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Preface




The following is an excerpt of an article which
appeared in the Lexington Herald Leader
on Sunday, August 2, 1987:

 

HEAT AND DUST: LIFE ON
BOARD USS FOX HAS PLENTY OF BOTH

Mark Thompson spent a week aboard the USS Fox as it
escorted Kuwaiti tankers through the Persian Gulf. This is his
report of life at sea aboard the guided missile cruiser.

The workday aboard the USS Fox begins at 15 minutes past
midnight, when the fourth meal of the day ends, and stretches to
11:45 p.m., when the day's final watch steps down.

Amid the steaming stew that is the Persian Gulf, a
corrosive haze of heat, humidity, salt and desert dust envelops
everything. Fun is limited to a rare mail call or visit to the
small ship's store for a $1.25 bag of Pepperidge Farm cookies and a
35-cent Dr. Pepper.

At night, those sailors who are off duty can watch movies
over the ship's closed-circuit television system - such as the
appropriately titled Not Quite Paradise - or work out in the
helicopter hangar, which has been converted into a well-equipped
gym because the Fox currently lacks a chopper.

Mail call - as infrequent as twice a month at sea - can
make postal clerk Mike Lane of Cedar Rapids, Iowa, the most popular
man on the ship.

"There are quite a few letters with lipstick and perfume
on them," Lane reported. "Sometimes it smells in the mail room for
a couple of days."

 … The Fox has been in the gulf - roughly 500 miles
from northwest to southeast and 125 miles across - for two months
and is slated to leave in late August for Australia.

The gulf is saltier than the oceans. Its shallow depth -
300 feet at its deepest - makes it difficult for ships, but easy
for mines, which cannot be located by sonar because the shallow
waters clutter the sonar scope.

The 442 sailors and 34 officers aboard the 547-foot Fox
were on the perilous edge of foreign policy as they led a five-ship
flotilla through the Strait of Hormuz and northward into the gulf.
The 7,900-ton Fox, bristling with radars and sensors atop two
midship towers, carries a hefty arsenal of guns, missiles, and
torpedoes on its decks.

"The Fox is the cutting edge of the effort to keep the
strait open, and I'm really excited about that," Ensign Mike Van
Durick of Waverly, Pa., a 1986 Naval Academy graduate, said.
"That's part of the reason I joined the military."

But Mike Whatley of Houston - the quintessential sailor
with griffins tattooed on both biceps - easily could come up with
better places to sail.

"I'd much rather be in the Philippines," the mess worker
said, recalling the sailor's heaven at Subic Bay. "They've got
women, beer, and liberty - we don't have any of that
here."

But what the United States does have in the gulf is a
presence reaching back nearly 40 years, driven by the West's need
to preserve the free flow of Middle Eastern oil. And while that
presence is deliberated in Washington, it is made real
here.

"It's very difficult for our guys out here," said [Captain
William W.] Mathis, describing the role of his crew, with an
average age just

short of 23 years. "But they do it without bitching, they
do it with a great esprit de corps, and they do it with a great
sense of humor."

 

 

 

Part One: Crossing the Pacific




 

 

Monday April 13

The USS Fox (CG-33) pulled out of San Diego's harbor at
1000 (10am) for a deployment with Battle Group Delta to the Western
Pacific and Indian Oceans. Our schedule of port visits has changed
numerous times over recent months, and is open to further change.
As of now, the only thing certain is that we are to pull into Subic
Bay, Republic of the Philippines on May 2nd for a five day
maintenance and upkeep period. From there, we are to transit to the
Indian Ocean and remain on our assigned patrol station until the
end of August. A visit to Australia has been promised on the way
back to the states; and seeing Singapore is still a
possibility.

As part of the special sea and anchor detail this morning,
I was assigned as a line handler for mooring line #5. Myself and
four other petty officers from Fox division were assigned to haul
in the line from the pier to the fantail when the ship was ready to
get underway. At the time, I was nursing a terrific hangover. After
all, this is my first deployment overseas. Kevin and I had to
celebrate last night.

I'm feeling much better now. But then I've slept most of
the day. Right now it's just after midnight on the 14th. I started
my twelve hour watch at 2000 (8pm), and must remain on station here
in missile plot until 0800. I expect it will be somewhat boring,
and I know it will take time to adjust to these working hours. But
as I have brought plenty of supplies to build model rockets, and I
plan to write a murder mystery while we are away from the states
for six months, I should have no problem keeping busy.

Also assigned to the midnight shift in missile plot are
FC3 William Reiner (better known as Willeh), FC2 Shawn Godwin, and
FC2 Frank Nooney. I'm the newest member of missile plot, having
checked on board the Fox only last July. My name is FC3 Mark S.
Haynes. My shipmates call me, "Markus."

Willeh, Shawn, Frank, and I are all Fire Controlmen, which
may be a misleading term. In spite of what the title may seem to
mean, we are not firemen. We are electronics technicians,
responsible for controlling the firing of the ship's missile
system. Willeh and Shawn are technicians for the MK 152 fire
control computer system; while Frank and I are responsible for the
MK 14 weapons direction system and the SYR-1 communications
tracking set.

We embarked today on what will be a six month deployment
away from family and friends. The pier this morning was crowded
with loved ones bidding farewell to their husbands and
fathers.

There was no one on the pier to wave to me. My family is
back in Kentucky praying that this will be a safe and enjoyable
trip for me and my shipmates. Although I'm anxious to be getting
underway for the "adventure," I'm somewhat frightened at the
thought of what lies ahead.

Up until now, my naval career has involved only classroom
and hands-on training. But this is the real thing. This is where
all my training takes on practical application. For although I
expect to visit exotic places and have a good deal of fun; I cannot
lose sight of the fact that my ship is assigned a mission to guard
national interests overseas. Excitement and anxiety are then mixed
with pride. Pride in the uniform. Pride in service to my
country.

 

The words above are taken from my journal entry for
April 13, 1987. I kept a journal faithfully during that deployment,
and am using it as the basis for this book.

The one thing that stands out in my mind is my
reference to being somewhat frightened about what lay ahead. Little
did I know then just how frightened I was to become in the months
to follow.

 

Thursday April 16

Three days have passed since my last journal entry. It's
been quite busy. FC2 Colin White (my immediate supervisor, who is
in charge of the day shift in missile plot) and myself have taken
turns working 'round the clock in an attempt to repair one of the
MK 14 WDS (weapons direction system) computers.

Although I've been able to put my technical training to
some limited use since reporting aboard, this is the first major
equipment casualty I've faced.

Normally, repairing the gear is a simple matter. Once you
define the symptoms of the problem, it's relatively easy to
pin-point a specific area of the computer which is most likely at
fault. After reading portions of the technical manuals and taking
several readings with a multimeter and/or an oscilloscope, you can
then be certain you've located the problem. You do a bit of
paperwork to order the necessary repair parts from the supply
department; and before you know it, the gear is back up and
running.

Colin and I didn't have it quite so easy this time,
though. Apparently, the computer had experienced a spike in its
electrical input line which caused several faults in the computer
simultaneously. When a computer has multiple problems, it makes the
job of locating them much more difficult. Because instead of
concentrating on one specific symptom, you have many
symptoms.

The multiple faults combine to give a very confusing
picture of what may be wrong with the computer. Once you realize
you are dealing with more than one fault, you must go back to
basics and start at the beginning.

Colin and I ran every conceivable test on the computer in
question and each time we came across a problem, we checked it out
to see whether the suspect circuit card was malfunctioning, or if
it was giving us bad output simply because the input to that card
was bad. This is why troubleshooting multiple casualties is
difficult. Normally, once you find a card which gives bad output,
you can assume it to be bad and replace it.

With multiple casualties, however, it isn't that simple.
It's perfectly feasible that a properly operating circuit card will
give incorrect data for output, if it is receiving bad data for
input from another circuit card.

Finally, we were victorious. Colin and I found three
separate faults in the input/output section of the computer.
Tonight, the WDS system is back up and running. I'm sure my chief
and division officer will sleep better tonight.

 

It's important for the reader to understand that
although the MK 14 WDS computers are the central processor for the
terrier missile system, and although one of the computers was down
for nearly three days, Fox was not unprepared to do combat should
she have been required to engage enemy targets.

Without getting into technical detail or compromising
classified information about the system's design, suffice it to say
that all naval weapons systems are built with a degree of circuit
redundancy. Even though the missile system's central processor was
down, we had backup systems that were operational. The ship could
have defended itself and engaged enemy targets successfully, even
while Colin and I were troubleshooting the primary
system.

 

Besides all the excitement surrounding the WDS computer,
it's been quite hectic otherwise. Yesterday, we had the first of
many practice general quarters alarms.

At about 1300 yesterday (which on my work schedule equates
to midnight for those on the day shift) we heard the general
quarters alarm sounding throughout the ship. "General quarters,
general quarters! All hands man your battle stations." Those words,
passed loudly over the 1MC (the ship's general announcing system)
in conjunction with an alarm will stir a sailor into action and
wakefulness like no other sound I know.

Of course, it was just a drill. But it's important that
the ship demonstrate in training exercises its ability to man
battle stations and be ready for combat in short order. For our
ship, the time limit is seven minutes.

In seven minutes the ship's crew must close all valves
leading to the sea, secure all watertight doors and hatches, shut
down non-essential ventilation systems to prevent flooding from
progressing through the ventilation system, man up damage control
parties, man all weapons control stations and bring all weapons
systems on-line, break out life jackets and gas masks, and bring
all engines on-line.

 

The ship was manned and ready after about eight and a
half minutes today. Once we started patrolling the Persian Gulf, we
were able to set general quarters in less than four
minutes.

 

After having manned up our GQ stations, we ran some tests
on the weapons systems and then practiced abandon ship procedures.
Information relating to water temperature and depth, direction of
nearest land, disposition of natives on said land mass (friendly or
hostile), wind direction and speed, and other information deemed
important is passed over the 1MC.

All hands are then instructed to go to their assigned life
boat mustering station on the main deck. Before anyone goes
overboard an accurate muster must be taken. Having reached our life
boat stations, training was held on the proper way to leave the
ship.

Generally, it's best not to jump into the water. Rigging a
fire hose and using it to climb down the side of the ship is much
safer if time permits. Leaving the ship to the windward side is
advisable, as burning fuels may be blowing away from the ship to
the leeward side. It would do no good to leave a burning, sinking
ship only to jump into a burning sea.

Finally, the training exercises were completed, and I was
able to continue my sleep. Colin and I finished repairing the
troublesome computer early during my shift and I had some free time
on my hands.

 

*****

 

For weeks before deploying, we've all been talking about
what to bring with us. With such limited space for storage of
personal items, it's not an easy decision. Over half of your
wardrobe must stay in San Diego in storage. You can only bring half
the number of books you're likely to read. Snack foods are a very
popular item to bring along; but try laying in a six month supply
of twinkies and potato chips and you'll soon find you've got room
only for about two or three weeks' worth.

We've brought a few games with us, and plenty of playing
cards. Poker is a favorite underway pastime of mine, as is
pinochle. Monopoly is always a good standby during the wee morning
hours when you're trying to stay awake.

Shawn and I had talked recently of the fun we used to have
as kids building model rockets. I remember ordering rocket kits
from Centuri and Estes back when I was growing up in Lexington, Ky.
I hadn't even thought about it in years, until Shawn said recently,
"Man, we're going to be gone for six months. We could build the
shit out of some rockets!"

So a few days before we left San Diego, I went to the toy
store and picked up a huge box of miscellaneous rocket parts,
including several sizes of body tubes, nose cones, and fin
materials. Last night Shawn built his "Black Beauty," a 24-inch
long rocket designed to be powered by three "D" size engines.
Meanwhile, I was hard at work tonight on a smaller model. It's a
simple replica of an SM-2 missile (Standard Missile type 2, which
is carried by Fox). I'm really proud of it. I can't wait to get
back home and test fire it.

Because they are a fire hazard, we couldn't bring any
rocket engines with us. So, we'll just have to wait until we get
home to launch our rockets.

 

Saturday April 18

Before we left San Diego, many of the more salty sailors
had asked me if was going to get a Westpac haircut after we got
underway. The Navy has many old traditions, most of which are
followed strictly by virtually all sailors. But the haircut
tradition is not adhered to by many. I suppose vanity gets in the
way.

And for good reason. A Westpac haircut is a very short
burr. It just so happens that I've been in the habit of getting a
burr haircut every summer, simply because it's comfortable and
cool. No muss, no fuss. And this is the reason why the tradition of
getting a burr during Westpac started. When deployed to the Western
Pacific and Indian Oceans, it gets quite hot in the lower
latitudes. A short haircut is infinitely more
comfortable.

So, when asked if I would get a burr after we got
underway, I said, "of course." Not only that, but I'd be happy to
give a burr to anyone who cared to have one. Before joining the
Navy, while I was working at Hall's restaurant in Lexington, I used
to give lots of haircuts to co-workers and friends. I've never had
any formal training in hair styling; but I give a pretty decent
haircut. I've even been know to give a perm once in a
while.

Consequently, the past few days I've been busy giving
Westpac haircuts to many members of Fox division. It reminds most
people of how they looked within hours of reporting for recruit
training. (Jesus, what a pain in the ass that was.) So now, many of
us are sporting our new do's. We might look silly, but we'll surely
be comfortable when we cross the equator in a few weeks.

 

*****

 

Today we had our first flight deck picnic. The ship is
sailing at condition III, which is wartime readiness. So we had to
take turns going out on the flight deck to eat soybean burgers,
overcooked barbecued chicken, bland baked beans and stale potato
chips. But it was a nice change of pace. We put on civilian short
pants and T-shirts and relaxed a bit. The picnic lasted from noon
until about 4pm. Then it was back into dungaree uniforms and back
to work.

I was, of course, off duty during the picnic. But I got
out of my pit (the sailors' word for bunk bed) to go outside and
enjoy the party. It was a beautiful day. And after nearly a week
working the midnight shift in a space located below decks, it was
good to get outside. Being surrounded by nothing but water and
sunshine for as far as the eye can see is simply indescribable.
It's both beautiful and boring.

I'm still enjoying working midnights. It's pretty quiet at
night, since most of the khaki (all officers and chiefs are
referred to by those of us in dungarees as "khaki" due to the color
of their uniform) are in their pits during my work shift. Of
course, all the fire control stations are manned, as well as the
combat information center, the bridge, and the engineering spaces.
Aside from that, the ship is like a ghost town. And I really enjoy
the peace and quiet.

I'm not looking forward to Monday, however. My division is
responsible for the ship's physical security. We take turns
standing watch as roving patrol, an armed security guard. Always in
the past we've simply rotated through all the available personnel,
which meant we'd each stand one four-hour watch every two and a
half or three days.

But our Senior Chief came up with what he thinks is a
brilliant idea. He's chosen three people to stand the watch for a
week's time, then he'll pick three other people to take over the
next week. I'm up for this coming week. Which means I'll be on
watch for four hours, then off eight hours. On watch four hours,
off eight. For an entire week. Walking the ship with a .45 pistol,
climbing ladder after ladder, periodically making a report to the
officer of the deck on the bridge. Jesus, four hours every two or
three days is bad enough. But four on, eight off for a week will be
a killer.

 

Tuesday April 21

Longitude 33 degrees north by latitude 179 degrees west.
Fox is just northwest of Midway. Two days of my roving patrol week
have passed. Christ, by the end of the week, I'll be a screaming
lunatic. Willeh is standing guard in front of the missile house
each time I'm on duty as roving patrol, so at least I have a friend
to talk to when I make my rounds in the forward end of the ship.
During the course of this week, I'll have to climb the ladders to
the bridge a minimum of 168 times to report to the OOD (officer of
the deck). Goddamn Senior Chief and his fucked up ideas. Sure, it's
great for him. He always knows who's on watch, and therefore
unavailable for any other bullshit he might come up with. But he's
not the one climbing the ladders, is he?

We'll cross the international dateline sometime tonight,
so we're moving our clocks ahead 24 hours tonight at midnight.
Wednesday, April 22nd will simply not exist. We'll go straight from
the 21st to the 23rd. So I'll have one less day of roving patrol
hell week.

Also, skipping Wednesday will bring Friday that much
closer. We're expecting our first mail call that day.

 

Friday April 24

It's very early a.m. as I write this. Although I'm still
in roving patrol hell week, I've continued to sleep during the day
and enjoy my off hours at night. Certainly I'd sleep better if I
slept at night (since the berthing compartment is so noisy during
the day), but it would be too difficult to readjust to the night
shift after this week is over. So I'm still playing the role of
night owl.

The sea state has picked up the past three days, and it's
gotten pretty rough. Shawn and I had been enjoying playing Pente
when we weren't busy, but the high seas cause the glass playing
pieces to slide off the table and onto the deck. Usually the pieces
fall into a crack next to the bulkhead, and wind up under the deck
plates. We'll just have to wait for the seas to become calm again
before we can play any more Pente.

We've changed course, and are now beginning to head a bit
south. Since crossing the dateline, our longitude has been
decreasing instead of increasing. This confused me a bit when I
first went to plot our course on the large wall map I have posted
on the back of the fire control switchboard.

For a moment, I thought we'd been going in circles. Of
course, it was simply a matter of plotting east longitude vice west
longitude. Feels kind of strange when I think about it. I'm in the
Eastern Hemisphere for the first time in my life. And I'll spend
the next five months here. I'm getting salty already.

We're still scheduled to pull into Subic Bay on the 2nd of
May. Kevin and I are already planning drunkex 87-2 for May 3rd,
since I have duty the first day in port.

 

Time out here for a brief explanation of some typical
Navy shorthand. The military is really big on the use of acronyms
and abbreviations. For example, a short training cruise known as a
readiness exercise is called simply, "Rediex." Furthermore, if it's
the first Rediex of 1987, it would be called, "Rediex 87-1;" the
second readiness exercise would be called, "Rediex 87-2,"
etc.

This sort of shorthand readily takes its place in our
everyday language. Going to bed (remember, we call our beds,
"pits,") becomes Pitex. Any incident which we feel is unfair to
those of us in blue shirts is called a "Fuckex."

You get the idea. Drunkex 87-1 took place the night
before we left San Diego. So when we get to P.I. (the Philippine
Islands), we'll take part in Drunkex 87-2.

 

We've been at sea for 10 days now. Just think, only 170
days to go. But boredom is already beginning to set in. The day to
day routine is beginning to drag. I get up at 1900, and stand
roving patrol from 1945 until 2345. After watch I eat midrats
(midnight rations). Then I'm off for eight hours, which is when
Shawn and I usually play Pente or build model rockets.

Occasionally, all of us on the night shift (Willeh, Frank,
Shawn, and myself) will play Monopoly. The Monopoly gets old
quickly. But the Pente games with Shawn continue to be great fun.
If only the seas would cooperate with us.

Since we've been underway, Shawn and I have grown much
closer than we ever were before. I've been stationed on Fox only
for nine months. Shawn's been here for three years. He's nearing
the end of his enlistment and is developing a short-timer's
attitude. To him, I'm still a boot camp.

Anyway, for whatever reason, Shawn and I didn't get along
very well when I first checked aboard. Recently, though, we've
begun to get along better. But it's just been since we left for
Westpac that our friendship has started to grow. I'm happy about
that. God knows we'll be eating, working, and playing together for
the next six months. It'll be a lot better if we can enjoy one
another's company.

But I seem to be getting off the track. I was saying that
boredom had set in. After my eight hours of off time between
midnight and 0800, I eat breakfast and stand another four hours of
roving patrol. Then it's time for pitex. I get up again at 1900 and
start the routine all over. It's already old. I can only imagine
how bored I'll be after another five and a half months.

 

Later the same day…

We went to General Quarters twice today. The first time
was for an A & I drill. Again the Navy acronyms. A & I
stands for Accident / Incident.

A & I drills are designed to train the crew in the
actions to be taken in the event of a nuclear accident on board.
Mind you, the U.S. Navy's policy is to neither confirm nor deny the
presence of nuclear weapons on any ship. Indeed, the vast majority
of Fox's crew doesn't even know if we carry nuclear weapons or
not.

But we are required to conduct A & I training
regardless of whether we carry nukes.

In the event we do happen to be carrying nuclear weapons
and we experience an accident involving a nuclear warhead, a quick
response will be necessary to avoid disaster. So we train for that
possibility. As part of the security team, my job is to dress out
in a protective suit and head to the site of the mishap armed with
an M-14 rifle to secure the area. I have to stand around in this
hot suit under a blazing sun and wait for the clean-up detail to
finish training on how to clean up after a nuclear
accident.

 

I suppose I should clarify what I mean by "nuclear
accident." Clearly, should there be an atomic explosion on the
forcastle of our ship, there would likely be no clean-up or
security detail to respond. This drill is designed to train the
crew on how to handle a nuclear missile which has dropped from the
launcher onto the deck. The warhead is designed not to explode on
impact, but rather to detonate electronically as the result of a
signal sent from the ship while the missile is in flight. So should
a nuclear missile fall to the deck, we'll send the security team to
secure the area, and the clean-up detail will check for and clean
up any radiation leakage.

 

The second General Quarters was for a twofold purpose. A
main space fire drill, and a quickdraw exercise for the five-inch,
54 caliber gun mount. The reason for the main space fire drill is
obvious. Fire at sea is deadly. You can't call the fire department.
The crew must battle the fire alone, quickly, and efficiently. A
fuel oil fire in one of the engine plants can sink a ship in no
time. This sort of drill is conducted routinely to ensure
competency.

As for the quickdraw exercise, I fail to understand its
purpose. The idea is to see how quickly the gun crew can respond to
a surprise threat. Can we man up the gunnery stations and get
rounds in the air in time to save the ship? That's a good question,
and worthy of an answer.

But inasmuch as the entire crew is told when the quickdraw
exercise will take place, and therefore is on station and ready
before the exercise even starts, I don't think it's a very accurate
test.

At any rate, the gun crew performed admirably. Needless to
say, their response time was nothing short of instantaneous. And
the gun shot straight and true as always.

 

For the sake of clarification, here's an explanation
of what is meant by five-inch, 54 caliber. In large naval guns, the
"inch" measurement refers to the diameter of the projectile. The
"caliber" measurement is the number of times the barrel is longer
than the width of the round. In other words, Fox's 5", 54 caliber
gun mount fires a projectile 5 inches in diameter, from a barrel
that is 54 X 5 inches (270 inches) long.

 

Due to the two General Quarters drills today, which took
place during my normal sleeping hours, I got precious little sleep
today. Nonetheless, I'm still glad I'm on night shift. I might do
without sleep, but at least I'm also without much contact with
khaki, since with the exception of those few individuals on watch,
most chiefs and officers are in their pits.

The seas have begun growing calmer. And the temperature is
rising a bit, due to our southerly course.

To top the day off, the mail call that we expected today
never happened.

 

Sunday April 26

The past couple of days have been spent giving our
divisional spaces a thorough cleaning in order to get ready for the
zone inspection which was held yesterday. The missile plot crew was
responsible for cleaning not only our work space, but the
publication locker (where we keep all the confidential technical
manuals we haven't got room for in missile plot), a passageway, the
fan room which houses the AC unit that serves our work space, and
two smaller fan rooms on the 02 level which serve the bridge and
the captain's stateroom.

 

The ship's decks are numbered in the following manner:
The main deck which runs the entire length of the ship is called
the 1st deck. Each successive deck below the main deck is numbered
accordingly: 2nd deck, 3rd deck, etc. On the Fox you can go down
six decks before you reach the hull of the ship.

The decks above the main deck are numbered a bit
differently. In fact, they aren't even called decks. They are
called levels. The first level above the main deck is called the 01
level, then comes the 02 level, etc. The highest level you can
stand on is the 06 level forward, and the 04 level aft (these decks
are actually the roofs of the ship's superstructure). Anything
above that requires a safety harness to be worn, because you have
to climb ladders to get any higher up the masts where the antennas
are located.

 

As this is my first ship, I have nothing to compare it to;
but I understand from talking with people who have been on other
ships that the Fox does its zone inspections differently than most
other ships. The idea of a zone inspection is to inspect a
particular "zone" of the ship for cleanliness and materiel
discrepancies. Not so on the Fox. The entire ship is inspected at
the same time. The chiefs and officers are divided into inspection
teams; and the whole ship is looked at at once. Actually, it's
probably not a bad idea. It makes hiding contraband rather
difficult. Not that I have any to hide. But if I did, I'd have a
damned tough time stowing it out of sight of the inspectors in this
type of inspection.

Anyway, all Fox division spaces were graded excellent or
outstanding. Which is good. It not only keeps Fox division off the
hit list, it keeps the chiefs off our backs.

Since today is Sunday, it's holiday routine for the whole
ship except the engineering and weapons departments. As we are
still sailing in condition III, all weapons spaces must be manned
and ready 24 hours a day. And of course, it goes without saying
that the engineering spaces must be continually manned.

Consequently, holiday routine means little to those of us
in missile plot. The only thing different in our routine is that we
don't have to go to quarters (morning muster). But even during
quarters, missile plot must be manned, and I always stay in plot
during quarters. So, holiday routine is absolutely meaningless to
me. But I'm sure the supply department enjoys its day off. Not that
they do much anyway!

The captain put out our port visit schedule today. Looks
like we'll be spending five weeks on the island of Diego
Garcia.

Diego Garcia is a small island in the Chagos Archipelago,
located SSW of India, in the Indian Ocean. It's just eleven square
miles in size, and owned by the British. They call it BIOT (British
Indian Ocean Territory).

There is still a small British settlement on the east side
of the horseshoe shaped island. But the entire west side is leased
to the U.S. Navy for use as a logistics and supply base for battle
groups deployed in the area. Although the time we are scheduled to
spend there is not in one chunk (we'll be pulling in and out of
Diego Garcia several times), five weeks on a tropical island
doesn't sound half bad.

We're also scheduled to visit the Seychelle Islands,
Kenya, Madagascar, and Australia. We'll see. I'll believe it when I
see it.

Cruising has been quite smooth and the weather gets better
every day. Yesterday was absolutely gorgeous outside. About 85
degrees, not a cloud in the sky, and seas as smooth as
glass.

The sea in this state is so serene. It really makes you
feel at peace with the world.

Latitude 28 degrees north by 154 degrees east longitude.
Fox is about 750 miles ESE of Tokyo.

 

Monday April 27

I just got off of my last watch during roving patrol
hell-week. Willeh stood just as many watches as missile house guard
as I stood roving patrol; and we are both very happy to be done
with it. Christ, what a pain in the ass.

Beautiful weather and smooth sailing still. P.I. is just
around the corner, and so is drunkex 87-2.

 

Tuesday April 28

Major vertrep and unrep today. Vertrep stands for
"vertical replenishment," which is an evolution during which
helicopters drop supplies on our flight deck. All of the crew that
is E-5 (second class petty officer) and below have to go out and
hand carry the supplies from the flight deck to the mess decks,
where it is sorted. Then, of course, we have to carry all the
supplies to the proper storage space.

Unrep stands for "underway replenishment," which is
refueling from a tanker while cruising the high seas. Fortunately,
Fox division is not generally involved in that evolution, so we
didn't have to worry about it.

The vertrep brought us sodas, frozen food, fresh
vegetables and fruit, equipment repair parts, but no mail. It was
quite a cluster fuck (a term we use to describe an event which is
wholly unorganized and confusing.)

Willeh and I chose not to take part in the affair.
Instead, we went up to the 06 level forward to look down on the
extravaganza and laugh at all the people humping boxes.

We passed within five miles of a small rock which is part
of the Volcano Islands belonging to Japan. But I didn't get any
pictures of it because I was out of film. I had shot my entire last
roll on the vertrep.

 

Thursday April 30

We crossed the tropic of Cancer yesterday. So we are now
in the tropical zone and within 23.5 degrees of the equator. You
can tell it by the weather, too. It's been getting warmer and
warmer.

The captain put out the rest of the schedule for our
cruise. Seems we'll be spending most of our time in port. Just
hopping from port to port. Part of cutting the defense budget
entails burning less fuel. Which is fine with me. The more time
spent in port, the better.

Yesterday, we had a simulated war. This is a common
training exercise that battle groups hold amongst themselves. We
are split into blue and orange forces. The blue force is the good
guys. The orange force is the commies. We play all manner of
tactical games with each other. Fox scored three hits against the
good guys.

I spent the evening tonight trimming hair from around the
ears and necks of many sailors. As P.I. is just two days away, we
don't want an unsat haircut to stop us from going on
liberty.

Upon reaching Subic Bay, we will have traveled 120 degrees
west of San Diego. That's one third the surface of the
globe!

 

*****

 

My journal shows a lapse here, with the next entry
made on May 9th, the day after Fox left Subic Bay. I was just too
busy during the next several days to write.

P.I. is a fascinating place, and would likely be a
good topic for an entire book. But that is not the purpose of this
work. Nonetheless, before I get on with the journal entry I made
after leaving Subic Bay, some background information is in
order.

Simply put, Olongapo City (the town just outside of
the naval station at Subic Bay) is an "adult" Disneyland. The town
would surely exist with or without the presence of the U.S. naval
base; but it certainly would not flourish as it does without the
influx of U.S. currency that the navy provides. I don't mean
flourish by U.S. standards. On the contrary, Olongapo is a poor
city. There is dire poverty and filth in every direction. But
compared to the general population of P.I., the 200,000 inhabitants
of Olongapo are pretty well off.

Free enterprise is very much alive and well in
Olongapo City. The streets outside of the naval station are lined
with shops and stores selling everything from pizza to photo
finishing, from local handicrafts to Filipino cuisine. Vendors walk
the streets selling their wares: sunglasses, T-shirts, hats,
American cigarettes. Children will sell you a shoe shine or a bag
of peanuts. Surprisingly, there is very little begging along
Magsaysay drive, or elsewhere in the busy city. Everyone seems to
want to earn an honest living.

There are more bars in Olongapo City than can be
counted. I've heard that the Navy once attempted to do just that.
But by the time the count was finished, some bars had closed and
others had just opened. And there are as many different types of
bars as there are personalities of sailors. There are loud rock
bars which offer live bands playing music by AC-DC, and
"Def-fucking-Leopard," as one local singer calls the
band.

