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			Dedicated to the memory of the 375 officers and 3,131 sailors who lost their lives while serving aboard the fifty-two US Navy submarines lost during World War II.

		

	
		
			PROLOGUE

			The skipper of the submarine USS Barb (SS-220) had no intention of accepting his Medal of Honor. Commander Eugene B. Fluckey was honored that he had been recommended for his country’s highest award for bravery. Yes, he was proud that the request had been approved by men who knew how difficult the job was. Proud because it would bring tribute and attention to his crew and their considerable accomplishments. But there was a long list of reasons—a thick file of them that Fluckey kept in his briefcase to show to anyone who mattered—why he would not mind being the first recipient in the history of the medal to refuse to accept it.

			First, Fluckey firmly believed that such a solemn recognition should be reserved only for those who died in defense of their country. Though things had gotten very tense at times during Barb’s eleventh World War II patrol, Fluckey was still breathing. And the captain’s personal favorite bragging point was still valid. Despite the furious action she had faced in his first four patrols as the submarine’s skipper, not a single crewmember had suffered a serious injury. Not one man had earned a different medal, a Purple Heart, for having been wounded in combat.

			No, Fluckey told his superiors, he would prefer receiving a fourth Navy Cross instead. There was a practical reason for that substitution. By tradition, that would allow him the privilege of nominating thirteen members of his crew for their own awards, including the Silver Star, the Bronze Star, and Letters of Commendation with Ribbons. So far, thanks to his previous three personal Navy Crosses while commanding Barb, he had seen that forty-three of his men received recognition for what they had done out there against a fanatical enemy. Those honors had been earned in submarines, the area of the military that already had the highest casualty rate of any in the war. The Medal of Honor, on the other hand, carried only the option for Fluckey to submit for acknowledgment a half dozen of his crew.

			There were scheduling conflicts involved, too. President Roosevelt, who had already had several personal encounters with Fluckey and was an unabashed fan of the skipper, wanted to personally award the medal to him, and do it in a White House ceremony before a large contingent of press. It would be good for morale, both military and civilian. However, as it happened, the chief executive was too ill to do so during the time that Barb’s skipper, with his sub at Mare Island, California, for refit, would be available. The plan was to delay the ceremony until mid-April 1945, which would take Fluckey away from the boat at a crucial time, while in the final stages of preparing for her next patrol. It would also require calling in his executive officer early from stateside leave, something Fluckey was reluctant to do.

			There was another long-standing tradition associated with the honor that the skipper was determined to avoid. Anytime a living recipient was awarded the Medal of Honor, it was typical that he was not sent right back to combat duty. There were public relations opportunities to exploit. Morale visits to be made. War bond drives to support. And not being put back into harm’s way so quickly was seen as a reward for such gallant service.

			Fluckey would not hear of that! He had big plans for his fifth patrol on Barb. By hook and crook, he had convinced the Navy to allow him to carry a rocket launcher and a supply of rockets. He intended to test his theories about the use of such a weapon from the deck of a submarine. He wanted to demonstrate how he could capitalize on the stealth of the sub, a vessel that could creep up to point-blank range, launch an attack on shore-based targets, then flee and dive. No other warship could do that. He had the perfect objective in mind already, too.

			In addition, Fluckey had formulated another unusual method for an assault on a most unorthodox but enticing target. That radical idea he had not yet shared with anyone else, though. Not even his executive officer or crew.

			As it happened, Eugene Fluckey was unable to trade his Medal of Honor for a fourth Navy Cross. He did manage, however, to negotiate his way back to the war, but only after going way up the chain of submarine command to do so. Admiral Charles Lockwood, commander of Submarine Force, US Pacific Fleet, had tentatively promised the skipper a fifth patrol. By this time in the war, sub skippers were being limited to only four runs without a break because of the stress of such duty. But Fluckey would be approved to make his fifth trip only if things went well with Barb’s fourth patrol.

			Things had gone very well on that run. Medal of Honor–worthy. Lockwood sent Fluckey a personal message as the submarine was headed home. It said, in part: “The all-time all-timer! Aggressive, tenacious, daring, unique, extremely injurious to the enemy. PS. Congratulations from all of us and the whole U.S.A.”

