
TALES OF TACONIC 
(The ‘Gator Gulag) 

By Paul T. Converse, former naval person 

On June third, 1959, the 800 members of the USNA class of 1959 threw their caps in the air and went 
forth to service in the world and Navy as it then existed.  Like fledgling eaglets, they were off to roost far 
from the nest.  So, before describing my early experiences, it would be well to provide relevant context.   

Be aware that the voters of that time had been traumatized by the Great Depression, and the horrors of 
World War II.  The baby boomers were about to come of age, but this was before the "Students Wildly 
Indignant about Nearly Everything" (SWHINE) as characterized by Al Capp.  The country was sick and 
tired of war and all thing military, and besides, we had the bomb, so what else was needed?  Eisenhower 
had been preaching against the power of the Military and Industrial Complex.  However, Russian 
aggression was leading to second thoughts, especially since they threatened to become a controlling 
factor in the Middle East, threatening the world's oil supply.   

The Navy, operating on meager budgets, and with the WW II fleet aging and obsolete, was investing in 
Nuclear Submarines and Anti-Submarine capabilities, to defend our nation against ballistic missiles and 
our shipping against Russian submarines.  The Korean War has provided a bit of a wakeup call, when 
McArthur had to borrow Japanese ships, complete with crews, in order to make the Inchon landings.  
Then, in the summer of 1958, just in time to disrupt our First-Class cruise, we staged a Hollywood style 
theatrical show of force, landing marines over bathing beaches in Lebanon, media mandatory.   

Another item of interesting history is the Naval Academy’s preference number lottery method of 
allowing choice of first assignment following graduation.  West Point, and more recently the Air Force 
Academy have always used class standing to determine order of choice.  That was also the case at Navy 
prior to the late 70's and since the early 60's.  However, so the story goes, about 1977 or so the Marines 
did a good recruiting job, and the top nine graduates all went Semper Fi.  And the admirals went 
ballistic, and said, "Never Again" and introduced the lottery.  If my figures are correct, and some sources 
differ by one or two, the class of 1959 commissioned 799 officers, and I drew a preference number of 
796, which gave me exactly four ships to choose among, two of them Amphibious 'Force Flagships 
(AGC).  As they say, small choice amongst rotten apples.  I chose an AGC, Taconic (AGC17), deploying to 
the Med, lacking a better criterion.   

Taconic and AGC's of her type and class were Navy modifications of a basic C-2 type of cargo ship.  Type 
C-2 ships were designed by the United States Maritime Commission (MARCOM) in 1937–38. They were 
all-purpose cargo ships with five holds, and U.S. shipyards built 173 of them from 1939 to 1945. Their 
design speed was 15.5 knots, but some could make 19 knots.  The ships were to have sufficient speed 
and stability that they could be used as naval auxiliaries in time of national emergency.  The basic C-2 
became the backbone of the WWII Amphibious fleet, providing hulls for AGC’s, APA’s and AKA’s, and 
possibly others.  These ships were referred to, in the vernacular, as “ ’Gator Freighters”.   By 1959, 
Taconic was over 14 years old, and had received minimal care in the era of the big bomb, which 
presumably made amphibious operations obsolete.  Sailors chipping paint frequently put their chipping 
hammers through the sides of the hull.   



When officers at the Academy learned of my pending assignment, they laughed and said "That, my 
friend is seagoing shore duty.  That ship hasn’t been out of sight of Pier 10, NOB Norfolk, in ten years.  
She's probably hard aground on her own coffee grounds."  History is the best predictor of the future, if 
and only if, it is relevant history.  And, that bit of history was totally irrelevant.  Times had changed.  
After Lebanon, in 1958, it was decided to keep a battalion of Marines afloat in the Med, continuously.  
That meant a squadron of nine ships: An APA; An AKA; Two LST's'; Two LSD's; and an AGC Command 
ship.  Squadrons rotated every six months, which with travel and turnover time meant seven months 
away from home.  At that time the Atlantic Fleet had three AGC's, one of which was unseaworthy, so the 
Taconic and the Ponoco were carrying the load, seven months out, and five months getting ready to do 
it again.   