There are dance clubs, country bars, quiet outdoor
patio establishments and more than a few hole-in-the-wall type
joints. Whatever you say about Olongapo, you can't say that the
people there don't know how to cater to a sailor's
desires.

It generally takes three weeks to transit the Pacific
ocean from San Diego to Subic Bay. In that time, sailors get mighty
thirsty. And not only for beer.

Prostitution is illegal in Olongapo, at least
technically. "Street walking" is strictly prohibited, and the law
is enforced. But all bars employ what are known as "entertainers."
And they do just that. Entertain sailors.

All throughout my training in various navy electronics
schools, I'd been told about these entertainers and how much fun
you can have for so little money. I enjoyed the stories, but always
said I'd not sleep with a prostitute overseas. I don't do it here
in the states, why should I want to do it over
there?

I was more interested in seeing the country, getting
to know the people, sampling the cuisine. My first trip to Subic
Bay was going to be an enlightening cultural education. A chance to
see how the other side of the world lived.

I didn't know that in a few years' time, I'd bring a
small part of P.I. home with me.

 

Saturday May 9

My God, what a week has just passed! Another couple of
days in P.I. would have killed me. As much fun as it was, it feels
good to be underway again.

As we came south from the Tropic of Cancer, the ship left
the Pacific Ocean and sailed through the Philippine Sea to the
north of Luzon. Turning then south, we cruised through part of the
South China Sea, and eventually into Subic Bay (just north of
Manila Bay).

The Fox docked at bravo pier, Naval Station Subic Bay at
1700 the evening of May 2nd. I was on watch as roving patrol at the
time, and because we were pulling into port, I had to wear my
summer dress white uniform. I had duty the rest of that day, so I
hadn't the opportunity to do anything other than look over the base
from the weatherdecks of the ship. I was not overly impressed,
really. After all, if you've seen one naval base, you've seen them
all. But my impression was soon to change.

Some of the guys who had liberty that first Saturday night
had to return to the ship Sunday morning to stand duty. One fellow
in particular gave me quite a laugh when he entered the berthing
compartment after what was obviously a long, fun-filled night. He
came into the lounge waving a small piece of paper and yelling, "I
got laid! I got laid!"

The piece of paper was a receipt. It was printed with the
name and address of the bar, and was titled, "Permission Night Off
Paper." Filled in by hand was a girl's name, the date, and the time
she was due back at the bar, which was twelve hours after the paper
was issued. The girls call this receipt a walking paper, which is
issued when someone pays her bar fine.

As I said, prostitution is technically illegal in Olongapo
City. But all the bars hire entertainers as dancers, drink
peddlers, pool partners, etc. If you meet a girl in a bar that you
like, and you want to take her out to dinner, shopping, to a dance
club, to her room, or to your motel, then you must pay a bar fine.
The dollar amount of the bar fine varies depending on which club
you frequent. The bar I was taken to early that Sunday morning
charged 250 Pesos, or $12.50.

The walking paper is given to the girl so that, if asked,
she can prove to the authorities that she is not a street-walker.
She can show that she works in a bar, and has permission to be out
of the bar. More about bar fines later.

I was given liberty Sunday morning at 0900. Kevin, Willeh,
and I left the base and as I walked through the main gate and
across the bridge which spans "shit river," (so called due to the
fact the small river serves as the sanitation system), I got my
first glimpse of Olongapo City. Despite the fact it was early on a
Sunday morning, the street was bustling with activity.

Red, yellow, and green jeepneys driving along the street,
occasionally stopping to let passengers off and on. Music blasting
from the doors and windows of bars on either side of the street.
Vendors making a good living selling sunglasses and hats. Children,
in the hope of getting a small tip, shining the shoes of any sailor
who dared stand still for a minute. Sailors walking up and down the
street, bargaining with the vendors, trying to decide which club to
go into.

Willeh, Kevin, and I stopped into a place called The
Apple. It was there that I had my first taste of mojo.

Start with a 2 quart pitcher and add a few chunks of ice.
Pour in one bottle of San Miguel beer and one can of 7up. Add a
glass of orange juice and a half glass of grenadine. Gently stir in
a glass each of whiskey, dark rum and cherry brandy. As a finishing
touch, throw in a half glass of gin. Stir well. Drink with
caution.

As bad as it sounds, mojo is quite delicious. Due to the
color and fruity taste, it reminds most people of Hawaiian Punch.
At least until they try to stand. It goes down so smoothly that you
tend to drink more of the deadly mixture than you should. Once all
that liquor kicks in, you've already had too much. But Kevin and
Willeh had warned me of it's devastating side effects. And
considering we had the whole day ahead of us, we went easy on the
mojo while in the Apple.

After wetting our whistles, the three of us left the bar
and boarded a yellow jeepney. A jeepney is strictly a Philippine
mode of transportation. The body resembles an elongated jeep. There
are no doors, and only one window - the windshield. Other than the
roof, which keeps out the sun, the jeepney is an open-air vehicle.
There is room for the driver and two passengers up front, and the
back is equipped with two benches facing each other that will hold
a dozen people comfortably, or 16 people crammed in like sardines,
which is more often the case.

All the jeepneys are color coordinated. Each different
colored jeepney is authorized to travel only in a certain section
of town, along a well-defined route. The yellow jeepney we boarded
took us from Magsaysay (the main drag outside the base) to the
Victory Liner (the equivalent of the Greyhound station) in downtown
Olongapo. The trip cost one peso (five cents).

At the Victory Liner, we had to change jeepneys. We got in
a blue one, which travels between downtown Olongapo and Subic City,
with a few stops in Barrio Barretto (called simply, the barrio).
Once on the blue jeepney, if you get off in the barrio (about a 7
or 8 mile ride), you hand the driver 2 pesos. If you ride all the
way to Subic City (another 2 or 3 miles further) the trip will cost
3 pesos. This has got to be the cheapest form of transportation on
the planet.

Willeh, Kevin, and I rode the jeepney all the way to Subic
City just for a look around. It has the same things to offer as
Magsaysay, but is much cheaper. It is also dirtier and, so some
say, a more dangerous place to be. After our brief tour of Subic
City, we rode a jeepney back to the barrio.

Barrio Barretto is a poor ghetto of Olongapo. The main
street, National Highway, parallels the coastline of Subic Bay. The
side of the road facing the bay is lined with beach resorts,
restaurants, and bars for a stretch of about a mile and a
half.

The inland side of the road boasts yet more bars and
motels, with a few side streets which contain houses and
apartments.

The barrio is the favorite entertainment spot for those
sailors who wish to get away from the hustle and bustle of busy
Olongapo City. If you want loud rock and roll music, the barrio is
not the place to be. Most of the bars here are small, quiet
establishments, many of which are owned and operated by retired
U.S. servicemen.

Willeh and Kevin took me to the same place they had been
the previous night. The same place my friend who came back to the
ship yelling, "I got laid," had been. The same place where Willeh
had passed out from drinking too much mojo and slept on the
couch.

Near the northern end of the barrio on the right side of
National Highway sits a bamboo structure perhaps 30 feet wide and
70 feet deep. It has a thatched-leaf roof, and open-air windows
along the front wall. Formerly known as Max's bar, the sign out
front reads "Gilligan's Isle - Home of the Castaways." This bar has
served as "home port" of Fox division (the fire control division)
from the USS Fox for as long as anyone can remember. All of the
hard-core partiers from my division spent the entire week at
Gilligan's. And just about everyone else paid at least a brief
social visit there.

Walking downs the three cement steps leading from the
highway and in through the always-open bamboo doors, you find
yourself in a good-sized room with a concrete floor. Along the back
wall is a bar with several stools. The right wall has a food bar
where you can order Lumpia (Philippine egg rolls) and other snacks.
The left and front walls are lined with bamboo furniture - couches,
love seats, chairs, coffee tables. A highly-worn pool table takes
up the remainder of the floor space, and a juke box is tucked away
in a corner to the right of the bar.

Besides the main entrance, there are four doors leading
from the main room of Gilligan's. Two doors along the right are for
the bathrooms. A door on the left wall leads to the office, which
also serves as Mamasan's bedroom. She is the only "Castaway" who
enjoys a private room. A door in the back wall next to the juke box
leads to a narrow hallway running the length of the building behind
the bar. The rest of the castaways (about 16 of them) live in small
rooms back here. (Very few of the girls live in a house or
apartment outside the bar.)

Each room is equipped with a twin bed, a small dresser,
and a clothesline for hanging clothes. Two girls live in each room.
Whoever collects a bar fine first enjoys the use of the room for
the night. The other girl must take her boyfriend to a motel or, if
she doesn't get a bar fine, sleep on one of the couches, the pool
table, or the bar itself.

There are no cooking facilities other than the snack bar
in the main room. The girls pitch in to cook one meal a day in the
early afternoon. The management supplies room and board for all the
castaways. But the girls must repay the bar for food and housing
out of their share of the bar fines, which are split evenly between
management and the girl. The girls can earn additional income by
selling ladies' drinks. A sailor's beer will cost 9 pesos, a coke
only 7 pesos. Either of those purchased for one of the girls will
cost 20 pesos ($1), of which the girl receives half.

Clearly, then, the Castaways' livelihood depends on the
sale of ladies' drinks and getting someone to pay her bar fine. As
in any business, some are more aggressive salespeople than
others.

Some use a more subtle approach and hope the man will
offer to pay a bar fine without having to be asked. That's the
primary difference between the barrio and Magsaysay. The girls who
work on Magsaysay are very aggressive. But the competition is
fierce there. The barrio is much more subdued.

Kevin, Willeh, and I entered Gilligan's that Sunday at
about noon. Already, the temperature was nearly 100 degrees. I was
hot and thirsty. We took seats at the bar and ordered San Miguel
beer, which was ice cold. All the girls said hello to Willeh and
Kevin by name, and I was introduced. A few of the guys who had
spent the previous night there had started the new day's
festivities. The juke box was playing a variety of songs from
country to pop; the pool table was in use with a waiting list
already begun.

It wasn't long before Eden sat down next to me and
introduced herself. I guessed her to be about my age (29). She had
long, black hair, which hung loosely to her waist, a deep
complexion and full lips. She stood barely five feet tall and had a
thin, shapely figure. Although she spoke English fairly well, her
accent was very thick and it took me some time to get used to it
and understand her.

She was not pushy in the least, not one of the aggressive
women I'd heard so much about in Navy schools. And that, besides
her beauty, was the first thing that attracted me to her. She was
nice.

We talked and played pool most of the afternoon. Eden kept
a cold, wet washcloth handy to wipe the sweat off my brow. We
American's aren't accustomed to the heat there. In fact, you tend
to sweat so much that even after eight or ten beers you don't need
to piss.

A vendor came by selling peanuts, pumpkin seeds,
watermelon seeds, and other nuts and fruits. I bought a bag of
pumpkin seeds for myself and asked Eden if she wanted anything. She
asked for some Spanish peanuts. I've always eaten pumpkin seeds
whole, but Eden thought that was bizarre. So she calmly and
carefully peeled the hull off of every pumpkin seed in the
bag.

We all got pretty hungry later in the evening and decided
to go to a restaurant down the street for supper. I asked Eden if
she would like to go, and of course, she said yes. But in order to
take Eden out of the bar I had to pay her bar fine.

All through the different schools I had attended in the
Navy, I swore I would never pay a bar fine. I would have nothing to
do with a prostitute. Even that very morning on the ship, I said
that I'd go out in town and have a good time, but would not under
any circumstances pay a bar fine. Yet hours later, there I was in
the barrio walking down National Highway on the way to dinner with
a Filipina at my side, whose bar fine had cost me
$12.50.

My memory of the rest of the night is blurred at best.
Kevin and I started on the mojo when we got back to Gilligan's.
Then we tried some bull frog (much like mojo, but with a green tint
and citrus flavor). Eden remained perfectly sober, although I
offered to buy her drinks. She only wanted an occasional
coke.

I wound up very drunk and at some point in the evening, I
knew I'd had enough and told Eden I had to leave. So she escorted
me to her apartment where we spent a most enjoyable night
together.

As drunk as I was, and as foggy as my memory of that night
is, the mental picture of Eden's apartment is fresh in my
mind.

She rented one small room in a large building. Her room
contained a full-sized bed, a dresser, a clothesline (much like the
rooms behind the bar at Gilligan's), a hot plate and a
sink.

There was no running water; the sink served only as a
place to pour dirty water down the drain. To get water, she had to
go outside to the front of the building where there was a well
pump.

Although I never saw it, I assume there was a bathroom
somewhere in the building that offered at least a toilet. But there
were no shower facilities. In order to bathe, Eden had to take a
bucket out to the pump and pour cold water on herself, lather up
with soap, and then rinse with more buckets of cold
water.

I had four nights of liberty in Olongapo, the first three
of which were spent with Eden at Gilligan's and at her
apartment.

Talking to her and getting to know her changed my attitude
about her profession. I no longer look down on the entertainers in
the Philippines or scorn them for the life they live. It clearly is
not by choice. It is by necessity. P.I. is a very poor country; and
people must do what they must do in order to survive.

My final day of liberty was spent with my camera. I took
pictures of the base (although you aren't supposed to), and got
some shots of the barrio and Magsaysay. Eden rode with me in the
jeepney that brought me back to the main gate of the base the last
day. After we kissed, said good-bye, and I had walked away toward
the gate, I turned to wave to her. She waved and said, "See you
never."

 

That comment haunted me for two years. For I didn't
see Eden again until my fourth visit to P.I. in 1989. When I
arrived at Gilligan's that fourth time, Eden was there again after
a long absence during which she worked elsewhere. She remembered me
and remembered the comment she'd made when I left her the first
time.

She explained that she really didn't expect to see me
again. As is so often the case with the girls in P.I., after
meeting someone they care for, they never see each other
again.

But in this case, Eden was wrong. I did see her again.
We rekindled our romance in the spring of 1989 and fell in love
during a one-week visit Fox paid to Subic Bay. In 1990, I sent for
her. Eden and I are now very happily married.

 

The liberty in Subic Bay was great. It was a chance to get
off the ship, drink a few beers, and relax. But it was almost too
much fun. Knowing you only have a few days to spend in port, you
tend to overdo it. God knows I did. So, as much fun as I had, it's
good to be underway again.

We're back in the South China Sea, and headed west toward
the Indian Ocean. Our next stop will be in Diego Garcia, to start a
five week inport period.

Our watch schedule has been changed. Missile plot is now
working in three shifts vice two. Shawn and I are assigned to the
midnight - 0800 shift, and the Pente games have resumed.

Willeh and Frank are working the afternoon shift
now.

Senior Chief finally pulled his head out of his ass, and
did away with that god-forsaken roving patrol hell week idea. We
are back on a normal rotation of roving patrol watches. I stand
just two hours of watch as rover each night, from midnight until
0200. That leaves six hours for Shawn and I to play games and
bullshit.

Our computers are up and running, so we haven't much to do
at night besides goof off.

 










Chapter 2
It's Not Just A Job, It's An Adventure



Sunday May 10

At 1100 this morning we had our first underway
replenishment since leaving P.I. Fortunately, I didn't have to take
part in it because I had to go on watch as roving patrol at 1145.
I'm really glad I was able to miss the unrep because Fox division
had to man the midship station.

During a typical unrep, there is a good deal going on. We
take across lines for and aft to transfer fuel; and we usually do a
vertrep at the same time on the flight deck. Often times, we must
rig what is called a "high line" at the midship transfer station.
This station is used to manually transfer personnel, supplies, or
mail across a thick rope which is strung tight between our ship and
the delivery ship.

Here's how it works. First, the delivery ship will use a
specially equipped M-14 rifle to shoot a hard rubber ball attached
to a small string over to the people waiting at our midship
station. Those people (virtually all of Fox division who are in pay
grades E-5 and below, as well as enough men from other weapons
department divisions to bring the total to fifty men) will then
heave around on the small string, which is in turn attached to a
larger string. The string is tied to a small rope, then a bigger
rope.

Clearly, the more you pull, and the bigger the rope
becomes, the heavier it gets. It's truly a pain in the ass and
requires the cooperation of all the men on the line to heave the
goddamned thing over.

Finally, the big rope is fastened to a bracket on our
superstructure and kept taut by a group of men who at the expense
of a great deal of energy will either release or take up slack as
the two ships roll back and forth in the seas.

At this point we have two options. An electrically driven
trolley can be placed on the high line to transfer pallets or
personnel baskets back and forth. More often than not, however, the
items or person to be transferred between ships is placed in a
basket suspended from the high line by a pulley. That's when the
serious heaving takes place. We have to pull the son-of-a-bitch
over by brute force. As I said, it's truly a pain in the ass.
Especially considering the fact that nine out of ten times that we
rig the high line and heave something across, it's just for
practice. There's almost never anything we need to transfer in this
fashion. After all, we've got helicopters dropping shit on the
flight deck. The only reason we're at the midship station is to
prove we can do it if the need ever arises. I say we've had enough
fucking practice!

Today proved again to be one of those times when Fox
division was expending energy for nothing. No sooner had we rigged
the high line than we got word to secure the station. It would not
be needed.

We are due to enter the Strait of Malacca at about 1800
tomorrow. This will take us between Singapore and the Malay
Peninsula to the north, and Sumatra to the south. Once through the
strait, we'll be in the Indian Ocean.

Next stop: Diego Garcia.

 

Tuesday May 12

Colin (the day watch supervisor in missile plot) has come
down with the chicken pox and is in quarantine. He's not the first
one, either. About a half-dozen men have caught the disease since
we left San Diego. He'll be in quarantine for 12 days in the
Chaplain's stateroom. I fell sorry for Chaplain Anderson. He's been
kicked out of his stateroom every time someone gets the chicken
pox. He has to share living quarters with the supply officer
(something I'd certainly rather not do).

The Fox anchored today for a few hours in order to conduct
a Passex with the Malaysian Navy. Several of the Malaysian sailors
visited here; and some of our guys stepped aboard one of their
ships. If you can call them ships, that is. It appears their navy
is made up of three trollers armed only with 50 caliber guns.
Anyway, the guys involved seemed to enjoy it. They traded hats and
cigarette lighters.

We're out of the Malacca strait now. Although not yet in
the open sea (we must first round the northern tip of Sumatra) we
are now officially in the Indian Ocean. Our position at 2356
tonight is 4 degrees north latitude by 100 degrees east
longitude.

 

Saturday May 16

We went to general quarters day before yesterday for
another A & I drill. That wasn't half as exciting as the Wog
Queen and Wog Dog contest yesterday, though. And I understand that
what I saw yesterday is nothing compared to what lies ahead. The
Wog Day initiation will commence at 0500 this morning. I've heard a
lot about Wog Day since joining the Navy, but having not been
through one yet, I'll save the description until it's
over.

It's all based in Navy tradition. All those sailors who
have at some time in the past sailed over the equator are known as
"Shellbacks." All those who have not are known as "Pollywogs", or
simply "wogs."

The festivities begin the day before the ship actually
crosses the line. Each division chooses one of it's wogs to be
their nomination for Queen, and another man will be nominated for
Wog Dog. Shawn was Fox division's Queen nominee on his last cruise.
Judging by the pictures he's shown me of him in his Queen costume,
it's not at all surprising that he won. He was as close to gorgeous
as a man can be.

Willeh was our nominee for Queen this time. He used the
same wig that Shawn used two years ago. And he bought a dress and
high heels when we were in P.I. But the effect was just not the
same. One of the guys commented that Willeh looked like some old
admiral's wife. That's as good a description as I can give. He was
not attractive!

Gordon was our nominee for Wog Dog. He scrounged around
for various costume items, including a leather belt which he
fashioned into a collar, a couple of old white hats which he made
floppy ears out of, and some black shoe polish to create something
of a Dalmatian effect. And he found a rope to use as a leash so
Willeh could escort him.

King Neptune picked Gordon as best dog. But, alas, Willeh
didn't win. Even STG3 George Hurd's red teddy couldn't win the
favor of the judge. One of the Operations Specialists won the title
of Wog Queen. But then, we've all heard the rumors about
O.S.'s.

 

Later that day…

Our "Crossing The Line" ceremonies are over at last. And
thank God! What a bunch of shit. It's easy to see why this
tradition lives on. Those of us who were just put through this
hellish initiation must reap our vengeance on those Pollywogs who
follow in our footsteps.

Although the ceremonies were scheduled to commence at
0500, we got an early start at 0330. First, the pollywogs must get
into the proper uniform, which consists of your dungarees worn
inside out and backwards. First the pants and shirt, inside out and
backward, then the underwear. We strap a pair of shower shoes to
our knees, because we know from sea stories we've heard that there
would be a good deal of crawling on our hands and knees topside.
The decks topside are covered with a non-skid coating which
resembles street pavement. It can be hard on the knee
bones.

After getting into the proper uniform, we were made to
crawl on our hands and knees up ladders, down ladders, around the
mess decks, and finally into our berthing compartment. That's when
the eggs and tabasco sauce came out of the lockers and found their
way into our pants. If you've never had tabasco sauce running down
the crack of your ass, I don't recommend you try it. I've been told
I was a hot piece of ass before, but now I know the true meaning.
Jesus Christ, what intense pain!

After an hour of being hit in the seat of the pants with
short lengths of fire hose we crawled up a few more ladders to the
forecastle where we were drenched on and off with salt water from
the ship's fire fighting system. It was cold outside, and under
normal circumstances, the drenching would have bothered me. But the
cold water felt so good against my hot ass that I was thankful for
it.

This lasted for quite a while, until it was time for
breakfast. "Breakfast" consisted of three day old garbage mixed
with a whole shit-load of scrambled eggs and green food coloring.
It was shoved in our faces and crammed down our pants. And all the
while, the fire hose spankings continued.

After three hours of this bullshit we crawled back to the
flight deck where the instruments of torture were waiting. Kiss a
pig's head. Be placed in a "coffin" filled with rotten macaroni and
cheese. Crawl through a garbage chute full of decaying trash. Visit
the "doctor" for a shot of "medicine" (hot sauce, worcestershire,
god knows what else) in your mouth. Blow bubbles in a toilet bowl
full of cigarette butts.

To fully understand it, you'd have to see it first hand.
Suffice it to say that after several hours of ridicule, beating,
and garbage we got to the final test.

We were dunked one at a time into a large bath of salt
water and asked one last question: "What are you?"

If you responded, "A shellback," the initiation was over
and you headed for the shower. Any other answer got you taken
through the course again. I headed for the shower on the first try
(as do most.)

Before going back inside the skin of the ship, I, like
everyone else, stripped off all my clothing and threw pants, shirt,
shoes, and underwear overboard. Then it was off for a warm shower,
lots of soap, a toothbrush, and a fresh change of clothes. It was
hell. But it's over. Now I'm a Trusty Shellback, and I can't wait
to get my revenge.

By the way, we actually crossed the equator at 0050. Our
position was 81 degrees, 36 minutes east longitude, by zero
degrees, zero minutes latitude.

 

*****

 

We're told that upon reaching Diego Garcia we'll be placed
in three section duty while inport. We're doing something that's
never been tried before by taking the entire battle group into port
there at the same time.

Our naval base at Diego is quite small, and is able to
offer pier services and liberty to only a few ships at a time. The
powers that be have devised a way to cut down on the liberty
population by putting us into three sections. Section one will have
liberty from 0800 until 1500. Section two will have liberty from
1500 until 2200. Section three will have the duty all day. The next
day we'll rotate the liberty and duty sections. Sounds like a
cluster fuck to me.

 

Monday May 18

The USS Stark (part of the USS Kitty Hawk battle group) on
routine patrol duty in the Persian Gulf was hit by an Iraqi missile
last night at midnight. One man is dead. Another man was lost over
the side. The wounded have been evacuated.

The ship is listing 20 degrees to port and is
dead-in-the-water. Reason for the attack is unknown.

What effect this will have on Fox and battle group delta
is also unknown. We are still headed for Diego Garcia, but I won't
be surprised if we begin to head north.

 

Tuesday May 19

Fox is still scheduled to pull into Diego Garcia this
morning. The Stark incident is being called an accident. Although
details remain sketchy, the death toll is now at 28, with an
additional three men missing.

 

Wednesday May 20

Fox pulled into Diego Garcia yesterday morning on schedule
at 0900. I had duty, of course. I did get out today to have a beer
and buy a copy of the Pacific Stars and
Stripes newspaper so I could get some more
current news about the Stark. The article was informative, but the
figures aren't current. We now know the death toll is at 37. And we
also know that a ship from battle group delta will replace the
Stark in the gulf, namely the USS Crommelin.

Still, Fox's schedule is unchanged.

 

*****

Here is the article which appeared in the
Pacific Stars and
Stripes on Wednesday, May
20:

 

NAVY ON ALERT IN
GULF

 

28 sailors killed, 21 hurt;
Iraq voices `deep regret'

 

WASHINGTON (AP) - President Reagan expressed "concern and
anger" Monday over the Iraqi missile strike that killed 28 American
sailors aboard the guided missile frigate USS Stark. He put ships
on heightened alert in the Persian Gulf with authority to fire at
threatening warplanes.

"We expect an apology and compensation for the men who
died in this tragic incident," a White House statement said. "We
also seek compensation for the ship."

A letter from Iraqi President Saddam Hussein to Reagan was
delivered to the State Department, expressing "deepest regret over
the painful incident." Presidential spokesman Marlin Fitzwater
said, "We feel it does represent an apology. It does not address
the matter of compensation."

The White House and Pentagon said the Iraqi attack was
unintentional and unexplained.

The Pentagon said the ship had at least a minute's warning
that a missile had been fired at it by an Iraqi warplane, but did
not try to shoot down either the missile or plane.

"We did not return the fire. I don't know the reason,"
said Fitzwater.

The Stark, part of a naval task force in the Gulf, was hit
Sunday by one - possibly two - French-made Exocet missiles while on
routine patrol about 85 miles northeast of Bahrain.

It was the first attack on an American warship in the
nearly 7-year-old Iran-Iraq war. The toll was 28 dead and 21
injured.

The missile ripped through the ship's hull, tearing a
10-to-15 foot hole in its port side. Twenty five of the dead were
trapped by intense fire in one compartment and perished.

"We don't know why this occurred," said Air Force Lt. Gen.
Richard Burpee, director of operations for the Joint Chiefs of
Staff. "Our ship was operating clearly in international waters. We
did not suspect any hostile intent. We have no reason to believe
there was hostile intent from Iraq."

Burpee said fires were still breaking out on the ship 24
hours after the nighttime attack.

"As we speak, the captain is trying to save his ship," and
was unavailable for questioning by the Pentagon, Vice Adm. Henry
Mustin, deputy chief of naval operations, said.

Reagan met for more than an hour with national security
advisers. Afterward, Fitzwater issued a statement saying, "The
president has ordered a higher state of alert for US vessels in the
area" and that Iran and Iraq were being officially notified of the
change.

"Under this status, aircraft of either country flying in a
pattern which indicates hostile intent will be fired upon, unless
they provide adequate notification of their intentions," the
statement added.

Expressing sympathy to the families of the victims, the
president said, "Their loss and suffering will not be in
vain.

"The mission of the men of the USS Stark, safeguarding the
interests of the United States and the free world in the Gulf,
remains crucial to our national security and to the security of our
friends throughout the world."

At the Stark's home port outside Jacksonville, Fla., the
Navy began notifying families of the victims.

Capt. John Mitchell, commander of Mayport Naval Station,
said a team of 10 doctors, psychologists and other professionals
arrived during the afternoon from Portsmouth, Va., to help families
deal with the crisis.

"It's a very somber mood. Everybody is hurting," Navy
Chaplain Bill Perry said. "There's a lot of pain, a lot of sadness
and a lot of head shaking. If you wear the uniform you feel the
pain."

Friday May 22

One of the SYR-1 Communication Tracking Set antennas broke
down yesterday. In this condition, should the ship need to launch a
missile, we'd have communications from the missile only from a 270
degree arc. Colin and I had an easy time locating the problem,
though. It was a bad power supply. We fixed it this
morning.

Yesterday, Willeh and I took liberty on Diego Garcia
together. We ordered some Olympia beer which turned out to be warm.
Yuk! It was nasty. They tell me that the beer on this island is
laced with formaldehyde as a preservative. It may preserve the
beer, but it does nothing to improve the taste.

This morning at quarters, we learned the inevitable had
happened. Fox has been ordered to leave this weekend for the
Persian Gulf. May God go with us.

 










Chapter 3
The Persian Gulf



Monday May 25

The Fox left Diego Garcia this morning at 1000. We are
underway for Bahrain. Our mission is to escort the USS Acadia into
the gulf and take her to Manama, Bahrain. We expect it will take
the Hull Technicians, Electricians Mates, and the others aboard the
destroyer tender about three months to affect repairs on the
Stark.

Once we arrive in Bahrain, Fox will await further orders.
But already, we are planning a port visit to Karachi, Pakistan on
the 20th of June.

Yesterday, the WDS computers experienced some jittering
and a couple of program faults. Colin and I located and repaired
the problem quickly. All gear in missile plot is now fully
functional.

This will be a busy week as we transit north through the
Indian Ocean and the North Arabian Sea. General quarters and damage
control training are scheduled every day this coming
week.

The ship is taking our mission and responsibilities very
seriously. And the crew is a bit nervous. At least, I know I
am.

 

Later the same day…

Our work schedule in missile plot has changed again. We're
back on 12 hour shifts. I'm still on night shift; but Shawn has
moved to the day shift. Although Willeh and Frank will be on my
shift, the nights will seem a bit longer without Shawn there to
keep me laughing.

 

Wednesday May 27

WDS bombed out again this morning. This time we found two
bad memory boards and replaced them in short order. I hope our
problems with those computers are over. Knowing we're going into
the Gulf, we can't afford to have our defenses down.

The gun crew practiced firing the 5" gun yesterday and
again today. Everything back aft is in perfect working order. Plus,
we had our first firefighting / damage control drills. That shit
will interrupt my sleep over the next week; but it's a necessary
evil.

 

Saturday May 30

Fox and Acadia rendezvoused on Thursday, the 28th. We
hauled over the high line to transfer Acadia's mail. (We had picked
up some of her mail when we were in P.I.)

