HOW THE NAVY MADE ME INTO A WARRIOR

Master Chief Gunner’s Mate Jack Duncan, US Navy retired


Graduating from East Bakersfield High school before my 17th birthday, I had to wait a very long time before I turned that magical age of seventeen when the Navy could accept me.  Actually, it was just a few weeks in the summer of 1942; however, joining the Navy to go fight Japs was foremost on my mind during most of my senior year of school.  The Pearl Harbor attack on December 7, 1941, came in the middle of that auspicious year. 


Finally, on August 14, 1942, Chief Boatswain’s Mate Frank B. Wilson who had been recalled to active duty as a recruiter completed my paperwork.  Frank had retired in 1938 after thirty years in the Navy.  His first enlistment was in time to go around the world with Teddy Roosevelt’s Great White Fleet in 1908.


I left that idyllic city of Bakersfield to become an Apprentice Seaman via attending boot camp in San Diego.  That began a series of cultural shocks for a young teenager – naked men standing in line to receive shots, uniform clothing, showers, haircuts.


Barracks life followed.  Chow lines.  Marching and drilling.  Rifle range.  Pistol range.  
Anti-aircraft gun practice at Mission Beach.  Having to perform acts of nature while seated on porcelain fixtures lined up in a long row without dividing privacy screens.  Worse, no mama to clean those fixtures . . . we had to do that chore ourselves.  Over a period of weeks, the Navy turned us from high school kids into warriors.      


 Almost.


Given a choice of how we wanted to serve in the Navy, I asked to become a backseat gunner in a dive bomber.  A hearing test showed that I was too tone-deaf to become an aviation radioman; therefore, torpedo school was to be my fate.  In fact, everyone in my recruit unit whose name began with a “D” was to be sent to torpedo school in Norfolk, Virginia . . . so much for my choice of riding airplanes ever being considered.


A troop train pulled by a steam locomotive took us from San Diego, down through the northern edges of Mexico, back into California and the breathtakingly beautiful Carrizo Gorge only roughly paralleling what is now Interstate 8.  The many train tunnels on that desert journey were guarded by lonely-looking soldiers wearing the old-style World War I “doughboy” helmets.


Within three months after reaching Naval Operating Base, Norfolk, grizzled Ancient Mariner-type Chief Petty Officers who were the torpedo school instructors turned me from a fuzzy-faced kid just out of high school into a fuzzy-faced Torpedoman Third Class.  I was a Navy Petty Officer and not yet eighteen.                 


Was I now a warrior?  Not yet!


Graduating in the top three of my class, I got to choose my next assignment; for real this time.  I opted for Motor Torpedo Boats, those glamorous PT Boats instead of the mundane, gray-painted, stodgy destroyer-escorts or the smelly, cramped diesel submarines.  It was a choice I never regretted.


Now, there was some erroneous flap over possibly having to be at least 21 years old to serve on one of these boats, known for being “expendable.”  That proved false.  Yet another train took me to the Motor Torpedo Boat Squadrons Training Center in Melville, Rhode Island, to attend that school.  This one proved to be two months in duration to teach us the ins-and-outs of these seventy-seven to eighty-foot fast, wooden, plywood warships.


With a tiny crew of only a dozen and a half sailors on each boat, every one of us had to know the others’ jobs; how to fire the torpedoes, how to shoot and maintain the many guns, signaling, how to start the engines, communicate on the radios, how to do dead-reckoning navigation plus ship and aircraft recognition.  Cross-training was absolutely vital in case of casualties.                   


Completing that school, was I a warrior now?  I believed so!


Soon, we newly-designated PT Boat sailors sewed on our identifying sleeve-patches and left Rhode Island, again, by train, traveling up into Canada and down through Michigan toward California.  (Gee, I had been in two foreign countries already!)  


Arriving at Treasure Island in the middle of San Francisco Bay by ferry after detraining in Oakland, I was assigned Shore Patrol duty at the WAVES (women’s) barracks in downtown San Francisco.  My duties involved not only guarding the entrance, but having to check the appearance of the women before they left the building for their work assignments.  This included ensuring that the seams of their stockings were straight (yes, seamless stockings or panty-hose had yet to be invented), their slips were not showing and their uniforms being worn correctly.


