in a modest household. The grandfather also demonstrated daily the responsibilities of leadership through his management of the hotel, where Chester observed how his grandfather dealt with employees, guests, and the various demands of running a business. The hotel was a microcosm of organizational life, complete with its own hierarchy, its requirement for discipline and efficiency, and its need for someone to make decisions and take responsibility for outcomes.

	The German-American Heritage

	Fredericksburg in the late nineteenth century was a thoroughly German town. Founded in 1846 by German immigrants under the auspices of the Adelsverein, a society of German nobles dedicated to German colonization of Texas, the town retained its distinct cultural identity well into the twentieth century. German was spoken more commonly than English on the streets, German was the language of instruction in many schools, and German cultural practices, from architecture to cuisine to social organizations, dominated daily life.

	For Chester Nimitz, this meant growing up in a community that valued certain traits particularly highly: orderliness, punctuality, thoroughness, technical competence, and education. German-American communities placed enormous emphasis on education, establishing schools and emphasizing academic achievement even in frontier conditions where mere survival might have seemed a more pressing concern. This cultural commitment to learning served Chester well, providing him with a solid educational foundation despite the relative isolation and modest resources of his hometown.

	The German heritage also meant that Chester grew up bilingual, speaking both German and English fluently. This linguistic facility would later prove useful in unexpected ways, though by the time of World War I and especially World War II, his German ancestry would become something he rarely emphasized publicly, given the political sensitivities of the times.

	The German-American community also instilled certain attitudes toward authority and hierarchy. German culture traditionally emphasized respect for order, rank, and established authority, traits that translated well to military service. At the same time, the German military tradition emphasized technical competence and professional education, the idea that officers should be experts in their profession rather than merely gentlemen in uniform. This combination of respect for hierarchy with emphasis on professional competence would characterize the United States Navy during Nimitz's career and would shape his own approach to command.

	Growing up in Fredericksburg also meant growing up in relative poverty, or at least modest circumstances. The Nimitz family was not destitute, but neither were they wealthy. Chester worked from a young age, taking on odd jobs to help support the family and pay for his own needs. He learned early that nothing would be handed to him, that advancement required effort, and that resources should not be wasted. This sense of frugality and efficiency, of making do with what was available rather than waiting for ideal conditions, would serve him well in the dark days after Pearl Harbor when he would have to rebuild and employ the Pacific Fleet with whatever ships and resources he could muster.

	Education and Early Ambitions

	Chester Nimitz attended public schools in Fredericksburg, where he proved to be an excellent student. He was intelligent, diligent, and eager to learn, traits that would characterize him throughout his life. His academic success was not the result of natural genius but of consistent effort and application. Teachers noted his thoroughness, his careful attention to detail, and his determination to master whatever subject he undertook.

	As he progressed through school, the question of his future became increasingly pressing. For a bright young man in Fredericksburg in the 1890s, opportunities were limited. He could work in his stepfather's business, perhaps take over the family hotel eventually, or possibly seek his fortune in San Antonio or one of the other growing Texas cities. But Chester, inspired by his grandfather's stories and his own reading, had begun to nurture ambitions beyond the Hill Country.

	The idea of a military career had a particular attraction. The military offered a path to advancement based on merit rather than family connections or wealth. It provided a guaranteed income, regular employment, and the possibility of travel and adventure that would be impossible for a young man of modest means in civilian life. And for someone inspired by tales of the sea, the United States Navy represented the most romantic and exotic of all possible military careers.

	The problem was how to achieve this ambition. Naval officer positions were not simply available for the applying. The primary route to a naval commission was through the United States Naval Academy at Annapolis, Maryland, and appointments to the Academy were precious and few. Each Congressional district received only a limited number of appointments, awarded at the discretion of the local Congressman. Competition was intense, and appointments often went to young men with family connections or political influence.

	Chester Nimitz had neither wealth nor political connections. What he had was determination, academic ability, and a willingness to work for what he wanted. As he neared the end of his schooling, probably around 1900, he made up his mind to pursue an appointment to the Naval Academy. The decision made, he characteristically set about achieving it with methodical thoroughness.