As expected, we've had general quarters every day this
week, except today. Each GQ lasted at least two hours and was very
involved.

We will transit the Strait of Hormuz tomorrow; and will be
at GQ the entire time. The transit is expected to take nine to
eleven hours.

The captain had put out a liberty port schedule a couple
of days ago. But that's already old. We now have absolutely no idea
what our schedule is. Apparently the admiral hasn't made up his
mind what to do with us. The only thing we know for sure right now
is that Fox and Acadia are to arrive in Bahrain on the 1st of
June.

 

Sunday May 31

We're through the Strait at last. General Quarters was set
at 0730 as we left the North Arabian Sea and prepared to enter the
Strait of Hormuz. General Quarters was not secured until 1600, when
we emerged from the strait into the Persian Gulf. So we were at
battle stations for a total of eight and a half hours.

As this was our first trip, and we didn't know what to
expect, we took it slowly. Not only were we cruising in waters with
which our navigator and quartermasters are unfamiliar; but we also
have no idea what to expect from the Iranians and
Iraqis.

There were several occasions when the Captain felt an air
contact or surface ship was too close to us, or on a course that
would bring it too close. In those instances, we turned our fire
control radars on the contact to let it know we mean
business.

That got a quick response every time.

 

To facilitate the reader's understanding of what is
meant by "fire control radar," here's a short course on the various
types of radars used on naval vessels, and their
function.

A typical Navy ship employs three different types of
radar. The first is navigational radar. It emits a wide beam of
radio frequency radiation, known as "RF," at short range near the
surface of the ocean. The return from this radar will "paint" a
picture on the bridge radar screen to show the location of land
masses and any surface contacts within close range.

The second type of radar we use is search radar. This
radar employs a much more powerful transmitter, and covers a much
broader range than does navigational radar. It also emits a broad
band of RF; and although it's radiation is directed primarily
toward the sky, the search radar will pick up surface contacts as
well. The purpose of this radar is to locate both air and surface
targets at long range, typically 200 miles or more.

Both radars discussed above, navigational and search,
use conventional rotating antennas. Any contacts picked up by these
radars are "illuminated" by RF only for a fraction of a second; but
it's long enough to determine the contact's position relative to
the ship.

Therein lies the primary difference between the two
aforementioned radars and the last type to be discussed, namely,
fire control radar. As the name implies, fire control radar is used
to control the firing of the ship's weapons
systems.

A fire control radar is capable of movement in
virtually any direction. It does not simply rotate. The fire
control radar can direct its high-power, narrow-beam RF output at
any point in space; and many are capable of tracking at extremely
long distances.

When a fire control radar illuminates a target, it
directs its beam directly on the target and follows the target's
movements. This is called tracking, or "locking up" a target.
Military ships and aircraft are equipped with electronic sensors to
advice the captain or pilot that he is being tracked by a fire
control radar.

Once you realize a fire control radar is tracking you,
it is an ominous sign, because it means that the ship whose radar
has locked you up is able to bring his weapons to bear. For the
whole purpose behind using a fire control radar is to transfer
information concerning target location, course and speed to the
weapons systems.

This is why the captain directed us to lock up several
targets while transiting the Strait of Hormuz. He was in effect
issuing a warning to all ships and aircraft in our area. "Get too
close to me and I'll fuck you up!" Captain Mathis was taking no
chances with his ship or his crew's lives. He was, in fact, making
new policy. He set a precedent which would become the norm in
Persian Gulf patrol by U.S. warships. He was assuming a more
aggressive stance than had been used in the past. 37 men died on
the Stark; Captain Mathis intended to add the names of none of his
crew to the death toll.

 

So, although our transit of the Strait of Hormuz was
without incident, it was not without tension. Every new contact
meant a new uncertainty. All weapons were at the ready.

Since we were at GQ all day, we had to eat lunch in the
work space. At 1150, the word was passed over the 1MC for "Battle
Rations." One person from each work center was sent to the mess
decks to pick up sack lunches for his men. Cold sandwiches, a piece
of fruit, and some juice. It was pretty bad.

Later, at 1444, the word was passed for "Battle Sodas."
That was probably more appreciated than the sandwiches. This time
every man got a Pepsi or Mountain Dew. Beats the shit out of that
nasty juice we got at lunch, which the supply officer bought in
P.I.

It's now midnight. I was able to get some sleep after the
long GQ before I came on duty for the night watch. All is peaceful
now, nothing going on over the phone circuits. Our position is
currently 26 degrees north latitude by 52 degrees east longitude,
just inside the Persian Gulf. We expect to arrive in Bahrain at
about 0900 tomorrow.

 

As events unfolded in the Gulf during the summer of
1987, the crew of the USS fox was kept pretty much in the dark
concerning national policy and, even to some extent, our own ship's
mission.

Not because of a deliberate attempt to keep the
sailors in the gulf uninformed, but because our national policy was
still in development. As we got virtually no information from our
own chain of command, I had to rely on national news magazines and
newspaper clippings sent from home for up-to-date information
concerning the U.S. naval presence in the Persian
Gulf.

The following article appeared in the June 1, 1987
issue of Newsweek
magazine:

 

A QUESTIONABLE
POLICY

 

What are the administration's
goals in the gulf?

 

American policy toward the Persian Gulf has been drifting
uncertainly for some time now. Moving to fill a vacuum left by the
shah, Jimmy Carter identified the gulf with "the vital interests of
the United States" and pledged to defend its oil with force if
necessary - against the Soviets, presumably. The Iran-Iraq war
broke out less than a year later, but it was largely landlocked for
the first five years, and the small U.S. naval force in the gulf
had no reason to invoke the Carter Doctrine.

All that changed in the last year, as the war spilled out
over the waters of the gulf and Washington began to beef up its
naval presence, responding ad hoc and without a clear plan. Now, as
the gulf war heats up still further, Americans have begun to
question the commitment.

The Reagan administration's increased involvement was
gradual and largely unannounced. A sharp escalation of attacks on
tankers - more than 300 so far - followed by Iran's deployment of
Chinese missiles at the Strait of Hormuz jolted the president into
action.

U.S. naval vessels, it was decided, would no longer simply
carry the flag amicably from port to port. Instead, U.S. forces
sailed deep into the gulf and maneuvered to deter attacks on
friendly merchant vessels. At about the same time, Kuwait began
searching for added protection from Iranian naval strikes. Moscow
was the first to respond, leasing Kuwait three tankers, thus
prompting Washington to make a move. Negotiations led to an unusual
plan that will allow 11 Kuwaiti tankers to sail under the U.S.
flag.

The strike on the Stark demonstrates America's increased
involvement - and vulnerability. But so far at least, the White
House has not backed away. If anything, it has stiffened its
resolve, providing escorts for Kuwaiti tankers and putting U.S.
warships on higher alert. A senior official paraphrased the new
orders: "An attack on the vessel you're escorting is the same as an
attack on you. You can fire back." These were fighting words,
directed more at Iran than Iraq, and they seemed to move America a
large step further from neutrality.

The possibility of escalation has provoked a storm of
congressional criticism. Most congressmen see the need to protect
gulf sea lanes, but many share Rep. Robert Torricelli's fear that
"the policy has not been thought through." So the Senate made
clear, voting 91 to 5 to require an explanation of how U.S. escorts
would defend themselves. Some members question the military
feasibility of the policy and argue for giving the escorts air
cover. Others think Europe and Japan, with a larger stake in the
gulf, should help out. Still others, brandishing the War Powers
act, fear that Washington is indeed, in Rep. Tom Lantos' words,
"about to cross the Rubicon and become a party to the
war."

Intelligence flow: In truth, the U.S. position toward the
war has always been ambiguous. From the beginning, Washington was
happy to see Iran and Iraq divert each other on the
battlefield.

The administration occasionally tilted toward Iraq,
usually when Iran was ahead. This leaning has recently become more
pronounced - to soothe gulf states scared by U.S. arms sales to
Iran. Hence Assistant Secretary of State Richard Murphy's May visit
to Iraq and Reagan's comment last week that Iran is "the villain of
the piece." Even the strike at the Stark has not stopped the flow
of U.S. intelligence to Iraq. Yet there seems little danger that
Washington will wade into the war. The question it faces is not
which side to fight on but rather how to act as a neutral gendarme
- how to guarantee some restraint and limit the spread of
hostilities.

This means that America must walk a fine line, augmenting
its influence but avoiding more "tilt." It may have to revise its
rules of military engagement to operate more effectively in what
Rep. Les Aspin calls a "twilight zone" - neither war nor
peace.

The White House's jerrybuilt compromise - armed escort for
reflagged Kuwaiti tankers - may just work, an engaged policy and
yet not too engaged. The one thing it should do is hold off the
Soviets, thwarting their plan to replace the United States as the
preeminent superpower in the gulf.

Tamar Jacoby with Eleanor
Clift

and Robert B. Cullen in
Washington

 

Monday June 1

Fox is now at anchorage just off the coast of Bahrain. The
capital city of Manama is in sight about two or three miles to the
south. We are told that later this morning, we'll go pierside for
refueling and liberty.

The ship has officially been detached from Battle Group
Delta, and assigned to the Commander of Mideast Forces
(COMMIDEASTFOR) for at least 30 days. We had been told that our
mission was to escort the Acadia to Bahrain and await further
instructions. So far, those instructions are unclear. But we do
know that whatever we are to be tasked with, the orders will no
longer come from Admiral Bull on the aircraft carrier, USS
Constellation, but from Admiral Bernsen on the USS
LaSalle.

LaSalle is a surveillance ship, painted all white rather
than gray (due to the intense heat here) that is permanently
home-ported in Manama. She serves as the command ship for the
Mideast Task Force.

What happens next, we don't know. But we do know that
we'll be here in the gulf for a while.

 

Later the same day..

Today has been a total cluster fuck. We made it to the
refueling pier and are currently taking on fuel oil. Later, we are
supposed to go back to our anchorage for the night.

The watchbill has been revised numerous times. Besides the
normal roving security patrol and the missile house guard, two
other watches have been added topside. So there are now two guards
with .45 pistols inside the ship, and two other guards with M-14
rifles topside. All of the guards have their weapons
loaded.

Still no orders from COMMIDEASTFOR. And we are still at
condition III (wartime cruising status) - even pierside. Liberty
looks like an impossibility. Mass confusion reigns!

 

Wednesday June 3

The confusion over the security watchbill continued
yesterday. I swear, sometimes the people in charge just can't seem
to get their heads out of their asses. Nonetheless, I managed to
sleep most of the day. At least until Kevin woke me up to let me
know liberty call had gone down. Finally!

So Kevin and I changed into civilian clothes and left the
ship to board a liberty boat. The liberty boat was simply a small
harbor tug that the Navy had rented to shuttle sailors from the Fox
to shore and back. The liberty boat docked at the pier which is
used by the USS LaSalle. When we got to the pier, the first thing I
noticed is that several 50 caliber guns on the LaSalle were manned
by sailors in shorts and T-shirts. Considering the political
situation and the heat here, both the 50 cals and the T-shirts are
good ideas. The Fox also has her 50 caliber guns manned; but we are
still required to wear full dungaree uniforms. God, is it
hot!

Once ashore, we boarded a bus which would take us to ASU.
Lord only knows what ASU stands for. I understand that everyone
calls it the "Alcohol Support Unit." More about ASU
later.

As the bus drove through the compound, it became clear
that the shipyard area was both a commercial and military
enterprise. This appeared to be Manama's principal port, as well as
home to Bahrain's naval fleet (if you could call it that). I saw
several small boats, maybe the size of WWII PT-boats, armed with
small guns. Nothing too impressive.

Leaving the compound, the bus pulled into traffic in
suburban Manama. I saw that most of the locals drove Mercedes and
BMW automobiles. And all the drivers sported the typical Arabian
headdress, which to me resembles the red and white checkered table
cloths found in Italian restaurants.

What little I saw of the city between the shipyard and ASU
was impressive. It is a clean city. A new city. Beautiful spired
temples, new buildings, expensive cars, well cared-for roads.
Clearly, there is no shortage of money in this oil-rich
country.

After a few minutes, the bus turned down a series of side
roads and slowed at what was obviously the main entrance to
ASU.

The road leading to the gate was dotted with concrete
barriers for perhaps 100 feet in front of the gate. After weaving
through the cement obstacle course, the bus came to a stop outside
the guard shack.

U.S. marines inspected the bus thoroughly, inside and out.
The hood was lifted so the engine compartment could be checked out.
Mirrors attached to long poles were used to inspect the underside
of the bus. A couple of marines boarded the bus and asked to see
identification from every person on board. The thoroughness of this
inspection made security personnel at a U.S. naval base look like
theater ticket-takers. The marines were armed with automatic rifles
and machine guns.

We were granted permission to enter the base, at last. The
bus let us off and turned around to go back to the LaSalle's berth
for another load of sailors, leaving us to explore the
base.

It was a small base. A restaurant, a few administration
buildings, and a bar were all that made up the compound. It was
clearly an American base. U.S. sailors and marines were all I saw.
No foreign nationals whatsoever.

It didn't take long to find the club. And it proved to be
a typical Navy club, decorated in an early American warehouse
motif. But it was more than adequate for our needs. There was a bar
at either end of the long room, with a few dart boards along one
wall. There was a set of doors along the other side wall leading to
a patio and barbecue area outside, which contained several tables
and chairs, and was fenced in by a tall barbed wire
fence.

After a few beers and a couple of drinks we decided to
grab a bite to eat at the restaurant we had seen when we got off
the bus. While there, we heard there was a casino in town. So we
asked the guards at the front gate about it, and they all said
there was no such thing - not only in Manama, but in all of
Bahrain. So we opted for a few more cocktails at the club. After
all, the drinks there were cheap. A cold beer or a glass of Johnny
Walker and soda each ran only about a dollar. That's the one good
thing about military clubs overseas. The alcohol is not subject to
Federal taxes.

There was a currency exchange in the entrance to the club.
I bought a Bahrain Dinar for $2.70, but never did go out in town to
spend it. We just stayed at the club and got drunk, which is what
sailors like Kevin and myself do best.

This morning at 0900, the Fox got underway for our
assigned patrol station: the Central Persian Gulf, East (CPGE). We
expect to be back inport in Manama again on the 13th of June. And
we are told we'll have a port visit in Karachi, Pakistan on the
20th.

Latitude and longitude at 2100 tonight is 25 degrees north
by 53 degrees east.

 

Friday June 5

The captain put out our new schedule today. He says we'll
stay in the gulf until August 15th. (So much for our quick trip in
and out just to bring the Acadia here.) Then we'll go back to Diego
Garcia. Plus, we'll make stops in Australia and the Philippines on
the way home. That second visit to P.I. was not in our schedule
earlier. I'm glad to know we'll be going back there. What a
fantastic place for liberty!

We'll also have a "Tiger Cruise" on the way back to San
Diego. It has not yet been decided, though, whether it will
originate from Pearl Harbor or Seattle. At any rate, we are allowed
to invite male family members and guests to join the ship in which
ever city the captain decides on, and ride with us to San
Diego.

I had been considering inviting Jesse to join me on the
tiger cruise. But the cost of flying him to Seattle or Honolulu
would mean I couldn't afford a trip home to Kentucky at Christmas.
So I've decided not to have him for the tiger cruise. I'll save
what little money I can, so that I can get an apartment when I get
back to San Diego, and also make the trip home for the
holidays.

 

Jesse is my step son. He was born to my first wife
just three months before we became engaged. I'm the only father
Jesse has ever known. Although my ex-wife and I had many problems
in our marriage, and although we still have problems with each
other today, Jesse and I enjoy a wonderful
relationship.

A needlepoint hanging that my mother made for me years
ago, which hangs in my bedroom, sums it up best. It says, "Any man
can be a father, but it takes someone special to be a
daddy."

 

Later the same
day…

This has turned out to be quite a busy day. There was a
fire in the computer control room, so the ship went to G.Q. for
that. Fortunately, it was just a small electrical fire in one of
the computer cabinets. It was extinguished quickly, and the
technicians assigned there were able to make repairs.

Then we mustered the ship's self defense force for
training. Assignments were made for the various security details we
may need to use in the gulf. We've assigned people to man the M-60
machine guns for and aft, as well as the four 50 caliber guns
scattered around the main decks. In addition, we've created four
2-man teams armed with M-14 rifles to take up additional positions
on the weather decks to help repel small boats. We've got quite an
impressive self defense posture now.

Later in the day, the FZ alarm went off. This is serious
business for the security team, because it indicates the
possibility of intrusion in one of our weapons or missile storage
areas. The security team took up its usual positions; but we then
learned the alarm system had malfunctioned. There was no actual
emergency.

Then some plane locked its fire control radar on the ship.
Naturally, we went to general quarters for that. But we chased him
away with our own radar simply enough.

The end result of all this is that I'm damned tired
tonight. What with all the excitement, I got only about 2 hours of
sleep today. At this rate, it's going to be a long time before
August 15th rolls around.

As for now, the mid watch is quiet. Fox is still on
station in CPGE.

 

Monday June 8

We were at GQ today from Noon until 1600. Someone decided
the Fox should cruise through the Strait of Hormuz to fly the flag
and let the rag heads know we're here. Captain Mathis says we'll do
this every other day for the next week or ten days.

Of course, we do have an ulterior motive. We're gathering
intelligence information on the Silkworm missile sites that Iran is
building along the strait.

At 1405, halfway through GQ, the word was passed over the
1MC for "battle sodas." Strange how the simplest things take on new
meaning out here. We take so many things for granted in our
everyday lives. Sitting around the living room, watching
television, you get thirsty. What do you do? You get up and go into
the kitchen, open the refrigerator, and get a soda. Or better yet,
a beer.

But when you're in the Strait of Hormuz instead of your
living room, when you're watching a computer print out instead of
the television, simple things take on new meaning. You can't just
get up and go to the kitchen for a soda. Nor can you leave the work
space and go to the head any time you want. You aren't worried
about what show comes on T.V. next; instead you wonder if you'll
even make it through the strait in one piece.

Being able to leave missile plot and go to the mess decks
to pick up sodas for yourself and your shipmates may not seem like
an exciting event. But it is, somehow. It breaks the monotony. It
breaks the silence. It breaks the tension. It gives us something to
look forward to, something to be thankful for.

 

Tuesday June 9

We anchored this morning off the coast of Al Fujarah,
United Arab Emirates. We'll stay here over night, and will come
back here each time we leave the gulf through the Strait of
Hormuz.

I've got damage control maintenance this week. God, I hate
that shit. I'm really getting tired of this underway shit. I'm
bored and I want to go home.

 

Damage Control is the most important job on a navy
ship. Being able to keep the ship afloat, to fight fires, and to
control flooding can mean the difference between life and death for
the ship's crew. Damage control is every sailor's
responsibility.

Routine maintenance and training is the key to
effective damage control. The training is boring; and the
maintenance is tedious. So we rotated the maintenance among the
junior people in the work space.

Damage control maintenance involves checking the
gaskets on watertight hatches and doors for cracks and signs of
wear. If they're bad, you replace them. It involves checking the
stuffing tubes through which cables pass between water-tight
bulkheads. It involves weighing CO2 fire extinguishers to ensure
they are full. It involves cleaning and greasing fire hose
couplings and valves. As important a job as it is, it's equally a
pain in the ass; and I hated every minute of it.

 

Saturday June 13

Fox has spent the past three days in the strait, on
station in CPGE, and back in the strait again. We're back at anchor
at Al Fujarah today.

We celebrated two months at sea with what the Executive
Officer called a "gala celebration." And comparable to most
shipboard parties, it truly was.

We had the usual picnic on the flight deck. Soyburgers,
beans, BBQ chicken and ribs, inedible macaroni salad. But two other
events took place today to make it much more enjoyable.

First, we had mail call - an event which happens all too
infrequently. News and a few words from home mean so very much to
the men out here. But mail call can also be a big disappointment.
When the ship has gone three weeks without receiving mail, and if
you don't get any letters when we finally do get mail, you feel
dejected.

My ex-wife, my parents and my best friend, Marty, are the
only people who write regularly. As far as I know, my friends in
Kentucky have fallen off the surface of the globe. Even just a
nearly blank piece of paper that says, "I'm thinking about you"
would be welcome.

I know Kevin, Greg, Mark, Deborah, Buddy and all the rest
of my friends think of me as often as I do them. And I also know
that none of them are much when it comes to writing letters. I know
they haven't forgotten me. But damnit, I
feel forgotten.

Here I am in this god forsaken corner of the world, flying
the flag for mother and apple pie. And most of the people that I
know back home, the people that mean more than anyone else in the
world to me, won't lick a stamp and put a few words on a fucking
piece of paper.

But at least Mom and Robyn write with news of home. They
never have much to say that's very exciting. But that's not
important. Knowing that they are there. Knowing that they care.
Knowing that the world that lies outside these haze-gray bulkheads
is still spinning on its axis. That's what's important.

The other thing that made this two month underway gala
celebration different is that Captain Mathis decided he wanted a
beer.

Drinking is strictly forbidden on a US Navy ship. (Unless
the ship has been underway for 45 days and is at least five days
from an anticipated port visit. In which case two beers are
allotted per man. But Fox does not fall into that
category.)

There are apparently, however, no regulations governing
the consumption of alcohol on the ship's motor whale boat. So the
captain ordered the whale boat dropped into the water and pulled
alongside the ship. The accommodation ladder was lowered to the
boat. Then the captain posted the master-at-Arms at the ladder,
with a ship's roster and plenty of cold beer. Each man was allowed
to get a beer, go down the ladder, and enjoy a cold one.

The captain was still there when Kevin and I entered the
boat. We thanked him profusely. And then, like the true salty
sailors we are quickly becoming, swallowed our beers in one
gulp.

Belch!

Shortly thereafter, it was back to business as usual.
Extra security will be posted topside tonight. And we'll have the
whale boat circling the ship throughout the night (sans beer, of
course). Armed with an M-14 rifle, I have watch tonight on the boat
from 2000 until 2400. Jeez. What excitement.

 

Sunday June 14

It was back through the Strait of Hormuz again today.
There was an unexpected general quarters later in the day, which
was set when we spotted an Iranian frigate. GQ was secured after we
had passed the Iranians.

We're scheduled to take on fuel and stores tomorrow. But
the captain says he has no idea where we'll go for that evolution.
Maybe Bahrain. Maybe somewhere in UAE.

One thing is for certain, though. The crew of the USS Fox
is completely and totally bored. We're all very tired of the
Persian Gulf, tired of being at GQ all the fucking time. Christ,
we're supposed to spend a total of about 10 weeks here; and only
two weeks have passed. Another two months will have me at the end
of my nerves.

And just to show that it isn't always the enlisted crew
that are kept wondering what will happen next, Captain Mathis had a
surprise today. He was supposed to host Admiral Bernsen and a
French Admiral for a short visit aboard the Fox. But that plan was
scrapped. Seems everyone from the Pentagon on down is flying by the
seat of his pants.

 

Monday June 15

We anchored this morning at Al Khaimah, United Arab
Emirates to take on fuel and stores. Once again, the ever familiar
E-5 and below working party was called away. I slept through a
portion of that cluster fuck, and hid from the rest of it. Maybe I
should feel guilty for missing so many working parties. But I
don't. Fuck it. It's bad enough just to be here. But to hump boxes
in 100 degrees plus? To hell with that shit!

The ship got underway again at 1720. Afterwards I went
back to gun plot. The fire controlmen who work in gun plot do the
same thing for the gun system that I do for the missile system.
They are responsible for operating and maintaining the radar and
computers that direct the fire of the ship's 5" gun.

Gun plot is a fairly large space compared to most working
areas on the ship. And they have a relatively large open area
between the various pieces of gear scattered throughout the space.
There is plenty of room for a table and four chairs. And if we
decide to play poker, you can squeeze in two or three more
seats.

But tonight, as is often our habit before I go on duty in
missile plot, we played pinochle. FC2 Bill Tryon and FC3 Mike Mott
make up one team. FC2 Ken Frank and myself are their opponents.
We're all world-class pinochle players, so the teams are well
matched.

We play two or three games almost every evening. And
during holiday routine, we've been know to play the better part of
the day. It's a great way to pass the time. If any of us has
received a care package from home, we'll share the goodies with the
other players. Homemade cookies, pumpkin seeds, hot chocolate,
etc.

The long hours spent at sea seem to get longer and longer
as the cruise continues. The time I spend in gun plot playing
pinochle has become something to look forward to. A few hours of
relative peace and quiet spent with good friends.

But, as is so often the case, our game tonight was
interrupted by yet another GQ. That same Iranian frigate we passed
yesterday was spotted again. Fucking rag heads.

 

Tuesday June 16

We dropped anchor at Bahrain this morning to pick up our
mail. Captain Mathis met with Admiral Bull (Battle Group Delta's
commander) and Admiral Bernsen (COMMIDEASTFOR) while we were at
anchor. God only knows what they talked about.

Letters and news clipping from home show that Fox is in
the headlines. Seems the media is impressed by our aggressive
defense posture. In a recent incident, there was a civilian
helicopter flying toward our ship. Wild Bill (as the Captain has
come to be called by the crew) issued radio warnings to the helo,
but it did not respond. So he had the signalmen fire a flare to
warn it away. The ploy worked; and the chopper left in a
hurry.

Firing a warning flare at a helicopter doesn't really seem
like a big deal to me. But it got news coverage. Wild Bill isn't
about to let anyone or anything threaten his ship. Which
is a big deal to me. My life is in his
hands. He can fire all the flares he wants; it won't bother
me.

We left Bahrain this evening, en route to Karachi. But the
captain says there's a good chance we won't go. He says the
Pentagon wants us here. We'll find out more in the
morning.

Today's mail call included a second care package from my
mother. I've got more shit than I know what to do with. I packed
away a few items in my locker and left the rest of the box in
missile plot for the other guys to help themselves. Between Colin
and Shawn, nothing will go to waste.

I've become the junk mail king during this cruise. I've
sent away for all sorts of mail order catalogs. My shipmates are
amazed at the volume of mail I receive every mail call. I don't
really order much shit through the mail; but the catalogs give me
something to read when I'm bored during the midnight hours in
missile plot. And besides, junk mail is better than no mail, which
is what I'm still getting from everyone except Mom and
Robyn.

I'm still thinking a lot about getting an apartment when
we get back to San Diego. I'm a little hesitant, though, because
the expense of setting up house would cut into my Las Vegas funds.
But I definitely want to get OFF this ship. And I will - either in
San Diego or Las Vegas.

FC1 Rick Zerkle left the ship while we were at anchor in
Bahrain. His contract is up, and he's getting out of the Navy. I
envy him.

 

Wednesday June 17

While we were headed toward the Strait of Hormuz, bound
for Karachi, we got a radio call from the USS Groves. She was
further into the gulf than we were, and was involved in a game of
chicken with an Iranian frigate. The Iranians had her guns trained
on the Groves, who responded in a like manner. And the two of them
just sat there, wondering what to do next.

Is that fucked up, or what? Why should we have to put up
with this shit? Why can't the Groves just blow the fucking Iranians
to shit? The rules of engagement won't allow it, though.

Seems the powers that be don't want us to fire until and
unless we are fired upon first. Horse shit! I say we should turn
the whole of Iran into a parking lot. One well-placed nuke would
turn all that sand into a nice smooth, glass parking lot. Fuck
'em.

But instead of firing any shots, the Groves radioed for
help. Fox turned around and kicked in all boilers. Just like Mighty
Fucking Mouse. Have no fear, the Fox will soon be there.

And sure as shit, as soon as we showed up the Iranians
tucked their tails between their legs and scurried away. Fucking
pussies. I'd rather get in a full blown sea battle than play this
goddamn cat and mouse game.

Having saved the day, Fox turned around to resume her trip
to Karachi. We transited the Strait of Hormuz for the sixth time
and were well into the Gulf of Oman before we got orders to turn
back.

Our port visit to Pakistan is canceled. Great!

So we're just going to cruise around in the vicinity of
Fujarah before reentering the gulf sometime tomorrow.

Jesus, how long will this shit last? That question was put
by a reporter to a Pentagon spokesman. The answer was in a
newspaper article that one of the guys got in the mail recently:
"As long as needed."

 

Friday June 19

After pulling into Bahrain, we learned that we'd be
spending two to four days here. See? They're still making it up as
they go along. They can't even decide how many days we'll be at
anchor here.

At any rate, I took the opportunity to get on a liberty
boat with Willeh and head for the beach. We took a cab into
downtown Manama and wound up in a really swank place called the
Gulf Hotel.

Apparently, it is one unit of a popular chain of
first-class hotels in the rag head world. It was
beautiful.

Inside the hotel was a quaint little English pub. It was
populated mostly by Western businessmen; but there was an
occasional table-cloth-topped Arabian type. But to be fair, all
those that I spoke with, however briefly, were quite
friendly.

The tap beer was cold, and being English, was also stout.
The only thing I didn't like about the place was the prices.
Whereas a draft brew at ASU runs a dollar, the draft beer at the
Gulf Hotel cost a dinar ($2.70). That's a bit expensive. But the
surroundings made it worthwhile.

 

Saturday June 20

The ship was placed on port and starboard duty today. This
means that instead of being in four duty sections, we now have been
divided into only two. Half the ship gets liberty, the other half
has duty. I've got duty today, but I'll be off tomorrow.

Today saw a most incredible happening. It wasn't the rag
heads we were fighting today, it was the jelly fish.

A warship is a completely self-contained unit, a city unto
itself. We must produce our own electricity, steam, chilled water,
low- and high-pressure air, etc. There are dozens of pieces of
machinery and electronic gear that are responsible for providing
these services.

Many of them require coolant. With an ocean-full of water
every where we go, what better place to draw coolant
from?

So as the ship was sitting at anchor, quietly sucking
water from the sea to cool her generators and radars, flush her
toilets, and be boiled to make steam and fresh water, we started to
suck up something in addition to water. Jelly fish. Lots of jelly
fish!

We sucked up so many jelly fish that the intake strainers
became clogged. With the strainers clogged, we had no sea water
being pumped through the cooling coils. Or the boilers. Or the
toilets. Or the fire mains.