			Clearly, Admiral Lockwood could not go back on his promise now. Not even if his star skipper was to receive the Medal of Honor and automatic entitlement to a “safe” patrol.

			The Barb, under Fluckey’s command, had just completed one of the most successful submarine war patrols of World War II. Now, with her captain still fuming about the Navy’s insistence on awarding him the medal, the sub was on her way to mayhem again.

			And Barb was plying westward through the Pacific with Eugene Fluckey at the helm, one of only eight submariners to be awarded the Medal of Honor.

			This fifth run—the one that almost did not happen—would prove to be another rousing success for Fluckey and Barb. It would also include some of the most unique battle action, not only in the history of the “Silent Service,” but in the whole of naval warfare.

			It was battle action initiated by a man whose life was turned around when, as a freckle-faced boy listening to his cat-whisker crystal radio set, he heard and heeded some strong advice from a man nicknamed Silent Cal.
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			“NOTHING CAN TAKE THE PLACE OF PERSISTENCE”

			Eugene Bennett Fluckey was an energetic and curious ten-year-old. Due to his likable nature, he was blessed with many friends. People noticed his engaging smile, his red hair, and his face full of freckles. He once won a “freckles contest” and always claimed to have won a “smile contest,” too. He enjoyed a wide range of interests, from sports to science, as well as scouting, where he excelled and eventually earned the rank of Eagle Scout.

			What the young Fluckey was not, though, was a good student. His teachers shared with his parents that they thought he was exceptionally bright. He simply refused to apply himself to his classwork. That was disappointing to Isaac Newton Fluckey and Louella Snowden Fluckey. His dad, Newt Fluckey, was especially agitated by the reports he was getting. He and his wife believed strongly in education and pushed learning and academic achievement to their four children, Jim, Ken, Eugene, and Lucy. Newt was obsessed with the idea of each of them eventually earning admission to one specific college: Princeton University. At least the three boys. Females were not yet allowed at the school. He was convinced that Princeton and the Ivy League represented the epitome of academia. That and his offspring’s best opportunities for success in life. Certainly better than what the elder Fluckey had achieved.

			This dream of Princeton for the boys came despite the family’s limited finances. They were not poor, but the children would have to rely on scholarships and work if they had any hope of fulfilling their father’s ambitions.

			Still, young Gene was interested in what he was interested in. He preferred to go his own way. His love for science and engineering had led him to build a simple crystal radio set and he would spend hours seeing what distant signals he could intercept from his bedroom in Washington, DC.

			One night, he pulled in a station from Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, that was broadcasting a speech by the country’s new president, Calvin Coolidge. Coolidge had been elected vice president in 1920, on the ticket with Warren G. Harding. It was the first election in history in which voting returns were broadcast live on the new medium of radio. Then Coolidge abruptly became president when Harding died of a heart attack in August of 1923.

			Normally, the boy would have tweaked his crystal set and tried to find another, more distant station. Not this night. The speech the president was giving resonated with Gene. He was so impressed with Coolidge’s advice that he wrote down every word so he could remember it later.

			The man many called Silent Cal was not known for inspiring speeches. Some writers had joked that Coolidge was “silent in five languages.” Another, describing the new president’s dour demeanor, said he appeared to have been “weaned on a pickle.” However, Coolidge’s speech that evening spoke volumes to a redheaded kid named Eugene Fluckey.

			The words that would guide the boy for the rest of his life were “Nothing in the world can take the place of persistence. Talent will not; nothing is more common than unsuccessful men with talent. Genius will not; unrewarded genius is almost a proverb. Education will not; the world is full of educated derelicts. Persistence and determination alone are omnipotent. The slogan Press On! has solved and always will solve the problems of the human race.”

			Gene was so inspired by those words that he promptly named his new puppy Calvin Coolidge. As further evidence of just how much the boy was influenced by the speech, he immediately became more persistent in his schoolwork, dramatically improved his grades, completed elementary school the next year ahead of schedule, and graduated from Western High School at the age of fifteen.