I was a member of the Offshore Sailing Team , at the Naval Academy,  so following graduation I was 
attached to the Academy, TAD, for the Annapolis-Newport Race, followed by graduation leave and 
travel to and from my home in Oregon, so it was August before I became available to fly to the Med to 
join Taconic.  I was flown to Naples, where I remained for four days, until Taconic made port in Cannes.   

I look back on my first shipboard assignment with a degree of amusement, at the comedy of it all, but 
also with sadness for the unacknowledged human cost to the cold war warriors who paid an excessive 
price for our nation’s failure in both preparedness and appreciation.  Nothing in this narrative is 
intended to disparage those with whom I served, from mess cooks to Captain.  I salute those with whom 
I served, and none with more enthusiasm than Lt. Kenneth Montgomery, USNA '54, Chief Engineer, USS 
Taconic, circa 1960-61. I am advised he died in 1985.  May he rest in peace. We served, in an essential 
part of the Cold War, each according to his abilities and insights, with the tools and resources available 
to us.  And, if I approached my new responsibilities naïve and unprepared, it is painfully obvious that 
those characteristics were shared to the highest levels of the service and the government.  If blame is to 
be assigned, there is enough to go around and enough people to share it. If I have become somewhat of 
a cynic from experience; I was a naive fool, for lack of it. 

“Seek not your destiny, for it is seeking you.” 

My first ship, the USS Taconic, (AGC 17), was the next-to-last of a group of 18 amphibious force flag 
ships hastily built during World War II on cargo ship C-2 hulls, to support expected amphibious landings 
in Europe and the Pacific.  At the time of my service, there were three such ships assigned to the Atlantic 
Fleet, of which two were reasonably seaworthy, and capable of deployment.  

I received this unenviable assignment as the result of a lottery system, which gave me a first duty 
preference choice number 796 out of 799.  There were four ship assignments from which I was allowed 
my choice.  I selected Taconic on the basis of her immediately pending deployment to the 
Mediterranean.  I was young, single, with no particular attachments, and I wanted to see the world. 
After all, I had chosen a way of life and made a commitment to the service. 

At 1630, on Thursday, August 20, 1959, I reported aboard the USS TACONIC (AGC-17), anchored at Nice, 
France. I arrived with great expectations, confident that my four years at the Naval Academy, and my 
steady upward progress in academic and professional development, must have properly prepared me 
for whatever the service would demand of me.  That, as it turns out, was a serious case of unwarranted 
optimism.  In many things, the things that mattered, I was still a child.  I must have still believed in Santa 



Claus. Taconic’s deployment to the Mediterranean took place between 29 July 1959 and 9 February 
1960 as the command ship of Task Force 61 Amphibious Squadron Six.  

The Japanese surrender following the nuclear bombing of key Japanese cities eliminated the need to 
invade the Japanese home islands and created the strategic perception that major amphibious landings 
were a thing of the past. This perception persisted for a decade and a half, or so. 

The Inchon landings (September 1950) in Korea and the Beirut landings in Lebanon in 1958 eventually 
reversed that thinking, but not before irreparable damage been done to the amphibious forces. 

There were constant breakdowns of aged machinery: The whole thing was a rusty travesty of World War 
II amphibious operations. The morning after I arrived on board, I was "invited" to a nine-a.m. meeting 
with the XO and Ops boss, in the wardroom.  After they welcomed me, and polite amenities, they asked 
me "What school have you been to?", which puzzled me, but I said, "I just graduated from the Naval 
Academy".  And, they said "We know that; what schools have you been to since."  I said, "Since 
graduation I have been on leave and in transit".  I still didn't know what they were getting at, but they 
started looking at each other guiltily, and finally told me that I needed special training before I joined a 
ship's department.  Eventually, they said that they would assign me to Engineering, but make no division 
assignment until they got schooling sorted out and arranged.  Lacking a better idea, they told me to 
spend my time following the Ship's Carpenter, a Warrant Carpenter finishing 30 years of service, and a 
very fine Southern Gentleman, from South Carolina, if my memory serves me.  His name was Roscoe 
Cowan.  He retired soon after, but left with two memorable quotes:  "I joined the Navy during the 
Depression, for employment, and I haven't been out of work a day since." and "There are two things 
that will ruin a sailor: One is thinking; The other is owning something that won't fit in a sea bag.".   