	The Path to Annapolis

	The Congressman representing Fredericksburg's district was James L. Slayden, a Democrat who held the seat from 1897 to 1919. In 1900, Chester Nimitz, at age fifteen, made his first attempt to secure an appointment from Slayden. The process required him to travel to Kerrville, the seat of Kerr County, where Slayden maintained an office, to meet with the Congressman or his representative and present his case.

	This first attempt ended in disappointment. Slayden had no Naval Academy appointments available for the year 1901. However, the Congressman, impressed by the earnest young man from Fredericksburg, suggested an alternative: he had an appointment available to the United States Military Academy at West Point. Would Chester be interested?

	For a young man set on a naval career, this presented a dilemma. West Point led to the Army, not the Navy, a landlocked service that would keep him as far from the ocean as Fredericksburg itself did. Yet an appointment to West Point was still an appointment to federal military service, still a chance at a professional military career, still an opportunity that might never come again. Chester faced a choice: hold out for his preferred service and risk getting no appointment at all, or accept what was offered and redirect his ambitions accordingly.

	Chester Nimitz accepted the appointment to West Point. Pragmatism, a trait that would serve him well throughout his career, won out over rigid adherence to a single path. He would prepare for the West Point entrance examinations and pursue a career in the Army if that was where opportunity led.

	Throughout 1900 and into 1901, Chester prepared for the competitive examinations required for admission to West Point. These examinations were rigorous, covering mathematics, English, history, and other subjects. Chester applied himself with characteristic diligence, studying whenever he could while also working to help support himself. His grandfather provided encouragement and whatever financial support could be spared. The examination itself, held in early 1901, required him to travel to San Antonio, the nearest city where such examinations were administered.

	Chester passed the examination successfully, demonstrating the academic preparation that would serve him well in the demanding environment of a federal service academy. He was now poised to enter West Point, when fate, in the form of bureaucratic good fortune, intervened.

	In the spring of 1901, Chester received word from Congressman Slayden's office. The young man who had received the previous year's appointment to Annapolis had failed the Academy's entrance examinations or had otherwise not secured admission. The appointment was available again, and if Chester Nimitz was still interested in the Naval Academy, the appointment was his.

	Chester accepted immediately. His persistence had been rewarded, and the career path he had originally envisioned was open once more. He would go to Annapolis after all. In later years, Nimitz would occasionally reflect on how close he had come to a very different career. If that earlier appointee had passed his examinations, if Slayden had not remembered the earnest German boy from Fredericksburg, if Chester had been less willing to accept West Point as an alternative, the entire course of his life would have been different and perhaps the course of the Pacific War as well.

	Journey to Annapolis

	In the late summer of 1901, sixteen-year-old Chester Nimitz left Fredericksburg for Annapolis, Maryland. The journey itself was an adventure, requiring multiple train changes and carrying him through parts of the country he had never seen. He traveled light, with modest possessions and limited funds, representing his family at one of the nation's elite institutions.

	For a boy from the Texas Hill Country, arrival in Maryland represented a profound cultural transition. The East Coast was older, more established, more traditional in its social hierarchies than the rough-and-tumble frontier state of Texas. Annapolis itself was a historic city, steeped in colonial and early American history, home to wealth and old families that had no equivalent in Fredericksburg. The Naval Academy sat on the banks of the Severn River, offering cadets, called midshipmen, their first real experience with tidal waters and the maritime environment they would spend their careers navigating.

	The Academy in 1901 was in a period of transition and growth. Following the Spanish-American War of 1898, which had dramatically demonstrated American naval power and led to the acquisition of overseas territories in the Pacific and Caribbean, the Navy was expanding rapidly. The Academy was expanding with it, increasing its class sizes and updating its curriculum to reflect the realities of modern naval warfare. This was the era of the "New Navy," of steel battleships and increasing professionalization of the naval officer corps.

	The physical plant of the Academy was impressive by any standard, but especially so for a boy from a small Texas town. Bancroft Hall, the massive dormitory building that housed all midshipmen, had only recently been completed. The grounds featured manicured lawns, imposing academic buildings in French Renaissance and Beaux-Arts styles, and everywhere the symbols and traditions of naval service. Monuments commemorated naval heroes and victories; captured cannons and anchors decorated the yard; and the Severn River itself provided a constant reminder of the maritime mission.

