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The Obverse Side Of The Monument Tells A Short Story About  


The Manitowoc Submarines In World War II





THE HISTORY OF THE MANITOWOC SHIPBUILDING COMPANY AND THEIR SUBMARINES* 





The relationship of Submarines to the Manitowoc Shipyard began in 1940 when the Navy Dept. contacted the Manitowoc Shipbuilding Co. for construction of ten Submarines of the Gato Class. The contract was later expanded to 41 of which 28 were completed before World War II drew to a successful close.





How did the Navy happen to pick this small shipbuilding company, located so far from salt water for the most difficult ship construction job known at the time? How successful would they be in building this type of ship? How were the crews trained for their wartime duties at such a remote spot, and finally, how were these boats taken from the fresh water of Lake Michigan to salt water? The answers to these questions are a testimonial to the skill and devotion of management and the workers of this small Wisconsin Company.





When the United States entered World War I, 32 cargo ships of 3500 tons were built to maximum dimensions of the St. Lawrence River Locks. One of these freighters, the Coquina, was the first ship sunk by the Japanese in World War II.





Post World War I the yard was expanded and with the excess amount of steel plate, they designed and built the first self-unloading freighter. In 1925, they constructed a larger twin-screw design that enabled the vessel to navigate small harbors without the use of tugs.





With expanded facilities, they built eight Car-ferries; dump scows and a large tanker for the Standard Oil Company. Also during this time period, they designed and built the Manitowoc Speed Crane, which is world famous even unto today! During the lean years, the shipyard built Coast Guard Cutters, one, which later became President Roosevelt's yacht, and much later, owned by Elvis Presley.





In 1936, ships used all welded hulls instead of rivets. This welding skill paid off later in the construction of Submarines. In 1940 work started on the 406’ car ferry, “City of Midland.” These ferries were built to transport freight cars across Lake Michigan, along with some automobiles. The company at this time was in a very healthful condition. 





Additions and improvements resulted in a modern, well-equipped plant, located on 35 acres, with a dock space of 4500’. The company had gained experience and skill from having built 306 ships. The shipyard had a group of skillful engineers, a strong management team and a good labor pool. All was in readiness to embark on the greatest challenge in its long history.





Charles West, President of the Manitowoc Shipbuilding Co., was always looking ahead. Because of activities in Europe, the United States Government would be awarding contracts for small ships. Mr. West went to Washington with the possibility of obtaining contracts for his yard. His efforts were limited to small ships because of the St. Lawrence Seaway, and the Welland Canal, a series of locks 270 feet long and 14 feet of water. The other route was via the Illinois & Mississippi Rivers. 





In 1939, it was apparent that war was inevitable. West knew that because of limited facilities in the shipbuilding industry, some small ships would be available. The Bureau of Ships, in its survey knew the capabilities of the Manitowoc Shipyard. Mr. West was thinking of building Destroyers, but how could they be transported to the ocean? The Illinois & Mississippi River route was a possibility, but how could a ship drawing 12 feet of water maneuver over a stretch of water where the depth was only nine feet? 





The answer was found in his own yard. He often took walks through the yard, observing and talking to the workers. He knew many of them on a first name basis. During one of his walks along the waterfront the company’s floating drydock came into view. The purpose of a floating drydock was to lift ships out of the water, in effect to lesson their draft. This was precisely what was needed to transverse that 9 foot stretch of water on the Mississippi River. A Destroyer could be placed in such a dock and towed to New Orleans. 





The Company’s Engineers went to the drawing board and when West was convinced his plan would work, with the necessary drawings and proposals in hand, he headed for Washington to present his plans to the Navy Dept. West left Washington without an answer, but the Navy did seem interested and assured him his plan would be studied!





War broke out in Europe and President Roosevelt declared a limited National Emergency. The Navy shipbuilders were concerned that our submarine building capacity was insufficient to support a long war. The Electric Boat Co. was the only commercial source of submarine construction and the Navy felt competition would be beneficial. 





The navy approached Electric Boat Co. president, Mr. Spear about this possibility. Spear, knowing there would be more submarine construction than he could handle, called Charles West and asked if he was interested in building submarines. West answered that he knew nothing about building submarines, therefore was not interested. In 1940 the war in Europe escalated.





President Roosevelt signed the Naval Expansion Bill. The Navy Dept. knew the submarine building capacity would be strained to the limit. West was asked to come to Washington to meet with the Bureau of Construction and Repair.  





The Bureau asked West to build submarines, and assured him the Electric Boat Co. would provide plans and whatever assistance he would need. Lacking knowledge of this type of construction, West said he would study the plans and reply in a week. 





After studying the plan and consulting with Electric Boat Co., the Navy and his staff, he was convinced he could do it, and headed back to Washington to accept the contract for ten Gato Class Submarines at a cost of $2,850,000 each. They were exact duplicates of USS Growler, (SS 215). Completion of the first submarine, USS Peto, took 34 months… others followed in two to three month intervals. The contract was officially approved 26 December 1940.