The result is that the ship's generators overheated and
went down. We dropped the load throughout the ship. We were
effectively dead-in-the-water.

No electricity. No fire main pressure. No steam to drive
the engines. No water to flush the toilets. No chilled water to
cool the radars. No air conditioning. Without electricity or steam,
we had no means of pumping fresh water. No means of generating high
or low pressure air. In short, virtually every mechanical and
electrical system on the ship was inoperative. Which is a
frightening occurrence, indeed. We were helpless!

It didn't take long for the engineers to localize the
problem and clean out the intake strainers. Soon, we were back up
and running again. As a precautionary measure, we got the ship
underway and moved to a different anchorage just a couple of miles
away.

Things settled down to normal again; and the otherwise
boring day continued. And then, it happened again. Jesus Christ!
One of the world's most technologically advanced ships brought to
its knees by a school of jelly fish. Christ, if our enemies knew
this, we'd be in some serious shit.

Forget silkworm missiles. Never mind about mines and big
naval guns. Just dump a shit-load of jelly fish in the water and
we'll have no choice but to surrender. Makes one feel really
secure, you know?

And to top the day off, there was another working party to
onload stores that had been delivered by boat. Guess what I did.
That's right. I slept through it.

 

Monday June 22

We got underway this morning. But our schedule is unknown,
as usual. We'll probably escort a tanker into the gulf this
weekend, according to Wild Bill.

Yesterday, Shawn, Mark Parker and I went to Manama. We
visited the shopping district and had a great time.

The shopping district is a noticeably older section of the
city. The buildings are smaller, the streets more narrow. This area
is essentially a giant shopping mall. Rather than being contained
in one large building, though, it is a myriad of small shops and
small malls separated by alley ways. There is an abundance of
little booths which sell Arabian souvenirs such as prayer rugs,
water pipes, and table cloths and ropes for the well-dressed rag
head.

Gold is very popular here. Many of my shipmates reported
that the price of gold in Bahrain is extremely competitive. There
was one small mall which housed three stories of nothing but gold
jewelry shops.

Even more popular is perfume. Many shops were devoted
entirely to the business of selling perfume. Pure perfume oil, that
is. You name any brand of perfume, they've got it. Of course, it
isn't the real thing. You can't buy pure Opium or Aramis perfume
oil. But you can surely buy an oil that even the makers of
famous-name perfumes would be hard pressed to identify as black
market goods.

Just name your brand and pick a bottle size. One ounce.
Two ounces. Five ounces. Then pick out a larger bottle for mixing
the oil with alcohol and water. Each sale is accompanied by a set
of instructions on how to mix your favorite oil into a perfume or
cologne. There was a lot of perfume being brought aboard the good
ship Fox today.

Yesterday was Father's Day. I found a long-distance phone
company that had a bank of phones in one of the little malls. They
had USA Direct phone service. Just pick up the phone, and an
operator in New York answers. Tell the operator who you want to
call, and they'll dial a collect call for you. Pretty
swell!

I called home to Kentucky for the first time since we left
San Diego. My Aunt Carol answered the phone. She and her husband,
Ivan, were visiting my parent's home. They were all getting ready
to leave for Jenny Wiley State Park in Eastern Kentucky for their
annual family reunion. I barely caught them before they
left.

Needless to say, my folks were very excited to hear my
voice. My mother asked me, "Where are you?"

"Bum Fuck, Egypt," I answered.

"Egypt!" she says. "What are you doing in
Egypt?"

I laughed my ass off. "Never mind, Mother," I said. "I'm
in Manama, Bahrain."

My folks and I had a good chat. They were really glad I
called to let them know I was okay. My Dad, especially, is keeping
close tabs on the events in the Mideast. He says he's been able to
follow the course of the Fox's cruise just by reading the
newspapers. And he's none too thrilled with the knowledge that his
son is spending nearly three months here. Nor is my
Mother.

But I assured them I was fine, and that I had the utmost
faith in Captain Mathis to take care of his ship and his
crew.

I also admitted, though, that I was a bit scared. After
all, the situation here is quite tense. And nobody knows what will
happen in the coming weeks.

 

Wednesday June 24

Yesterday, it was back through the strait again. We
anchored at Fujairah briefly this morning; then escorted a tanker
back into the gulf this evening. I'm beginning to feel like a
yo-yo.

We will be in Bahrain soon to install a new 48C search
radar antenna. Kevin and the other technicians in charge of that
system have been having some problems with the radar. They've
checked out the transmitters, receivers, pulse-forming networks,
and everything else. It all checks out okay, except for the antenna
itself. Replacing that puppy up on top of the mast will be a real
bitch.

At any rate, this means that we'll have to go pierside
when we pull in to make the antenna switch. It'll be the first time
we've pulled up to the pier in Manama. We've always had to anchor a
few miles off the coast in the past. In fact, this will be the
first time the ship has been pierside since we left Diego
Garcia.

Otherwise, nothing exciting is going on. Just the same old
shit over and over.

Oh, I take that back. There is one bit of excitement
scheduled for tomorrow. We're having our frocking ceremony. I was
selected for advancement to Second Class Petty Officer as a result
of our last exam cycle. I put on my new crow tomorrow. And I'll see
a raise in my paycheck in August.

 

Friday June 26

We anchored at Bahrain today. We'll escort the Acadia back
out of the gulf tomorrow. I know the sailors on the tender will be
glad to have us by their side during their transit out of this
hell.

I had the opportunity to speak with one of the Interior
Communications Specialists who is stationed on the Acadia. I ran
into him at ASU one night. He expressed his deep gratitude for our
escort services when we first got here. He admitted that he was
scared stiff when we entered the gulf the first time. As his ship
is a non-combatant vessel, and as such carries no weapon systems, I
can't say as I blame him.

The installation of the new 48 antenna is scheduled to
begin June 30, and will take 3 or 4 days. This sort of job is
normally done by a shipyard, by contracted professionals. But we're
on our own here. With the exception of the man operating the crane
on the pier, this job will be done by ship's force personnel -
namely Kevin, Mark Parker, and the other 48C
technicians.

I feel sorry for them. I'll be on liberty while they are
working their asses off.

As for today, section two has liberty. Which means, of
course that I have duty. Oh well, at least I'm wearing a second
class crow now. That feels good.

 

Later that day…

I traded duty and was able to take liberty today after
all.

 

It must not have been a very exciting evening of
liberty, though. All my journal says is that I traded duty and took
liberty. For the life of me, I can't remember who I traded with,
where I went, or what I did.

 

Tuesday June 30

We are pulling into Manama - pierside - to begin the 48
antenna change-out. Since I traded duty last time I was here, I
have duty two days in a row. I'll be stuck on the ship both today
and tomorrow.

But there's a ship's party scheduled for Thursday and
Friday at ASU. That may prove to be fun. It'll certainly be more
fun than cleaning our division's berthing compartment. Both Willeh
and I have that duty this week. Looks like the benefits of making
second class won't affect me immediately, at least not in the area
of cleaning assignments.

Overall, everything is simply boring. I can't wait to get
out of here and go home. Or at least some place
civilized!

 

*****

The following article appeared in the
Lexington
Herald on July 1, 1987:

 

REAGAN: U.S. WILL
PROCEED WITH ESCORTS

President discounts fears of
conflict;

Senate panel reacts with
resolutions

 

By David Hess and Susan Bennett

Knight-Ridder News Service

WASHINGTON - President Reagan told congressional leaders
yesterday that the United States would proceed with plans to put
Kuwaiti oil tankers under the protection of American warships in
the war-torn Persian Gulf by mid July. He discounted fears of an
armed conflict with Iran.

Reagan also said he would step up his diplomatic campaign
at the United Nations to achieve a cease-fire in the Iran-Iraq war
and to impose international sanctions against any violator of the
cease-fire.

The decision to proceed with the escorts - which already
have been delayed for weeks - drew an immediate response from the
Democratic-controlled Senate Foreign Relations Committee. It
adopted a resolution to bar American warships from escorting
reflagged Persian Gulf vessels for at least 12 months. The
resolution faces an almost-certain presidential veto if it reaches
Reagan's desk.

The tankers have been transferred to American ownership
and will steam under the U.S. flag.

White House spokesman Marlin Fitzwater said the president
was determined to proceed with the reflagging and escorting
regardless of congressional qualms.

Although the administration would prefer to have
"congressional support and consensus" for the plan, Fitzwater said,
Reagan "has the authority" to proceed without such
backing.

The White House tried yesterday to put the best possible
face on Reagan's decision.

After the president's hour-long meeting with 15 Republican
and Democratic congressional leaders, top national security
officials in the government met with reporters. Among them were
Secretary of State George Shultz; Defense Secretary Casper
Weinberger; national security adviser Frank C. Carlucci III;
Central Intelligence Agency Director William Webster; and the
chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Adm. William
Crowe.

Fitzwater acknowledged, however, that not one member of
Congress there spoke in favor of the president's tactics for
achieving those policy goals.

The president's defiant decision triggered a renewal in
Congress of efforts to apply the War Powers Act to his Persian Gulf
policy. Sen. Brock Adams, D-Wash., narrowly won the Foreign
Relations Committee's approval - on a strict party-line vote - of a
bill that would invoke the restrictions of the act within two days
after the escorting begins.

In the unlikely event that the bill should become law, the
president could run the Kuwaiti-escort operation for only 60 days
unless Congress approved an extension.

 

*****

 

Friday July 3

I took liberty yesterday to attend the ship's party at
ASU. It was the first day of the party, which will span two days in
order that all personnel will have an opportunity to attend. It was
pretty nice, really.

A huge buffet table was set up on the patio in back of the
ASU building. Among the culinary offerings were some familiar
favorites: soyburgers, baked beans, etc.

I got to the party pretty early and took a table on the
patio to wait for the buffet to begin. While I waited, I got a big
laugh. A couple of Black guys from the ship came out on the patio
and walked along the food table, surveying it's contents. Neither
one of the fellows spoke until near the end of the table. Then one
of them looked at the other and said, "The watermelon sure looks
good." I had to laugh.

Today was quite a dog and pony show. The Fox had the
pleasure and honor of hosting some dignified guests: Ambassador
Zakhem, the U.S. Ambassador to Bahrain; Admiral Bernsen, Commander
of the Mideast Task Force; and the United States House of
Representatives Armed Forces Committee, headed by Rep. Les
Aspin.

We rolled out the red carpet, so to speak, for the event.
Several side boys were chosen - myself among them. The side boys
put on their best dress white uniforms, and took up positions on
either side of the brow to salute the dignitaries as they
arrived.

A Boatswain's Mate was included in the ranks of the side
boys so he could pipe attention when someone important walked up
the brow.

It all reminded me of how a basketball team comes onto the
court. But much less rowdy.

At any rate, the group of VIPs met with Captain Mathis in
the ward room for some time. Afterward, the crew was invited to go
out on the flight deck and meet his State Representative (assuming
your state was represented in the delegation). It just so happens
that Representative Larry Hopkins, R-Kentucky, was on
board.

 

Not only is Mr. Hopkins from my hometown of Lexington,
Ky., but I had met him twice before.

I worked for a number of years as a bartender for
Hall's Restaurant on Main Street in Lexington. A co-worker of mine
named Greg Tindle, armed with a degree in Public Administration,
left the restaurant to take a position on Mr. Hopkins' staff.
Shortly thereafter, I met Mr. Hopkins through Greg.

On another occasion, I was putting in a few extra
hours working for a caterer. The company needed a few additional
bartenders to serve the guests at a Symphony Pops concert in
Fayette Mall. While I was mixing drinks for the show patrons, Larry
Hopkins came up to my bar and ordered a drink.

But a politician meets so many people, I couldn't
expect Mr. Hopkins to remember a lowly bartender who had met him
only briefly. And of course, he didn't. But Larry and I had a good
chat nonetheless.

 

The flight deck was divided into several sections, and a
sign declaring the name of each state which was represented was
hung on the safety nets. I went out and stood by the "Kentucky"
sign and waited for the congressman to arrive. I was all
alone.

When Mr. Hopkins arrived I introduced myself. He asked me
where I was from. I told him Lexington. He said, really? That's
where I'm from. I told him I knew that, and that I had met him
there twice before.

We talked about the Persian Gulf. We talked about the
intense heat in this part of the world. We talked of home. When it
was time for the VIP party to depart, he asked me if I had a
message for my family that he could deliver for me.

"Yes, sir," I said, "I do. Tell my mother and father that
I love them, and that I'm okay."

 

Some weeks later, I received a letter from my parents.
My father said in the letter that although he disagrees with Mr.
Hopkins on many political issues, he had decided that as a person,
Larry was okay.

Mr. Hopkins had indeed called my parents to relay my
message. Mom and Dad were both excited to hear my words, and very
grateful to the congressman for delivering them.

Mr. Hopkins even mailed his USS Fox ball cap (which he
had received as a gift from Captain Mathis) to my
father.

 

Monday July 6

I had liberty again on the fourth. Independence day, and
here I am in the Mideast. Anyway, we heard rumors again that there
was a casino somewhere in Manama. So I went on liberty, and took
with me $50 for gambling and $20 for drinking. Ken and I got a cab
and asked the driver about a casino. "Oh, yes. There is a casino in
the Hilton Hotel." Well, take us there, damnit!

No. There is no casino in the Hilton. There are no casinos
anywhere in Bahrain. It is strictly forbidden. What we were
experiencing was a language problem. Apparently, "casino" means
"bar" in Bahrain. And the Hilton did, in fact, have a
bar.

So we just kicked around town all day. And I spent the
entire $70 on partying. So much for my savings plan.

Yesterday I had duty. But I managed to take a few hours
off to take a liberty boat to ASU to get a new ID card made, since
I made second class and needed my card updated to reflect my new
pay grade.

This morning we are underway for CPGE. There are no port
stops planned for the remainder of the month.

We had GQ drills and abandon ship practice today. And
finally, the X.O. pulled his head out of his ass. This note was in
the Plan of the Day: "UNIFORM: Due to the extremely adverse
environmental conditions of the Persian Gulf, the enlisted working
uniform underway will be either a clean tee shirt or dungaree shirt
with dungaree trousers. Bridge watch standers are required to be in
full dungaree uniform with white hats. Underway, clean tee shirts
and dungarees is an acceptable uniform for quarters. Full dungaree
uniform is required for all Sea and Anchor Details. The above
uniform policy is designed for Persian Gulf OPS only and is
implemented as a health and comfort item."

The change won't make us as comfortable as the sailors on
the LaSalle, who are dressed in shorts. But it's a step in the
right direction. A thermometer that Bill Tryon had placed in the
shade outside read 108 degrees today.

 

Wednesday July 8

We transited the strait today to rendezvous with a supply
ship and pick up a part for the 48C radar. But instead of calling
GQ at noon, as we usually do, we did it at 2010. That's good for
me, because it meant that my sleep wasn't interrupted (for a
change). You should have heard the day shift bitch about losing
sleep tonight.

Jesus! They have no idea.

 

While on deployment, warships routinely receive radio
messages which keep us updated on current events back home. These
messages are posted in the mess line for all hands to read if they
wish. The following message was dated 16 July:

 

SUBJ: Public affairs - media feedback no. 4
(reflagging)

 

1. ABC World News Tonight aired the following Persian Gulf
escorting story on July 15. Quote:

 

Peter Jennings: Senate Democrats today gave up their fight
to delay the reflagging of those Kuwaiti tankers. And American
ships and planes are scheduled to escort the first of the tankers
under an American flag sometime next week.

As that day approaches, American officials say they are
seeing some disturbing signs from Iran.

Here's ABC's John McWethy.

John McWethy: U.S. intelligence sources tell ABC News that
for the first time in years Iran has been flying aerial combat
exercises near the Strait of Hormuz, using half a dozen F-4
fighters to practice intercepting other planes. Of additional
concern, there are indicators that Iran may have moved several of
its few remaining F-14 fighters to the strait, as well. All the
planes appear to be operating from the airfield shown in this
satellite photograph called Bandar Abbas.

The F-14s are of particular concern to the U.S. because
they are capable of carrying the long-range Phoenix Missile.
Intelligence analysts say that Iran may have a few of these
American-made air-to-air missiles that are still functional. If so,
they could pose a threat from more than 60 miles away to American
planes flying from aircraft carriers on escort duty.

One other factor. Over the last few weeks, intelligence
analysts have watched Iran build additional sites for its
Chinese-made Silkworm anti-ship missiles. Officials suspect Iran is
planning to play a shell game with its missiles, moving them from
site to site to keep an adversary off balance.

Back in Washington, Arms Services Committee Chairman Les
Aspin announced yesterday that the first reflagged Kuwaiti tankers
will be escorted by American ships through the Strait of Hormuz
next Wednesday. Aspin's announcement, which came just as Congress
was defending itself in the Iran-Contra hearings against charges of
leaking to the press, drew immediate criticism from the White
House, which said the date was classified. Though Aspin said it was
not classified, Administration officials say they're going to
change the day of the first escort just to keep Iran off
guard.

John McWethy, ABC News, the State Department.
Unquote.

 

2. Atlanta Constitution
ran the following Jim Stewart story on Navy escort rehearsals
on 15 July. Quote:

 

(Headline) U.S. WARSHIPS FINISH REHEARSALS FOR ESCORT OF
KUWAITI OIL TANKERS

WASHINGTON - U.S. warships in the Persian Gulf have
completed three dress rehearsals for their role as escorts for
Kuwaiti oil tankers flying the American flag, the Pentagon said
Tuesday.

"We believe we are essentially ready," said Defense
Department Spokesman Robert Sims… .

Detailed sessions to practice how the convoys will proceed
down the 600-mile-long gulf were carried out using the Middle East
Task Force command ship LaSalle as a stand-in for the
tankers.

Fighters and attack planes from the aircraft carrier USS
Constellation in the nearby Gulf of Oman, along with AWACS
surveillance planes from Saudi Arabia, flew practice missions over
the dress rehearsals. Communication between the aircraft and
escorting warships was checked during the dry runs, Sims said… .
Unquote.

 

3. The Philadelphia
Inquirer, on 16 July, ran the following on the
anti-mining efforts in Kuwait. Quote:

 

(Headline) IRAN MINES STILL IN GULF NEAR KUWAITI OIL
STATION

DUBAI, UNITED ARAB EMIRATES - Iranian mines are still
anchored across the shipping entrance to Kuwait's largest oil
terminal, which might further delay U.S. plans to escort reflagged
Kuwaiti vessels through the Persian Gulf, according to Western
military and shipping officials.

The channel leading to the Al Ahmadi terminal - five miles
wide and 77 feet deep - must be cleared because it is the only
route that can accommodate the 401,382-ton super-tanker Al-Rekkah,
scheduled to be the first reflagged ship escorted in the gulf by
the U.S. Navy. The vessel draws 74 feet when fully
loaded.

In Washington, Pentagon sources told the Associated Press
that an 18-man U.S. Navy demolition diving team was ready to begin
a sweep of the channel. One source said yesterday that the
operation "could start as early as today."

The Pentagon sources said the Navy team would operate from
small Kuwaiti patrol boats. Saudi Arabia has agreed to accept the
responsibility "of maintaining a clear channel" once the Navy team
completes its work, added one source.

A month ago, U.S. experts detected 10 to 12 mines in the
channel. On Tuesday, it was disclosed that the mines were still in
place, the first indication that unresolved military obstacles in
the Northern Gulf - not just political and bureaucratic hassles in
Washington - were holding up the U.S. escort operation…
.

The fact that the channel mines had not been disposed of
more than a month after they were detected underlines Iran's
ability to disrupt shipping despite the growing armada of Western
and Soviet ships patrolling the gulf.

In March, Tehran began mining the Northern Gulf in a bid
to disrupt oil exports from Kuwait, a moderate Arab Sheikdom and
staunch ally of Iraq in its nearly 7-year-old war with
Iran.

Shipping sources said they fear the mines much more than
most other weapons in Iran's skimpy arsenal, because the explosive
charges can rip huge gashes in a tanker below its waterline and
sink it in minutes.

The mines, packed with an estimated 1,000 pounds of high
explosives, are anchored to the sea bottom on stainless steel
cables at varying depths, said one knowledgeable gulf shipping
executive.

Since late March, five tankers have struck mines,
including one American-operated ship hit June 19 as it shuttled
Kuwaiti crude from Al-Ahmadi to a transshipment point just outside
the entrance to the Gulf. Unquote.

 

4. The Washington Times
reported new threats by Iran on 16 July. Quote:

 

(Headline) IRAN THREATENS TO SEIZE ANY PORTS MADE
AVAILABLE TO U.S. WARSHIPS

KUWAIT - Iran threatened yesterday to attack and seize any
Persian Gulf ports made available to U.S. warships, which are
expected to begin escorting Kuwaiti tankers under U.S. flags next
week.

The head of Kuwait's oil tanker fleet told the Associated
Press he expects a Kuwaiti vessel to reach the mouth of the gulf
Tuesday and join a supertanker already waiting there. They are to
hoist American flags and be given a U.S. Navy escort.

Iraq said its warplanes bombed Iranian offshore oil fields
for the second straight day, sending world oil prices up another
half dollar. The neighboring gulf nations have been at war since
September 1980.

Iran's official Islamic Republic News Agency quoted
Parliament Speaker Ali-Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani telling commanders
of the Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps in Tehran on Tuesday that
"we will take American captives with their hands on their heads to
prisoner-of-war camps" if U.S. ships intervene in the
gulf.

Mr. Rafsanjani, addressing Arab nations in the region,
declared, "If you put your bases or ports at the disposal of the
United States, we would capture them, and we would regard their
seizure as being from America rather than from a neighboring
state."

Another Iran dispatch quoted Revolutionary Guards Deputy
Commander Ali Shamkhani as saying the followers of revolutionary
leader Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini would attack the U.S. warships.
"We would try as much as possible not to destroy them but to seize
them intact to strengthen Iran's naval potential," he
said.

Revolutionary Guards use Iranian islands in the gulf as
bases for attacking ships in fast gunboats… . Unquote.

 

I remember vividly, standing in line to eat dinner,
and reading news stories like that. It made me wonder how I could
be so bored, when without warning, I could be the next victim of
some rag head terrorist attack. I was scared. Very
scared.

And I think, honestly, we all were. But we just didn't
talk about that. Sure, we talked about the Iranians, and the
political situation, and our own orders. It was clear that the Fox
was going to play a major role in this escort business. And it was
also clear that it would be a dangerous mission.

But did we admit to being frightened? No. I think that
would have hurt us. It's okay to be
scared, but not to admit it.

And so, none of us did. We'd relieve the tension by
joking about it. There were many times when general quarters would
be called unexpectedly. I'd show up in missile plot half dressed
and half awake, along with the rest of the night crew. The day crew
was already on station, of course. Colin would nonchalantly break
out the life jackets and gas masks, while Shawn ran around the work
center madly screaming, "We're going to die! We're going to
die!"

Colin would shake his head, which is as about as
excited as he ever got. And we'd all laugh with Shawn as he cackled
wildly.

It was a joke. It was meant to be funny. And no one
ever mentioned that dying was indeed, a possibility. But we all
knew it was. And we all laughed at Shawn as he lie on the deck,
writhing in pain as if he'd just been hit by debris from a missile
tearing through our bulkhead. It was funny. And it was a necessary
release for the genuine fear we all felt.

Today, as I think back on those tense moments when an
enemy plane or ship had a fire control radar locked on us, I always
think of Shawn. I always remember laughing when I wanted to scream.
I always remember smiling when I wanted to cry. I always remember
Shawn, seemingly taking it all in stride.

Shawn got me through a summer of hell with a smile on
my face. It wasn't until we left the gulf that I was able to repay
and comfort him in some small way. Because it wasn't until we
arrived in Diego Garcia that Shawn nearly suffered a nervous break
down.

 

Thursday July 16

We went back through the strait on the 9th. We were at
anchor in Bahrain on the 12th to install some new sophisticated
communications gear which links us directly with the White
House.

Hump day (the day which marks the half-way point in this
cruise) was the 14th. And yesterday we had yet another exciting
flight deck picnic.

I had decided to sleep through the picnic. After all, what
difference does it make if you eat soyburgers at noon on the flight
deck, or eat them for leftovers at midrats?

So I went to bed after I got off work at 0800.

At about 1300, while I was sound asleep, I was
awakened.

"Markus," I thought I heard someone say while I slept in
my pit.

"Maaarkuuuus," I thought I heard again.

I became semi-conscious and asked, "what?"

"Markus. Wake up." I recognized Shawn's voice. "The
captain put the whale boat in the water."

That could only mean one thing. Cold beer. And Shawn knew
I wouldn't want to miss out.

I got up and put on a pair of shorts and a tee shirt. Then
I headed straight for the accommodation ladder. Sure as shit, there
was the master-at-arms with a trash can full of beer on ice. And
the whale boat was at the bottom of the ladder.

I savored every sip.

And when I went back to the flight deck, I got an even
bigger surprise. There were no soyburgers. Instead, the mess cooks
were serving T-Bone steaks.

But the party is over. And it's back to business as
usual.

 

Saturday July 18

The captain put out our new schedule today. We are
supposed to escort some tankers to Kuwait on the 22nd. It will be a
three day transit; and five reporters will be aboard Fox for the
trip.

We'll leave the Persian Gulf on the 22nd of August. Then
enjoy a port visit in Australia from the 7th to the 13th of
September.

Next will come some South China Sea operations with the
Japanese Navy. And finally, home to San Diego.

What? No stop in the Philippines? I sure hope that
changes. I've been counting on going back there.

We're expecting a mail call tomorrow.

We expect to set GQ to transit the Strait of Hormuz
tonight at 2030.

 

Sunday July 19

GQ was set at 2245 vice 2030. We were waiting to meet with
the USS Reeves, who has our mail. She never showed up. So we're in
the Gulf of Oman, and our fucking mail is in the Persian Gulf.
Great!

The reporters will embark on Monday at 0500.

We anchored this morning off the coast of Al
Fujairah.

 

Wednesday July 22

To describe the events of the next three days, I turn
now from my personal journal to the news media. Operation Earnest
Will received extremely wide press coverage, due to the fact that a
news pool accompanied the convoy on the mission.

In relating the events of the 22nd through the 24th of
July I will quote two sources. The first is the
Lexington Herald
Leader. The Herald Leader ran several
stories during the convoy mission, based largely on reports filed
by Mark Thompson aboard the USS Fox for Knight-Ridder News
Service.

Secondly, I will draw extensively from a transcript of
an ABC news radio story by John
Baskin (technical advice by Tim McWilliams).

 

*****

 

Lexington
Herald Leader July
22:

U.S. NAVY ESCORT FORCE
SAILING INTO

WORLD'S RISKIEST
WATERWAY

Associated Press

NICOSIA, Cypress - U.S. warships and the re-flagged
Kuwaiti tankers they escort will sail what has become the world's
riskiest stretch of water in one of the Navy's most disputed
operations.

A high-tech force of missile warships, combat planes and
airborne radar systems has been assembled to counter the threat of
Iranian attacks in the Persian Gulf, where Iran and Iraq have been
at war since September 1980.

More than 300 ships have been attacked by both combatants
and more than 100 seamen killed.

Many congressmen oppose the administration's decision to
intervene in the gulf to help Kuwait, fearing the United States
will be drawn into the war.

Kuwait is Iraq's neighbor at the northern end of the gulf.
Iran accuses the emirate of receiving shipments of arms for Iraq,
whose ports have been closed almost since the war began.

Iran has made regular attacks since last September on
ships owned by or serving Kuwait and says it will not stop because
of American flags and U.S. warships.

It claims to have assembled an "unprecedented naval force"
of more than 80 warships, armed hovercraft, gunboats, helicopter
gunships and attack planes to confront the U.S. Navy.

The American task force has 15 warships in or near the
gulf, including the aircraft carrier Constellation with its force
of warplanes. Also in the fleet are air defense cruisers of the
Ticonderoga class, which carry anti-aircraft missiles and Phalanx
close-quarter guns that fire 3,000 rounds a minute.

At the outset of the 500-mile run to Kuwait's Al-Ahmadi
oil terminal is the 44-mile-wide Strait of Hormuz at the Persian
Gulf's southern end, with the threat of Silkworm anti-ship missiles
on the Iranian shore.

Air cover from the Constellation will concentrate over
Hormuz. Fighters will be aided by U.S.-built AWACS reconnaissance
aircraft that will spot any attempt to scramble by Iran's badly
depleted air force.

Once past the horseshoe-shaped strait, convoys face
possible attack by Iranian missile frigates and by helicopter
gunships.

Perhaps the greatest danger is from Iran's Revolutionary
Guards. The followers of revolutionary Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini
have made human-wave ground attacks on Iraqi lines and now man
speedboats in the gulf.

 

*****

 

John
Baskin's ABC Radio Report:

Narrator: Welcome to the
Persian Gulf. We're going to spend the next half hour with the
first naval escort of reflagged tankers.

A team of American reporters has been invited to watch
what the navy calls "Operation Earnest Will."

Our trip begins in the middle of the night, off the coast
of an Arab state that doesn't want to be identified. This is one
choppy introduction to the gulf of Oman. The black and green
tugboat we're riding on is pitching and rolling in this black,
pitch black gulf of Oman, as huge waves of water come spilling over
the side, soaking us and our bags.

Soon we're aboard the USS Fox, a guided missile cruiser;
and sailors are stowing gear, and falling in for the morning
muster.

In the wardroom - coffee and rolls, and a welcome from
Captain William Mathis.

 

Mathis: Okay, I'd like to
welcome you aboard. The Fox is at your disposal for the next few
days. We also are going to have you rotated through several general
quarters spaces while we're at GQ and we'll be at GQ fairly long
going through the silkworm envelope. The silkworm arc, as you know,
most of you are familiar with that, is a fifty mile arc that
extends out from the site up in the Strait of Hormuz.

 

Narrator: As captain of the
ship, he can use his force against those missiles if he senses what
the pentagon calls, "hostile intent."

