BLUEGILL ON PATROL
A sory of cutlasses, gunfire-and depth-bombs.
by REAR ADMIRAL RW. CHRISTIE, USN
from the July 1946 Blue Book Magazine, pages 97-99

NEW LONDON was plenty cold in the winter of '16-'17. New Londonisawayscold, but it wasalittle
colder that year to me, ayoung ensign, when anickdl was anickel and the sub base was along way from
Glenwood Park. A nickel had to be considered in an ensgn's budget.

The submarine base wasn't much in those days and not much different from the coaling station it
had been for so many years. The submarine school, then in its second session, was housed in atwo-story
brick building, formerly the Marine Barracks. The forty-four officer sudents were mostly ensgns ayear
or two out of the Academy.

Lieutenant Eric Barr commanded the submarine E-1, which was stationed at the sub base as school
boat. Shewas small but modern, with Diesdl engines and a Goertz periscope which
marveloudy could be rotated around the horizon. A little later, after our entry into World War | she
battered her way through an Atlantic hurricane to the Azores. But thisis a story of another war, another
submarine, and another Eric Barr. . .

When Eric J. reported to me with his new Bluegill in Fremantle, West Audirdia, in early '44, |
found her to be, like dl the new submarines, clean, fit and ready, with up-to-the-minute radar devicesand
other war-developed improvements, including, of course, the indispensable ice-cream maker and
washing-machine-luxuries, to be sure, but worth their weight and space, and like the air-conditioning
machinery, essentid to physical fithess and morae on the long patrols, The greatest
tonic to a submarine crew is the sound of torpedoes exploding againg the bottom of enemy vessdls, but
creature comforts hel ped to maintain the efficiency and, hence, effectivenessand meant moretonsof enemy
shipping sunk . . .

Bluegill carried extraweapons. Like othersof her class, she had ten torpedo tubes, afive-inch gun,
forty-millimeter, twenty-millimeter and fifty-cdiber anti-aircraft weapons. But she had something else-six
Navy cutlasses, rdlics of the days of hand-to-hand combat and boarding parties. These, said
young Eric, were a gift from the old man who thought "they might comein handy someday." And so they
did. Now | don't mean that the old man was of the days of iron men and wooden ships, cutlasses and
boarding pikes. On the contrary, he was a very active part of the Navy in World War 11 in command of
the V-12 organization at the University of Washington, Sesitle. But he believed in preparedness and in
keeping al wegponsready for dl possble eventudities. And young Eric was like his old man. He believed
in readiness with al wegpons to take advantage of the wily Jap whenever and wherever. Hisfive patrols
in commeand of Bluegill covered the Solomons, the Admirdties, Philippine waters, Macassar Strait, Java
Sea and the South China Sea. On hisfirgt patrol, he sank the fast freighter Asosan Maru of 8,812 gross
tons with three torpedo hitswhich capsized and sank her before they could get their boats out. His second,
of forty-nine days duration, was marked by tough enemy opposition by aircraft and surface patrols. He
was forced down by enemy arcraft forty-nine times. Two heavily escorted cargo vessels of about five
thousand tons each were sunk by torpedoes, and one of the numerous and hated "Chidori's" was blown
out of thewater. These"Chidori's’ and "Otori's’ were of very shdlow draft, fast, handy, well-manned and
well equipped for antisubmarine operation. They were dmost impossible to hit with torpedoes. These
vessls were the "A" squad of the Japanese anti-submarine effort. They roamed the Java Sea and



Macassar Strait too fredly for the comfort of our submarines.

Youseg, itisredly quite smpleto avoid atorpedo. Changesin speed or course make it difficult
for the attacking submarine to solve the problem of maneuver into a position favorable for attack without
being detected. Likewise, radica and timely changesin speed or course made after thetorpedoesarefired
may make them miss. The reluctance of some ship captains to zigzag cost them their ships and their lives
in both the Atlantic and Pacific . . .

Bluegill proved hersdf on this patrol to be well handled, aggressive and lucky. "All depth charges
are close, and any istoo many,” say the submariners. She pressed home her attacks in glassy calm seas
whereeven afew inchesof periscope exposed at dead low speed made apoint of aim for the depth-charge
counterattacks. Sixty-eight blockbusters were Bluegill's ration this time, served up hot by Mr. Nip, but
the score was ten thousand tons and one Chidori in Bluegill's favor.