 

 

 

What I now understand, but didn’t then, was that the situation was a little like an unknown player 
reporting to a football coach in the middle of a game and asked what position he played replying 
“Anywhere you want me.”  Drawback comes to mind. If asked if he had memorized the play book, he 
would of course reply, “What play book?” You begin to get the picture, but I didn’t.  I was not only 
useless, but a damned nuisance.  Not only was I a nuisance, but I was also an embarrassment, since my 
arrival made obvious the fact that someone had dropped the ball, and the two officers I was talking to 
were prime candidates, since the Executive Officer was in charge of all personnel matters, and the 
Operations Officer had the collateral duty of Training Officer, and between them, they should have 
arranged for me to attend specialty schools before reporting, and had not done so.  They were over-
taxed, busy people, and I had fallen through the cracks.  For the record, I sympathize.   

After some hurried discussion, it was decided that I was to be assigned to the Engineering Department, 
and I was taken to the Chief Engineer’s stateroom, and introduced to my new boss, a Lt. Hunter, if my 
memory services, which is doubtful.  During the remaining 83 days I spent aboard prior to being flown 
back to the states for schooling, I met him one other time, also in his stateroom.  I got the impression, 
perhaps accurate, perhaps not, that he never left his stateroom during that period.  I have since 
pondered why that may have been the case, but my two tentative explanations are pure speculation.   



My activities during the next 83 days were approximately the equivalent of water boy for a football 
team.  I was assigned to CWO Pervy Parrish, the Main Propulsion Assistant (MPA), to stand training 
watches, while underway, under the Engineering Officer of the Watch, in the engine room, at the 
throttle station.  Otherwise, I was to follow the Ship’s Carpenter, CWO Rosco Cowan, who was also the 
Damage Control Assistant.  The term “Ship’s Carpenter” is an archaic term, carried forward from the 
days of sailing ships and wooden hulls.  The term “Shipfitter” more accurately describes modern duties.  
He was a fine gentleman, and a great mentor, helping me get to know the ship.  Two quotes of his come 
to mind, half a century later:  “I joined the Navy during the Depression, for employment, and I haven’t 
been out of work a day since.” and “There are two things which will ruin a sailor:  One is thinking; the 
other is owning something which won’t fit in a sea bag.”   

On or about 12 November 1959 I received Temporary additional duty orders to return to CONUS for the 
schooling I should have received prior to reporting, namely Course E.3, Engineer Watch Officer; Course 
5.1, Amphibious Warfare Indoctrination; and Damage Control course. 

In November 1959, Taconic served as communication and support ship to President Eisenhower during 
the Pakistan-Afghanistan-India leg of his visit to a number of European and Asian countries. 

That transit proved to be very interesting. About two hours south of the Suez Canal, the ship lost 
electrical power. She drifted cold dark and quiet for nine hours before power could be restored, and the 
lights come on. 

As later reported to me, the ship was operating with two of her three steam turbine generators and 
service, when one of the generators suffered a lubricating oil pump failure and had to be taken out of 
service. The electrician's mate on watch on the main switchboard mistakenly took the wrong generator 
off the line and out of service. In doing so he overloaded the remaining generator which then failed. 

The ship is equipped with emergency diesel generators (2), with a battery starter system, which should 
have come into service at this point. Unfortunately, the batteries were dead, and the emergency 
generator could not be started.  Those generators were part of the equipment which later became part 
of my responsibilities, as Auxiliaries, or ‘A’ Division Officer.   