 

Mathis: Hostile intent could
mean that an aircraft is flying on attack profile. He's bearing in
on me at 500 knots. Jesus, what's this guy doing? If I don't know
what he's doing, and he continues to come, that certainly describes
to me that he is up to something that doesn't portend good things
for me.

 

Narrator: Sensing hostile
intent before an actual launch can be tricky.

 

Mathis: I don't have a magic
ball or a crystal that can tell me when those guys are going to
launch, and when they're going to shoot at us, at somebody -
whether it's me or somebody in the straits. I don't know. I just
have to put all the pieces together in a really bad puzzle that we
work with on a daily basis out here, and try to come up with the
best solution to that puzzle.

 

Narrator: The USS Fox is
joined in this mission by the USS Kidd, a destroyer, and the USS
Crommelin, a frigate. The Fox, out of San Diego, provides long
range protection.

 

Mathis: Well, we contribute
probably a great deal more than any ship they've got in this battle
group. We have a longer range missile system and detection system
than the other ships that will be in the escort group.

 

Narrator: How long is
it?

 

Mathis: It's long enough for
any threat in the gulf. We have, of course, CIWS; we have Harpoon;
we have a 5" 54 gun mount. We're a heavily armed ship, a very
heavily armed ship.

 

Narrator: The captain said
the threat in the gulf extends beyond the missiles around the
Strait of Hormuz.

 

Mathis: Well, we have the
Iranian Navy, okay, which includes patrol boats and regular navy
ships. Additionally, you have in the Iranian inventory, speed
boats. They're the small boat attacks that you've been reading
about, with the RPGs and the small arms fire. Those are the guys
that are coming in at night and attacking the unescorted tankers
and other ships in the gulf.

 

Narrator: And those small
boats are everywhere.

 

Mathis: You'll see going up
on the transit just how many boats there are in this little lake
that we're going to be transiting. There's lots and lots of speed
boats. They cross our bow; they cross our stern; they come up
alongside of us. Couple weeks ago we had a boat come right at us,
hell bent for leather. And we went to defensive measures. And this
guy came up and, God, you just couldn't tell what he had in that
boat. But he had something in the boat that didn't look right. And
we were just about ready to open up on him; and it turned out he
had a load of goats and he wanted some gasoline.

 

Narrator: Captain Mathis is
aware of the violent rhetoric coming from Iran these days, and he
says you cannot ignore it.

 

Mathis: Hey, I take every
threat that they give while I'm operating up here with this crew
and these restricted waters very seriously. The fundamentalists are
unpredictable.

 

Narrator: Another reporter
asked, "What about the mines in the gulf?"

 

Mathis: I do not know that
they have been cleared. I do not think they've been
cleared.

 

Narrator: With that the
captain left - and weighed anchor, leaving us to explore the good
ship Fox.

 

[A whistle blows, signifying that the ship has gotten
underway.]

 

Narrator: Here in the gulf
of Oman, which is South of the Persian Gulf and South of the Strait
of Hormuz there are literally dozens of tankers sitting like dead
ducks in the water. The water here is a deep, rich royal blue -
very clear, very stunning. And it's dotted as far as you can see to
the horizon with tankers, everywhere.

Captain Mathis, the captain of the USS Fox says this is a
pretty hostile environment for sea duty. He wasn't talking about
the weapons threat from Iran, but about the weather, the
climate.

It gets between 115 and 120 degrees here during the day,
cooling off to maybe 100 at night. And the humidity is always above
90 percent. You are soggy from the moment you set foot on the USS
Fox.

The first evening aboard, the captain briefed reporters on
the escort mission, pointing out on a map the route and the
dangers.

 

Mathis: What I've tried to
pick on here I'll explain as I go through. First of all, the green
indicates the track we're going to be taking, and the red arcs
indicate the silkworm sites.

 

Narrator: The most dangerous
areas will be tackled in daylight, hoping to avoid what happened to
the USS Stark - being mistaken for another ship.

 

Mathis: Again, daylight is
real good because if the Iraqis come down and they see this gaggle,
they can't mistake us for anybody else. Three navy gray ships
surrounding two big tankers, it's hard to say, "Oh, I made a
mistake."

 

Narrator: The captain's map
was spotted with all the high-risk trouble zones along the
way.

 

Mathis: All these little
marks here indicate either oil platforms, buoys, places where small
boats can hide, narrow, confined waters - it's a real hair ball up
here.

 

Narrator: Having assessed
the total threat in the Persian Gulf, it now boils down to
this:

 

Mathis: I consider the two
major threats in this operation are:

#1 - the mines, and #2 - the small boats.

 

Narrator: Especially the
speed boats, known as "bog-hammers," that can do 50
knots.

 

Mathis: Needle boats,
cigarette boats, just like in Miami Vice, can carry 1000 pounds of
explosives, can carry rocket launchers, recoilless rifles, all the
stuff for harassing. That's not going to stop these two [oil
tankers]. But they really can create a lot of havoc and hate and
discontent. And if they start a fire, that's a big deal.

 

Narrator: But worse than the
small boats are unseen mines. This convoy has no protection against
mines.

 

Mathis: If you look at this
area here, these big heavy tankers are pretty confined on either
side how far they can go without running into something here. And
that's not much different than a channel. So it doesn't take a
rocket scientist to say, "Hey, they may be sweeping these mines up
here, but that doesn't mean that's the end of my mines." So I'm
really worried about this strip of water here.

 

Narrator: Captain David
Yonkers, the Commodore of the escort told us we would be within a
mile of the Iranian war zone; but he didn't think we'd see any
silkworm missiles.

 

Yonkers: If they were to
launch one, that would probably be the last one.

 

Narrator: And what about the
mine threat in the Persian Gulf?

 

Yonkers: Right today, there
are no mines anywhere along the way.

 

Narrator: It was an
assessment that proved later to be wrong. But he acknowledged
there's little he can do about it anyway.

 

Yonkers: We do not have any
mine-sweeping capabilities directly associated with us here. How do
we deal with it? We deal with it by the lookouts on the forcastle
looking ahead.

 

*****

 

Lexington
Herald Leader July
22:

U.S. WARSHIPS BEGIN
MISSION IN PERSIAN GULF

U.S. ships escorting Kuwaiti
tankers have orders

to shoot at first sign of
attack

By David Hess

Knight-Ridder News Service

WASHINGTON - American warships, bristling with missiles,
began their historic Persian Gulf mission last night with two
U.S.-flagged Kuwaiti tankers.

The Navy is under orders from President Reagan to shoot at
the first sign of attack.

The convoy, according to well-informed administration
officials, moved toward the Strait of Hormuz at the neck of the
Gulf of Oman under cover of darkness. It was to slip through the
narrow waters into the 600-mile-long petroleum-rich Persian Gulf at
daybreak there (about 10 p.m. EDT yesterday) to begin an operation
code-named "Earnest Will."

The deployment is the first of many, according to
administration officials, and marks the first time during peacetime
that foreign vessels have been re-registered under nominal American
ownership for the express purpose of obtaining U.S. Navy
protection.

Knight-Ridder correspondent Mark Thompson and Washington
Times correspondent James Dorsey, pool reporters aboard the guided
missile cruiser USS Fox, one of the escort ships, filed a dispatch
before the small convoy got under way describing the re-flagging
ceremony on one of the tankers.

According to the dispatch, Navy Capt. William W. Mathis,
the Fox's commanding officer, "sent an extra-large U.S. flag,
normally reserved for ceremonial display aboard his vessel, to the
(tanker) to replace the regular-size Kuwaiti standard. The holiday
banner flew above the freshly painted black stern of the rusting
tanker, formerly known as the Gas Al Minagish. The ship's stern was
emblazoned with its new name and new nominal home port of
Philadelphia."

 

*****

 

ABC Radio
Report:

1MC: General Quarters,
General Quarters. All hands man your battle stations!

 

Narrator: It's general
quarters now aboard the USS Fox. That means the Fox has just
crossed the perimeter of the Strait of Hormuz, or what the Captain
likes to call, "the silkworm envelope." The strait here is fifty
miles wide; the range of the silkworm missiles in Iran - fifty
miles. As long as we're in this envelope of the silkworm we will be
at general quarters, one hundred percent alert. That should last
for about eight hours.

 

Mathis on the 1MC: Hi, this
is the Captain. Well done on general quarters. Four minutes manned
and ready, zebra set throughout the ship. That's very good, gents.
We have rounds loaded to the trays in the Five Inch, missiles on
the rail in assembly down in the missile house, all fifty calibres
are manned, loaded, and ready to go.

 

Narrator: Up on the bridge,
Soviet ship's are sighted. And the Executive Officer, Charlie
Hamilton, tells reporters what to do if the ship gets
hit.

 

Hamilton: If you are forced
to go into the water, from the side of the ship for example, we
would ask that you step to the side of the rail at the lowest point
on the ship, look for a clear spot on the water, legs together. We
recommend that you cross your palms and place them close to your
waist area.

 

Narrator: This is the CIC.
It's behind the bridge on the ship; and it's where the captain
would come if there's trouble, if the ship is under attack. This is
where the naval war is fought from, down here, with these men
peering in the dark, into their screens and their
scopes.

 

Mathis: I can get
information on every part of the ship, right here. I've got all the
communications circuits I need to talk to any of my officers in
command of the departments. All of the sensor data flows to this
spot. The electronics warfare data, the weapons systems data over
here, of course all the air and surface picture. My bridge
communicates with me right here on this 21MC;, and my engineer
communicates with me right there.

 

Narrator: Captain Mathis is
in his command chair. About three or four dozen skilled operators
are at their radar controls watching a couple of F-4s, launched
from a base in Iran. Watching them as they came directly toward the
convoy, and then turning north and away from the convoy. The USS
Kidd, one of the other naval ships in this escort, interrogated the
plane and then gave it a warning.

And all eyes here are still on the radar monitor, to
determine exactly the intention, if they can, of these fighter
planes from Iran.

 

CIC
conversation:

Mathis: Is that one of our
guys? Or is that an F-4? Did he squawk anything?

 

Anonymous: He's squawking
right now.

 

Mathis: Has Kidd got
him?

 

Anonymous: F-4 aircraft,
bearing 005, 54 nautical miles, heading 131, speed 430.

 

Mathis: He's thirty miles
from us. He's only about twenty miles from Kidd.

 

Narrator: How far out can
you see with these instruments?

 

Anonymous: With our air
assets, we can see within a range of at least 250 miles around
us.

 

Narrator: In CIC, Lt. Mike
Sharf explains the air contact, pointing to a radar
screen.

 

Sharf: There's the F-4
that's sitting up there. That's an unknown symbol up
here.

 

Narrator: How many 14s and
how many 4s?

 

Sharf: Right now there are,
there were three F-4s in the vicinity. There were three F-14s
escorting the FP-3.

 

Narrator: And how close did
they get?

 

Sharf: One F-4 got with 15
nautical miles of the F-14. He was warned off and took off right
away. That gives you some kind of indication of what you're seeing.
Kind of like a big Atari game.

 

Narrator: Talking to the
various crew members aboard the USS Fox, at their battle stations
now during general quarters, you get a sense that they're not
really afraid of this journey. Either through the strait, or all
the way up in the Persian Gulf. Many of them have been here before.
Many times before. This vessel has been through the strait 14
times. This is its 15th voyage.

And as one seaman told me, "Hey, it's a job that's got to
be done. And we're probably the best suited to do it."

They're intensely proud of their job, of this ship, and of
their mission. There is a threat of missiles and mines and speed
boats, and airplanes out there of course; but the Captain and his
men take it in stride, thinking that nothing really serious is
going to happen.

 

Mathis on the 1MC: The
transit through the strait and down now into the central Persian
Gulf has been fairly benign. We are starting to pick up some
merchant traffic coming up from the Gulf.

We've had very little air traffic. We do have the Cardiff
in the area - the British warship, Cardiff. And her helicopter is
going to be in the air here very shortly; and we'll be working with
her.

We have no hostile air indications; and we have very
little Iranian air activity. So it's been a very quiet transit,
which I'm sure we're all thankful for. And we should be securing
here in about an hour and one half.

 

[General Quarters is secured by a whistle over the
1MC.]

 

Narrator: Channel 16 blares
away on the bridge. It's a foreign merchant ship. And a small boat
is sighted.

 

Foreign ship on radio: 6740
appears to be making a run on us now, over.

 

Fox on radio: Roger,
understand. 6740 appears to be making a run in. Course and speed,
over.

 

Narrator: Another boat is
sighted, crossing our path.

 

Fox on radio: This is US
Navy warship sending you flashing lights. Request your
identification, over.

 

Boat on radio: Warship, this
is the Casalina. This is the Casalina. Tug boat supply boat,
over.

 

Fox on radio: This is US
Navy vessel 33, roger. Be advised my formation of five ships is
coming right to course 255 at speed 17 in three minutes,
over.

 

[The ship's horn sounds three times.]

 

Narrator: That's the warning
horn here, aboard the USS Fox. Dead ahead in the water, a couple of
lights. Can't make it out, it's pitch black out there. Lookouts
here on the bridge peering through binoculars, lookouts on the
railing trying to find out what's going on because we are going
dead ahead into whatever is in front of us. The ship now is turning
very quickly to the left. And this small vessel, it appears, is
remaining exactly where it was - on a collision course, if we
hadn't turned, with the USS Fox.

 

1MC: General Quarters,
General Quarters. All hands man your battle stations!

 

Narrator: For the second
time today, the crew of the USS Fox is at battle stations. And it's
night out. It's very difficult to see what, if anything, is coming
at you. The reason for this unusual, second general quarters call
of the day is an island called, Abamusa. It's an island that
normally serves as a haven, we're told, for speed boats that can
come out at night and terrorize tankers and attack them. Normally,
US vessels and tankers keep their distance from Abamusa - at least
20 miles away. Tonight, we'll be 14 miles away. The reason: the
water is deeper closer to the island, and the two huge supertankers
being escorted to Kuwait need very deep water.

Night time on the bridge of an American warship, at battle
stations, is a little hard to describe. The lights, as you might
expect, are turned out. And this bridge, which is a fairly large
room, perhaps 40 or 50 feet long, and 15 feet wide is filled with
men. Most of them are wearing headsets and are running back and
forth shouting data to the officer of the deck and to the
captain.

Between shouting information, they're scribbling
information on lighted boards, peering into amber colored screens,
looking at amber colored dials, trying not to run into each other,
trying to give the captain of this ship every bit of updated
information they can, to help him get them through the night
safely.

 

Narrator: This escort
mission is nothing new to the Navy. Rear Admiral Harold Bernsen
says they've been escorting U.S.-flagged ships ever since Iran
boarded an American President Lines vessel in early
1986.

 

Bernsen: So we've been in
the business of escorting for well over a year and a half
now.

 

Narrator: Bernsen says that
US presence in the gulf is not provocative.

 

Bernsen: We're not out here
to confront Iran.

 

Narrator: And he doesn't
think Iran wants any trouble, either.

 

Bernsen: I don't personally
think, despite the rhetoric in Tehran, that the Iranians are much
interested in a confrontation with the United States Navy. For a
very, very good reason. Iran's life blood revolves around the Gulf.
Any real blow up in the Gulf, that would bring us into the Gulf in
great force, looking for bear, would be to their
disadvantage.

 

Narrator: And he says the
silkworm missile could do just that.

 

Bernsen: I think one thing
we have to keep in mind is, once you use a silkworm, and you've
thrown a 1000 pound warhead over the Strait of Hormuz, which might
or might not hit a US warship, or it might hit a large tanker, if
it does hit something it's going to do a tremendous amount of
damage. It's not going to be a small bullet hole in the side of the
ship. It's probably going to sink the ship, if it successfully hits
it. That, in my view, would be a rather serious escalation of the
war. Interestingly enough, the Iranians have never sunk a ship out
here.

 

*****

 

Lexington
Herald Leader July
23:

U.S. WARSHIPS GUIDE
TANKERS INTO THE GULF

U.S. officials remain
uneasy

despite uneventful
journey

By David Hess

Knight-Ridder News Service

WASHINGTON - American warships led two U.S.-flagged
Kuwaiti tankers through the Strait of Hormuz, well within range of
potent Iranian missiles, and into the Persian Gulf yesterday
without incident, according to Pentagon officials… .

"We noted no hostile intent on the part of any ships or
aircraft in the area," said Pentagon spokesman Robert
Sims.

"There was normal patrol activity by Iranian aircraft.
None of the operations we saw were significantly different from
their normal patrol operations."

Even so, Sims admitted, U.S. military strategists were
jittery as the small task group bent its way around the Omani
peninsula through the narrow strait within easy striking distance
of Iran's Silkworm missile bases… .

The naval ships - including the cruiser USS Fox, destroyer
USS Kidd, and frigate USS Crommelin - formed a modified
diamond-shaped screen around the two tankers, Bridgeton and Gas
Prince, maneuvering as needed to put themselves between the
merchant vessels and potential enemy threats… .

At the White House, officials expressed relief that the
first and potentially most perilous phase of President Reagan's
reflagging operation had proceeded without a hitch.

But they still fretted about other perils, such as
Iranian-sponsored acts of terrorism against civilians or suicidal
gunboat assaults against the U.S. naval ships.

"I'll admit we're still worried about Iranian retaliation
against non-military targets, especially in the Arab states around
the gulf rim," said one White House official. "We're advising our
people out there, as well as our friends, to be extra
careful."

Rep. Les Aspin, D-Wis., chairman of the House Armed
Services Committee and an outspoken critic of the reflagging
policy, expressed essentially the same concern in an interview
yesterday on Cable News Network.

By proceeding with the policy, he said, "the risk from
Iran feeling that they must respond in some way is very, very
great, but they probably will not go after the Navy ships or
tankers… but after something with no fingerprints on it - bombing
an embassy like they did in Beirut."

In Tehran yesterday, the Islamic news agency quoted
Iranian President Ali Khamenei as threatening to "strike blows to
the ominous (U.S.-Kuwaiti) alliance as we deem
necessary."

Khamenei was not specific, but he did criticize the U.N.
Security Council's adoption Tuesday of a resolution calling for a
cease-fire and negotiated settlement of the nearly 7-year-old war…
.

The Iranian government has protested the reflagging and
charged that it violates the spirit and intent of the cease-fire
resolution by enabling the United States to provide military
support to Iraq's allies.

At the State Department, spokesman Charles Redman called
the Iranian charge "absolutely untrue" and insisted that the
convoying operation was "purely defensive (and) protective. We're
sailing alongside of some commercial, non-belligerent vessels as
they attempt to ply international waters."

 

*****

 

ABC Radio
Report:

Narrator: In the Combat
Information Center, Lt. Cmdr. Steve Johnson, the Operations
Officer, says we'll soon cross a "no go line" into hostile
territory.

 

Johnson: 27 degrees, 30
minutes north is the actual line where it's considered to be
hazardous to be north of there. Because…

 

Narrator: Who says
so?

 

Johnson: That's issued.
That's international, and it's issued to all shipping. It's in the
notice to mariners.

 

Narrator: Of particular
concern is Farsi island, a haven for speed boats that attack
tankers. We approach the danger zone at 0430. That means an early
reveille.

 

1MC: Reveille, reveille. All
hands heave out and trice up. The smoking lamp is lighted in all
authorized spaces. Reveille.

 

Narrator: In the ward room,
they're already setting the table for breakfast in advance of the
now familiar call to battle stations.

 

1MC: General Quarters,
General Quarters. All hands man your battle stations!

 

Mathis on the 1MC: This is
the captain. Good morning. We are in the 20 mile arc of Farsi
island. We're going up to 16 knots. We have no air contacts of
interest, nor do we have any surface contacts. If you were on the
bridge with me, you'd see that the horizon is virtually unlimited
and it's open. We intend to turn over the tankers at approximately
noon to the Kuwaitis. So we're on our last leg here. We've got
about eight more hours, and things look very good.

 

Narrator: The convoy starts
to pick up speed.

 

Anonymous on radio: The
Bridgeton and Gas Prince have been directed to increase speed to 16
knots. Adjust your speed accordingly, over.

 

Narrator: And Captain Mathis
says for some reason, other ships are staying clear. The traffic is
very light.

 

Mathis: It's lighter than
any of the transits I've made. We've seen very few merchant ships.
I think maybe 25 merchant ships total on this trip, which is about
1/3 of what we normally see.

 

*****

 

Lexington
Herald Leader July
24:

GULF CONVOY UNIMPEDED
SO FAR ON VOYAGE TO KUWAIT

Associated Press

MANAMA, Bahrain - Two Kuwaiti tankers moved northward
yesterday under the American flag and U.S. Navy escort through an
area between Iran and Saudi Arabia where Iranian speedboats have
attacked several merchant ships.

Iran's news agency quoted Foreign Minister Ali Akbar
Velayati as saying Kuwaiti oil was "prohibited goods," implying
that ships carrying it would be attacked, but Velayati said in West
Germany that Iran would not shoot first.

By sunset, the ships were in the last stage of their
500-mile voyage up the Persian Gulf from the Strait of Hormuz to
Kuwait's Al-Ahmadi oil terminal.

Sources following the convoy's progress said three
warships made the entire trip, and others from a nine-ship flotilla
in the gulf joined them from time to time.

Salvage officers in Dubai said their main concern was
mines in the Al-Ahmadi shipping channel, where at least four
vessels have been hit in recent months. American, Kuwaiti and Saudi
experts declared the channel safe after a mine-sweeping operation
last weekend.

 

*****

 

ABC Radio
Report

Narrator: And then in the
early morning light, a sound - a deep, exploding sound. And smoke,
over near the tanker, Bridgeton. Others saw it too.

 

Anonymous on radio: My
mobility is excellent. We observed a puff of white smoke and a loud
noise in the vicinity of [garbled radio noise interference]…
Possible mine hit, over.

 

Narrator: Possible mine hit.
Captain Mathis tells his men, "Keep your eyes on the water and look
close."

 

Bridgeton on radio: We're
coming to bare steerageway to evaluate damage, over.

 

Mathis: Hey, OOD, they're
coming to bare steerageway to evaluate damage, which is three knots
for them. Three knots.

 

Narrator: Mathis grabs his
binoculars for a closer look.

 

Mathis: The prop and the
rudder certainly look intact from here. The hull, I can't see
anything on the hull. We'll just have to wait until they do an
investigation. Both by the helo, and by the crew on the
Bridgeton.

 

Mathis on 1MC: This is the
captain. We're slowing down here to about three knots. The
Bridgeton has reported the possibility of hitting a mine. The
Crommelin's helo is over investigating the stern of the Bridgeton.
The screw area and the stern. And basically, we're in an
investigation mode right now. And waiting to see if, in fact, there
was a mine hit, or if it could be some other phenomenon. I will
keep you advised, over.

 

Narrator: Security here on
the USS Fox had been eased just slightly about ten minutes ago, to
condition yoke. That means most of the hatches had been opened up -
a sign that the danger threat had passed. Condition zebra has just
been reset on the main deck and below. That means on the main deck
and below, all hatches have been tightly sealed. That's because of
a possibility that one of the tankers has hit a mine and the
possibility that more mines lie ahead.

 

Officer of the deck: Object
in the water, 345 relative. Come right full rudder.

 

Narrator: Sightings of
objects in the water become more numerous.

 

Anonymous on radio: They
appear to be small, round objects. We're getting a better I.D.
now.

 

Narrator: But most are of no
concern.

 

Anonymous on radio: It
appears to be flotsam and debris on top of the water,
over.

 

Narrator: The Bridgeton
issues a damage report. It is a
mine.

 

Bridgeton on radio: We have
flooding in… a tank at the bow. It goes all the way from port to
starboard. We have flooding that filled, to sea level, one inner
port in about three minutes. We have gradual flooding in one port,
which is the outboard tank of one inner port, over.

 

Narrator: Captain William
Mathis of the USS Fox is about to advise his men of the situation
in the gulf. That situation being an apparent mine hit by one of
the tankers that he is escorting. The Boatswain's Mate is now
getting the attention of the men. Here's the captain:

 

Mathis on the 1MC: This is
the captain. An update on the damage that the Bridgeton took. She
is experiencing some flooding, forward and on her port side.
There's no appreciable impact on her mobility. And she is
compensating for list. It does appear that she struck a mine. And
we will just have to keep a very, very sharp lookout in these
waters as we get closer and closer to the actual war zone between
Iran and Iraq. And if you see anything suspicious in the water,
report it to the bridge or report it to the nearest lookout. We
can't be over-cautious. I'd rather get a lot of spurious and false
contacts up here, than suddenly decide it's time to start the
flooding detail. Everybody keep their eyes open. We've got about
seven hours left on the transit up. That's all.

 

Narrator: Captain, other
than spotting it with the human eye, can your sonar or radar be of
any use?

 

Mathis: No, not really. This
water is so shallow that my sonar is very ineffective in very
shallow water. The bottom reverberations just drown out the return
echo from sonar.

 

Narrator: So you're
depending solely on human…

 

Mathis: Human eyeball and
those helicopters. The helicopters are going to be working real
hard this morning, I can guarantee you.

 

Helicopter on radio:
Position 110 true. At 600 yards from Fox, over.

 

Fox on radio: Thank you.
Roger, out.

 

Narrator: A radio sighting
of a round object in the water, with spikes protruding from the
surface of the water. Men with rifles are on the bow of the Fox,
scanning the waters, looking for those round, spiked objects. And
if they spot this object, and if it is a mine, they will shoot at
it in order to try to detonate it.

 

Mathis: If it's a contact
type mine we'll destroy it with gunfire.

 

Narrator: Have you done that
before? Is that a pretty…

 

Mathis: We practice it all
the time. I've never destroyed a mine with gunfire.

 

Narrator: What type of guns
out there?

 

Mathis: I think he's got an
M-14. Well, let's see. That's a 60. He's got an M-60 machine
gun.

 

Narrator: You're going to be
sure you're going to destroy it.

 

Mathis: You bet. You
bet.

 

Narrator: If the Fox hit a
mine, the consequences could be grave.

 

Mathis: We're a lot smaller
than [the Bridgeton], and all of our vital machinery are close to
the hull. So, our engineering plant is down there below the water,
our vital machinery is down there below the water line. It would do
a bit of damage to us, I'm afraid.

 

Narrator: Aboard the Gas
Prince, a mile behind the Bridgeton, was Lt. Tom Carney.

 

Carney: Their immediate
reaction was obviously concern for their own ship. They brought
more lookouts up on deck, and started search-ing the water intently
for anything that looked like it might be a mine or a float or
anything that could endanger their ship.

 

Narrator: The danger passed,
general quarters is lifted.

 

1MC: Secure general
quarters. Now set the normal underway watch. On deck, condition
three, watch section three.

 

Narrator: But the captain
tells his men to stay sharp.

 

Mathis on the 1MC: I think
most of us are hoping that it was just an isolated incident of one
mine in the area. However, we can't take that chance. We will keep
a very sharp eye and we must be aware that if we do get hit, we
have damage below the main deck. And that's why the repair parties
must stay on station.

 

Narrator: The captain of the
USS Crommelin offers to lead the convoy now, through what may be a
mine field.

 

Crommelin on radio: It's
obviously your decision sir, but we have the capability and we are
more than willing to get up in front and do what has to be done,
over.

 

Narrator: But Commodore
Yonkers has another idea.

 

Yonkers on radio: My first
inclination is to fall in astern, and then we can evaluate your
potential as we continue.

 

Mathis on the 1MC: This is
the captain. We have been ordered to form behind the Bridgeton.
Basically, that means that the Bridgeton will be acting as a deep
draft mine sweeper for us. Which I am very grateful for. And we
will proceed on up to Kuwait probably in this same formation. There
is no indication that there are additional mines, however one mine
is certainly enough to keep the pucker factor up and to make sure
that everybody is alert, that there's a real danger up
here.

 

*****

 

Lexington
Herald Leader July
25:

MINE RIPS HOLE IN
RE-FLAGGED TANKER

U.S. suspects Iranians planted
explosive in gulf

By Juan O. Tamayo

Knight-Ridder News Service

KUWAIT - A mine thought to belong to Iran ripped a gash
yesterday in the hull of a re-flagged supertanker being escorted by
three American warships on their first convoy in the Persian Gulf…
.

Anthony C.E. Quainton, U.S. Ambassador to Kuwait, said
Iran "or one of its representatives" had likely planted the mine in
the gulf. But Iranian President Hussein Mussawi said it was the
work of "invisible hands" and called it "an irreparable blow to
America's political and military prestige."

White House spokesmen said President Reagan was awakened
at 2 a.m. with news of the blast. Reagan later announced there
would be no retaliation against Iran.

"The bottom line is that there will be no retaliation
until American lives are lost," a Western diplomat in Kuwait
said.

Quainton said Washington was considering sending
mine-sweeping equipment to the gulf to safeguard future U.S.
convoys and called the Bridgeton's mishap "a matter of considerable
regret."

Shipping sources used much harsher language. "The
Americans have no excuse for this. If they can't escort these
ships, it's their fault," a salvage tug captain said. "The American
Navy has a red face. The whole world is laughing."

The mine blast raised troubling questions about
Washington's ability to protect the re-flagged Kuwaiti vessels in
the gulf, especially from the kinds of devious and sometimes
suicidal attacks that Iran has orchestrated in the past.

"Iran did just what it had to do," said one gulf shipping
company executive who has watched the naval side of the Iran-Iraq
war since it began in earnest four years ago. "It dropped off some
mines then disappeared, leaving the Yanks with assumptions but no
proof."

The Bridgeton, another Kuwaiti tanker named the Gas Prince
and the three American warships escorting them were 138 miles south
of Kuwait and 21 miles west of Al Farisiyah when the super-tanker
hit the mine.

Gulf shipping officials said the site was 80 miles south
of the Al Ahmadi deep-water channel, an area where U.S. navy divers
last week blew up the last of the Iranian mines that had hit five
ships beginning in late March. The shipping officials raised the
possibility that Iran had secretly planted an entirely new mine
field in the deep-water channels of the northern gulf.

"It would be too much of a coincidence for a ship to hit a
single mine, so there is probably a whole lot of these things out
there," said one shipping official, who noted that the explosion
occurred in an area where shoals and the Iranian island of Al
Farisiyah narrow the tanker lane to only 16 miles.