			Fluckey was born in Washington, DC, on October 5, 1913, the third of the four children. His parents had moved to the nation’s capital from Illinois so his father could work as a paralegal at the Justice Department. Newt Fluckey soon enrolled in law school and would eventually become a lawyer in that office. But despite his excellent effort and sheer volume of work cleared, he seemed to never earn a promotion. Years later, he would learn he had been denied advancement because he made those for whom he worked look better. They could not afford to move him up. That frustration was just one reason Fluckey wanted his children to get a better education than he had received. And Princeton was the place he was convinced would afford them that leg up.

			That was why, when Eugene finished high school at such an early age, too young to be accepted and begin studies at Princeton, Newt and Louella sacrificed and scrimped to be able to send their precocious son to Mercersburg Academy. That was a respected and expensive college preparatory school, in business in Mercersburg, Pennsylvania, since 1836. By all accounts, the boy’s determination to persist and press on continued there. He excelled.

			However, the road to the Ivy League would soon take a literal hard right turn, thanks in part to a next-door neighbor of the Fluckeys. Adolphus Staton was a US Navy hero, the recipient of the Medal of Honor for action at the port of Veracruz in 1914, then the Navy Cross for helping save the ship on which he was serving when the vessel was torpedoed during World War I. Staton also happened to be a graduate of the US Naval Academy in Annapolis, class of 1902.

			When Captain Staton learned that the kid next door had an interest not only in science, sports, and engineering but also in military history, he strongly suggested that the boy consider the Academy, then a career as an officer in the Navy. Eugene enthusiastically took to the notion, much to the consternation of his father. But then, for financial and other reasons, Newt warmed to the idea. Captain Staton suggested the boy attend Columbian Preparatory School in Washington, DC. The institution specialized in helping applicants to the service academies get the highest scores possible on their entrance exams to enhance their chances of being sponsored and admitted.

			The former mediocre student did just fine there, too, finishing first in his class and excelling on his SAT tests, including in subject areas attractive to the Naval Academy. But there was a new problem. Because of the Great Depression, and with millions out of work, many young men were attracted to the free college education and promise of military careers offered by West Point, the Coast Guard Academy, and Annapolis. Even with his dad’s connections in government, Gene and his parents were unable to find a member of Congress who had not already filled his quota of nomination candidates. At the last minute, Newt contacted the representative in Congress from his old district back in Illinois. As it happened, one of the young men the congressman had sponsored had declined the appointment. He agreed to add young Fluckey to his list.

			Perseverance had paid off. Gene entered the Naval Academy in June of 1931.

			The structure and demands of the service academy fit Fluckey perfectly. He excelled in his classes and honed his leadership skills. He also participated in rowing, wrestling, and football. But then, as he entered his third year, there was another considerable challenge.

			Every midshipman at the Academy had to take a physical to be certain he qualified to advance. Those who failed any portion of the medical exam would be allowed to complete what was the equivalent of their junior year of college. However, they would then have to submit their resignations and leave the Academy without a degree and forfeit becoming an officer.

			Fluckey had no concerns. He was in top shape and the best of health.

			But then came the eye exam. Gene discovered that he had severe myopia. Twenty/twenty vision without corrective lenses was a requirement for all to continue in and graduate from the Academy. He was 11/20.

			Another opportunity to persevere. He studied the situation and came up with a self-prescribed means to try to overcome the problem. He decided the vision issue was the result of spending so much time devouring books, something he had done since he first learned how, as well as all the reading he had done in preparation for entering the Academy. That, he theorized, had distorted the muscles in his eyes. There should be a way to retrain those muscles to get him back to 20/20.

			Eye doctors he consulted about his hypothesis disagreed. But it made sense to Fluckey and he pressed on.

			He prescribed himself three lenses of different intensity—mild, average, and strong—with the intention of alternating their use while reading. But no optician would fill scrips written by a college student, not even a student from Annapolis. Finally, his father talked with a friend who was an eye surgeon. The doctor agreed to meet with Gene and hear his ideas. Though the doctor doubted it would ever work, he was impressed with the young man’s persistence. Besides, there was no harm in trying. He went ahead and wrote the orders for the three lenses.

			At first, Gene’s “eye exercises” did not seem to be making any difference at all. In the beginning, his eyesight got worse, but he did not give up.