Without electrical power the boiler fuel pumps and force draft blowers ceased to operate and generate 
steam. Therefore, the ship was without propulsion power and without the ability to steer. I am thankful 
to have been spared the experience, but I got my share later. 

I returned to the ship in February or March 1960, after the ship had returned to Norfolk from the 
Mediterranean, and I then become ‘A’ Division Officer.  A (auxiliaries) Division was staffed by machinist's 
mates, enginemen, machinery repairmen, and firemen. They were responsible for all mechanical 
equipment not related to main propulsion such as refrigeration (known as ice machines),  air 
conditioning for the sensitive electronics spaces only, the steering engine and hydraulics, high pressure 
air compressors, the boat diesel engines, emergency diesel generators, the machine shop (consisting of 
a lathe and a drill press), the evaporators which provided potable water, the ship’s heating system, 
including steam supply to galley stoves,  and even the ship's siren and whistle and the engineer's 
storeroom. The machinist's mates stood watch in the engine room or evaporator system and the 
firemen in the fire rooms, after steering or the engine room.  We were entitled to have a chief petty 
officer assigned, but my ranking enlisted man was a first-class engineman.   



That was the period during which our nation, in its wisdom, had decided that the armed services should 
assume the role of employer of last resort.  “Might as well make themselves useful; since they’ve 
nothing else to do.”  After enlistment, recruits were screened for potential, and promising people were 
assigned to special schools, such as to become radiomen or radarmen.  Those not so selected were 
transferred to the fleet, as Seaman Apprentice or Fireman Apprentice.  Aviation and Submarine services 
got first pick, and the rest went to the Surface Navy, with the Amphibious Forces at the back of the 
pecking order.  And, Engineering and Deck Departments were the true bottom feeders.   

To accomplish the division’s operation and maintenance responsibilities, the A Division had some thirty 
men, five or six of whom were rated petty officers.  Two had high school diplomas; none could type 
beyond the hunt-peck system.  In general, they could operate a mop or paint brush, with supervision.  I 
am told that the Navy term “Warm Bodies” originated with the amphibious force. 

Our standard Current Ship’s Maintenance Project (CSMP) was a maintenance program designed for an 
ideal world.  It consisted of a bunch of large (36” x 18”) cloth bound ring binders, with cards for virtually 
every item of equipment.  A typical card would require that the item be inspected, cleaned, and 
lubricated every ninety days, with the latest recorded entry five years old, which might mean that the 
item hadn’t received any attention in five years, or more likely that whatever attention it got was not 
recorded.  If a man was in after steering servicing a piece of equipment, he obviously was not sitting at a 
typewriter in the log room, pecking out a description of his action.  Repair parts were always an issue, 
with no adequate budget to pay for them, which in itself led to a lot of deferred maintenance.  Why 
replace a defective steam trap or valve with a new one we can’t pay for?  The sailors would say “rinse 
out your toilet paper; we’ve got to reuse it”. 

In reality, our maintenance program was of the “If it isn’t broke, don’t fix it” type.  If we had two fresh 
water pumps, and one of the worked, that was O.K.  If neither worked, and the galley couldn’t wash the 
breakfast dishes, that was not O.K.   

I was subsequently, during refresher training preparation for sea and deployment, also assigned as 
Damage Control Assistant.  That meant that my battle station was in Damage Control Central, which is 
what the Engineering Log Room became during General Quarters, and where I was in charge of repair 
and fire-fighting parties, located at three repair lockers.   

As an Engineer Watch Officer, I stood my watches in the Engine room.  The ship’s wardroom regularly 
served forty some officers, seated by seniority, with the Executive Officer as president of the mess.  The 
Captain had his own mess, as did any flag officer or commodore, when aboard.  Being junior to everyone 
except the Warrant Officers, I dined at the last table, far away from contact with Lieutenants or above.  I 
seriously doubt that my Commanding Officer would have recognized me if we met on the street.  The 
only officer senior to me which whom I had regular contact was the Chief Engineer.  The Navy slang for 
such as me is “Snipe”; creatures who never see daylight. 