	For Chester Nimitz, arriving at this institution must have been both exhilarating and intimidating. He was competing now not just with boys from Texas but with young men from across the nation, many from families with long traditions of naval service, many who had attended prestigious preparatory schools, many who had grown up around ships and the sea in ways that no Texan landlubber possibly could.

	Plebe Year: Trial by Fire

	The first year at the Naval Academy, plebe year, was designed to be difficult. The theory, inherited from West Point and refined at Annapolis, was that intense stress and hardship would identify those unsuited for military service while forging those who remained into a cohesive unit. Plebes were subjected to a rigorous daily schedule, constant inspections, harsh discipline for any infraction, and a system of hazing by upperclassmen that, while officially discouraged, remained a powerful element of Academy culture.

	Chester Nimitz arrived at the Academy with several disadvantages. Unlike many of his classmates, he had never seen an ocean-going ship up close. He had no family tradition of naval service to draw upon for guidance. His Texas accent and German name set him apart from the Eastern establishment culture that dominated the officer corps. His family could provide only minimal financial support, meaning he had less margin for error than wealthier classmates who could afford to replace damaged uniforms or lost equipment.

	Yet he also had advantages, though perhaps he did not recognize all of them immediately. His upbringing had instilled self-discipline and a strong work ethic. His grandfather had taught him respect for hierarchy and the responsibilities of leadership. Growing up without wealth had taught him frugality and the ability to make do with limited resources. His education in Fredericksburg, while perhaps less polished than that provided by elite Eastern preparatory schools, had been thorough and rigorous. And his bilingualism, while not directly useful in the Navy of 1901, indicated a mental flexibility and capacity for learning that would serve him well.

	The academic curriculum at the Academy was demanding, covering mathematics, physics, chemistry, English, history, modern languages, navigation, seamanship, naval architecture, ordnance and gunnery, electrical engineering, and marine engineering. The goal was to produce not merely ship handlers but technically competent professional officers who understood the scientific and engineering principles underlying modern naval warfare. This emphasis on technical education, a relatively recent development in naval officer training, aligned well with Chester's methodical approach to learning.

	Equally important was the practical training in seamanship and navigation. Midshipmen spent time aboard training vessels, learning to handle sail and steam, to navigate by dead reckoning and celestial observation, to manage deck crews and stand watches. For Chester, this represented his first real exposure to ships and the sea, a baptism that came later for him than for many of his classmates who had grown up in coastal communities.

	The military discipline was constant and pervasive. Midshipmen marched to and from classes, to meals, to chapel. Their rooms were subject to inspection at any time, with demerits issued for any deficiency in cleanliness, organization, or proper arrangement of uniforms and equipment. Their personal conduct was strictly regulated, with a complex system of rules governing everything from uniform wear to social interactions. Accumulate too many demerits, and a midshipman could be expelled regardless of academic performance.

	For Chester Nimitz, this system of discipline and regulation was not alien. His upbringing had prepared him for hierarchical structures and clear rules. He was not, by temperament, a rebel or a rule-breaker. He understood that the regulations, however arbitrary some might seem, served a purpose: they trained midshipmen to follow orders precisely, to maintain standards even when tired or stressed, and to subordinate personal preferences to institutional requirements. These were not merely bureaucratic impositions but essential habits for naval officers who would one day need to maintain discipline and standards under combat conditions when lives depended on precision and reliability.

	Academic Performance and Character Development

	Chester Nimitz performed well academically at Annapolis, though he was not the top student in his class. He graduated seventh out of 114 midshipmen in the Class of 1905, a respectable showing that indicated solid competence across the curriculum without exceptional brilliance in any particular subject. This pattern would characterize much of his career: he was thoroughly competent, professionally skilled, and broadly knowledgeable, but not a technical specialist or a particularly innovative tactical theorist. His strength lay not in revolutionary thinking but in sound judgment, thorough preparation, and the ability to synthesize information from multiple sources into effective decisions.

	His standing in the class reflected a balanced performance across academic subjects, military bearing, and practical seamanship. He was particularly strong in mathematics and navigation, subjects that required the kind of methodical, step-by-step thinking at which he excelled. He was less distinguished in the more theoretical subjects, but always competent and prepared.