			Then, only a few days before the results of his physical would be finalized and he would be asked to resign from Annapolis, he approached the examiners to give him another chance to pass the eye test. They refused. There was no point. He had a serious vision issue. Eyesight issues such as Fluckey’s did not improve so remarkably in only a few months.

			Again, Fluckey persisted. The examiner ultimately relented, just to get rid of the pesky midshipman. When he was finally tested, Fluckey amazed the examiner by being able to read the bottom line of the eye chart. The examiner assumed Gene had somehow memorized the letters. He pulled out five more charts, all new and never used. Fluckey was able to read all of them equally well.

			Gene’s perseverance had allowed him to overcome a seemingly insurmountable obstacle yet again. He was on his way to his final year at the Academy and his commissioning as an ensign in the US Navy. However, he had no way of knowing that he would soon face yet another powerful hurdle he would have to overcome.

			His mother, Louella Fluckey, was an accomplished, talented artist. However, she had placed her own aspirations on hold to assist her husband in assuring their children had all they needed to pursue their education. To supplement the family’s income, she painted scenes on china plates and cups and sold them to stores in the area. She also gave art lessons and took boarders into their home. Louella took great pride in the accomplishments of their children. She was especially gratified by Gene and his decision to go to the Naval Academy. Though her husband may not have agreed, she felt there was more honor and prestige in her boy becoming a naval officer than in earning a degree at Princeton.

			In June of 1934, she and Newt drove down to Norfolk, Virginia, to see their son off on his midshipman summer cruise. Eugene’s previous summer cruise, between his sophomore and junior year, had been something of a dud. The Navy had experienced severe budget cutbacks since the Great War had ended. That summer’s trip had not been to exotic overseas locations, as was typical. Instead, they had traveled along the US coast and into the Gulf of Mexico, down to Houston, Texas, and back. The future naval officers had mostly scraped paint and done manual labor for more than two months at sea. Even though Eugene maintained he had learned a great deal about seamanship and naval engineering, he was looking forward to the ’34 cruise. They were to travel aboard the battleship USS Wyoming (BB-32), and this year they were headed across the Atlantic, for England and the Mediterranean Sea.

			Though they hated to see him gone from home for such a long time, Newt and Louella Fluckey were excited for the experiences he would have. They also understood that he would be judged on his performance on the cruise. That would play a major role in the balance of his time at the Academy and beyond.

			On the way back home to Washington, DC, that day, after seeing Gene off, his parents were involved in a serious automobile accident. Their vehicle was struck by a drunk driver. Newt and Louella survived the crash but were both seriously hurt. Even so, not wanting to interrupt their son’s cruise or distract him in any way, they did not even let him know about their wreck or the severity of their injuries. There was nothing he could do about it anyway.

			Indeed, Eugene was having a fine voyage, learning a great deal, visiting exotic locations, and meeting many famous people. The midshipmen had dinner in London with actor Douglas Fairbanks Jr.—who would later serve as a decorated naval officer in World War II—had an audience with Pope Pius XI in the Vatican, met briefly with Italian dictator Benito Mussolini and gave him a rousing US Navy cheer, and even had President Franklin Roosevelt visit them once they returned to the States and were conducting drills at the mouth of the Potomac River.

			While Gene was away, though, Louella developed complications from her injuries. She was in critical condition, on the verge of death. At that point, Newt did send a letter to Gene, telling his son not to interrupt the trip but to pray for his mother’s recovery. He knew how very important it was for his son to complete this last major cruise before graduation. Cutting it short could jeopardize everything.

			Gene was devastated. He considered leaving the cruise, heading for home, but his father was very adamant in his letter that he not do so.

			The next letter Gene received was from his sister, Lucy. His mother had passed away. But Lucy, too, made sure Eugene knew that Louella would not have wanted him to risk his career just to show up at her funeral.

			Again, Fluckey was torn. But once again he made the heartrending decision to remain with the Wyoming and his fellow midshipmen. That was a choice that would nag him for the rest of his days. Especially when he would later have to leave his wife, who had significant medical issues, for months at a time while he served his country.