Farmers, and particularly hog farmers, have an expression “Sucking hind teat”, which refers to the runt 
of a litter of pigs being last in line for available resources, and failing to prosper. That term can be 
appropriately and aptly applied to both my early career and that of the amphibious force in which I 
served. 



It was my fate to serve among the group of men whose destiny it was to reap the consequences of the 
decade and a half of austerity and neglect. 

Building a Bolt 

During the years I served on Taconic, we were plagued by two chronic problems: lack of sufficient skilled 
manpower; and, inadequate budgets to provide adequate tools and materials. My division, which was 
the A division, was in charge of, among other things, the machine shop, and the machine shop was 
equipped with various equipment including a lathe, which at least in theory, would allow us to 
manufacture needed items not otherwise available. 

At one point, we found ourselves in need of a half-inch bolt up approximately 3 inches long. It was an 
item which could have been purchased in any hardware store for perhaps $.50. However, we had 
neither a handy hardware store nor the budget to acquire the item through the normal Navy supply 
system. Someone came up with the bright idea that we could manufacture a bolt in the machine shop. 
So we gave a lathe operator the assignment to manufacture the needed bolt out of scrap metal. The 
lathe was old, worn and unreliable, and didn't machine to true or correct alignments, and the skill level 
of the operator left something to be desired. 

The first two attempts were unsuccessful, resulting in an unusable bolt. The third attempt was 
successful and had only required about eight hours of operator time. 

Water Hours 

As A Division (or Auxiliaries) Officer I was responsible, among other things, for the ship's freshwater 
system. Freshwater is always a scarce and limited commodity aboard ship, since all freshwater must be 
manufactured by the evaporation of seawater, and the crew is always warned against waste of water. 
One of the standard conservation processes is called a Navy shower. A Navy shower is a method of 
bathing, in which the sailor turns on the water long enough to get wet, turns off the water while he 
soaps himself down, and then turns the water on briefly to rinse off. The Navy scorns, with ample 
reason, the method of bathing known as a ‘Hollywood shower’, of allowing water to run during the 
entire shower. 

Under periods of shortage, other conservation measures were imposed. One of these was known as 
water hours, which only allowed the use of water for shaving, showers, etc., during brief periods of the 
evening and morning. 

At one period during one of our Mediterranean deployments, water consumption had been rising at an 
alarming rate. Accordingly, we have been cautioning the crew constantly about excessive water use, but 
the problem continued. We had found it necessary to impose water hours. In addition, we 
manufactured small orifice plates, and installed them under all showerheads, to restrict the flow to a 
dribble. Water consumption continued to be excessive. 

My division monitored water supply, by taking readings on water tanks daily at midnight, and reporting 
the supply levels to me at eight o'clock every morning at Officers call. One morning shortly after we had 
entered port, and began refilling our freshwater tanks from the peer, it was reported to me that we only 
had 1200 gallons of water left aboard as of the prior midnight. I received that report shortly after 8 AM, 



at morning quarters. At about 9:15, I was notified that there was no water left to wash the breakfast 
dishes. 

We were at the time receiving water from the pier through a 3-inch fire hose; however, we faced a 
requirement that, on taking on water in a foreign port, we were required to chlorinate it, hold it in 
reserve for 24 hours, and test for the presence of bacteria. Only after testing was the water deemed fit 
for use. So, we faced a crisis. 

 An emergency meeting was held on the workroom, attended by the Executive Officer, the Medical 
Officer, and myself to decide what to do. It was pointed out that if the water was found in testing to be 
unsafe to use, the procedure would be adding more chlorinate, wait a day, and test again. As the 
Medical Officer said, “It is possible to adequately chlorinate shitty water.”  So, the decision was made, 
lacking any real choice, to add at a massive amount of chlorine, and began using the local water 
immediately. 