 

*****

 

ABC Radio
Report:

Narrator: Near Kuwait, the
escort ends. A Kuwaiti patrol boat meets the convoy and asks the US
Navy to keep it's distance.

 

Kuwaiti boat on radio: You
are requested to remain outside of territorial waters until further
instruction from my side, over.

 

Fox on radio: This is 33. We
understand, outside of your territorial waters until further
instructions. Roger. Any other instructions, over.

 

Narrator: The master of the
Bridgeton prepares to leave his American escort behind.

 

Bridgeton on radio: This is
the Bridgeton. Request permission to alter course to 317 at 1600
hours.

 

Narrator: The tankers have
left. The captain is pleased.

 

Mathis: Well, I thought it
was a very successful escort operation, with the uncertainty of the
mines, which nobody can predict. I thought it went very
well.

 

Narrator: The admiral was
surprised.

 

Bernsen: Never have we seen
a moored mine in that area, or for that matter in any area 40 to 50
miles, up to a point 40 or 50 miles north of that area.

 

Narrator: A reporter asks,
"Did the Navy sweep the area before the trip began?"

 

Bernsen: We have a gulf that
extends for almost 600 miles.

 

Narrator: I take it then,
the answer is no.

 

Bernsen: That's a
no.

 

Narrator: Admiral Bernsen
called the incident unfortunate.

 

Bernsen: It simply points
out that the mission that we're involved in is not an easy one. In
fact, it's a very difficult one. We just don't have a great deal of
capability. We don't normally sail into a mine field. That's not
the way we do business.

 

Narrator: Any final words of
advice for the next convoy, or the next captain?

 

Mathis: I really don't have
any advice. Mines are just terribly hard to detect, hard to know
when they've been planted, or set free. In these waters, I really
don't have any advice. We did not expect a mine there and the
Bridgeton ran over a mine. So I really can't offer any
advice.

 

*****

 

I can't really add anything to the above account of
the events of those three days in July, 1987. But I do have a
couple of personal comments.

It's difficult to describe how I felt early on the
morning of July 24 when the ship slowed to three knots and we were
told that the Bridgeton may have hit a mine. The word "petrified"
comes to mind. But I think that Captain Mathis summed it up best.
He said that one mine is enough to "keep the pucker factor up." Let
there be no doubt about the accuracy of that statement. My ass was
surely puckered up. And it stayed that way until we were back in
Bahrain.

But more than frightened, I was mad. I was mad at the
Navy. I was mad at the Iranians. I was mad at the
Kuwaitis.

A news clipping posted on the mess decks on the 25th
said that the Navy's only three active minesweepers were in port in
South Carolina when the Bridgeton hit the mine.

And from reading the news stories before Operation
Earnest Will began, it was clear the Navy knew there were still
mines in the shipping channel.

So, can someone please tell me what in the name of God
the fucking mine sweepers were doing in South Fucking
Carolina?

I was mad at the Iranians for obvious reasons. But
now, I was also mad at the Kuwaitis. The Kuwaiti government
enlisted the help of the Soviets. And they enlisted the help of the
United States. I don't blame them. As one headline in
Time
magazine said, Kuwait is in "between Iraq and a hard
place."

The first re-flagged escort mission has just finished.
Fox, Crommelin, and Kidd are just outside of Kuwaiti territorial
waters with Gas Prince and Bridgeton. We've just been through a
mine field for Christ's sake. And what do the Kuwaitis tell us? To
stay out of their waters.

You've got to be shitting me. That really pissed us
off. I'm not sure I'd have felt more secure had we been allowed to
anchor in Kuwaiti waters. But I do know that I felt none too secure
sitting out in the middle of a fucking war zone all night, waiting
for daybreak so we could get the hell out of there.

To make matters worse, I couldn't spend the night in
relative safety inside the ship. I was detailed to ride around in
the whale boat with an M-14 rifle from midnight until 4 a.m. The
whale boat circled the three U.S. ships throughout the night,
keeping a watchful eye for divers, small boats, anything that
moved. In the mood I was in, I'd have shot first and asked
questions later.

Fortunately, the only thing we saw that moved was a
friendly dolphin who rode our bow wake for much of the night. It
was as if he was on watch with us.

And finally, I was mad at Les Aspin. He was the
Chairman of the House of Representatives Armed Forces Committee.
He, if anyone, was well aware of the sensitive nature of this
mission. He, if anyone, was aware of the talk coming out of Tehran.
He, if anyone, knew the Iranians would try to interfere with the
convoy in some way.

And yet it was he who opened his big mouth and told
the whole world when the mission would take place. I don't give a
damn if that information was classified or not. He made a big
mistake when he leaked the mission's date.

We may never know whether the Navy divers cleared the
mine field completely. We may never know whether they missed one,
or if instead, the Iranians had time to go plant more after Les
Aspin opened his fucking mouth.

At any rate, I'm sure Les Aspin passed a much more
restful night on July 24th than I did. God knows I didn't sleep a
wink.

 

*****

 

Shortly after the Fox had left Kuwait and returned to
Bahrain, an item appeared in the ship's Plan of the Day which made
me feel a lot better. It served to remind me that we still had
friends back home. The item was a reprint of an article which
appeared in an unnamed Anchorage, Alaska newspaper. It
read:

 

FROM ALASKA TO
IRAN

 

Those young American sailors and Navy aviators who are on
battle stations in the Persian Gulf today are no strangers to
Alaskans. Just 10 months ago they walked our streets, shopped our
stores, had dinner in our homes, got a red-carpet reception at the
Egan Center and welcomed us aboard their ships for visits. Last
September these men and their Battle Group of warships - including
the USS Constellation, the Guided Missile Cruiser USS Fox, the
frigate USS Crommelin - came to see us. It was a time of fun and
relaxation back then, a break for the members of the fleet after
weeks of anti-submarine training exercises in the North
Pacific.

The Constellation, with Rear Adm. Lyle Bull in command of
the Carrier Battle Group, anchored a mile off the Port of Anchorage
and welcomed thousands of visitors aboard. The Fox was one of five
ships that tied up at the port and provided an open house to
thousands of other visitors. The Crommelin visited Seward, sending
its sailors ashore there to another warm civic welcome.

That was last fall.

This week the fun and relaxation were a thing of the past.
The Fox and Crommelin, along with the destroyer USS Kidd, rode
shotgun to two reflagged Kuwaiti tankers, now under American
registry, as they headed for the Kuwait Oil Terminal at Mina Al
Ahmadi, at the northern end of the Persian Gulf. Flying air cover
for the American convoy were jet fighter-interceptors from the
decks of the "Connie," again the flag ship for a Battle Group on
station in the Arabian Sea, within striking distance of Iran and
the gulf. They are half a world away from us in Alaska. But knowing
they were here just a few short months ago, and remembering we met
and greeted them, brings the perils of today's tense world much
closer to home.

 

*****

 

During the tense weeks of duty I spent in the Persian
Gulf, these were some of the most uplifting words I heard. And it's
not at all surprising that this article appeared in an Anchorage
newspaper.

Since I've been stationed on the Fox, I've been to
Seal Beach, San Francisco, Seattle, Honolulu, Anchorage, Vancouver,
the Philippines, Diego Garcia, Bahrain, Australia, Thailand,
Pakistan, Hong Kong, and Macau. And nowhere have the local people
made me feel more welcome, more at home, than they did in
Anchorage.

In many parts of the world, those of us in uniform are
treated with something less than warm hospitality. And because of
this, we are sometimes embarrassed to wear the uniform. Indeed, in
many ports, it's dangerous to wear a uniform.

Not so in Anchorage. I wore my uniform with pride in
that city. Every single person I met there was kind, friendly, and
hospitable. Knowing the citizens of Anchorage were thinking of
those of us on the escort mission really heightened my
spirits.

 

*****

 

The following article appeared in the
Lexington Herald
Leader on July 26, 1987:

 

SHIPS REPORT MORE MINES
IN PERSIAN GULF

 

KUWAIT - Merchant vessels in the Persian Gulf yesterday
reported seeing more mines off the Saudi Arabian coast and south of
the area where a Kuwaiti tanker struck a mine Friday.

 … In Washington, the Defense Department, at
President Reagan's direction, considered ways to counter the mine
threat.

The incident prompted concern among some U.S. officials
about the apparently limited American ability to detect mines in
the Gulf.

Shipping officials said the American convoy could be in
danger when it sets out Wednesday or Thursday carrying crude oil
and liquefied gas for the return passage through the 550-mile-long
gulf.

The three-ship American flotilla was safely at anchor in
Bahrain.

Defense officials said they could send minesweeping
equipment - possibly Sea Stallion helicopters and amphibious naval
ships from which the copters could operate - into the
gulf.

White House spokeswoman Leslye Arsht said no minesweepers
had been dispatched so far.

The problem, she said, is that "you can't sweep the whole
gulf."

Iran said only that "invisible hands" were responsible for
laying the mine that hit the 1,200-foot-long crude oil carrier
below the waterline. Shipping officials said the explosion blew a
hole in one of the Bridgeton's crude oil tanks and damaged four
other tanks.

Shipping officials said the mine that damaged the tanker
may have been dropped as little as two hours before the
explosion.

Iran has attacked Kuwaiti shipping in the past because the
wealthy emirate has sided with Iraq in its seven-year war against
Iran.

American officials, including the commander of one of the
naval escort vessels, said they believed Iran had planted the mine,
but the White House has not formally accused it of responsibility
and has ruled out immediate retaliation.

Shipping officials in the gulf said a new cluster of mines
was seen yesterday floating on the surface off the Saudi Arabian
oil terminal of Ras Tanura, about 60 miles south of the narrow
channel off Iran's Farsi Island in which the Bridgeton was
damaged.

The Bridgeton and the smaller Gas Prince, also
Kuwait-controlled but American-registered, dropped their escort of
three U.S. Navy ships outside Kuwait's territorial waters before
berthing Friday night.

According to a group of American reporters accompanying
the naval escort, ships of the Kuwaiti navy took over the escort
and told the American vessels to stay clear of Kuwaiti
waters.

The tanker, despite its damage, is expected to load a
cargo of crude oil and deliver it to other vessels waiting outside
the Persian Gulf before returning to Bahrain or Dubai for
repairs.

The United States escort vessels reportedly looked for
more mines as they headed south yesterday toward Bahrain. The
guided-missile frigate Crommelin, the guided-missile cruiser Fox
and the guided-missile destroyer Kidd sailed in that order, because
the Crommelin's sonar offered the best chance of detecting
mines.

The officials, who declined to be identified, said the
mines spotted yesterday were rusty and may have drifted south after
being laid in the land and sea confrontation between Iran and
Iraq.

Their presence, however, served as a reminder of the
ever-present threat of mines in the gulf and of the absence of
mine-sweeping vessels in the United States naval escort.

Capt. David P. Yonkers, the officer in charge of the U.S.
flotilla, said, "One of the things I do not have the capability to
do is defend against mines. The mine is far and away the most
difficult to defend against. I'm very thankful now that we managed
to get out safely."

Cmdr. Daniel J. Murphy Jr., captain of the Kidd, added
that the flotilla's capability to spot a moored, or tethered, mine,
was "very poor."

"We have good capability in detecting mines, both from
helicopters and mine-sweepers, but we don't have any of those
here," he said, adding that he did not know why.

Cmdr. John W. Alexander, a Navy spokesman at the Pentagon,
said that the Navy has 23 Sea Stallion helicopters equipped with
mine-detecting sensors that could be lowered into the
water.

The helicopters, in three squadrons, can be moved swiftly
to any place in the world, Alexander said, but they have no bases
from which to operate in the gulf. Kuwait, for example, has refused
to provide such a base.

As for minesweeping ships, Cmdr. Alexander said the United
States has 21, three at Charleston, S.C., manned by active Navy
crews, and 18 in various ports on both coasts that are manned by
"fully mobilizable reservists… ."

 


*****

 

Thursday July 30

On the 28th the Fox left the Persian Gulf through the
Strait of Hormuz, after having spent two nights in
Bahrain.

My last night of liberty in Bahrain was a fun one. Ken
Frank, Keith Ressler, George Hurd, myself, and several others had
gone to ASU to tie on a good drunk. Next door to the bar is a small
exchange complex with a combination barber shop / convenience /
clothing store. For its size, this store carries an incredible
amount of merchandise.

Some of the items for sale caught our eyes. Before long,
Ken, Keith, George, and myself were all dressed like ragheads. We
each bought a long white robe (which is basically a very long
shirt), a mesh beanie for our heads, a table cloth to go over the
beanie, and finally a braided black rope to hold the head gear in
place.

At first, we simply put the garb on over top of our
regular civilian clothes. But it was just hot enough, and we were
just drunk enough to remove the clothes underneath. I thought we
looked pretty good.

But it didn't take long until we started receiving
complaints from some of the chiefs that were there. Seems some of
the locals who worked at the bar were offended by our wearing their
religious clothes.

That irritated the shit out of me. After all, the locals
working at ASU were attired in jeans and tee shirts. I figured if
they can wear Western attire, what's the problem with my wearing
their Eastern fashions? But they didn't see it that way. And
neither did the chiefs.

We were ordered to change clothes. But it was certainly
fun while it lasted.

Yesterday, we anchored at Masira and took on some 40mm
ammunition which we will deliver to the USS LaSalle
tomorrow.

We'll be making our 17th trip through the Strait of Hormuz
this morning to go back into the gulf.

Here's our schedule for the rest of our cruise:

Outchop from the Persian Gulf on 16 August; Inport Diego
Garcia from the 22nd through the 26th of August; Inport Perth,
Australia from the 7th to the 13th of September; back home in San
Diego on the 11th of October.

 

One other event occurred on the 30th of July which did
not make it into my journal. But Shawn took the time to log the
incident on the wall map which we used to track our journey. His
marginal note read like this:

 

Straits (#17)

Dessert Duck goes down on
LaSalle

Tally so far:

5 warm bodies, 1 dead meat, 3
lost as a mofo

 

The helicopter crash on the LaSalle was an unfortunate
accident. But a ship is an inherently dangerous place, and mishaps
do occur. As far as I know, the missing men were never
recovered.

 

Saturday August 1

For the past three days Fox has served as a supply ship.
The supplies which we onloaded at Masira have been repeatedly
shuffled around the main deck. We've had working parties of all men
E-6 and below for the past three days.

The people in charge apparently have had their heads fully
up their asses about this ammunition we've been carrying for the
LaSalle.

We initially loaded it onto the forcastle. Then we carried
it back to the fantail. Then we moved it to the port-side
quarterdeck. Then back to the flight deck. I felt like Gomer Pyle
moving sand piles. Christ, what a pain in the ass.

Today, we finally offloaded it all into a barge for
transfer to the LaSalle.

We spent the night of the 31st in Bahrain, and section two
had liberty. We spent the night of the 1st in Bahrain, but no one
got liberty that night. We pulled anchor about midnight to join up
with Kidd and Crommelin again, to escort the Gas Prince back out of
the gulf. She has six reporters aboard.

We'll return to Bahrain again tomorrow night for
liberty.

There was a mail call today, which included a nice
surprise for me. A small package was addressed to me from a sailor
I went to "C" school with, named Bob Anderson. In the package was
an airline-sized bottle of Pinch Scotch whiskey. I know you're not
supposed to drink on board, but I couldn't help myself.

Yum, yum!

 

Thursday August 6

Liberty in Bahrain did not come about, because we didn't
go back there. Instead, we stayed on station in CPGE until
today.

This evening we'll go back through the strait again (trip
#18) and join battle group Delta outside the gulf for a few days,
while the Valley Forge enters the gulf to take our place on the
next escort mission.

The captain says our port visits to Diego Garcia and
Australia look good. I sure hope so. And I hope our last few days
in this God-forsaken part of the world are peaceful.

 

Friday August 7

There is a very noticeable difference in the weather here
in the North Arabian Sea. 81 degrees feels almost cold compared to
the 120 - 130 degree temperatures in the Persian Gulf. What a
refreshing change!

 

Saturday August 8

During our transit of the Strait of Hormuz for the second
Earnest Will escort mission, an F-14 from the USS Constellation
became involved in a confrontation with an Iranian aircraft. Our
F-14 fired three Sea Sparrow missiles at the enemy. They all
missed. But the enemy plane did leave the area in a
hurry.

Meanwhile, Fox was safely 200 miles away in the Gulf of
Oman.

 

Thursday August 13

Fox made her 19th and 20th trips through the Strait of
Hormuz on the 10th and 12th of August. We are outside the gulf, and
just waiting to turn over with the USS Hawes on the
15th.

 

Friday August 14

Well, we thought we were finished. No such luck. We
received orders to make one last trip in and out of the
gulf.

A day late, and a dollar short, the Pentagon has finally
sent some mine sweeping capabilities into the Persian
Gulf.

In the very wee hours of the morning, under cover of
darkness and using deceptive lighting, the Fox escorted the USS
Guadalcanal into the gulf.

The Guadalcanal is a helicopter carrier, and she is
currently carrying three squadrons of mine sweeping helos. We snuck
her into the gulf without anyone knowing it.

Actually, I'm impressed. I always thought that deceptive
lighting was a joke. But apparently it works.

 

Normally, commercial and military vessels are very
easily distinguished from one another. Military ships are equipped
with a number of radars which are almost always in use. They emit
an enormous amount of electronic "noise" which is easily picked up
by shore-, ship-, or airborne-based listening
devices.

Conversely, commercial vessels generally have only one
relatively low-power navigational radar. The difference between the
two is obvious to even the most casual observer.

Furthermore, military vessels always turn off all
their lights (except running lights) while steaming at night.
Commercial vessels do not.

So the trick is an easy one to pull off. If a military
ship turns off all its radars, and turns on a few well-placed
lights topside at night, she looks and sounds like a commercial
ship. This is just exactly what Fox and Guadalcanal did that night.
To the enemy watching the Strait of Hormuz, we looked like a couple
of tankers minding our own business. But when the ragheads woke up
the next morning, there were three squadrons of helos flying around
the gulf, and Fox had already turned around and gone back
out.

 

*****

 

The following article appeared in the
Lexington Herald
Leader:

 

U.S. SENDING COPTERS TO
CLEAR GULF OF MINES

By Susan Bennett

Knight-Ridder News Service

WASHINGTON - Eight U.S. Navy Sea Stallion helicopters
equipped with mine-sweeping experts and equipment will be
dispatched to the Persian Gulf to aid American ships escorting
reflagged Kuwaiti oil tankers, a Navy official said
yesterday.

A second U.S. military convoy for the return trip of the
two Kuwaiti tankers escorted into the gulf last week will begin no
later than Friday, Pentagon officials said.

Defense Secretary Caspar Weinberger ordered Air Force C-5
transport planes to fly the helicopters, and their accompanying
crew and support personnel of 200 men, from their base in Norfolk,
Va., to the Indian Ocean island of Diego Garcia, said the Navy
official, who asked not to be identified.

From there the helicopters will fly to the USS
Guadalcanal, an assault ship carrying a battalion landing team of
600 marines. The Guadalcanal halted a training exercise in the
northern Arabian Sea to steam toward Diego Garcia for a rendezvous
with the helicopter group.

For strategic reasons, Pentagon sources would not detail
departure or arrival times for the mine-sweeping
operation.

In the Persian Gulf, Navy underwater demolition
specialists combed the section of the gulf where the tanker
Bridgeton hit a mine last Friday. Navy officials think Iran planted
the device that blew a hole in the port side of the Bridgeton and
sent three smaller U.S. military escort ships scurrying into the
supertanker's wake for protection. Iran has used mines frequently
and effectively in its sea war with Iraq.

Weinberger's reassignment of the USS Guadalcanal and the
helicopter force follows an order from President Reagan on Tuesday
for stepped-up protection, and criticism from Congress about the
lack of mine detection forces in the gulf.

The helicopter force represents almost one-half of the
United States' active-duty mine-sweeping helicopters.

Despite early warnings that mines might pose a threat to
the U.S. plan to escort re-flagged Kuwaiti oil tankers, the Navy
did not send any of its three mine sweepers or mine-detecting
helicopters to the area.

"The issue is, why didn't they do that before," said a
House Armed Services Committee aide. "We raised the issue of mines
with the Navy in May and what we got was a general
brush-off."

At the Pentagon yesterday, Everett Pyatt, the Navy's
assistant secretary for shipbuilding, acknowledged that U.S.
mine-sweeping capabilities lagged behind some European countries.
He estimated it would take up to five years to catch up with their
expertise… .

 

Saturday August 15

Shawn's marginal note on the wall map sums it up best. It
reads:

 

8/15 Straits #22

Ren-dez-vous

with USS Hawes

to slip them the

dick we've carried

for so long.

 

 










Chapter 4 A
Sigh of Relief


Sunday August 16

We were officially relieved of our Persian Gulf duties
yesterday, as scheduled. The Captain set condition IV (peacetime
steaming) at 1950 today. The weapons stations no longer need to be
manned around the clock. No more working twelve hours a day, every
day. Everyone in missile plot will now work normal hours while the
ship is underway - 0730 to 1630 Monday through Saturday.

Out position is now 20 degrees north latitude by 60
degrees east longitude. Our course is due south.

 

Thursday August 20

We crossed the equator at 1120 this morning! We are now a
safe distance away from the gulf; and there seems to be a great
sigh of relief running through the ship. All hands are very excited
about the upcoming liberty on Diego Garcia.

I never thought I'd be excited about liberty on Diego
Garcia. As beautiful as the island is, it's not one of the most
exciting places I've ever been. In fact, it's pretty damned
boring.

But compared to the tensions of the Persian Gulf, the
small island just south of the equator will be a paradise for this
crew.

There was an awards ceremony on the flight deck today.
Some of the Seamen who were selected for advancement during the
last exam cycle were promoted to Petty Officer Third
Class.

Only one complaint. I've got berthing compartment cleaning
duty this week.

 

Saturday August 22

We pulled into Diego Garcia this morning to begin a week
of Drunkex. It's been three weeks and six days since my last
liberty call.

Von says he'll carry me home tonight if I get too drunk to
walk.

 

There are no more entries in my journal until a week
later. I guess I was just too busy and/or hungover during that week
to take the time and effort to record one of the events of that
cruise that is still very fresh in my mind.

I mentioned that during the transit from the gulf to
Diego Garcia there was a very evident sigh of relief running
through the ship. It wasn't until our first night on Diego Garcia
that I realized how very badly some of my friends needed to release
some tension.

It started with mail call. Colin received a letter
from home telling him that his dog, which he had grown up with, had
recently been put to sleep. She had become very ill, and was put to
sleep to save her from suffering further. Colin is a very quiet,
usually introverted person. But he was clearly emotionally upset
about the loss of his dog. And for Colin to show emotion is a rare
occurrence. But I had seen nothing yet.

Colin, Shawn, Mark Parker, Von, Kevin, and several
other guys from my division went to the United Seamen's Service
Club (a merchant seamen's club which is also open to Navy
personnel) for dinner and drinks that night. Other than Colin's
melancholy mood, the atmosphere was upbeat and
happy.

I ordered some champagne to celebrate our exit from
the heat and tension of the Persian Gulf. Apparently everyone else
thought that was a good idea. Because eventually, we poured eight
bottles of champagne on top of everything else we'd had that
night.

Our party was seated at a large round table in the
small dining room of the club. Next to us was a group of sailors
from the USS Valley Forge.

With the exception of a one-week period in early
August when the Fox and Valley Forge had traded places for one of
the Operation Earnest Will Escort missions, the Valley Girls, as we
call them (but not to their faces), had spent the summer in the
Gulf of Oman and the North Arabian Sea with the Constellation and
what was left of Battle Group Delta after detaching Fox and
Crommelin to the Persian Gulf.

I do not pretend to know what the conditions on the
Valley Forge were like that summer. I only know what it was like on
the Fox. But I do know that the Valley Forge did not make 22 trips
through the silkworm envelope. I know that the Valley Forge didn't
sail through a mine field.

At any rate, late in the evening, I noticed Shawn was
having a quiet conversation with one of the Valley Girls. When
Shawn turned his attention back to our table, his face was flushed.
He was very tense and noticeably trembling. I asked him what had
been said.

Shawn was so upset, he was nearly at a loss for words,
which is virtually unheard of. Finally he told me that the guy he
had been talking to had made a comment to the effect of, "Oh you
guys on the Fox didn't do anything this summer. You had it
easy."

I'll never know whether the fellow was kidding. I'll
never know if he was attempting to provoke something, or if he was
just blowing off steam. But his comment was the proverbial straw
that broke the camel's back as far as Shawn was concerned. Because
Shawn's happy-go-lucky attitude ended right then and
there.

"How can he say that?" Shawn said to me. "We went
through a fucking mine field. We could have been killed. We've been
in hell the past 10 weeks. How can he say that?"

And then suddenly I saw rage in Shawn's face as he
stood up and turned to face the Valley Forge table. A few words
were exchanged; voices were raised. And it was over before it
started. Fighting is very strictly forbidden in the service. Those
who engage in fighting, as well as those who watch a fight without
attempting to stop it are punished very sternly. Reduction in rate.
Forfeiture of pay. Restriction to the ship. Extra duty. A fight was
the last thing we needed.

So both Fox sailors and Valley Forge sailors alike
jumped up to separate Shawn and his antagonist. Shore Patrol came
rushing over and we assured them we had everything in control. "It
was just a misunderstanding," we explained. "We're on our way back
to the ship anyway."

All the Fox guys headed for the door. But by now Shawn
had lost it. All the tension that had built up during the past
three months came out at once. The man who had been my rock of
strength had broken down at last. Not to face his fear. But to have
it overcome him. He trembled and cried.

Shore Patrol had a small pickup truck outside; and I
asked them if they'd give Colin, Mark Parker, Shawn and I a ride
back to the ship. They did.

Back on the ship, we all went down to missile plot.
The emotional display now had gotten to us all. Colin broke down
and cried with Shawn and for his dog. Mark joined the circle and
cried I guess out of sympathy for the two of them. I was already
out of tears. I had cried them all in letters home and entries in
my journal.

So I just sat back while the three of them embraced
and cried.

Most of the tears having been shed and nerves calmed
somewhat, Colin and Mark left the workcenter. Shawn and I sat on
the deck and talked well into the night. About the gulf, the Valley
Forge, the dangers we had faced, the friendship that had grown
between us. We hugged some more and cried some more until finally
the champagne and the lateness of the hour caught up with
us.

When morning finally came, we were hungover and
drained emotionally. The tension had finally passed. The gulf was
finally behind us. At last.

 

Saturday August 29

We've worked our asses off this week getting the ship
ready for Australia. The Captain wanted the exterior of the ship
painted top to bottom, stem to stern. The vast majority of that
responsibility usually falls to Deck Division - the Boatswain's
Mates. But there was no way those guys could paint the whole ship
in a week's time.

It turned into nearly an all hands evolution. Fox division
was given the task of painting the aft superstructure. It was a lot
of hard and tiring work which took all week. My division officer,
Lt. Tom Carney, picked this time to give me a fucking reenlistment
speech.

It's early afternoon. About 90 degrees or better outside.
I'm standing on the main deck with an old and worn out paint brush
in my hand, spreading haze gray paint in every direction. I'm hot.
I'm tired. I'm pissed off because I have to do the Boatswain's job.
I'm thirsty.

And here comes Tom Carney. "So, Haynes," he asks, "when
are you going to reenlist?"

"Are you fucking kidding?"

"No, I'm not kidding. You're a good sailor and the Navy
can benefit from having guys like you reenlist."

"Mr Carney," I said, "you picked one hell of a time to
give me this lecture."

"Face it Haynes," he says as he prepares to put his foot
in his mouth. "When your contract expires you'll be 33. That's too
old to change jobs. I think you'd do good to reenlist."

I was flabbergasted. I just didn't know what to say in
response to such a ridiculous statement.

In spite of all the hard work and long hours we put in
this past week, we managed to find time for swimming in the crystal
clear waters of the lagoon, volleyball on the beach, a couple of
games of pinochle, and several cold beers. All in all, it was a
good week.

Now we're off to Fremantle, Australia.

 

Thursday September 3

Fox officially rejoined Battle Group Delta today. So we're
back on condition III again. I'm actually glad to be back into the
"normal" routine of the midnight shift.

We'll be in Fremantle (a suburb of Perth) in just three
days. We're back in four duty sections since leaving the gulf; and
I'll have duty the first day in port. But then I'll have three days
off during which I don't have to come in to the ship at all. I'm
planning on getting a motel for three glorious days of R&R,
shopping, picture taking and gambling.

After we leave Perth, we'll head north for a three day
stop in Subic Bay, and finally a one night stop in Pearl Harbor on
the way back to San Diego. We expect to arrive at pier 6, Naval
Station San Diego on 13 October.

Mom and Dad are planning on meeting me there when the ship
pulls in.

 

Unfortunately, my parents weren't able to meet the
ship when we got back. Our schedule was up in the air for a long
time about whether the ship would stop in Pearl Harbor or Seattle
to begin the tiger cruise. Also, our arrival date in San Diego was
uncertain. By the time the schedule was firmed up and I got a
letter off to the folks, it was too late for them to make
economical travel arrangements.

 

Tuesday September 8

The USS Fox moored yesterday morning in Fremantle,
Australia. I had duty the first day in port, so I spent my first
day "down under" acting as a tour guide for several hundred
visitors. Mark Parker was off yesterday, and he was kind enough to
make motel reservations for me in the same place he's staying, the
Great Eastern Motor Lodge. I may wind up staying longer, but my
reservations are initially for Tuesday through Thursday. (I have
duty again on Friday.)

I've reserved a room for myself, as I feel the need for
some privacy when not partying with everyone else who will be
staying in the motel. Namely, Mark, Kevin, Jeff, Von and a few
others.

The first thing on the agenda is to stock the room with
liquid refreshments: beer, scotch, champagne, vodka and orange
juice. This will be a week to remember if my brain still functions
when it's all over.

After laying in the liquor, I plan to do some shopping in
Perth, and then make a trip to the Burswood Island Resort &
Casino. Willeh plans on meeting me there tomorrow for some black
jack, roulette, and cocktails.