	Equally important to his development were the lessons in character and leadership that the Academy experience provided. The stress and hardship of the Academy were not merely hazing for its own sake but a crucible designed to reveal character. How did a midshipman respond to pressure? How did he treat subordinates when he gained authority over plebes in his own upperclass years? How did he handle failure, setback, or unjust treatment? These were the questions that the Academy experience probed, and the answers shaped the kind of officer a man would become.

	Chester Nimitz revealed himself to be steady under pressure, neither given to panic nor to reckless bravado. He treated others with fundamental decency and fairness, neither currying favor with superiors nor abusing whatever limited authority he possessed over juniors. He accepted setbacks without complaint, learned from his mistakes, and maintained his equilibrium through the various trials of Academy life. These traits, steadiness, fairness, resilience and equanimity would become the hallmarks of his command style decades later.

	He also learned the value of teamwork and the importance of subordinating individual ambition to collective success. Naval operations, by their nature, required coordination and cooperation. A single ship required dozens or hundreds of men working in concert; a fleet required thousands. The Navy had no room for lone wolves or prima donnas, however brilliant they might be individually. Success came through organizations, not individuals, and the leader's role was to build and direct effective organizations rather than to achieve personal glory. This understanding would shape Nimitz's approach to command throughout his career, making him particularly effective at managing complex coalitions and diverse personalities in the Pacific War.

	Summer Cruises and Practical Training

	An essential component of the Academy experience was the summer training cruises, when midshipmen went to sea aboard training vessels or active fleet units to gain practical experience. These cruises provided midshipmen with their first real taste of naval life underway, the experience of living and working aboard ship, standing watches, handling the routine duties of junior officers, and experiencing the maritime environment in all its moods.

	For Chester Nimitz, these cruises were revelatory. The theoretical knowledge gained in classrooms suddenly became practical reality. Navigation was no longer merely problems worked out on paper but the actual task of determining a ship's position and plotting its course across real oceans. Seamanship was not classroom demonstrations but the actual work of handling lines and directing deck crews in real weather conditions. Engineering was not textbook diagrams but actual engines requiring maintenance and operation.

	The cruises also exposed midshipmen to the reality of Navy life: the monotony of routine underway, the sudden intensity of drills or emergencies, the cramped living conditions, the separation from home and family, the constant motion and noise, the weather and seasickness, and the peculiar isolation of being at sea where the ship and its crew became one's entire world. This was the life they were preparing for, and the cruises revealed whether they truly had the temperament for it.

	Chester adapted well to sea duty. He did not prove to be one of those natural seamen who take to the maritime environment as if born to it, but neither did he struggle or reveal himself unsuited to the life. He was competent, reliable, and willing to learn, qualities that mattered more in the long run than natural aptitude. He learned to stand watches, to manage his duties despite fatigue, to function effectively in the confined spaces and hierarchical structure of a warship.

	The cruises also provided his first exposure to foreign ports and international waters, to the reality that the Navy was not merely a coastal defense force but a global instrument of American power and presence. The ships visited Caribbean ports, European waters, and provided glimpses of the wider world that would become Nimitz's professional domain.

	Graduation and Commissioning

	On January 30, 1905, Chester William Nimitz graduated from the United States Naval Academy. The graduation date, in late January rather than the traditional spring, reflected the accelerated wartime schedule the Academy had adopted during the Spanish-American War and maintained afterward to meet the expanding Navy's need for officers. At age nineteen, Chester stood seventh in his class, graduating, as the official terminology put it, number 7 out of 114.

	The graduation ceremony was both an ending and a beginning. It marked the successful completion of an intense four-year trial, the transformation of a landlocked Texas boy into a United States naval officer. But it was only a beginning, for graduation from Annapolis did not yet make one a commissioned officer. Graduates received only the rank of midshipman and would serve two years at sea before becoming eligible for commissioning as ensigns. This probationary period was designed to provide additional practical experience and to identify any graduates who proved unsuitable for naval service despite having survived the Academy.

	Chester received his orders: he was to report to the USS Ohio, a pre-dreadnought battleship commissioned in 1904 and representing the state-of-the-art in American naval power. The Ohio was assigned to the Asiatic Fleet, meaning Chester's first assignment would take him to the Philippines, China, and the waters of East Asia, about as far from Fredericksburg, Texas, as it was possible to get.