For a mature sailor, it would have been a great job as I look back on it, but here I was, just a little kid, really, not sure what girls were.  It truly was a different time . . . a different morality.  And, alas, the assignment was just a few days long until a ship arrived to take me into harm’s way where I would really become a warrior.


It was during this week or so interlude that I visited the only U.S.O. I ever went to.  I met a pretty girl there.  Beverly was a little older than I.  I took her to dinner at the famous Mardikian’s, a posh Armenian restaurant recommended by my much older and much traveled sister.  After dinner, this young beauty took me to her grandmother’s house where she was living and offered me sex.  I didn’t have the foggiest idea of what to do or how to do it, so to avoid the unknown and perhaps gross embarrassment, pleaded that I had to return to Treasure Island.  The VD movies I had to endure were not specific in exactly what it was that led you to get VD.  It was a different time . . . a different morality.


Within a couple of days, a “draft” or list of people was posted for departure.  An old steam ferry took us from Treasure Island to a pier on the San Francisco waterfront where we embarked on the MV Noordam.  The “MV” standing for Motor Vessel, the Noordam had been a Dutch ocean liner now converted into a troopship. As she sailed out of the Golden Gate, she began to rock and didn’t stop for the thirty-one days that we sailed unescorted . . . never sighting land during the entire transit.


Below decks the bunks were stacked perhaps five or maybe it was seven high as my memory recalls, but it was so malodorous of unwashed bodies and multitude of other “fragrances” that I couldn’t endure it.  Please understand there was no fresh water in which to shower and a salt water shower was shunned by most due to the unsanitary . . . even more than unsanitary . . . conditions of the shower stalls.  Underarm deodorant spray cans had not been invented in 1943.


As a torpedoman, knowledgeable in ordnance, I was assigned a lookout watch on a 20-millimeter gun, high up on the superstructure.  I decided to sleep at the gun, rain, shine or cold rather than try to sleep in the stinking hold.  The Noordam was a huge liner, but she did roll incessantly.  Most of the passengers were soldiers who stayed seasick, adding vomit to the stench below decks.


Besides the aforementioned nasty showers, the toilets were steel troughs with salt water running through them constantly – like a creek – to carry off the waste.  Two pieces of black painted wood spanning the trough every couple of feet served as seats.  No partitions, no privacy and the decks were always awash with water from some source or another.  It smelled like “another.” 


Troopships were a miserable way to travel.  Troop trains were a miserable way to travel.  Today’s military personnel fly to war and complain about the “airline food” of box lunches.  It took at least five days, usually more, to cross the continent on a troop train with only two meals a day, eaten standing, and no sleeper cars or showers.  It took us a month or more to cross the Pacific on a stinking overcrowded ship.  And I was ruing my wish to become a warrior.


Indeed, it was a different time . . . a different morality!


We had no idea of our route, but zigzagging at high speed, the ship took us so far south that we got into some pretty cold and wet weather before arriving at the French tropical possession of New Caledonia.


Somewhere along the way, I had my 18th birthday, too.  I guess the lack of a party or celebration of some kind made me forget all about it.


As the MV Noordam entered the beautiful harbor at the port of Noumea through the teal waters inside the coral reef, we spotted a gargantuan billboard sign draped across the hills and reminiscent of the “Hollywood” sign saluting our arrival with, “KILL JAPS, KILL MORE JAPS, KILL THE YELLOW BASTARDS!  Admiral Halsey.”  We had arrived at the war and I was a warrior.                    
Not quite.


Disembarking after that long transit, the few of us passengers who were future PT Boat crewmen were issued combat gear . . . what?  OK, picture this!  A small-statured, 135-pound, barely 18-year-old carrying a white seabag full of uniforms, a ditty bag with shaving gear, a bucket for washing clothes in, with a hammock, mattress, blankets and a pillow lashed around it.  That was a full load, but now we were issued, in addition, green herringbone fatigues, helmet, combat pack, bayonet, combat boots, ammo belt, aluminum mess kit, canteen and cup . . . all of the equipment an infantryman carried including a Springfield, a U.S. Rifle, Cal..30, M1903A3!  The serial number now escapes me, but the date of manufacture of 4/43 was stamped on the barrel and into my memory.