Special cranes and a crawler crane were built to lift and haul the 60-ton sections to the building ways. This model 3900 crane was so successful, a special order of 3900 cranes were built and transported to clear the wreckage at Pearl Harbor. This crane is still being built today.
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The Building to the Left Still Exists on the Manitowoc Property**





A full size mock-up of the submarine was built with all the details in place. Workers could tour and acquaint themselves with pipes, machinery, valves, gauges etc. The Navy had early doubts about building submarines here and was deeply concerned about the side-launching method. 





However this had been used for as long as ships were constructed here and company officials had few doubts about this type of launch. To ease the Navy’s doubts, a special scale model and launch tank was built to duplicate the exact launch. Some of the Navy's early concerns were that the submarine would roll over. The concluded test results removed any doubt.  However the tests did show that battery acid could spill with the extreme degree of the launch.  West’s response was fast and simple. Launch the submarine first and then install the batteries.  The Navy had no more doubts about the launch or West’s creative and responsive skills. 





Normal employment was 500 workers, but many more would be needed. The combined popu-lation of Manitowoc and Two Rivers, a close neighboring city was 34,000.The County had 3,893 farms and farmers were recruited to work at the shipyard. This was sufficient for the time and by March 1941; employment reached 1,700 workers after the start of the program in October 1940. 





In the months ahead, workers were recruited from the neighboring cities that could supply the needed work force. Farmers milked their cows in the daytime and welded on submarines at night. The magnitude of all the recruiting and training effort enabled the shipyard to reach a peak employment of 7,000 workers. A National magazine paid tribute to West and his shipyard; they said the apprentice course was tougher than a “Navy Shakedown Cruise,” but they apparently were not aware that during the winter, shakedown cruises on Lake Michigan could be quite grueling for the crew… and the boat! 
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USS Hammerhead (SS364) Icing Conditions On Lake Michigan As Late As March 


Made Training Hazardous As Evidenced In This 9 March, 1944 Picture**





However, the results of such a tough apprenticeship were, custom trained shipbuilders. A Navy Inspector at the yard commented, “We lovingly call them ‘Cheese-workers’ and ‘Cherry pickers,’ but Lord what beautiful work they do.”





The Defense workers at the shipyard needed housing, so the Federal Housing Authority allocated $1,400,000 for pre-fab houses. It was named “Custerdale.” The houses still stand today and many of the streets were renamed after submarines built here as a vivid reminder of the War Years, and the contribution of successful War patrols.





On June 18, 1941 the first section of SS265, USS Peto left the Erection Shop and was placed on the building ways. It was an historic event and Charles West gave a short talk to commemorate it. The section was the Peto’s Control Room, 14feet long and 35 tons. Five days later the second section was brought out and by August 8, 1941 there was a total of seven sections on the Ways. By 12 February 1942, 4 submarines were already on keel blocks. 





The now famous side-launch of the USS Peto was captured by a Fortune Magazine photographer and was reproduced in magazines and newspapers around the world.
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It was commissioned on 21 November 1942 and began trials on Lake Michigan the following day.
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USS Peto Returning To Shipyard After First Day Of Trials, Under 


The Trial Crew of The Electric Boat Company





After launching, the submarines held their test trials in Lake Michigan, then under their own power sailed to Navy Pier in Chicago.  Then tugboats towed them into the Chicago River and thence to Lockport, Illinois, where the vessels entered the Illinois River.  At Lockport the submarines were put in floating dry-docks to continue their journey to New Orleans, then to Pearl Harbor via the Panama Canal to prepare for their mission in the Pacific Theater.


�





When Pearl Harbor was attacked, a new and determined attitude surfaced at the shipyard. The slogan “Uncle needs his Boats” was all the response the workers needed as the Shipyard continued to produce submarines. 





Excitement always came with the movement of these submarines through the locks and canals passing under the bridges down the river as thousands stood wherever they could to see these river events and to cheer the crews on their way to war.





The last submarine built was delivered a month after the first of the 41 was to have been delivered and every submarine built by the shipyard cost less and was built faster than the prior one!  West had proven his skills and that of every worker in the yard and the engineers he had in design!
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Charles Cameron West, President of Manitowoc Shipbuilding Company, and 


Mrs. West, Sponsor of the USS Raton (SS270), at its launching, 24 January, 1943**











	THE WAR RECORD OF MANITOWOC BOATS**





The achievements of the United States Submarine Force in World War II have been well and adequately chronicled in numerous books and articles written since the end of that conflict. There is no intention of retelling these combat stories here. However, it is of interest to record the combat achievements of the boats built at Manitowoc in order to complete this story leading to the dedication of the Historical Monument Riverside at Peoria Illinois, October 11, 2003.





Twenty-five Manitowoc boats saw combat, the last three arriving in the war zone after the cessation of hostilities. These 25 were credited with sinking 132 enemy ships of approximately 500,000 tons. The combat record of the individual boats built at Manitowoc follows this story. In totaling the achievements of the submarines, no merchant vessels of less than 500 tons were counted. If these smaller ships were added, the count would be much higher, as many small coastal ships were sunk by gunfire in the latter stages of the war. Also, a great many ships were damaged, some to the point of permanent disablement; but these have not been included.