But water demand continued to mount. This went on for two or three days, with demand far exceeding 
the ships evaporators’ ability to distill freshwater. And of course, I was held responsible for solving the 
problem. We adopted a procedure of shutting down the ship freshwater system except mealtime. We 
discovered that with the distribution system turned off, water level in the tanks did not change, but as 
soon as we turned on the pumps and activated the system, we were quickly losing our supply. The 
question was why? 

As I eventually reported to the Executive Officer, we had taken aboard enough water in three days to 
sink the ship if it had remained aboard, so obviously it was being discharged overboard. The question 
was where and how? 

One morning my Chief Petty Officer reported to me that, while serving as officer of the deck on the 
Quarterdeck, he noted a large quantity of water being discharged from a port below the Quarterdeck, at 
frequent intervals. We immediately went to the engineering office and looked at the plans for the ship 
to find out what was connected to that discharge port. As we discovered, that was a discharge port for 
drain water from the photo lab. Water from the photo lab drained into a large steel tank, from which it 
was automatically pumped overboard, based on a float activated pump. So, the question was suddenly, 
why is photo lab using massive amounts of water? 

The answer to our queries was that the photo lab was shut down, and not using water. Inspections of 
the photo lab seemed to confirm that.  We found no leaking faucets or other possible causes. 

So, I went down to inspect the area where the photo lab drain tank was housed.  I immediately was able 
to hear the sound of running water, which I soon traced to a small metal box with four pipes running to 
it, with valves on each side. I turned off the valves and was able to hear the running water stop. I still 
didn't have the vaguest idea of the purpose of the metal box. 

Eventually I was able to discover that it was a heat exchanger. As it turned out, photo processing 
required chilled water. A refrigeration unit chilled water which was stored in an insulated tank, rather 
like a hot water tank in reverse. Drain water from the photo lab was used to pre-cool incoming water, to 
make the refrigeration more efficient. Over time, the court also to heat exchanger had corroded away, 
allowing incoming water to go directly to the drain. I quickly decided that we could dispense with 
precooling the water and took the heat exchanger out of service indefinitely. 



Ship’s Whistle 

A whistle is of utmost help in times of bad weather condition and poor visibility, when alerting the 
nearby ship becomes imperative. Also, important equipment in times of emergency situations, the 
whistle is used to beckon audible help from a nearby relief source. According to the international 
regulations all the sea faring ships should compulsorily have a whistle on board. Moreover, the whistle 
should be in good working condition with clear audibility. The whistle should be designed to provide 
prolonged blast at appropriate time intervals. The whistle can be both manually operated or electrically 
set up. A steam whistle is a device used to produce sound with the aid of live steam, which acts as a 
vibrating system (compare to train horn). There was a platform on the forward stack, behind the bridge 
for the ship's whistle and siren. Ships' whistles must be very loud for safety on the seas. Modern ships' 
whistles can be electrically, or steam driven.   

Using a whistle for a ship's navigational operation might seem a bit outdated in today's technologically 
advanced world. But no matter how simple and unusable a whistle may seem, it is still considered as the 
most important tool in the ship's navigation and maneuvering process. A ship's whistle is being used 
since the early days of wooden sail ships. Versatile equipment, the whistle has withstood the test of 
time and technological advancement because of its peculiar utility and high reliability.  And, because of 
its important functions, it is tested daily, when underway, or just prior to getting underway. 

The Auxiliary division (A-gang in US Navy slang) onboard a ship is Responsible for sanitary, heating/AC, 
emergency diesels, hydraulics, high pressure air, low pressure air, oxygen generating equipment, 
potable water, hatch maintenance, and other assorted systems.  And that, of course, includes the ship’s 
whistle.   

The standard testing routine is a daily 8 AM announcement by the boatswain mate of the watch over 
the general announcing system, “Now, a test that the ships whistle and siren", followed by the sounds 
“Whoop, Whoop, Whoop, Boooooo”, ending rather like a fog horn, except that on this occasion, instead 
of  “Boooooo”, there was a sound rather like a strangled gargle, followed quickly by the announcement 
“Now, will the Auxiliaries Officer, (meaning me) report to the bridge on the double." 