Besides all that, Kevin and I have made some plans
together. We've talked about going to the Perth zoo to visit the
marsupials, which should be quite entertaining. It should also make
for some good photographs.

Yesterday, the ship had quite an exciting greeting as we
pulled into the Swan river to moor in Fremantle. There were several
private vessels cruising around and waving at us, but one in
particular stands out in my mind.

It was a cabin cruiser with large signs draped over both
the port and starboard bows advertising a bar. I can't for the life
of me remember the name of the bar, and I doubt many other guys
from the Fox can remember the name, either. Because our eyes
weren't drawn to the advertisement. And for good reason.

The crew of this pleasure vessel consisted of six
beautiful women waving hello us to us, sans tops. "Tits! Tits,"
someone yelled. After so long at sea, this sight caused quite a
stir. But it was a shame, though. During our sea and anchor
evolutions, no cameras are allowed topside. We're all too busy
tending the mooring lines and making preparations to pull pierside
to make use of a camera. What a pity. This would have made a
wonderful photograph.

At any rate, I'm looking forward to a fabulous week. Some
local people came aboard yesterday to exchange U.S. dollars for
Australian dollars. I cashed in $200 and received $275 in return.
If that proves not to be enough, I still have another $100 to use
this weekend. This liberty port should be really fun!

 

Tuesday September 15

We got underway yesterday morning after a glorious week in
Perth! I really hated to leave.

As I already mentioned, our first day in port was a
Monday, and a duty day for me. After making my journal entry last
Tuesday morning, liberty call went down at 10:15. Kevin and I had
our sights set on a cold, draft Australian beer; so we walked off
the pier and across the street to the nearest pub.

After whetting our whistles we paid $1.15 to ride the
train into Perth. (We had been told the train was free for sailors
in uniform, but who the hell wants to wear their uniform on
liberty. Well, there are a few geeks who will don their dress blues
to save a buck. Shit, I'd rather spend a buck and be
comfortable.)

After arriving in downtown Perth, we flagged a cab and
asked the driver to take us to the Great Eastern Motor Lodge. That
trip cost $6.00.

 

One thing I've noticed in my world travels is that
taxi cabs are much cheaper in every country I've been to than they
are in the U.S. The trip from Perth to the motel was roughly eight
miles. Yet it cost only $6 Australian. At an exchange rate of $1.00
Aussie to $0.71 U.S., that trip really cost only $4.26. The same
ride in San Diego would have cost a $1.20 meter drop, plus $1.15
per mile, for a total of $10.40.

 

Once at the motel, I used my Visa to pay for my room for
three nights. That cost me $138.00 Aussie ($97.98 U.S.). Christ,
less than $33 a night for a huge room with two double beds, a full
bathroom, and a kitchenette which included a refrigerator, toaster
oven, hot plate and sink. Shit, there was even a dish draining
rack, plates, glasses, silverware, cooking utensils and
cabinets.

This place had a self-serve laundry just steps from my
room. And they offered you a choice of several full breakfasts
delivered to your door hot in the morning. "Just put the dishes
outside the door when your done, love," the maid would say. Thirty
three bucks a night? Fucking incredible.

Anyway, after paying for our rooms, Kevin and I met up
with Mark Parker and Von Myers. We walked a few blocks down the
street to a liquor store to buy supplies for the week ahead. I
absolutely filled my refrigerator with beer, vodka, orange juice
and champagne. That put me back $50. As opposed to a motel room,
liquor is not cheap in the land down under. Apparently they tax the
shit out of it. But my priorities being what they are, money was no
object when it came to stocking my room with liquid
refreshment.

 

Nor has it ever been. During another deployment to the
Gulf a couple of years later, Ken Frank and I once spent the night
in a hotel in Karachi, Pakistan. A room which wasn't nearly as nice
as the ones we had in Perth cost us $100. And as alcoholic
beverages are illegal in Pakistan for everyone save the
international traveller staying in a hotel room, the price of
liquor is phenomenal. We paid $60 a bottle for three bottles of
Seagram's Seven that night. A grand total of $280 for a room and a
hangover. But as I say, when I'm on liberty, money is no
object.

 

Meanwhile, back in Australia… . Kevin, Von, and I made a
trip to the casino the first night. Burswood Island Resort boasts
that its casino is the third largest in the world. And it's easy to
see why. The place is incredibly large. I've been a frequent
visitor to Las Vegas, Reno, Atlantic City, and the Bahamas for many
years. The only casino I've ever seen that is larger than
Burswood's is Bally's in Las Vegas (formerly the MGM
Grand).

As you might expect, gambling in Australia is a bit
different than it is in the United States. The first thing you have
to understand is that Burswood is the only casino in the entire
Province of Western Australia. And although it is huge, it couldn't
possibly host all its guests at stools around the blackjack tables.
For this reason, they've altered the rules a bit.

As many as three people can play any one "box" at the
table. The person seated at the table is in control of his hand at
all times. But two other people can stand behind him and place bets
in his box. These two additional people have no voice in the way
the hand is played. But as getting a seat at a table is extremely
difficult, playing someone else's hand is better than not playing
at all. Obviously, these vicarious players try to bet with a player
who is winning.

I had very few people play in my box for long that first
night. I dropped nearly $200. The next day, Wednesday, was no
better. I saw more losses that night. But I was certainly enjoying
myself immensely. After having spent so long at sea, and spending
so many sleepless nights in Missile Plot, these days and nights of
liberty without having to check into the ship were bliss. Losing
streak or no, I was having the time of my life.

On Thursday, we all went to a restaurant in East Victoria
on the advice of a cab driver. We had asked for a really good
Mexican eatery; and the cabbie didn't hesitate a moment before he
said, "Panchos."

I am a big fan of very spicy, extremely hot Mexican food.
As it turned out, Panchos truly was the place for me. In fact, we
all enjoyed it tremendously. I ordered a chicken, bean and cheese
burrito with hot sauce. I'm here to tell you, I've never perspired
so much in my life. I think I sweat more during that one meal than
I did during the three days we humped ammunition under 110 degree
sunshine in the gulf. This burrito was by far the hottest fucking
thing I've ever put in my mouth. Take a bite, breathe heavily, sip
a margarita, wipe your brow. Holy Christ, I thought I was going to
die. But at the same time, it was the most delicious burrito I've
ever had.

After dinner, we took a cab back to Burswood for another
try at the blackjack tables. And that was the night I met
David.

David is a blackjack dealer sent from heaven.

Anyone who has played blackjack for any appreciable amount
of time knows that cards, luck, winning and losing come in streaks.
"When you're hot, you're hot" as the Jerry Reed song goes.
Sometimes a table will be hot, regardless of who deals there. Other
times a particular player will hit a hot streak. No matter what he
does, he seems to win. Still other times, a certain dealer will get
hot. No matter what the players do or what cards the dealer draws,
the house wins.

David was just the exact opposite. A truly professional
dealer. A hell of a nice guy. But as far as the house was
concerned, he could do nothing right. He couldn't make a decent
hand to save his life. We had five Fox sailors sitting at his
table, and we all won. Consistently.

So long as David was dealing, I was winning. When he took
a break, however, his relief dealer always managed to get a few
dollars back from me. But not much. As soon as David's break was
finished, the dollars starting rolling back my way. I managed to
recoup all my losses from the two previous nights playing against
David.

Not only was winning fun. Simply meeting David was a
delight. As I said, he was a hell of a nice guy. And he seemed to
enjoy meeting some American sailors. So much so, that he told us
he'd take what he called a "sickie" on Saturday to show us the
town. I gave him my room number at the Great Eastern Motor Lodge so
he could get in touch with us.

Friday was a duty day for me, as well as Shawn. I hadn't
seen Shawn since we pulled into Perth. I had told him where I'd be
staying before I left the ship on Tuesday. And he said that he
might show up. But Shawn isn't much into gambling and drinking,
which is what he knew I'd be doing all week.

But we do share at least one thing in common. We both hate
duty. And we both hate giving lectures to tour groups as they roam
through the ship. To make the duty day tours a bit easier and a lot
more pleasant, we teamed up to give lectures on our Harpoon missile
system to the tour groups as they came to our station on the 03
level topside. He would lecture one group as I relaxed, then we'd
trade off. Despite the friendly conversations Shawn and I shared
between lectures it was still a day of hell. The tours were
supposed to secure at 1600, but due to the enormous turnout of
people on the pier, Shawn and I were still giving lectures when the
sun was setting over the Indian Ocean.

Early Saturday morning Kevin and I taxied to downtown
Perth to do some shopping and grab a liquid breakfast at a pub.
(David wasn't expected to call until the afternoon because he
worked the midnight shift at Burswood.)

While we were browsing the stores, we took a moment to
phone the motel and talk to a friend of ours who had a room
there. I'll call him Brian for the purpose of this
work, because using his real name would be indiscreet as you'll
soon see. When the phone rang, Brian didn't
answer it. A woman did. The conversation went something like
this:

 

Woman: "Hello."

Kevin: "Is Brian there?"

Kevin (to me): "A fucking woman answered the
phone!"

Me: "Who is she?"

Kevin: "Hell if I know."

Brian: "Hello."

Kevin: "Who the hell was that?"

Brian: "Tracy."

Kevin: "Who the fuck is Tracy?"

Brian: "A girl I met on the dance floor at Burswood last
night."

Kevin: "What, you picked her up and brought her back to
the room?"

Brian: "Not exactly."

Kevin: "Well what, then?"

Brian: "Well, see, it's like this. Eddie met her first.
And she seemed

to be a party animal. And Eddie (not his
real name, either, as

both Brian and Eddie are married)
decided he'd try to get her

into bed. But she outlasted Eddie."

Kevin: "So being the nice guy you are, you took over for
Eddie?"

Brian: "Well, no. See, after Eddie fell asleep and finally
took a cab

back to the motel, Steve started hitting on
her."

Kevin: "You're shitting me."

Brian: "No, I swear it's the truth. But Steve passed out,
too."

Kevin: "No way."

Brian: "I shit you not. This woman danced Eddie and Steve
both right into the ground."

Kevin: "Then you stepped in."

Brian: "Well, no, not really. I was just kind of watching
and talking to

Von and Roz. Roz is this woman that Von met and they
got

along real good. Tracy is a friend of Roz's."

Kevin: "I see."

Brian: "So when the dance floor finally closed at 4am, we
all came back

to the motel. And we haven't been to sleep
yet."

Kevin: "You mean Von and Roz are still there?"

Brian: "No, they went back to Von's room."

Kevin: "So you and Tracy have been there, awake, since
after 4am?"

Brian: "Yes."

Kevin: "You fucked her, didn't you?"

Brian: "No comment."

Kevin: "Bullshit."

Brian: "Shut up. Get off the phone and come on
over."

 

So we did. When we got to the motel, I checked in at the
desk, moved back into my room, and went straight to the laundry to
put my dirty clothes in the washer. While there, I met a very
beautiful young lady and exchanged a friendly hello.

Then I went to Brian's room, where Kevin had already
grabbed a beer for himself, and opened one for me. Brian was the
only other person in the room. Still in bed, with the covers pulled
up over him, presumably naked. But no Tracy.

As I began to ask where she was, the door opened and in
walked the vivacious young woman I had met in the laundry. She
looked as bright and cheerful as a spring flower. Yet this was the
same Tracy who had out-danced and out-drank two sailors the night
before, and who had spent the rest of the morning with a third
sailor. And the two of them had not been to sleep yet, which is not
to say that they hadn't been to bed yet! A party animal? That
doesn't even begin to describe Tracy.

Tracy left shortly thereafter to go to work. That amazed
me even more. But as she left, she looked at Brian and promised to
meet him at Burswood that night. Incredible. Just fucking
incredible.

I took leave myself to finish my laundry and wait for
David to call. But he never did. When I finally headed back to the
casino that night, there was David, dealing at a blackjack table. I
waited some little time for a seat to open and then finally took a
stool at David's table.

He game me a friendly welcome and explained that he had,
indeed, called in to take a "sickie." But three other people had
already beaten him to the punch and the casino management couldn't
spare him that night. So I made a night out of playing at his
table. This time, when I left at 5:30am, I was no longer just
breaking even. I was $400 ahead for the week.

David and I again made plans to meet when he wasn't
working. We agreed to meet for cocktails after his shift. But
confusion got in the way again. I went back to the motel, he went
to the casino bar.

Sunday morning presented me with what was undoubtedly the
worst hangover I have ever had in my life. It took until early
evening before I felt even halfway human again.

I finally caught a cab back to Burswood where I met Kevin,
Mark Parker, Blain, Ken, Eddie, Brian and Tracy. While I was in my
room recuperating, they had made the acquaintance of a woman named
Roni Williams, and her two daughters, Sandy and Tracy (not the same
Tracy).

All of them had just started supper in the dining room, so
I joined them. After eating, Roni invited the whole lot of us to
her home in Langford. I thought that was brave of her. But like so
many of the people I met in Australia, she was simply exercising
what she thought was common courtesy.

So we all headed out to Roni's house, where we had a few
too many vodka slammers and watched Ken pass out on the couch.
Someone used Ken's camera to take a picture of him, so he would
remember the night he spent in Langford - asleep.

Everyone was content to spend their last night of liberty
with Roni and her daughters, enjoying typical Australian
hospitality. Everyone, that is, except me. I had a rendezvous with
destiny at Burswood. So I caught a cab back to the
casino.

Sure enough, David was there again. But this time, he
didn't have his own table. He was acting as relief dealer. He would
deal at one table for 15 minutes, then another, then another, and
then take a 15 minute break. I simply followed him from table to
table. He was still cold as a popsicle. I could do no
wrong.

At the end of his shift, we succeeded in having a drink
together in the Winner's Circle Bar just next to the casino floor.
We chatted for a little while, and I bought him a couple of
drinks.

It was the least I could do. For, although I never did
make it to the zoo to photograph marsupials, I considered the trip
to have been successful. I had arrived in Australia with $500. I
paid off my motel bill in cash, had eaten out all week, rode taxis
everywhere I went, and done some shopping. Yet when David and I
parted company at 4:15am, so I could get back to the motel, pack,
and catch a cab for the half-hour ride back to the ship before we
got underway, I had over $1000 in my pocket.

What a great week!

 










Chapter 5
The Voyage Home



Friday October 2(A)

Today is "time warp" day, the day we adjust our calendar
for crossing the international dateline. When we were heading west
from the States, we skipped April 22nd. Now that we're going east
back to San Diego, we have to add a day to our calendar. Yesterday
was Friday, October 2nd. And today is also Friday, October 2nd, or
as it's been called in the ship's plan of the day, October 2(A).
Feels kind of strange, really.

But think about it. We'll be at sea for quite some time
before we get back stateside. We, or I should say the Captain, can
pick any day we want for the time warp. Does he pick a Sunday? Hell
no. He picks a Friday. So instead of a six day work week with two
days off, we have a seven day work week with one day off. Either
way, I'm reminded of the Beatles song, "Eight Days A
Week."

At any rate, there is a great deal to catch up on. After
leaving Australia, the first excitement came when we crossed the
equator and came back into the Northern Hemisphere. That was on the
18th of September. We took that opportunity to have a second Wog
Day, in order to initiate those new shipmates who have checked
aboard since our first initiation. Von Myers was among the lucky
few.

Von checked on the Fox way back when we were in the Gulf.
He was flown from San Diego to Pearl, to Diego Garcia, and finally
to Manama, Bahrain, where he was put up in a Hotel. Mind you, there
are no second rate hotels in Bahrain. So he had the luxury of a
really nice room, compliments of the U.S. Navy.

His room had a wet bar, fully stocked with small bottles
of every kind of liquor and mixer imaginable. Being the good sailor
he is, he did his best to take advantage of every hospitality the
Navy afforded him. But he failed to realize that the Navy wouldn't
foot the bill for the liquor. Nor did it occur to him that the wet
bar wasn't included in the room rate. To make a long story short,
when Von checked out of the hotel, he had to pay almost $100 for
drinking the wet bar dry!

Von and I have since then become pretty good friends.
We've had a lot of fun together. I wasn't very interested in
getting out on deck and beating the pollywogs during our second
crossing the line ceremony. But I did want to follow Von's
progress. I did my best to fashion a pirate's outfit from an old
set of dungarees and some civilian clothes, and then took personal
charge of Von in the wee morning hours of the 18th.

I escorted him up to the forcastle on his hands and knees,
and had him line up in ranks with the other slimy pollywogs. We
beat them, sprayed them with cold sea water from the fire hoses,
fed them the mandatory breakfast of green eggs and garbage, and
generally humiliated them for several hours. Von was pretty ragged
out by the time it was all over. I got some great pictures of him
throughout the day, a virtual shot by shot album of the wog day
ceremonies.

Other than that, the transit from Perth to Subic was
uneventful. We moored at Subic Bay Naval Station on the 21st. My
first official act was to buy what I call a "mojo barrel" at the
public market in downtown Olongapo City.

The mojo barrel is a hand-crafted wooden barrel that will
hold about a gallon of whatever you care to put in it. It has a
removeable plug in the top to fill it up, and a spigot on the front
to dispense your favorite beverage. The barrel sits atop a wooden
stand which also houses eight small wooden drinking cups. I saw
these things the last time we were in Subic, but never bought one.
So this time, I headed straight to the market, bargained the vendor
down to a price of $8.00, and carried the barrel back to the ship
before I began the real festivities.

After stashing my purchase aboard ship, I hopped a yellow
jeepney to the Victory Liner, and then caught a blue jeepney to the
barrio, and of course, got off at Gilligan's Island.

Eden was no longer working there. The other girls told me
that she was working down the street at another bar if I wanted to
go see her there. I debated that thought for some little time. I
wanted to see Eden again, as we had gotten along so well the last
time I was here. Yet I didn't want to leave Gilligan's. After all,
Gilligan's is the official "home port" of Fox Division. I finally
decided not to go see Eden, but not to pay anyone else's bar fine,
either. I figured I'd just be a free spirit and party with my
friends, rather than pay for one of the girls.

To this end, I asked Glenda, the mamasan, how much a room
at the motel next door cost. She said she could get a room cheaper
than I could; so she headed next door and rented me a small room
for $8.00. She told me to let her know when I wanted the key, and
she'd go next door and get it for me.

Before long, I had had too much mojo and asked Glenda to
fetch the key. She escorted me to my room, where I slept off the
effects of the deadly concoction. Before long, I was sober enough
to hold up my head; so I walked back next door to Gilligan's, where
a Fox Division party was in full swing.

I spent the vast majority of the evening sitting at the
bar with Mike Stephens, talking with Glenda, who was behind the
bar. It was a really nice evening. Mike is one of the friendliest
people I've ever met, and Glenda was quite a conversationalist,
once you got used to her thick accent.

Mike wanted to spend the night in the barrio, but like me,
didn't want to pay a bar fine. Unlike many of the other married
guys, Mike does not and will not cheat on his wife. So I suggested
he ask Glenda to get him a room next door. But Glenda had a better
idea.

Mike used my room at the Buzzard Motel; and I slept in the
office with Glenda in her double bed. I didn't even have to pay her
bar fine. She was just being nice, and offering me a place to
sleep. Or so I thought. That theory would prove to be wrong in the
coming days. But more about that later.

The next day was a duty day for me.

The following day, Wednesday, was the day I met
Hendry.

I left the ship about 10:30 a.m. after the Executive
Officer's inspection of messing, berthing and passageways. Once at
Gilligan's I met up with Kevin who had already started the days
activities. We had a few brews, chatted with Glenda and played some
pool. Eventually, we got hungry for some monkey meet (Filipino
style barbecued pork-on-a-stick).

We ordered two San Miguel beers for the road, and walked
down the street a few blocks to our favorite monkey meat stand.
But, alas, they were starting to light the fire in the grill and it
would be a little while before it was ready. Besides that, we were
ordering 50 sticks of barbecue, and it would take some little time
before it was all ready.

But in the barrio, you are never more than a few steps
from a bar; and as luck would have it, there was an outdoor bar
just 20 feet from where the monkey meat stand was. So, naturally,
being the beer guzzling fools we are, Kevin and I took a couple of
stools there.

Besides bars, the other thing you're never very far away
from in the barrio is street vendors and the occasional beggar. No
sooner had Kevin and I taken our seats at the bar, than we started
being hounded by people selling hats, T-shirts, sunglasses, the
usual barrio fare.

"Buy something?"

"No, thank you."

"Hat, sir?"

"Hindi." (Tagalog, meaning no.)

"Excuse me, sir. Buy sunglass."

"No."

"Buy some nice T-shirt, sir?"

"No. Fuck no."

"Excuse me sir… ."

"I said no, damnit. Hindi. NO! Go the fuck
away."

"Give me peso."

That one caused me to turn my head. I saw a young boy
standing next to me with his palm outstretched and a smile on his
face. "Peso," he said.

"You want me to give you a peso?" I asked.

"Yes, please."

"Why should I give you a peso?"

"I need."

"But look, kid," I said. "All these other people are at
least trying to sell something. They're not asking for something
for nothing. They're not begging. I don't give money to
beggars."

"I used to have shoe shine kit," the kid said. "But I give
to my little brother so he can make money."

"Well that's nice. But what about you? Now, you're just
begging?"

"No, sir. I can be body guard."

That caused me to laugh. This kid was less than five feet
tall, and weighed maybe 80 pounds soaking wet. And besides, what
would I need with a body guard in the barrio. It's one of the
safest places in the world if you know your way around, which by
now I did.

"You want to be my body guard?" I asked.

"Yes, sir."

"And what can you do for me as a body guard?"

"Whatever you want."

I asked the kid, "Can you make all these vendors go away
and leave me alone?" Because by now, Kevin and I were literally
surrounded by vendors trying to sell us their wares.

The kid spoke a few words in Tagalog, and before you could
blink and eye, the only people still there were me, Kevin, and the
kid. Everyone else scattered.

"Hey," I said. "That's a pretty good trick. Even if that's
all you can do for me, it's worth it." I gave the kid 50 pesos
(about $2.50). "What's your name?" I asked him.

"Hendry," he said. "Thank you. I make you good body guard.
What your name?"

"Mark," I answered. "How old are you?"

"Fourteen, running fifteen."

"Okay, Hendry," I said. "You can be my body guard for
tonight. Just keep all those damned vendors away from
me."

"Okay, Mark."

Kevin and I returned our attention to our beers and
resumed our conversation, while still waiting for our monkey meat
to get done. And good to his word, Hendry kept the vendors away. He
just stood by my side and waved off anyone who came up to
us.

Shortly, I spotted a vendor selling straw hats with
bandanas wrapped around them. I liked them and asked Hendry to call
the guy over.

"How much for a hat?" I asked the vendor.

"Three dollars," he answered.

I told Hendry, "Make the guy go away. He wants too
much."

Hendry spoke a few words in Tagalog; then he turned to me
and said, "One dollar."

"What? You talked the guy down from three dollars to one
dollar in less than five seconds?"

"I make you good price," Hendry said.

I bought the hat. And I knew then that I had made myself
quite a bargain by giving Hendry 50 pesos.

Soon, the monkey meat was done. Kevin and I paid the cook
and I took the bag full of barbecued pork sticks; and we started
walking back toward Gilligan's. Hendry quickly joined me and took
the bag from my hand. "I carry," he said.

Kevin and I shared a smile and a laugh. This kid was going
to be really handy to have around.

Back at the bar, we passed around the monkey meat to some
of the guys from the ship.

There are no real laws concerning children in bars in P.I.
And not really any legal drinking age, either. Most bars employ
what they call a "bar boy" for general cleaning and errand running.
These kids are usually around 13 to 15 years old, and are called
simply, "boy."

Other than that, though, children are not permitted in the
bars. Not because it's against the law, rather simply because the
management doesn't want a bunch of begging kids in the bar
bothering the customers. Likewise, the vendors won't come into the
bar, either. They simply stand at the front door and hold up their
wares. If someone waves for them to come in, then they do
so.

Because of this policy with the vendors and the kids,
simply watching the front door of Gilligan's makes for a
fascinating pastime. There is always, and I mean always, several
kids hanging around outside, just waiting for someone like Mike
Mott to throw a peso or a quarter outside to watch them scramble
for it. And there is always a vendor or two standing around on the
porch out front, hoping his wares will catch the eye of some
American inside.

So as Kevin and I were sitting at the bar and eating
monkey meat, I looked outside to see what Hendry was doing. He was
just leaning against the railing above the drainage ditch,
supposedly just waiting for his services as body guard to be
needed.

I went outside and asked him if he'd like some monkey
meat. He said yes. I checked back periodically to see if he wanted
some more, and each time he said yes, until finally he said no,
he'd rather have a coke, please, if I didn't mind.

So I bought Hendry a coke for seven pesos.

A little later, Hendry called for me to come outside
again. I went out to find him with a younger kid. "Mark, this my
brother, Chris. He the one I give my shoe shine kit."

I said hello to Chris, who had his brother's well-used
shoe shine kit with him. Chris said hello, it was nice to meet me.
And Hendry asked me, if I didn't mind, could Chris have a coke,
too? So I bought a coke for Chris.

Then I was back in the bar, talking with Kevin and Glenda.
Not too much time passed before Hendry called for me
again.

"This my friend, Edwin. If you don't mind, can you buy
Edwin a coke?" So I bought another coke. As I was standing outside
talking with Hendry and Edwin, Ken came out to join us.

Ken was as taken with Edwin as I was with Hendry. Ken
asked Edwin if he'd like to be his body guard; and Edwin of course
said yes. Ken was really just being a good Samaritan. Because Edwin
was in need of one.

Ken gave Edwin a few pesos and then took him into the bar,
and on into the back where the girls live. No, not to hook him up
with his first piece of ass, but to give him a shower. Edwin was
very dirty, and dressed in a shirt that should have been in the rag
pile long ago.

So Ken got Edwin cleaned up, and waved down a vendor and
bought him a new T-shirt. Ken and I were certainly becoming popular
with the barrio kids. Before long, there were more kids running
around outside Gilligan's than you would care to meet.

I bought a few more cokes, and so did Ken. And all the
while, Mike was throwing pesos out onto the porch. It was quite a
show, and one hell of a lot of fun.

A little later in the evening, a photographer showed up on
Gilligan's front porch. They'll take your picture, run and get it
developed, and return the finished print to you in about a half
hour. Kevin, Willeh and I had had a couple of pictures taken of
ourselves at the Apple club on our first trip to P.I.

I decided to have a shot of Hendry and myself made. So I
went outside and asked Hendry if he would like to take a picture
with me. He said yes, he would. So I made a bargain with the
photographer and asked him to make two copies of a 5 x 7
print.

When the fellow came back with the pictures I took them
both inside to the bar and borrowed a pen from Glenda. I wrote my
name and the ship's address on the back of one of them and went
back outside and gave it to Hendry. He absolutely beamed with pride
and happiness.

"I take to my mother," he said. And he was off.

As it was getting somewhat late for a kid to be out on a
school night, I figured I'd seen the last of Hendry. But boy, was I
ever wrong. Because just a few minutes later, Hendry was back on
the front porch and calling my name.

I went out to greet him. He had with him a small piece of
note paper with his name and address on it. "I show my mother the
picture," he said.

"Did she like it?" I asked.

"Yes, very much. She write my address for you. And I give
her the 50 peso you give me. She say thank you."

"You're welcome, Hendry," I said. "But listen, it's
getting late. Do you have to go to school tomorrow?"

"Yes."

"Then shouldn't you go home to bed?"

"No. Mother say I stay with you tonight."

"But Hendry, where will you sleep?"

"I sleep where you sleep. Or I just stay here all night
and wait you in the morning."

"You mean to tell me," I asked, "that you are going to
stay here all night until morning?"

"Yes. You pay me be your body guard. I stay you all
night."

Christ, 50 pesos goes a long way, I thought to myself.
Clearly, Hendry's mother was happy he had brought 50 pesos home to
the family, and made Hendry aware of the fact that he had to stay
with me and earn the money I'd given him. And honestly, I wondered
if that might even mean prostituting her son, should I have been so
inclined. Which is not to say I was or am so inclined. I just
wondered. I mean, girls in P.I. start working in the bars before
they're fifteen. And I know for a fact that you can find young boys
the same age who will trade sex for money just the same. I just
wondered.

"No, Hendry," I said. "It's getting late. You need to go
to bed. But you can come back tomorrow after school. We're going to
have a party at the beach in the afternoon and you can help. Would
you like to be my body guard again tomorrow?"

"Yes. I be here after school."

"Good. Now run along home and go to bed. Do you need
anything before you go," I asked. "Are you hungry?"

"Well, yes. I'm hungry."

"Would you like me to give you some money for
dinner?"

"Fried rice," Hendry answered."

"How much is that?"

"Thirty pesos."

So I gave Hendry a 50 peso note and said goodnight to him.
But still, I hadn't seen the last of Hendry that evening. Thirty
minutes later he was back at Gilligan's and calling my name from
the front door.

I went outside and asked, "What do you want
now?"

He handed me a 20 peso note and said, "Here's your
change."

What a hell of a kid! And with a huge smile on his face,
Hendry at last went off home to bed.

 

*****

 

That night I again slept in Glenda's bed. But this time I
paid her bar fine. Not so I could have sex with her. I really
didn't want to. In fact, that was one of the reasons I didn't
bother to walk down the street to see Eden. Frankly, I felt a
little guilty about paying her bar fine and having sex with her. I
just didn't feel comfortable with the feeling that she probably
felt obliged to have sex with me after paying her bar
fine.

I mean, I liked Eden a lot. And I was sexually attracted
to her. And I wanted to pay her bar fine so she could make a
living. But I didn't like the idea that she was then "mine."
Because that's really the way it is. You pay a girl's bar fine, and
she is pretty much obliged to do whatever you want her to. Because,
if after paying a bar fine, a sailor is unhappy with the girl for
any reason, he can get his money back from the mamasan. Then the
bar has lost money; the girl has lost money, and is also in trouble
with the bar. The mamasan may even impose a fine on the girl, and
take whatever money she may get from her next several bar
fines.

And that was just too much for my mind to deal with. So I
paid Glenda's bar fine just so she could have some income. And so I
could have a place to sleep.