Patrol No. 3 of sixty-eight days was broken hy abrief stop in our advance base at Mios Woendi
in northern New Guineafor refueling and rearming. Part onewas very active and successful. Five vessdls
were sunk and three damaged. TheArabia Maru of 9,500 gross tons and a four-thousand-ton transport
were sunk in a daylight submerged periscope attack of six torpedoes for four hits. In a counter-attack
lasting one hour, Bluegill escaped serious damage. Such is officid language. Behind that officidese is
encompassed the emotions of many lifetimes-drama, near tragedy touching some seventy-five young men.
Fear - someone has said, the man doesn't livewho hasn't felt fear. | say the submariner who does not fear
the depth-charge doesnot exist. That isan emotion commonto dl. Thedifferenceliesbeyond that emotion.
One man, through training, has acquired a confidence that raises him to heights unreveded and
unsuspected, where the next man may dissolve in a panicky reaction. The shape of his head or the Sze of
his bicepsis no key to hisreaction. The key word is character. "Heart" or "guts' mean the same thing.

Thereisadifference in being depth-charged in asubmarine - thereis nothing e se quitelikeit. For
one thing, you are in surroundings that, regardless of experience, are unnatural and abnorma. Then, you
are motionless-in a sate of suspense. Too much time to think. Too much opportunity for
the imagination. The only two officers | knew persondly who smply could not stand it were men who had
seenrecent servicein destroyer escortsin the Atlantic anti-submarine campaign against the Germans. Their
knowledge of the power of the destroyer escort againgt a submarine kindled too vividly ther imagination
of what was about to happen.

LET'Sread it intheofficid language of Eric J.: "Weve been spotted! Target has swung hard |eft, heading
for us. Take her deep fast. Rig for depth-charge attack and slent running. Destroyer is shifting to short
keying and speeding up. Stand by. Depth charges Nos. 1, 2, 3-close, too close. Depth charges 4, 5, 6,
7, 8. Emergency lighting falled; using flashlights. Depth charges 9 to 28, saturation bombing. Left full
rudder, all motors ahead full under cover of the noise. Didn't do any good- force of explosions knocked
us down one hundred feet. Bow planes, stern planes and rudder batted back and forth. Clutchesto planes
knocked out. Depth charges 29 to 47-al single and aimed. QP sonic out of commission, air-lineforward
ruptured, acohol fumesin the after torpedo-room from
ruptured stowage tank. Boat too heavy to hold. Must speed up. Sanitary tank flooded into the boat.
Electrical grounds all over. Forward torpedo-room reported flame through torpedo loading hatch.”
Bluegill's experience was atypica experience in this area a thistime, and by no means the most
severe. The Japs were pouring men and equipment into Mindanao through Davao, and dl shipping in the



gulf waswell escorted. We wereinclined to doubt the report that flames were seen insde the boat in spite
of the fact that severa cool-headed and experienced men reported that they themsalves had seen it. We
thought that any charge that close must surely tear open the hull. But there have been too many smilar
reports - we mugt believeit. In the submarine Kingfish, one officer and two men swear they saw flames
coming through the main shaft stern-tube bearings after a pecidly heavy depth-charge exploson close
aboard.

The Golden Age of submarinewarfarein the Southwest Pacific had definitely cometo aclosewith
the end of 1944. Two-thirdsof the Japanese merchant fleet had been destroyed, and the remaining bottoms
were mostly small stuff, sea trucks and the like. In addition, the submarine hunting-ground was now
restricted. Acquisition of ar bases in the Philippines and in the Marianas permitted our planes to cover
ocean areas previoudy reached only by submarines.

On Bluegill's fourth, no enemy vessd's were sighted and the patrol was therefore designated " not
successful for the submarine combat insignia™ But she gave vauable assstance to the operation of
American forces in the reoccupation of the Philippines through reconnaissance. She was ot fifty-three
days, steamed 12,131 miles, burned 142,725 gdlons of fud-hardly a pleasure cruise. . .