	Before reporting aboard, Chester returned briefly to Fredericksburg to visit his family. His grandfather Charles Henry Nimitz, now in his eighties, had lived to see his grandson achieve what he himself had only dreamed of, a real naval career, a commission in the United States Navy, and the prospect of a life at sea. The old captain's stories and encouragement had borne fruit. Whatever Chester would achieve in the decades ahead would owe something to those evenings in the Nimitz Hotel when an old man had filled a boy's imagination with tales of ships and the sea.

	Standing at the beginning of his naval career in early 1905, Chester Nimitz could not have imagined what lay ahead. The twentieth century was young, and so was he. The great wars that would define his generation and his career were still in the future. The weapons and tactics that would revolutionize naval warfare, aircraft carriers, submarines, radar, naval aviation were mostly still undeveloped or experimental. The Pacific Ocean, which would become his particular domain, was still a peaceful commercial highway rather than a theater of war.

	Yet the foundation had been laid. The boy from Fredericksburg had become a naval officer, carrying with him the values instilled by his German-American upbringing, the practical wisdom taught by his grandfather, the academic knowledge and professional training provided by the Naval Academy, and the character traits that would define his leadership: steadiness under pressure, fairness in dealings with others, thoroughness in preparation, humility about his own abilities, and quiet determination in pursuit of objectives.

	The making of Chester Nimitz, naval officer, was complete. The making of Chester Nimitz, Fleet Admiral and commander of the Pacific Fleet, had only just begun. That transformation would require another four decades, multiple wars, technological revolutions, and experiences both triumphant and tragic. But the essential man, the character and temperament that would guide that journey, had already been formed in the Hill Country of Texas and on the banks of the Severn River in Maryland.

	As the USS Ohio prepared to depart for Asian waters with Midshipman Chester Nimitz aboard, the stage was set for a career that would span the transformation of naval warfare and culminate in the largest naval campaign in human history. But that story was still in the future. For now, there was only a nineteen-year-old officer beginning his first sea duty, heading west across the Pacific to learn his profession in the fleet.

	 



Chapter 2

	The Apprentice Years

	 

	 


The journey from naval academy graduate to competent sea officer is neither short nor straightforward. For Chester Nimitz, the years between 1905 and the outbreak of World War I in 1914 constituted his apprenticeship, a period of learning his profession through direct experience, making mistakes and absorbing their lessons, mastering the technical and human dimensions of naval service, and slowly building the foundation of knowledge and judgment that would serve him throughout his career. These years were unglamorous, marked by routine duty punctuated by occasional excitement, but they were essential. The fleet admiral who would command at Midway and across the Pacific was forged not in the crucible of war but in the patient accumulation of peacetime experience.

	First Assignment: USS Ohio and the Asiatic Station

	Midshipman Chester Nimitz reported aboard the USS Ohio in San Francisco in early 1905, beginning a two-year probationary period that would determine whether he would receive a commission as an ensign. The Ohio was a pre-dreadnought battleship of 12,723 tons, armed with four 13-inch guns in two twin turrets, sixteen 6-inch guns, and various smaller weapons. Commissioned just the previous year, she represented modern naval power as the United States understood it in 1905, though within two years the launch of HMS Dreadnought would render her and every other pre-dreadnought battleship obsolete.

	The Ohio's assignment to the Asiatic Fleet meant that Nimitz's first extended sea duty would be in Far Eastern waters, a region of growing American interest following the acquisition of the Philippines in 1898. The voyage across the Pacific provided Nimitz with his first extended experience at sea, days and weeks without sight of land, the routine of shipboard life, and the reality of naval service far from home ports.

	Life aboard a battleship in 1905 was a world unto itself. The ship carried a crew of over 500 officers and men, living and working in a steel environment that combined the latest technology with conditions that would have been familiar to sailors centuries earlier. Below decks, coal-fired boilers generated steam for the engines and electrical power for lights and machinery. The ship stank of coal dust, oil, sweat, and the peculiar odor of hundreds of men living in close quarters. Noise was constant: the throb of engines, the clang of machinery, the bells marking watches, the shouts of orders, the splash of water against the hull.