But, as it turned out, Glenda was attracted to me. As we
lay in bed waiting for sleep to come, Glenda started making passes
at me. I told her I wasn't interested in having sex. I just wanted
to sleep. I think that really threw her for a loss. But it was nice
to have someone to snuggle with that night.

We started the next day the way we start every day in the
barrio - with a complimentary cup of instant coffee. Kevin and I
are always the first two guys to emerge from slumber. We came out
of our rooms and into the bar, where we found, as usual, several
girls and sailors asleep on the couches, the pool table, and yes,
even the bar.

We dropped a peso into the juke box to wake everyone up.
And shortly, as most people were having their first cup of coffee,
Kevin and I had switched to beer already.

Glenda, Kevin, Ken, and I started making plans for the
party that afternoon. We had already put out the word to everyone,
and collected money from all the sailors who planned to attend. We
made out a menu of lumpia, fried rice, pansit, BBQ chicken, monkey
meat, sodas, and of course, San Miguel beer. Glenda was tasked with
taking a jeepney downtown to buy all the food. "Papa" Vern, a
retired sailor and owner of Gilligan's, agreed to furnish the soda
and beer at wholesale plus one half peso each. (His price was about
4 pesos each, our price, 4 and a half pesos. The normal
over-the-counter price for beer is 8 pesos.)

Having firmed up the menu and finances, we all headed off
to the beach across the street to enjoy the morning sunshine. It
wasn't time for Glenda to go downtown yet, so she went with us, as
did most of the girls. You might wonder at the management and staff
of the entire bar leaving the place. But you must remember that
when the fleet is in port, usually one division takes over a whole
bar. Gilligan's was not worried about losing business by leaving
the bar empty. Fox division from the USS Fox
is their business. And they were with
us. Besides, Vern was still there; and all he had to do is tell
anyone who came in that we were across the street.

And that's exactly what he did when Hendry showed up at
10:00. Which came as quite a surprise to me. We were all sitting at
a picnic table on the beach, when here comes Hendry.

"Hi, Hendry," I said. "I thought you had school
today."

"I went to school," he replied. "I tell my teacher about
you and she say I can go."

Incredible. Just fucking incredible. Although education is
not compulsory in the Philippines, it is nonetheless important. But
I guess with priorities and hardships being what they are, even the
teachers know a kid shouldn't pass up an opportunity to make a
buck.

"Well, okay," I said. "You still want to be my body guard
today?"

"Yes."

I gave Hendry 200 pesos and told him to take the money
home to his mother. He was back in a flash with a heart-felt "thank
you" from his mom. Soon, we headed back to Gilligan's. I told
Hendry to go with Glenda when she went to the market for the
barbecue supplies. They were gone about two hours and returned with
a shit load of food.

Some of the items were catered, as it turned out. They
ordered the lumpia and pansit from a local restaurant. But they
made the fried rice right there at the bar. Vern supplied us with
coolers and beverages as agreed. Glenda put the chicken and pork in
a marinade of soy sauce, vinegar, onion, garlic, lime juice and
black pepper. She even arranged to hire a jeepney for the day to
take all the shit to the beach and to shuttle people back and
forth. (The party was to be held not across the street where we
were earlier in the day, but about a mile down the road behind a
hotel where she rented the whole fucking private beach!)

The cookout was a fantastic success. About ten guys had
pitched in for all the supplies, and each had paid a bar fine to
take a girl from the bar with us. I had paid Glenda's bar fine,
because she was running the show and needed to earn some money
herself. But as I mentioned earlier, she read more into it than
that. It was becoming apparent that she
wanted me. In fact, by this time, all
the girls from the bar had started calling me "papasan."

I had insisted earlier that anyone who planned on going to
the party pitch in $10. That would be enough to cover food,
beverages, jeepney rental and beach rental for himself and his
girlfriend. But as is always the case, there are a few freeloaders.
Even though only ten people had paid for the party, we had I think
thirty people show up. Fortunately, there was enough
food.

Ken had hired Edwin for the day again. And Edwin, Hendry,
and Glenda did a superb job of barbecuing the chicken and pork.
Everything was delicious. Vern had supplied us with enough sodas
for the non drinkers, but because there were more people than we
had expected, we ran out of beer. So I took Hendry with me up the
hill to the hotel and bought another case of beer, which of course,
he carried back to the beach.

We played volleyball, went swimming in the bay, ate until
we were stuffed, and just generally had a great time. But during
the course of the evening, Glenda began acting a bit
odd.

I liked Glenda, I really did. As a friend. Like I said
before, I wanted to pay her bar fine, so she could have an income
while we were in port, and so I could have a bed to sleep in. I had
no interest in sleeping on the pool table like some other sailors I
know.

But Glenda was apparently thinking along other lines. She
began to get jealous of the time I spent at the picnic talking with
Kevin, Von, Ken, Edwin and Hendry. Kevin, Ken and Von are my best
friends on the ship. It's only natural that I would want to spend
time talking with them at a party. And I was so taken with Hendry
(and learning so much about Philippine lifestyle from him) that I
spent a great deal of time talking with him as well. It soon became
crystal clear that Glenda was getting pissed off.

I think that had we had more time in port, Glenda and I
could have worked through this problem. But the night of the party,
Thursday, was our last night in port. In fact, we had "Cinderella
Liberty" that night. The ship was expected to get underway at 0400
on Friday, so we all had to be back aboard by midnight.
Consequently, Glenda and I never had a chance to discuss the
reasons why I didn't want to sleep with her, or the reasons I spent
so much time with Hendry.

Her jealousy and anger led to a rather sad ending to an
otherwise joyous visit. As the party wound down on the beach, we
started shuttling back to Gilligan's in the jeepney Glenda had
hired. The last trip was reserved for the party's sponsors and
workers. That meant that the last jeepney carried Ken, Kevin, Von,
their girlfriends, Hendry, Edwin, Glenda, myself and all the
coolers and supplies. That jeepney was packed to the gills. So
packed in fact, that Hendry stood on the running board in back and
held on for dear life over a very bumpy road.

I got a bit concerned about that, and motioned for Hendry
to come inside the vehicle and sit on my lap, which he did. That
did it as far as Glenda was concerned. She made up her mind right
then and there that I was a "bennie boy" (homosexual). She told me
so, in no uncertain terms.

She began to carry on about how I had ignored her. She
complained that I spent to much time with the "boy." She was upset
about my not having had sex with her. She even started to
cry.

Back at the bar, I did my best to console her. To explain
my actions to her. But it was to no avail. She would hear none of
it. She just kept crying and screaming at me. Finally, I'd had
enough. The whole time, Hendry was outside watching. I made an
excuse with Kevin to go down the street for cigarettes. We left the
bar and began walking down the street; Hendry tagged
along.

"This your last liberty?" Hendry asked with a sad
face.

"Yes, Hendry, it is," I answered. "But I have your address
and I promise to write to you."

"Okay," he said. He said it was nice to meet me and gave
me a hug.

Kevin and I didn't need any cigarettes. We simply boarded
a blue jeepney headed downtown, leaving Hendry waving in the
street, and Glenda crying in the bar.

 

*****

 

The Fox got underway from Subic Bay at 0400 on Friday, the
25th of September. Within 36 hours, I had developed a very bad case
of intestinal flu. Montezuma's revenge as international travellers
usually call it.

I sat on the shitter for four days with diarrhea,
headache, fever and cold chills. It was hell.

I went to the corpsman complaining of the runs. He gave me
something to clog up my bowels. But it didn't take effect as
quickly as I might have liked. So I took some more. And some more.
And yet more.

The end result is I went from diarrhea to constipation and
was in even more pain.

I'm better now. As I said, today is "time warp" day; and
we're almost to Pearl Harbor. I'm really excited about visiting
Hawaii for the first time, and even more so about getting back to
San Diego.

I've been in touch through the mail with my best friend,
Marty Smith, a fellow I met in Navy Firecontrol "A" school in
Chicago. He's transferred to San Diego and has offered to rent me
the spare bedroom in his and his wife's apartment. I can't wait to
move into my new home.

The ship will be in a "stand down" status when we get back
to San Diego, from the 13th of October to the 22nd. That means that
only the duty section has to be there on any given day.

I have duty the day we pull into San Diego. During the
14th to 16th I'll settle into Marty and Susie's apartment. I have
duty again on the 17th. Kevin and I plan on spending the 18th
through the 20th in Las Vegas. I have duty again on the 21st. The
22nd is my last day off during stand down. On the 23rd, it's back
to full time work for everybody.

Although I appreciate the stand down period the captain is
giving us, it just doesn't seem to be fair. Six months at sea,
three of which were spent in the gulf. Away from family. Away from
the states. Away from civilization (save Perth). And what do we get
when it's all over? Seven days off. Separated by two fucking duty
days.

Nonetheless, I'm anxious to get home. I can't
wait.

Our Christmas leave schedule has been made up. I've put in
for 14 days leave over the New Year period. I'm still too junior to
take the Christmas period off. That's already been spoken
for.

The big news of the day is that we once again have gone to
condition IV, peacetime steaming. Back to normal working hours. We
really are on the way home.

 

Wednesday October 7

The Fox pulled into Pearl Harbor yesterday to take on
about thirty "tigers," crew member's fathers and brothers for the
most part. I had really wanted to have my father and my son join me
for the trip from Hawaii to San Diego. But the scheduling of this
cruise was confused from the start. It wasn't decided until just
recently to initiate the voyage from Pearl rather than Seattle. And
by the time the decision was finalized, there just wasn't time for
either my father or myself to make economical travel arrangements
for him and Jesse. So I'm somewhat disappointed about their not
being here. I know they'd have both loved it.

Well, enough of that. Since the ship spent only one night
in Hawaii, we didn't get underway until late this afternoon. That
gave yesterday's duty section an opportunity to get off the ship
and see Honolulu and Waikiki. Which is what I did last night. I
fulfilled one of my life long dreams yesterday. I saw Don
Ho.

Yes, I know. I get a lot of shit from people when I say
things like that. But I actually like
Don Ho. I can remember hearing him sing "Tiny Bubbles" when I
was just a kid. And I used to watch his television show religiously
when I was in college at Eastern Kentucky University. In fact, when
his show came on, my dormitory room became a television lounge
filled with people who had come for one thing and one thing only -
to see Don Ho.

So last night, I fulfilled my dream to see him in person.
Maybe some day I'll fulfill another dream - to see Wayne
Newton.

Anyway, I managed to talk three other people into going
with me. Kevin Braun, Ken Frank and I shared a taxi from Pearl
Harbor to Waikiki Beach. We had the cabbie drop us at the Hilton
Hawaiian Village Hotel, which I'm told is owned by Mr. Ho. Von
Myers was busy when we left, but he said he'd meet us at one of the
bars in the hotel.

The Hawaiian Village is spectacular! It is a huge,
towering structure right on the beach. The side of the tower facing
the ocean is painted with a massive, beautiful rainbow pattern. It
really looked great as we were pulling the ship into
port.

The whole complex was beautifully landscaped with palm
trees, flowers and many varieties of green plants. The registration
desk was located outside, although covered in case of rain. I'd
never seen anything like that before. It just goes to prove that
it's always warm in Hawaii. A hotel registration desk outside,
Jesus, that freaked me out.

But that seemed to be the norm. Because there were also
restaurants and bars out in the open. The entire complex on the
lower level was out in the fresh ocean breeze, under the warm
sunshine and palm trees. Gorgeous, absolutely gorgeous.

Ken, Kevin and I took stools at the outdoor bar and
ordered three Corona beers. We were all anxious to enjoy our first
"domestic" beer since leaving San Diego. Okay, so Corona isn't
exactly domestic. But as Tijuana is just 15 miles south of the navy
base in San Diego, it's close enough.

The bar maid set up our beers, each with a slice of lime,
and said, "$12.15, please." I nearly shit my pants. We all did.
Four dollars for a beer? We had just come from P.I. where we had
been paying only 45 cents. But this was Hawaii, and it was Corona,
so we paid the money and made a toast to being back in the states,
even if we weren't on the mainland.

And that's an important travel trip when in Hawaii. Don't
use the term "stateside." After all, Hawaii is a state, too. The
locals there get a bit peeved when you refer to the mainland as
"stateside." Hell, you are
stateside when you're in Hawaii.

After toasting and clicking our long neck bottles
together, we all took a long, slow drink from our beers. "Ahhhh,
heaven," I said. "It's good to be home, almost."

Once we'd finished our Coronas, we all agreed that $4.05
was a bit much to shell out for a beer; so we decided to save some
money and ordered Budweiser for our second round. "$11.85, please,"
the bar maid said.

"You have got to be shitting me," I said. She just smiled
and shrugged her shoulders. Realizing that we'd only saved a dime
by ordering beer from Missouri instead of Mexico, we switched back
to Corona after finishing the Bud.

I took the chance to call my folks while we were waiting
for Von to arrive. As this was only the second time I'd called my
parents since we left San Diego, they were very excited to hear my
voice. And glad to know I was out of the gulf and headed home at
last.

I had recently written them a letter about Glenda and
Hendry. They enjoyed that letter very much, and said that they had
gotten a big kick out of it. But our conversation was mainly about
how happy we all were that the Persian Gulf was behind me. They
were sleeping a lot better, they said.

Back at the bar, Von finally showed up. Since he's in the
engineering department, his working hours are always longer than
ours. And his liberty hours always start later and end earlier than
ours in the weapons department. But he arrived at last and bought
us all a round of brew.

Soon, we decided it was time to buy our show tickets and
grab some dinner. There was a Benihana's of Tokyo restaurant in the
hotel, and we decided to eat there. Although earlier we had been
complaining that we only had one night to spend in Pearl, we were
now singing a different tune. With the prices we were paying, none
of us could have afforded to stay any longer. $20 each for dinner,
plus another $20 for the show. And with beer, even cheap beer,
running four bucks a crack, this was destined to be an expensive
night.

But Von told us not to worry. He said he had plenty of
money and would treat us when we ran out of cash. He was good to
his word. He bought all the drinks during the show, because by then
Ken, Kevin and I were all broke.

Our meal at Benihana's was delicious. If you've never had
the opportunity to eat at a Benihana's, I highly recommend it. Just
watching the chef prepare your meal at the table is worth the price
of dinner. How those guys use a long, very sharp knife to slice the
vegetables and butterfly shrimp at lightening speed without cutting
themselves, or accidentally throwing the knife at one of the diners
is beyond me. They really are professional, and a joy to
watch.

Finally, it was time for the show. We had spent too much
time slamming brews at the bar, and wound up with seats in the nose
bleed section off to the side of the stage. Even so, we had a good
view. The show room was pretty big, but none of the seats offered
an obstructed view.

The show was not what I had expected at all. Don came out
and sang a little bit, told a few jokes, and then began introducing
various other people who came out to sing. It was just like his
television show. In fact, most of the other people he brought out
had been on the T.V. show as well. I recognized most of
them.

Don made a point of telling the audience that he likes to
use his act at the Hilton as a show case for young, aspiring
entertainers. And I must say, he has good taste. Every performer
there was nothing short of tremendous.

About halfway through the show, Don asked if anyone had
any requests. "Tiny Bubbles," someone said.

"I hate that song," he said. "I've been singing it for
twenty years. Everywhere I go, people ask me to sing `Tiny
Bubbles.' God, how I hate that song. How about something
else?"

"Tennessee Waltz," an old lady up front said.

"No, I hate that song, too," he answered.

"New York, New York," the same old lady yelled.

"God, can't you suggest a good song?" Don said. "Those are
the same old worn out songs everybody wants to hear."

It was pretty funny, really. Everyone was enjoying the
show. Then someone yelled out, "Sing Blue Hawaii."

"No," Don said. "But I have someone else here who will. He
introduced a pair of young twin boys, maybe 20 years old. They came
out and sang the most beautiful rendition of Blue Hawaii I've ever
heard.

When they were finished, Don Ho walked back on stage and
the music to Tiny Bubbles started. He sang part of it in English,
and finished in Hawaiian. It was great; and he got a standing
ovation.

As soon as the applause died down, he began singing New
York, New York. And he did it better than Frank Sinatra ever has.
Then he went straight into the Tennessee Waltz, and even invited
the old lady to come up on stage and dance with him while he sang.
It was a touching moment.

At one point in the show, Don asked the audience, "Do we
have any veterans here tonight?" A lot of people raised their hands
and there was a huge round of applause.

"How about World War II? Any veterans of World War II?
Stand up." More applause.

"Korea? All you Korean veterans stand up." More
applause.

"Vietnam? All you Vietnam vets stand up. Give them a
hand." And the applause and audience response just kept getting
louder.

"How about active duty? Is there anyone here on active
duty?" I was amazed. Ken, Kevin, Von and I were the only people who
stood up. I guess Don Ho's kind of music is just too old for the
young guys serving in the navy today. Anyway, we stood, and I'll be
damned if we didn't get a standing ovation.

"Send those guys a bottle of champagne with my
compliments," Don said. I'll tell you, that round of applause and
bottle of champagne made me so proud, made me so happy, that it
made the three months we spent in the gulf worthwhile. To know that
we were appreciated and supported. It put a big smile on my face
and brought tears to my eyes.

 

Tuesday October 13

Here we are at last. Home sweet home. The USS Fox moored
at pier six, Naval Station San Diego, at 0945 this morning. The
pier was packed with loved ones and well wishers. Banners saying
"Welcome Home Fox" were hung on the fences. A band was playing
America the Beautiful and the Star Spangled Banner. Wives and sons
and daughters and fathers and mothers held signs saying thing like
"we love you daddy" and "I missed you honey."

The crew of the ship was dressed in Summer Dress Whites
and we lined the rails as we pulled in. As the crowd cheered and
the band played, the sea and anchor detail threw the mooring lines
over to the pier. Once the ship was tied up, the brow was put
across and the crowd rushed from the pier to the flight
deck.

There was hugging, and kissing and crying. It was the most
emotionally moving experience of my life. I was happy for all the
guys whose wives had come out to meet them. I was happy for all the
guys who got to hug their children. I was happy for all the parents
who had come to greet their sons from a long and worry-filled
deployment. And as they cried with one another, I cried, too. With
joy for them, and with sadness for myself.

For there was no one on the pier to greet me. As badly as
my parents wanted to come, they couldn't. And to make matters
worse, I have duty today. I'm back in San Diego at last, but I have
to spend the whole of today and tonight on the ship.

It's a bittersweet moment. I'm glad to be home. Yet I'm
not home. For my home is in Kentucky. My parents are in Kentucky.
My son is in Kentucky. My heart is in Kentucky. But here I am in
San Diego, watching all the hugging and kissing and
crying.

And so my first deployment overseas ends. It is surely
something I'll never forget. I've got my journal. I've got
newspaper stories and magazine articles. I've got a tape of the
radio report that ABC News made in the gulf. I've got a letter of
commendation from Admiral Bernsen. I've got the wall map that we
used in missile plot to chart our course. I've got pictures and
slides galore. I've got new friends in Perth and the
Philippines.

But mostly, I've got tears running down my cheeks. I'm so
very glad to be home; yet I wish I was
home.

 










Chapter 6
Epilogue



When I got off duty on the morning of October 14, 1987, I
picked up my jeep from the long term storage lot on base and moved
my clothes to Marty and Susie's apartment. I bought a futon and a
book case and got settled into my new home. It really felt good to
be off the ship.

Kevin and I drove up to Las Vegas. But the luck I had
enjoyed in Perth didn't hold. I lost my ass.

 

*****

 

About a week later, Shawn and I decided it was time to
launch the rockets we had built during our transit from San Diego
to the Philippines.

My model SM-2, although somewhat imbalanced, flew one
successful mission and is now prominently displayed on the bookcase
in my living room. Shawn's "Black Beauty," however, caused us quite
a scare.

Shawn, Kim (his wife) and I piled all our rocket supplies
into my jeep and headed east into the Cleveland National Forest. We
found a nice spot high up in the mountains and parked the jeep. We
ate a picnic lunch while we set up the launch pad.

We connected Shawn's homemade launch system to the Jeep's
battery and made ready for lift-off. Unknowingly, we had made a
grave error in our selection of engines for the "Black
Beauty."

We had placed three "D" size booster engines in the tail
of the rocket. These engines are designed to shoot flames upward
into the rocket in order to light the second stage engines. We had
no second stage.

Consequently, just microseconds after lift-off, when the
rocket was about 50 feet into the air, it burst into flames. As the
rocket tumbled to the ground and landed in a bush, Kim screamed. I
think, actually, we all screamed.

Shawn quickly grabbed his jacket from the jeep and began
beating the bush, which was now also on fire. Kim huddled behind
the jeep for cover. I stood watching with my mouth open like an
idiot. For a moment we were afraid we had set fire to the Cleveland
National Forest.

But Shawn put the fire out with his jacket. Kim began
breathing again. And I laughed my ass off.

 

*****

 

Ever since leaving Perth, I had been waiting to receive a
letter from David. I had given him the ship's address that last
morning when we had drinks together. I was sure we had formed a
friendship that would last. But, apparently, I was wrong. I never
heard from David.

 

*****

 

I've already mentioned that I wrote Eden and asked her to
marry me. She arrived at Los Angeles international airport on May
31, 1990. We were married just two days later. After several miles
of red tape, she now has permanent residency status. We are getting
along very well, and expect her daughter, Mae, who is 13 years old
to join us in America soon.

 

*****

 

Hendry is now 18 years old, and in his last year of high
school. He told me in his last letter that he wants to join the
navy. We stay in touch regularly through the mail. And I've seen
Hendry twice since we met in 1987. The Fox was deployed again in
1988-89. We pulled into Subic Bay both at the beginning and end of
that cruise.

Glenda is still mamasan at Gilligan's and she is still
convinced that I'm a homo. But, Glenda can believe whatever she
wants. Eden worked with and for Glenda for a long time. Eden tells
me that Glenda is nothing but jealous. Jealous of Hendry. Jealous
of Eden.

Glenda went so far as to try to destroy the friendship
that Hendry and I enjoy. She told me many lies about Hendry. That
he was a bad kid. That he dropped out of school. That he sold the
tennis shoes I gave him for Christmas. None of it is
true.

Hendry is a hell of a kid. And a good friend. While I've
been writing this book for the past two years, there have been four
photographs hanging above my desk to inspire me to write. One is of
the Fox. Another is of captain William W. Mathis. The third is of
Shawn. And the last one is the photo that I had made in front of
Gilligan's with Hendry.

When Eden and go back to P.I. for a visit, I will
certainly look up Hendry.

 

*****

 

After having read Liberty Call, you know that it was both
frightening and fun. But more than that, the Fox's cruise was a
military success. Here are some of the letters, messages and awards
we received:

 

Meritorious Unit Citation from the Commander, Mideast Task
Force, Admiral Bernsen.

 

Battle Efficiency Award from the Commander, Cruiser
Destroyer Group Three.

 

Armed Forces Expeditionary Medal for service in the
Persian Gulf.

 

Navy Expeditionary Medal for the first Operation Earnest
Will escort mission which took us to Kuwait.

 

From the commanding officer of the USS Acadia: "Escort
Service - The Cruiser/Destroyer Navy at its finest. The conduct of
your assigned escort duties of ACADIA over the past few days could
not have been more professionally executed. From the "Fast Attack
Tender" I extend to you and your crew my very best. BZ"

 

From the Commander, Mideast Task Force: "The Officers and
Crew of USS FOX are to be congratulated on the outstanding
preparations made for hosting the twelve member congressional
delegation on the 3rd of July. The delegation, led by Rep. Les
Aspin, was very impressed by the ship's appearance and your
forehandedness. Everything was smartly organized. The execution was
flawless. You represented the Navy in the best possible light. It
was a pleasure for me to be a small part of the action. Thanks for
your hospitality. Well done! RADM Bernsen sends."

 

From Ambassador Zakhem: "One of the cleanest ships I've
ever seen. Officers and crew are professional and are making
significant contributions to Persian Gulf operations."

 

From the Chairman, House Armed Services Committee: "On
behalf of my colleagues I would like to personally thank the entire
crew of the USS FOX for their attention and assistance during the
recent visit of the Armed Services Committee Delegation. Serving
under the most difficult of conditions, the spirit, resolve and
determination of your men was most impressive. While the Persian
Gulf is many miles from home, the crew of the USS FOX may rest
assured that all America is grateful for the job being done. As you
continue with your mission, my colleagues and I wish your crew
every success and a safe return home. Les Aspin."

 

From the Commander, Mideast Task Force: "In regards to
EARNEST WILL 87001: The professional, can do attitude of everyone
in Middle East Force, and in particular, the extraordinary efforts
of the men of KIDD, FOX, CROMMELIN have been superb. Please pass on
a "well done" to all. Warm regards. RADM Bernsen."

 

From the Secretary of Defense: "The highly professional
manner in which members of your command supported the first-ever
deployment of the DOD National Media Pool to cover an actual
operation in which it was necessary to maintain operational
security is greatly appreciated. This initial effort provided a
splendid look at your Navy units in operation and has been praised
in numerous communications… ."

 

From the 8th of July, 1987 Congressional Record: Our
Outstanding Sailors: (Mr. Weldon asked and was given permission to
address the house for one minute and to revise and extend his
remarks.) Mr. Weldon. Mr Speaker, I rise today to pay tribute to a
special group of young Americans protecting freedom in the troubled
Persian Gulf area. I had occasion to board the USS FOX, stationed
in the gulf. While on board I spent two hours in briefings,
meetings with officers and crew, and inspecting the ship. Mr.
Speaker, let me tell you how proud I am of the pride, dedication,
and enthusiasm the sailors whom I met on the FOX displayed. Their
ship and its crew are outstanding examples of the competence and
preparedness of those whose efforts we sometimes take for granted.
I know that all of my colleagues join me in this tribute to the
crew of the FOX, and all sailors, as outstanding Americans. -
Representative Curt Weldon (R-PA)

 

From the commanding officer of the USS Guadalcanal: "The
recent escort services provided by USS FOX/REEVES were flawless and
totally professional in every respect."

 

From the Commander, Seventh Fleet: "As you depart SEVENTH
FLEET for home and a well deserved reunion with loved ones,
congratulations on your exceptional performance as a member of
Middle East Force and CONNIE BATTLE GROUP. You successfully met the
demanding challenges of the shipping escort duties, setting a
professional standard for all who follow. Your sacrifices and hard
work were recognized fully and are greatly appreciated. You can be
proud of a job truly well done. All the best. VADM Paul
Miller."

 

From the Commander, Battle Group Delta: "Bill, as you and
your exceptional crew turn to families and loved ones, I would like
to take this opportunity to express my personal thanks for the
superb support FOX provided BATTLE GROUP DELTA during the
deployment. FOX'S accomplishments in everything she undertook, were
splendid. Whether providing AAW coverage for the Battle Group,
escorting reflagged commercial tankers in support of national
tasking, or performing as the Persian Gulf "showboat" for
COMIDEASTFOR, FOX represented the best the US Navy has to offer.
You did it right friend. It has been a tremendous pleasure serving
with you and your fine ship. It would be my sincere pleasure to do
it again with your super professionals, anytime, anywhere. Keep
charging. FOX, FOX. RADM Bull."

 

*****

 

Yes, the ship received great praise from congress, the
secretary of defense, and field commanders. And I'm very proud of
that. But I'm even more proud of the following letter of
commendation that I received from Rear Admiral Bernsen:

 

COMMANDER MIDDLE EAST
FORCE

TAKES PLEASURE IN
COMMENDING

FIRE CONTROLMAN SECOND
CLASS

MARK STEPHEN HAYNES

UNITES STATES NAVY

for service as set forth in the following

CITATION:

 

"For professional achievement in the superior performance
of your duties while serving as Weapons Direction System MK 14
Maintenance Technician in USS FOX (CG-33) deployed to Middle East
Force from 31 May to 16 August 1987. Displaying exceptional skill
and resourcefulness, you maintained the Terrier Missile Fire
Control System in a 100 percent operational status, despite the
harsh environmental conditions encountered in the Persian Gulf. You
enhanced FOX's physical security posture through your vigilance as
a topside rover and member of the Ship's Self Defense Force. Your
performance, maturity and superior professional skill made positive
and significant contributions to mission accomplishment. Your
zealous performance and dedication to duty reflect great credit
upon yourself, your command and the United States Naval
Service."

 

H.J. BERNSEN

Rear Admiral, United States
Navy

Commander Middle East
Force

 

*****

 

Where Are They Now?

 

Fire Controlman Third Class Kevin Braun was promoted to
Second Class Petty Officer. At the end of his enlistment, he was
honorably discharged from the United States Navy in the summer of
1989. He returned to his hometown of Eau Claire, Wisconsin where he
is attending college and working on his Associate's Degree in
Electronics Technology.

 

Fire Controlman Second Class Ken Frank was promoted to
First Class Petty Officer and transferred to Portland, Oregon. He
is currently serving as a Navy Recruiter.

 

Fire Controlman Second Class Colin White was promoted to
First Class Petty Officer before he accepted an honorable discharge
in late 1989. He is currently working for a civilian concern in San
Jose, California, where he is responsible for testing and
troubleshooting tumor treatment equipment used in hospitals
throughout the United States.

 

Fire Controlman Second Class Marty Smith was promoted to
First Class Petty Officer. He transferred from the USS Vincennes to
Dahlgren, Virginia, where he teaches the operation and maintenance
of the AN/SPY-1 radar, which is a part of the highly acclaimed
Aegis missile system.

 

Fire Controlman Second Class Shawn Godwin was promoted to
First Class Petty Officer. He is currently stationed at the U.S.
Navy's Shipboard Weapons System Engineering Station in Port
Hueneme, California. He is responsible for testing new engineering
changes to the Weapons Direction System MK-14 and the AN/SYR-1
Communications Tracking Set, as well as auditing course curriculum
for both systems.

 

The author, Fire Controlman Second Class Mark S. Haynes,
was promoted to First Class Petty Officer. He was transferred to
the Navy's Combat System Technical School Command in Mare Island,
California, where he not only teaches the operation and maintenance
of the Weapons Direction System MK-14 and the AN/SYR-1
Communication Tracking Set, but has been instumental in rewriting
the entire course curriculum.

 

###
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