Largdy through the initiative of Captain Bill Jnkins of the Austrdian Imperiad forces, liaison was
established between our submarinesand the specidly trained "Commandos' of the Augtrdian Army. These
men, some British, some Austraian, and some former residents of Malay, Borneo and the Dutch East
Indies, had one thing in common - guts. This specidized training was most thorough
and included dl the tricks of the trade on the water, in the water and in the jungle. We thought so well of
themthat when it was suggested that they accompany the submarines on patrol we agreed heartily. [Y ou'll
hear of Bill Jnkinsand his brood in the story of the Harder later on in this series] They were put ashore
in enemy territory to contact guerrillaleaders, to act as coast watchers to send us information on shipping
and other enemy movements and to destroy shipping in ports or road steads inaccessible to submarine gun
or torpedo fire.

TWO of these men, Lieutenants Cecil H. Anderson and Clifford J. Owens of the A.l.F., joined Bluegill
when she left Fremantle 12 March 1945 on her fifth war patrol. She was assigned the Cape Vardlaarea
of the Indo-China coast in coordination with two sister ships, Blueback and Blackfin. In the forenoon of
28 March Blackfin sghted a convoy congsting of two Mar us and eight escorts. Such a heavily escorted
convoy indicated that they were vauable ships, but also posed a very difficult gpproach-attack problem.
Blackfin made the firg attack - got through the outer screen but was spotted by the inner screen and
suffered aparticularly heavy counter-attack which, however, drew off theescorts. ThenBlueback, coming
in from the flank, tumbled more of the interference, leaving the fidld clear for Bluegill which hit alarge
tanker with two torpedoes. In the inevitable counter-attack, Bluegill suffered and survived 112 depth
charges. Her teeth rattled and her bones quaked. The mercury spilled out of the compass bowils,
torpedo-tube doors were jarred partly open, fifty-ax light-bulbs were broken, over a bucketful of
miscellaneous boltswere picked up from thedeck. And after four hours of thisinferno, she cautioudy came
up to periscope depth to find her tanker not sunk but hard aground on thc idand of Hon Doi.

Here was work for the boys in the back room, Anderson and Owens. All they had to do was
launch a rubber boat from a submarine, paddle about three quarters of amilein afarly tough sea, black
asindigo, board an enemy vessd, - possibly manned and waiting to capture or kill, - ingpect the vessd if
abandoned, set explosive charges to complete the destruction and, not the least difficult, paddle back to



the submarine somewhere out there in the blackness. Their report is, from its laconic tone, dmost funny:

"Wreck reached at 2245.

No one aboard.

Papers collected.

Set incendiaries and limpets.

Returned.”
The vessd was identified as theHonan Maru, aconverted tanker of 5,700 grosstons. The delayed action
explosives placed by the boarding party blew the vessdl into bits. A machine-gun found in the chart house
was a Colt-Browning manufactured in Hartford, Connecticut. And, ladies, abox of Kayser sk stockings
made in the U.SA. was in the captain's cabin.

Widl, we haven't used Bluegill's " secret wegpons' yet-the cutlasses-but the commandos have had
atrid spin and of that trid spin was born the idea which resulted in the capture of an idand on the next
patrol.

Bluegill was on her way north through the China Seato keep adate with aflight of Allied bombing
planes. Her task was the rescue of aviators from planes crash-landed or planes abandoned. Thisair-sea
rescue service, inva uableto our heavy bomberson missonsover enemy waters, wascalled "life-guarding.”
To this rescue service rendered by our submarines throughout the war, over five hundred aviators owed
therr lives. It was supplementary to the famous "Dumbo” service which was made up largely of long range
flying boats, the Catalina and the Mariner. The submarines could reach areas untenableto the"Cats," and
at this stage of the Pacific War the "lifeguard” submarines were a downed aviator's only hope in areas so
far from Allied bases and s0 close to enemy bases.

With alittle extra time on her hands, Bluegill jogged to the eastward to take a "look-see” & tiny
Pratas Idand, adot in the vastness of the South China Sea 180 miles southeast of Hongkong on theair line
from North Luzon. Itslocation gaveit vaue as awesther Sation and for detection of Allied planes headed
for the Japanese-held Chinese and Indo-Chinese coast.