	For Nimitz, the assignment provided intensive education in the practical realities of naval warfare. He stood watches on the bridge, learning navigation and ship handling. He worked with the gunnery department, observing firing exercises and learning the complexities of naval ordnance. He spent time in the engineering spaces, understanding the machinery that propelled the ship. He learned to manage enlisted men, to give orders clearly and enforce them fairly, to maintain discipline while earning respect rather than merely demanding it.

	The Asiatic Fleet's operating area encompassed the Philippines, China, and Japan, a region of enormous strategic importance and growing tension. American possession of the Philippines had made the United States an Asian power, with all the responsibilities and complications that entailed. The China coast was a patchwork of foreign concessions and competing imperial interests. Japan, having just shocked the world by defeating Russia in the Russo-Japanese War of 1904-1905, was emerging as a major naval power with ambitions in East Asia. For a young American naval officer, service in these waters provided firsthand observation of the strategic environment that would dominate his later career.

	The routine included port visits throughout the region: Manila, Hong Kong, Shanghai, Yokohama, and other ports where American warships showed the flag and American officers observed foreign military capabilities and regional politics. These visits were partly diplomatic, demonstrating American presence and interests, and partly professional, allowing American officers to observe foreign navies and assess potential rivals or allies.

	The Baltimore and Continued Learning

	In 1906, Nimitz transferred to the USS Baltimore, a protected cruiser that had been in service since 1890 and had seen action in the Spanish-American War. The Baltimore was older and smaller than the Ohio, carrying a crew of about 400, but the assignment provided Nimitz with experience on a different type of vessel with different operational characteristics. Cruisers were faster and more maneuverable than battleships, designed for scouting, raiding, and independent operations rather than the line-of-battle slugging matches for which battleships were intended.

	Service aboard the Baltimore continued Nimitz's education in seamanship and naval operations. He rotated through various duties, gaining experience in different departments and learning how all the pieces of a warship fit together. He stood watch as officer of the deck, responsible for the ship's safe navigation and immediate operations during his watch period. He learned to handle a ship in various weather conditions, to manage the complications of coaling a ship in port, to conduct gunnery exercises, and to maintain the myriad administrative and logistical functions that kept a warship operating.

	On January 31, 1907, after two years of satisfactory sea service, Midshipman Chester W. Nimitz was commissioned as an ensign in the United States Navy. The probationary period was complete; he was now a commissioned officer, entitled to wear the single gold stripe of an ensign and to receive the pay and privileges of that rank. At age twenty-one, his career was officially launched.

	The Decatur Incident: A Formative Mistake

	In July 1907, now-Ensign Nimitz received orders that would lead to one of the most significant episodes of his early career, not because of any success, but because of a dramatic failure and the lessons he drew from it. He was ordered to command the destroyer USS Decatur, making him, at age twenty-two, the commanding officer of a United States warship.

	The Decatur was a small vessel, one of the early destroyers displacing only about 420 tons and carrying a crew of approximately 70 men. Destroyers were relatively new additions to the fleet, fast and maneuverable vessels designed primarily for torpedo attacks against larger warships and for screening battleships against similar attacks by enemy destroyers. They were challenging to command, requiring good ship-handling skills and the ability to manage a small crew where every man's performance mattered.

	For a young ensign barely two years out of the Academy, command of even a small warship was a significant responsibility and a vote of confidence from his superiors. It was also a test, and one that Nimitz would fail spectacularly, though the failure would ultimately prove instructive.

	On July 7, 1908, Nimitz was attempting to bring the Decatur into harbor in the Philippines, maneuvering to anchor or moor in the designated area. The exact circumstances remain somewhat unclear in historical records, but what is certain is that Nimitz misjudged the ship's position, speed, or the effects of current and wind, and ran the Decatur aground on a mudbank in Batangas Bay, off the southern coast of Luzon.

	Running a ship aground is one of the most serious failures a naval officer can commit. It endangers the ship and crew, damages government property, and demonstrates poor seamanship and judgment. For Nimitz, the grounding of the Decatur could have ended his career before it truly began. He was brought before a court-martial, the military tribunal convened to judge serious offenses by military personnel.