Visualize this scrawny kid already staggering under the weight of that seabag with a  hammock lashed around it being further burdened with all the gear a Marine might carry!  Every move took two trips.


Of course, the ubiquitous rumors spread that there was much trouble “up the Line,” meaning up in the Solomon Islands to the north.  “All available manpower (or was it mostly boypower?) was needed to resist the onslaught of the Japs.”


This rumor was reinforced when the bunch of us trained but untested PT Boat sailors were embarked on an LCI – Landing Craft Infantry – and departed for “the Line” with our combat gear and rifles.  The rumor seemed confirmed when the LCI, after another not so long voyage, anchored off Lunga Point on Guadalcanal.  We had no way of knowing that the island had long-since been secured.


“They can’t do this to us, can they?”


“We’re gonna reinforce the Marines!”


“Do we know enough about Landing Party Manual stuff to fight on land?”


So went the talk on this tiny ship loaded with bewildered kids.


Suddenly the LCI upped anchor and headed across Iron Bottom Sound for Tulagi, the major PT Boat base in the South Pacific.  We were offloaded at the camp named Calvertville, were issued tents and machetes; cots and mosquito nets.  Someone pointed inland and told the next four of us in line to set up a tent in the raw jungle after clearing a spot in the rain forest . . . of course, it was raining, why do you think they call it a rain forest?  Mud, mud, mud!


After getting settled into my new jungle home, so vastly different from Bakersfield, California, the culture shocks continued.  The four of us tent-mates got to spend one night in the eerie jungle where strange noises kept us awake and talking.  When it was time to turn-in, a pepe, a huge and of course rumored to be poisonous millipede had taken up residence on my cot.  It was a restless night as I wondered what other creature might join me.


Morning came.  A scroungy-looking ensign slogged his way through the mud and yelled my name.


“I’m Mr. Green, skipper of the PT-103 and you’re my new torpedoman.  Let’s go!”


So, after being rescued from what we believed might have been infantry duty, spending the night in a rain forest, I’m finally headed for a PT Boat for which all of my training had prepared me.                        



Was I finally a warrior?


“Let’s go?”  Cripes, I have to repack all of this stuff – hammock, seabag, combat gear, mattress, rifle.  It’s going to take awhile.  Ensign Green not only waited, but helped me get it all together.  He carried some of my precious belongings as we made our way down to the piers where we hopped on a re-arm boat to head up the river a mile or so to where the PT-103 was tied up under some trees lining the bank.  The boat was hidden from the occasional Japanese plane that flew over to drop harassing bombs. 


The eighty-foot Elco PT, the first of her class of hundreds built, looked awesome in her green paint with all of her guns uncovered.  The re-arm boat pulled alongside, rubbing its soft, kapok-lined gunwale against the fragile, plywood side of the PT.  Some old guys (in their mid-20’s – they were that old!) . . . reached down and begin heaving my cargo up to the deck.  I had arrived at the war and now I was a warrior.                               


Perhaps?


As they helped me clamber aboard, a sailor I would soon learn was Gunner’s Mate Second Class Woodrow Wilson Hobbs asked, “Where did you get all this stuff?”


Before I could even answer, several of the crew, shirtless and wearing only shorts in the oppressive tropical heat, welcomed me by beginning to throw my precious gear overboard into the river.  Hammock, ammo belt, mattress, rifle . . . RIFLE?


All of my training hadn’t prepared me for living aboard a PT Boat, just for operating one.  PT Boats were small, fast, heavily-armed, but carrying any more weight than was absolutely necessary was not to be tolerated.  Weight meant diminished speed.  Speed was their main defense, other than the ¾ of an inch of double-planked mahogany of which their hulls were constructed.  So, my combat gear that had been such a burden to me went into the drink . . . BUT THE RIFLE?