Allow me to take a moment to explain the problem. Steam leaves the boiler of a steam system with near 
100% quality (fraction of a saturated mixture that is steam). As steam is distributed throughout the 
plant, heat is lost and some of this steam condenses and collects in low points. Condensate in steam 
piping has several consequences. 

Steam systems are designed with steam traps to remove condensation from the piping to 

protect plant equipment and allow the efficient operation of plant equipment and processes. it is 
common for them to develop a number of problems, including buildup within the steam release valves, 
buildup of water from condensation in the steam pipes, and knocking sounds as they heat and cool. 
Many of these problems can be fixed by replacing sections of pipe, which for steam heat is usually black 
iron piping. 

When they fail, there is a significant impact. 

A steam trap is a device used to discharge condensate and non condensable gases with a negligible 
consumption or loss of live steam. Most steam traps are nothing more than automatic valves. They 



open, close or modulate automatically. Others, like venturi traps, are based on turbulent 2-phase flows 
to obstruct the steam flow. 

The three important functions of steam traps are: 

1. Discharge condensate as soon as it is formed. 

2. Have negligible steam consumption. 

3. Have the capability of discharging air and other non-condensable gases. 

The simplest form of steam trap is a disc or short solid pipe nipple with a small hole drilled through it 
installed at the lowest point of the equipment. Since steam condensate will collect at the lowest point 
and live steam is about 1200 times greater in volume than this hot liquid, condensate is effectively 
removed, and steam is blocked. However, the vast majority of steam traps in current operation are of 
the mechanical or thermostatically operated design. 

Mechanical and thermostatic steam traps basically open when condensate and inert gases need to be 
removed, and close when there is only steam present. 

Steam traps work best when sized specifically for the application they are used on. Generally, it is better 
to oversize, as they will still discharge condensate when present and close or obstruct for live steam. 
However, an oversized steam trap may wear quickly, waste energy (use steam), and if drastically 
oversized can cause process issues. 

Temperature traps. They have a valve that is driven on / off the seat by either expansion / contraction 
caused by temperature and differ from mechanical traps in that their design requires them to hold back 
some condensate waiting for it to cool sufficiently to allow the valve to open. In most circumstances this 
is not desirable as condensate needs to be removed as soon as it is formed. Thermostatic traps, Bi-
Thermostatic traps and bimetallic traps are examples of temperature operated traps.  The cardinal 
feature of this trap is that it may contain a collector for silt, sand, or sediment which is not, as in most 
other traps of the time, carried out through the valve with the efflux of water. The collected sediment 
can build up to the point that it blocks the discharge of water. That was the situation, and naturally since 
the ship’s whistle fell within my division's responsibilities, it was my fault. 

A funnel is the smokestack or chimney on a ship used to expel boiler steam and smoke or engine 
exhaust. They are also commonly referred to as the stacks, a vertical metal pipe on the top of a ship 
through which smoke comes out.  The exhaust of Main Engine, Generators, Boilers, incinerator and 
safety Valve safely discharge from the funnel. Ship funnels play a vital role, the lighter gases (warm 
gases of engine room) travels up and exhausted by grills at funnel. On the exhaust pipeline there is a 
spark arrestor (Flame Arrestor). The function of the spark arrestor is to limit the un-burnt carbon in the 
exhaust. Spark arrestor is used for safety purpose. In case it is not present or damaged unburnt carbon 
may fall on the main deck could cause fire. Lagging is also provided on the exhaust so that maximum 
heat remains in pipe and don’t radiate in ambient atmosphere. Early designs were large and elaborate in 
an attempt to ensure corrosive exhaust gases clear of electronics and bridge personnel.  The Uptake 
Casing is the extra case or bulkhead built around the ship's funnel. The whistle is located on the front of 
the funnel. 