			There was one good omen near the completion of that summer cruise, though. As the Wyoming was approaching Norfolk on their return, Fluckey looked out ahead of the bow of the battleship and he could see a pod of dolphins frolicking in the dark blue Atlantic waters. They appeared to be leading the way to port. In seafaring lore, dolphins signify good luck.

			Though he did not know it then, the young man would one day wear a dolphin pin on his shirt, and he would bear the nickname Lucky Fluckey.

			Deservedly so.
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			“ELIMINATION OF RED TAPE”

			
				“On 16 May 1945 departed Navy Yard for Pearl Harbor. Voyage repairs at Pearl Harbor accomplished by SubRon 18 and U.S.S. EURYALE, very cooperative and very good. Readiness for sea date 8 June 1945. Installed rocket launcher. Cmdr. H. HULL cosuggested. Admire his elimination of red tape to procure it.”

				—From “Report of Twelfth War Patrol,” USS Barb (SS-220)

			

			Commander Eugene B. Fluckey was more aware than most that not every battle could be won. The object was to win more than you lost, to live to fight again, and, hopefully, to win the next one. Despite his lobbying, he had reluctantly agreed to accept his Medal of Honor. The ceremony took place in the office of Secretary of the Navy James Forrestal in Washington, DC, on March 23, 1945. Fluckey’s wife, Marjorie, was by his side. Young daughter Barbara was allowed to remain in school since it was her last day there. Fluckey and Marjorie had stopped by his dad’s apartment to see if he felt like attending the event with them. Newt Fluckey politely declined but asked that they stop by again afterward if they had time. He had never seen a Medal of Honor in person before.

			The newspapers in Washington made the ceremony a front-page feature. There were large photos of Fluckey, Marjorie, Forrestal, and the chef of naval operations, Fleet Admiral Ernest King. After all, Fluckey was a hometown boy. This was exactly the type of news a war-weary readership loved to see: “Local Military Hero Strikes a Mighty Blow Against the Enemy in One of the War’s Most Successful and Spectacular Submarine Patrols.”

			Admiral King shared with Fluckey that the president wanted to be present but was simply too ill. King also asked the honoree not to repeat that to anyone else. President Roosevelt was likely not going to make it much longer. Indeed, the president would die on April 12, less than three weeks later.

			Fluckey would later have “Marjorie” engraved on the back of the medal. He maintained she had sacrificed so much that she deserved some credit for his earning it.

			The day after the medal presentation, Gene, Marjorie, and Barbara loaded up the car and began a long, leisurely trip across the country. He would rejoin his submarine and crew at Mare Island, near San Francisco. Not only would the family have a chance to see the sights along the way, but they would have almost two months together before Gene took Barb back to war for the submarine’s twelfth war patrol and his fifth as her commanding officer.

			A fifth patrol that had been in jeopardy. But Fluckey had won that battle. Or at least was under the impression that he had.

			By this time in World War II, the Pacific submarine commander, Admiral Charles Lockwood, had determined that his commanding officers needed time off after the trials of undersea warfare. Navy psychiatrists backed him up on this. From experience, they had all learned that sub commanders were more effective if they took a break after their fourth consecutive run. Bad things tended to happen to the boats when their captains became so physically and mentally exhausted. Not just bad things but deadly things—things that could cost a submarine and all the young men aboard their lives.

			Plus, there was that thing about Medal of Honor recipients not being sent right back into the fray.

			But, as was his nature, Fluckey persisted. As he sometimes did with his skippers—especially the most effective ones—Lockwood relented, despite his reservations.

			The admiral had a reputation for not only listening to his commanders but for seeking out their opinions and input. After all, they were the ones peering through the periscope out there in dangerous waters, being depth-bombed and strafed. But he had been much less willing to give in to their pleas for a fifth or sixth run without adequate leave and rest. He knew how much stress they were under out there. He had on several occasions lost good men when he conceded, against his better judgment, and allowed them to make one too many war patrols.

			One of those concessions involved Commander Dudley “Mush” Morton and USS Wahoo (SS-238). Morton was one of his most successful and colorful skippers, Wahoo one of the most effective submarines. Morton had convinced Lockwood to let him make one more run, even though Mush was clearly tired and ill. At that point, though, Lockwood needed every submarine skipper he could get. Morton was one of the best. Lockwood yielded.