The most successful of all the Manitowoc boats was U.S.S. RASHER, which sank 18 vessels totaling 99,901 tons. RASHER was awarded four Presidential Unit Citations for her first, third, fourth and fifth War Patrols.





Six of the boats were awarded Navy Unit Commendations, one receiving two such awards. The boats and the war patrols on which they distinguished themselves, were: HAMMERHEAD, Patrol 2; HAWKBILL, Patrols 1, 3, and 4; POGY, Patrols 5 and 6; PUFFER, Patrol 14; RATON, Patrols 4 and 6; and RAY, Patrols 5 and 6.





During the war the use of submarines to rescue downed aviators became progressively more important. At first it was rather a haphazard procedure but, as the value of submarines for this purpose became more evident, it turned into a highly skillful, meticulously coordinated operation. 





U. S. submarines rescued 504 aviators who had ditched their planes in the Pacific; these rescues greatly bolstered the morale of the aviators. It was most reassuring to them to know that, if they got into trouble over enemy territory, there would be a submarine at an appointed spot off the coast waiting to pick them up. Manitowoc submarines that assisted in this effort were: GUAVINA, 17 flyers rescued; HAMMERHEAD, 1; HARDHEAD, 2; ICEFISH, 6; JALLAO, 5; KRAKEN, 1; PETO, 12; POGY, 10; RAY, 2 1; and ROCK, 1, for a total of 76 flyers.





Finally, Manitowoc submarines engaged in their fair share of “special missions” which the submarine force performed. These ran the gamut from conducting reconnaissance, landing guerrillas, laying mine fields, landing and taking off Australian Coast Watchers to making searches for enemy planted mine fields.





All this was not accomplished without loss, however. During the war 52 U.S. submarines were lost, of which 4 were boats built at Manitowoc. These four were the ROBALO, GOLET, KETE and LAGARTO, the 9th, 11th, 19th and 21st boats built there. ROBALO was lost while on her war patrol during July, 1944, presumably as a result of striking a Japanese mine off the western coast of Palawan Island in the South China Sea. 


GOLET was lost on her second patrol, probably the result of a depth charge attack on June 14, 1944, off the northern tip of Honshu. KETE was most likely the victim of a Japanese submarine attack during March 1945. She was on her second patrol and was last reported in the vicinity of the Ryukyu Islands. LAGARTO was also on her second patrol when lost during May 1945. The probable cause of her loss was a depth charge attack by a Japanese minelayer in the Gulf of Siam.





From the above summary, it is apparent that the “fresh water submarines” from the Great Lakes contributed their share to the enviable record of the U.S. Submarine Force during World War II. The Manitowoc Shipbuilding Company not only built good submarines which performed extremely well under the terms of the contracts but the efforts were well worthwhile in terms of the wartime records of the boats built by the Manitowoc Company.








COMBAT ACHIEVEMENT OF


MANITOWOC BUILT SUBMARINES**





SUBMARINE	     JAPANESE 


                                 TONNAGE SUNK





USS PETO			29,139


USS POGY			62,633


USS POMPON	 	  8,772


USS PUFFER      		36,392


USS RASHER      		99,901


USS RATON		            44,178


USS RAY			49,185


USS REDFIN		            23,724


USS ROBALO          	                     0 LOST ON THIRD WAR PATROL


USS ROCK			    834


USS GOLET      		        0 LOST ON SECOND WAR PATROL


USS GUAVINA		24,366


USS GUITARRO		23,132


USS HAMMERHEAD	35,635


USS HARDHEAD		20,146


USS HAWKBILL		7,856


USS ICEFISH		8,404


USS JALLAO		5,795


USS KETE			6,881


USS KRAKEN                             0


USS LAGARTO		1,845


USS LAMPREY (NONE)


USS LIZZARDFISH	             100


USS LOGGERHEAD	     0	


USS MACABI            	     0


USS MAPIRO 		     0


USS MENHADEN		     0


USS MERO                                0








ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS





• Webpage Development and Construction by 


Art Randall, 


Director Central Region, US SubVets Inc. and 


Associate Member US SubVets WWII





• Photos Courtesy of 


Peoria Base Members 





FOOT NOTED REFERENCES





* Gerald Pilger, Author - http://ussubvetsofworldwarii.org/Manitowc.html





** Fresh Water Submarines, Rear Admiral William T. Nelson, 1986, 


Hoeffner Printing, Manitowoc, Wisconsin





SPECIAL THANKS AND GRATITUDE





We Give Special Thanks to the Following Organizations. 


Without Their Contribution, Guidance and Unbridled Cooperation


This Historical Marker Could Never Have Been Dedicated!





The City of Peoria


The Riverfront Commission


Abel Vault and Monument Company








�


The 28 Boats of the Manitowoc Shipyard