“Yeah, we got too many rifles on board now.  What we really need is more machine guns,” said Hobbs who would soon become known as “Hobby.”  He began to introduce me to the rest of the crew:  Quartermaster First Class Wilson, Radarman Third Class John Sportsman, Motor Machinist’s Mate Second Class Housel, Gunner’s Mate Third Class Tillman, Radioman Third Class Hinkle, Motor Machinist’s Mate First Class Lowell, Motor Machinist’s Mate Second Class Melson and Ship’s Cook Second Class “Ski” and others.


Here I was, a very young Reservist, fresh from training, not long out of Miss Mary Virginia Owen’s home room, becoming part of crew of “old,” pre-war Regulars.  This was a combat-hardened bunch that had already fought tough battles against the Imperial Japanese Navy.                                   
Was I, too, now a warrior?


But the rifle?  I never even got to shoot it.


Gunner’s Mate Slim Tillman, a lanky ex-farmer from Georgia came over to me, “Here is your gun for you to carry, handle and keep clean.  Give it to me every week or so for inspection.”

             Now, I felt like a warrior, at least.


That M1928A1 Thompson “Tommy Gun” became my best friend and we even slept together.  It came with a 50-round drum and five 20-round stick magazines.  So, I guess I didn’t really need that 5-shot, pre-World War 1-designed Springfield bolt action rifle.  A few months later a Jap machine gun bullet hit the stock of that beautiful Tommy gun, ruining it. 


Now that I was officially a member of the crew and the only torpedoman on a motor torpedo boat I had to take inventory of the ordnance we carried.  Of course, the two gunner’s mates were responsible for the guns, while I had the four torpedo tubes, four ancient World War 1 Mark 8 torpedoes, the newest of which was manufactured in 1919, two Mark 6 depth charges and the Elco smoke screen generator.  The smoke screen generator was a bottle of chemicals under pressure which produced a thick white smoke upon contact with the air.  The valve to release the chemicals was to be kept scrupulously clean and ready for use.


The torpedoes were fired from the tubes by a short 3”-shell filled with sphero-hexagonal grains of black powder.  A blow with a mallet on the firing mechanism or – if the electrical circuits worked perfectly in the humid tropical climate – a firing button in the cockpit, set off the powder charge that literally blew the torpedo out of the tube.  Of course, the tubes had to be kept greased on the inside so the 3,000 pound torpedo could move.  Often when fired the powder charge would ignite the grease, illuminating the boat while revealing its presence.  This was not a good thing for a small wooden boat fighting much larger steel-hulled Japanese ships-of-war in the dark of night.


Darkness and speed were the only armor for the PT Boat. 


In 1943, the “Three Boat” as she was called carried two twin-.50 caliber machine guns in turrets, one forward and starboard, the other after and on the port side; a 20mm Oerlikon machine cannon on the stern; a single-shot 37mm anti-tank gun on the very bow; and a .30-06 caliber Lewis machine gun that used a 47-round drum magazine also on the bow.  It, too, was a left-over from World War 1.


Yes, I felt like a warrior!


Leaving Tulagi, we were based at Rendova for a while, patrolling around Vella Lavella and New Georgia and changing our armament.  We got side-launching racks – essentially C-clamps – for our newer, faster Mark 13 torpedoes, we replaced the 37mm gun with a 37mm automatic cannon purloined from a P-39 Airacobra fighter plane.  


As we advanced to the Treasury-Bougainville area, the stern 20mm was moved to the bow to replace the Lewis gun while a 40mm Bofors was added to the stern.  We got newer, more powerful engines upping the horsepower from 1350 to 1550 for each of the three Packard 4M2500 twelve cylinder engines.  Our three aluminum gas tanks were replaced with self-sealing ones and armor plating was added to the sides of the hull where the gas tanks were located.  We mounted a 60mm mortar on the bow to use for illuminating targets and also to prevent the Japs from getting a good night’s sleep as we lobbed in occasional mortar rounds near known camps and bases.


Eventually, we added single .50-caliber machine guns between each of the torpedoes and even experimented with twin .30 aircraft machine guns on each cockpit wing.