			Morton, Wahoo, and her crew were lost in October 1943 in La Pérouse Strait, north of Hokkaido, the same waters that Gene Fluckey was now so persistently lobbying to visit on his fifth straight run.

			Fluckey and Barb were scheduled to leave San Francisco Bay in mid-May 1945, bound first for Pearl Harbor, then Midway Atoll, and finally, if the CO got his oft-expressed wish, to the Sea of Okhotsk, Sakhalin Island, and the Kuril Islands. That area was all north of Hokkaido, Japan’s northernmost Home Island.

			There were reasons why Fluckey wanted to return to those specific waters. By the spring of 1945, submarine operations against the Japanese had become hit-or-miss. Boats were returning from patrol with few or no enemy ship sinkings to report. There simply were not that many good targets remaining in the usual shipping lanes out there. The US Navy’s submarine force—never more than five percent of all warships in the Pacific—would, by the end of the war, be credited with sinking well over half of all Japanese shipping destroyed by Allied forces. They had been very successful in cutting the lifeline of natural resources headed toward the Home Islands of the Empire and the troop and supply ships bound for the far-flung territory still controlled by the enemy. That came at a cost, though: Almost a fourth of all Americans who served aboard submarines in World War II died. By the end of the war, fifty-two US boats would be lost and about 3,500 men killed.

			Despite their effectiveness, innovative skippers like Gene Fluckey felt strongly that the capabilities of their unique warships were not being utilized. Now that he had confirmed with Lockwood that his fifth run was a go, he hoped to prove his ideas, not in a laboratory or on a test range, but in battle.

			War inevitably leads to innovation. That was especially true of the submarine service. Prior to World War II, submarines were considered to be primarily defensive weapons. Not offensive. They were called fleet boats because their primary duty was seen as riding alongside the Navy’s surface fleet, shielding those ships from attack, sometimes laying mines in harbors, used as lifeguards to rescue bomber crews shot down on raids, and patrolling the entrances to bays and harbors to keep interlopers out.

			Otherwise, submarine captains were taught to remain hidden. Rely on their strongest asset—their stealth. Only launch torpedoes if there was an exceptionally good chance of hitting the target. Do not waste the precious torpedoes. Then, once the torpedoes were launched, they were to go deep, hide on the bottom, or, better still, run away. Take no chances. They were also expected to spend as much time as they could submerged, avoiding detection or attack from air or sea, only coming up to charge the electric batteries that turned their propellors. Then, as quickly as possible, they were to get back beneath the surface for safety. Never mind that the newer submarines could travel almost three times as fast on the surface as they could while submerged.

			But when the war started, and with crucial elements of the Pacific Fleet on fire and sinking in Pearl Harbor, it fell to the submarines and aircraft carriers to take the battle to the Japanese. At least until more warships could be moved that way. Even then, with the US now also fighting Germany and Italy in Europe, the goal was to merely hold its own in the Pacific for the time being. America suddenly found itself in a different kind of war, and the Navy was ill-equipped to keep the Empire of Japan from redrawing the map of the Pacific Rim.

			It is generally acknowledged that the Japanese made crucial mistakes in their surprise attack on Pearl Harbor in December 1941. They concentrated most of their bombs on the dreadnoughts berthed along “Battleship Row.” Not only did they not hit the bulk of the massive fuel storage tanks on Ford Island or the critically important dry-dock repair facilities nearby, but they also failed to bomb the submarines that were tied up nearby or consider delaying the attack until the aircraft carriers based at Pearl were back in port from maneuvers.

			It is also fortunate for the US that forward-thinking planners had already built some and planned more of a decidedly new kind of submarine, the Gato-class boat. They were able to dive deeper, go faster, and steam much farther than any previous submersible vessel. Barb was an early Gato-class submarine. They would prove to be exactly the kind of warship needed to fight the kind of conflict in which America abruptly found itself.

			A new kind of submarine skipper came along, too, just in time to take advantage of this advanced war machine. In December 1941, the Navy did not have a single submarine captain who had taken a boat to war, none who had fired a torpedo in anger—but plenty who had been indoctrinated in the old ways of running a submarine. That is, remain hidden, fire only if destruction of the target is assured, then flee.