Bluegill dived. Unseen by the enemy from her point of vantage below the waves, she studied the
idand a leisure with her 6-power periscope. She spotted alighthouse, radio towers, aradar ingtdlation.
a flagpole displaying the Jap colors, barracks and other buildings. Gun emplacements were suspected
rather than seen. There appeared to be two usable landing beaches but according to Anderson and Owens
the surf conditionswere bad. To draw enemy fireand learn something of their strength, young Eric decided
to ease out to the extreme range of his 5's, come to the surface after dark and lob over a few
sted-jacketed cdling-cards. This he did, with a"Battle Surface" - a maneuver
whichbringsthe vessd to the surface as quickly as possible and the gun-crew on deck to clear thegunand
open fireimmediately. It's not popular in the cold waters of unsheltered seas, because it means half abath
for the gun-crews. But the Jap wouldn't play, and with no response from the enemy on theidand, Bluegill
rang up "All engines, ahead standard” and proceeded on her way to the assigned lifeguard station forty
miles off Hongkong, filing away for future reference everything that she had learned about Pratas |sland.

CONVERSATION a messturned to PratasIdand, itsvaueto the enemy, why our planeshadn't bombed
or drafed it, the strength of its garrison, size of its guns, whether they had radar control and searchlights.
Captain Barr knew well enough what wasin thethoughts off hiscommando friends, Anderson and Owens,
and he was himsdf turning over in his mind the same thing: Why not capture the idand themsdves? The
submarineshad done about everything e se, sunk battleships, carriers, cruisers, destroyersand submarines,



put agentsin and taken them out of enemy territory, supplied guerrillaswith ammunition, food and medicine,
rescued women and children from enemy hands, planted mines, reconnoitered harbors, spent many long
days on scouting lines when planes couldn't maintain their searches and even, in one delightful bit of
comicdlity, had bombarded Iwo Jma, onelittle submarinewithitsone 4" gun putting in itstwo cents worth
withtoe thundering chorusof the 16'sand 14's of the battleship formation. "So," said Eric, "why not? You,
Andy, draw up aplan, make an estimate, and well think it over.”

Withsupper over, the green baize replaced the whitetablecloth and al hands not on watch huddled
around the wardroom table-more kibitzers than a family poker party. The ridiculous but clever blah-blah
of Tokyo Rose was snapped off and the wardroom radio was, for once, silent. "Darken ship™ interrupted
the party momentarily while those who had to preserve their night vison donned the red goggles cdled
"Night Adaptation Glasses" These red goggles permit a man to go directly from a lighted room to the
bridge without impai rment of night adaptation. Otherwise, even momentary exposureto alight would make
it impossible to seein the dark for sometime, afatal spot for an officer of the deck to bein.

"Thirty Japs on Pratas,” thought Anderson.

"Twenty," said Owens, but he was notorioudy optimistic. | guess a commando wouldn't be a
commando if he weren't an optimigt.

SOMETIMES two weeks isalong time. For a high-point G.I. in Okinawa or Naples, it'sayear. For
Bluegill, it was along two weeks because it was a dull two weeks. No enemy ships contacted, no cdls
for help by our airmen. The bombing operationswere postponed again and again, and findly canceled, and
Bluegill was ordered back to the Subic Bay base.

The Jap is, by our way of thinking, afunny bird. His evident eagernessto expend hislifeand join
his honorable ancestors was in evidence throughout the war. The stubbornness and inflexibility of mind
which led him to repeat again and again anattack into astrong point rather than admit atactical error, cost
him heavily in Guaddcand and elsewhere. The evacuation of Kiskawas held by the Jap to be aglorious
victory for them because they had tricked us. It wastheir victory but our idand, without the loss of aman.

And so, | suppose, they thought Bluegill's capture of PrataswasaJap victory because no Jap was
there to opposeit, They had abandoned the idand sometime between the Bluegill's reconnai ssance and
her return. The only Japanese witnessesto the diplay of the colors of the U.S. on the staff of Pratasidand
were the rats and lizards-Pratas rats and lizards-but symbolic of the former inhabitants.