	The court-martial was a sobering experience for the young officer. He stood accused of hazarding his vessel through negligence or poor judgment, charges that, if upheld in their most serious form, could result in dismissal from the Navy. The proceedings examined his decisions, his ship-handling technique, his assessment of conditions, and his judgment in the moments leading to the grounding.

	The court-martial found Nimitz guilty of neglect of duty, essentially, that he had failed to exercise adequate care in navigating his vessel. However, the verdict carried a letter of reprimand rather than more severe punishment. The message was clear: the Navy recognized that he was a young officer still learning his profession, that the incident, while serious, did not reflect irredeemable incompetence or character flaws, but that such errors could not be tolerated and must be corrected.

	For Nimitz, the incident and its aftermath proved formative in several ways. First, it taught him humility. Whatever confidence he might have developed in his abilities was tempered by the stark demonstration that he was not yet the seaman he needed to be. Second, it taught him accountability. He did not attempt to shift blame to subordinates, weather conditions, or bad luck. The Decatur was his command; her grounding was his responsibility. This acceptance of responsibility, neither making excuses nor wallowing in self-recrimination, would become a hallmark of his command style.

	Third, and perhaps most importantly, the incident taught him how to learn from failure. Rather than being crushed by the experience or becoming overly cautious in future commands, Nimitz analyzed what had gone wrong, identified the specific errors in judgment and technique that had led to the grounding, and consciously worked to correct those deficiencies. He emerged from the experience not embittered but educated, not paralyzed by fear of future mistakes but more careful and thorough in his preparation and decision-making.

	In later years, when he commanded forces that suffered setbacks or when subordinate commanders made errors in judgment, Nimitz would demonstrate remarkable patience and fairness in assessing responsibility and determining appropriate responses. His own experience of making a serious mistake early in his career, of being held accountable but also given the opportunity to learn and continue, shaped his approach to leadership. He understood that competent officers could make mistakes, that the key question was whether they learned from them, and that the Navy needed to cultivate talent rather than discard it at the first sign of imperfection.

	The Submarine Service: A New Frontier

	Following the Decatur incident and completing his destroyer command, Nimitz's next assignment would prove pivotal to his career development. In 1909, he was ordered to submarine duty, a branch of naval service that was still experimental, somewhat disreputable in the eyes of traditional surface warfare officers, but rapidly growing in importance.

	Submarines in 1909 were primitive by later standards. They were small, cramped, dangerous vessels that spent most of their time on the surface and could submerge only for limited periods using battery power. They were propelled by gasoline engines on the surface, which produced noxious fumes and created fire hazards, and by electric motors when submerged. They were uncomfortable, frequently broke down, and occasionally killed their crews through various mechanical failures or operational accidents.

	Yet submarines represented a revolutionary technology with profound implications for naval warfare. A submarine could potentially sink a battleship costing millions of dollars and carrying hundreds of men while itself being a relatively inexpensive vessel with a crew of a few dozen. They could operate covertly, striking without warning. They could challenge the command of the sea that surface fleets had traditionally exercised. The major navies were all experimenting with submarines, trying to determine their proper role and how to employ them effectively.

	For Nimitz, assignment to submarines was both an opportunity and a challenge. It was an opportunity because the submarine service offered faster advancement and greater responsibility for junior officers, as senior officers generally preferred the more prestigious surface warfare assignments. It was a challenge because submarine duty required mastering an entirely new set of skills and operating principles, and because it was genuinely dangerous.

	Nimitz served initially aboard the USS Plunger (A-1) and later commanded the USS Snapper (C-5), gaining practical experience with submarine operations. He learned to dive and surface the boat, to trim it for proper buoyancy control, to navigate while submerged using dead reckoning, and to manage the numerous systems that kept the vessel functioning. He experienced firsthand the claustrophobia of spending hours underwater in a steel tube, the constant noise and fumes, and the knowledge that mechanical failure could mean death for the entire crew.

	But Nimitz brought to submarine service not just courage and willingness to accept danger, but an analytical mind interested in solving technical problems. Submarines were as much engineering challenges as military weapons, and their effective employment required understanding their capabilities and limitations. Nimitz

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	