			Some adapted. Many did not. Those who did not were replaced, one by one, by commanders who were more aggressive, who pushed the Gato boats to their maximum capability. Then their even more advanced successors, the Balao- and Tench-class submarines that came along later in the war, pushed their crews and officers, too. These captains were willing to remain on the surface longer to take advantage of the speed and maneuverability they had there while keeping the battery charge topped off. They did not hesitate to use their deck guns—with which many skippers experimented—or to fire torpedoes while on the surface instead of only at periscope depth. And by being so assertive, they quickly struck major blows against the enemy and helped turn the tide of the war, if not necessarily in a very glamorous way. Most of their targets were tankers and freighters, carrying petroleum, rubber, ore, lumber, and other necessities—the required materials for waging war—from Japanese-held territory back to the Home Islands, or munitions and troops to occupied territory.

			Submariners were charged with doing whatever they could to shorten the war. Severing those shipping lanes was a sure way to do it. Not a safe way, mind you. Most ships, including freighters and tankers, had guns mounted on their decks, carried depth bombs, and rode in convoys protected from Allied submarines by effective, deadly warships and aircraft.

			Eugene Fluckey was one of those inventive and assertive submarine captains determined to push the limits. By May of 1945, he had already proved himself on his first four extraordinarily successful runs as CO of Barb. Now, if he could pull it off, he felt he had much more to prove. That stellar record gave him a leg up when it came time to convince his superiors to allow him to have his way.

			While at Mare Island for refit, the Barb had been equipped with a five-inch deck gun aft of the conning tower. That replaced the four-inch gun that had been mounted forward of the conning tower. Fluckey had made that request so he would have a weapon that packed a bit more wallop, but also one that he could use should they find themselves being chased while on the surface, which had happened on one of his previous patrols on Barb.

			The boat had also had the newly developed ST radar installed. This periscope-mounted system allowed the submarine to “see” ships and aircraft in the area better and provide range and bearing with more accuracy. Previously, there was much guesswork involved, with only the periscope to provide a view of the target. Sonar could give more data, but it emitted an audible ping that could be heard by the vessel being stalked. The Japanese had no way to detect this new type of silent and highly effective radar.

			There were other changes. Two officers were transferred off Barb and two more came aboard. Fifteen sailors were transferred. That was almost a quarter of her complement of crewmembers. That was commonplace by this time: attempting to keep a mix of experienced sailors to match up with newcomers fresh out of submarine school.

			Now, as Barb prepared to get underway, Fluckey had plans for that space on her deck that had been vacated by the four-inch gun. He wanted to install a rocket launcher there. He had begun making arrangements to do just that once they arrived at Pearl Harbor: take on board a hundred Mark 10 rockets. He already knew the target that would allow him to prove the effectiveness of using a submarine as a launch platform for a ballistic missile. Fluckey would later describe his intent as “creating maximum harassment with minimum force.”

			Spirits were high among the crew as Barb departed Mare Island and San Francisco on May 16, 1945. Not only had they just completed one of the most successful patrols of the war, but their captain had been awarded the Medal of Honor. Few submariners had been so honored. The officers and men of Barb were proud their skipper was one of them. There was also the wonderful news out of Europe that gave everybody hope. Only a week before, on Tuesday, May 8, the Allies had accepted Germany’s unconditional surrender. The war in Europe was over. Surely Japan would not be able to last much longer without Hitler still in the fight. Maybe, with the pressure off on its western front, the Russians would finally enter the war against Japan, as they had been promising to do.

			But the men well knew that the Empire of Japan had vowed to fight to the last man, woman, and child, and promised that any attempt to invade the Home Islands would result in millions of lives lost. It would never succeed, the Japanese maintained. No such assault ever had. Not throughout the Empire’s long history.

			There may have been hopeful signs that the war was winding down, but those were still treacherous waters to which Barb was steaming. It had also been yet another painful parting for Gene and Marjorie and their daughter, with no idea of when they would be reunited.