The Three Boat tangled with Imperial Japanese Navy ships, troop barges, float planes and dive bombers.  We strafed beaches, drew fire from shore batteries so U.S. Navy destroyers could pinpoint their location and got bombed from high altitude planes while hiding under trees at various tropical islands.  


I had become a warrior!  I was a kid no longer, albeit still a teenager.


Production from the Home Front began to arrive as 1943 blended into 1944 and into 1945.  Food remained in short supply, but war fighting material was more available and in more quantities.  Motor Torpedo Boat Squadron 5, or Ron 5, of which the 103 was the lead boat moved up to Green Island then Emirau where it remained static for several months bottling up the large bases at Kavieng on New Ireland and Rabaul on New Britain from the north side.  For almost two years, we were in a combat zone without a single day of R&R or seeing a civilized place.               


I turned 19 and was promoted to Torpedoman Second Class while at Emirau, a former German colonial island.


Ron 5’s old 77-footer replacement boats were all either worn-out or lost at Emirau and the 107 was burned at the fuel dock, leaving only the 103, 104, 105, 106, 108, 318 and 319.  


Down to seven boats from the original twelve plus six replacement boats, the diminished squadron left Emirau for the Admiralties, then Hollandia, New Guinea and finally Mios Woendi in the Schouten Islands of the Dutch East Indies.  The PT-108 was wrecked on a reef there, but later was miraculously repaired.  With Ron 5 down to only six boats, it was decommissioned; its boats transferred to other Rons to replace their losses.


It was discovered that I had stayed overseas far longer than my contemporaries and so was returned to the States for a 30-day leave.  As a volunteer, I was then assigned to Underwater Demolition Team training at Fort Pierce in Florida before returning to the Philippines. After Japan’s surrender I was detailed to Manila with the Navy’s version of a police force where my war did not end until 1946.


Returning Stateside once again, I was mustered out at Great Lakes Naval Training Center, reenlisted, got married in Cincinnati, was assigned as a Naval Ordnance and Gunnery Instructor in small arms and small unit land tactics.  In 1949, I changed my rating from Torpedoman Second Class to Gunner’s Mate Second Class.  


In 1951, I was ordered to Korea, expecting to be assigned to an Underwater Demolition Team, but was “shanghai’d” and assigned to the battleship USS New Jersey.  Upon reporting aboard, I protested that I was not a Fleet gunner’s mate and should be reassigned – to no avail.  I was detailed as Shell Deck Captain of Turret Three.  I was now one of a steel anthill of 79 men that it took to serve the three 16-inch guns of Turret Three.  


In combat for my second war, this warrior did not like the impersonal type of warfare.


A couple of cruises off the east coast of North Korea shelling up to twenty miles inland in support of UN troops or interdicting supply lines, destroying a 305mm railway gun hidden in a cave or tunnel at Wonsan, North Korea,  I now had 5 battle stars for major campaigns.  In 1952 I returned to Bakersfield after I was released to inactive duty and transferred to a drilling USNR unit.


I remained a drilling Reservist until recalled to active duty once again in 1962 during the Cuban Missile Crisis.  Staying on active duty until 1971, I once more was returned to a drilling status.  I never dreamed of becoming a Reserve Squadron Command Master Chief with collateral duty as the Assistant Officer-in-Charge (X.O.) of a PTF Boat some thirty years after leaving MTB Squadron 5.   


Subsequently, I transferred as Command Master Chief of Inshore Undersea Warfare Group 1 until recalled for the fifth time in 1985 as Pacific Fleet Subject Matter Expert in Counter-Terrorism.  Reaching age 60 that same year, I was retired, then hired as a civilian instructor at Fleet Training Center, San Diego, to teach Counter-Terrorism Planning for Pacific Fleet Commanding Officers and Executive Officers.  In 1988, I resigned to devote my time to coaching the NROTC, San Diego Unit, and later, the Serra High School NJROTC rifle teams.


I never dreamed of staying in uniform until just short of the 21st Century . . . 1998, in fact, but that was to be.  I have always maintained strict abstinence from alcohol and have never held a lighted cigarette in my hand because the Navy had made me into a warrior during a different time . . . a different morality.                                                                                                        7/07
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