			Once the Barb docked in Hawaii, Fluckey’s first stop was at the office of Commander Harry Hull, a gunnery officer on the staff of the Pacific Submarine Commander. Fluckey had already been in touch with Hull, an old friend, and had explained his reasoning about becoming the first submarine in history to be armed with rockets. Hull was in a position to make it happen, and make sure such a launcher and rockets were available for Barb when she arrived in Hawaii on May 24. Or at least by the time she was ready to leave, heading westward on patrol.

			But first, Fluckey assumed he would need to sell Hull on the idea. For that, he resorted to skills honed back during his summers when, as a teenager, he sold brushes door-to-door. With his patented smile and friendly demeanor, he quickly became the brush company’s top salesman. His pitch worked on Commander Hull, who enthusiastically agreed to help him pull his plan together.

			They would only have sixteen days in Pearl Harbor. Even then, most of that time the boat would be out of the harbor, conducting crew training or crawling with workers, busily undergoing voyage repairs. It was already a tight schedule. However, Harry Hull, once he was sold on the idea, was busily getting everything done before Barb and her crew steamed back to the war.

			The launcher Fluckey had settled on was available on Oahu, but it was being used in some important testing elsewhere on the island. Hull was confident that he could grab it and also obtain a hundred Mark 10 rockets and get them over to the sub pens in plenty of time to load and stow them in their limited space, and do so before Barb left for Midway, her interim stop.

			Fluckey was elated. The scheme was coming together.

			His next stop after his initial visit with Hull was the operations office. There he could get the final details for their patrol once they left Midway. It was always crucial that submarines be aware of which boats were operating where to avoid running into each other. Fluckey felt this visit was to be little more than a formality. Admiral Lockwood had approved it already: Barb was bound for the Sea of Okhotsk, the site of her eighth run and Fluckey’s first as her CO.

			When he walked in the door of the operations office, though, he was blindsided. There had been a major change in plans for the hero and his now-famous submarine.

			Barb was now assigned to perform lifeguard duty off Wake Island. That would put them more than two thousand miles from the Kuriles and that target at which Fluckey planned to aim his new five-inch, high-capacity, spin-stabilized rockets. The spot where he had already promised his commanders that he would do more than a million dollars’ worth of damage and, most important, demonstrate yet another new and exciting capability for submarines.

			The operations officer said he assumed the reassignment was due to the Medal of Honor tradition. The officer was not moved, either, when Fluckey explained that Charlie Lockwood himself had promised Barb a patrol in the Sea of Okhotsk and the Kuriles, but the officer did share that Admiral Lockwood was due back in Hawaii in two days and he would make sure Fluckey could have an audience with him to plead his case. However, the man warned, the skipper should not expect any changes this late in the game.

			Meanwhile, hedging his bets, Fluckey visited with another friend in the naval intelligence office, the home of the code breakers who had been so effectively deciphering messages from the Imperial Japanese Navy since before the war started. Fluckey knew that the Allies had been searching in vain for the remnants of the Japanese fleet, which had been hit hard by the Allies in several battles since the previous summer. The Navy suspected they were holed up somewhere, preparing to attempt to deflect the anticipated D-Day–like invasion of the Home Islands by the Allies. There was a good possibility those warships might be in the mostly uncharted waters north of Hokkaido, Fluckey contended. That was yet another reason Barb should go there and see what they could see, not swim leisurely around Wake Island, taking it easy.

			That argument made perfect sense to the intelligence officer. Just like that, Gene Fluckey had another ally should he need one when he made his sales pitch to Lockwood.

			When he finally sat down with the admiral, Lockwood admitted that he was not even aware that someone on his staff had countered the promise he had made to Fluckey. Lockwood had caught wind of the

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

	


OEBPS/images/9780593185988_title_page.jpg
TORPEDO
RUN

The Story of World War 11
Submarine Hero Eugene B. Fluckey

BY DON KEITH

[

CALIBER








OEBPS/images/page_ix.jpg






OEBPS/images/DuttonCaliber_Sans.jpg
]

CALIBER






OEBPS/images/Penguin_Logo.jpg






OEBPS/images/9780593185988_cover.jpg
The Story of WWII Submarine
Hero Eugene B. Fluckey

* DONKEITH «x





OEBPS/images/page_ix_2.jpg