Steam is delivered through black iron pipes.  Changes in structure and properties of metal occur as a 
result of prolonged thermo mechanical aging of pipe metal and can result in system failure due to aging 
pipes.  This was demonstrated to us rather dramatically, in this instance. My division chief petty officer, 
my most experienced and competent subordinate, climbed the uptakes on the ladder rungs provided, 
with what he thought to be appropriate tools. 

Knowing that the steam trap was undoubtedly clogged with debris, the Chief concluded that tapping on 
it might dislodge the clog. So we rapped on it with the 12 inch crescent wrench. The brittle piping 
shattered leaving an open steam pipe discharging live steam. Understandably the chief had to make a 
hasty exit down the ladder. 

At this point we learned that there were seven valves between the boiler and the whistle, and 
attempting to close all of them would not stop the flow of steam. So we steamed on without a whistle, 
and with our uptakes hissing like an angry cat. Because of the steam but did not attempt repairs until we 
entered port and could shut down the boiler. And of course the hissing steam discharge with an easier 
shot of the bridge, reminding everyone of importance that my division had an unaddressed problem. 

Admiral’s Heating 

Air conditioning units with a total capacity of 11.3 tons of refrigerant cooled the following spaces: Radio 
One; Print Shop; Combat Information Center (CIC); and the Staff Offices (including the Admiral’s 
quarters).  The design assumption was that it was important to keep electronic equipment cool; 
personnel on the other hand were less important. And of course, keeping an Admiral comfortable was a 
design priority. And of course, like all housekeeping utilities, heating ventilation air conditioning worked 
my division's responsibility. 

And like basically all the other equipment on the ship the thermostats did not operate properly. So 
temperatures in the staff spaces including the Adm.'s quarters fluctuated wildly and erratically. And as 
they say it all flows downhill and I was continually on the receiving end. And we had neither the budget 
for spare parts nor the competent personnel to correct the problem. Eventually the Chief of Staff issued 
an ultimatum demanding that if we could not fix the thermostats, we assign a sailor 24/7 to stand watch 
in the corridor outside the Adm. Quarters to manually adjust the temperature as necessary. 

With an understaffed division of about 30 men, that represented about a third of my workforce. It was 
also just wonderful for morale. 

Fire in the Galley Stove 

A ship’s ability to resist sinking after sustaining damage depends largely on the ship’s compartmentation 
and watertight integrity. When these features are maintained properly, fires and flooding can be 
isolated within a limited area. Without compartmentation or watertight integrity, a ship faces almost 
certain doom if it is severely damaged and the emergency damage control (DC) teams are not properly 
trained or equipped. 

The compartmentation of a ship is a major feature of its watertight integrity. Compartmentation divides 
the interior area of a ship’s hull into smaller spaces by the use of structural members. 

The three material conditions of readiness are: 



1. XRAY - Set only in secure harbors and naval facilities. All fittings marked XRAY (X) are closed at all 
times except when actually in use. 

2. YOKE - Normal peacetime in port and underway cruising condition. All fittings marked XRAY (X) and 
YOKE (Y) are closed at all times except when actually in use. When open, the fittings should be so logged 
in the D.C. Closure Log. 

3. ZEBRA - Set during peacetime emergency evolutions and war time battle situations. All fittings 
marked XRAY (X) YOKE (Y) and ZEBRA (Z) are closed and may be opened only on receipt of permission 
from D.C. Central. 

When an overhaul starts, the ship and its organization are rapidly reduced to utter chaos. Much of the 
machinery to be overhauled is ripped out and dragged off somewhere in the yard to be worked on. 
Some of this machinery is big, and holes must be cut in decks and bulkheads to get it out.  

Since all of the ship's machinery is out of action, compressed air, water, steam and electricity have to be 
piped aboard in cables and hoses. In no time at all the ship looks like a caterpillar getting ready for a 
hard winter. Lines snake all over. Some gurgle and some hiss and others just throb quietly. Turning on a 
faucet is an adventure, with about equal chances for silence, compressed air, steam or hydraulic fluid.  
And, of course, compartmentation is impossible since those pipes, hoses and cables prevent hatch 
closure.  

The personnel situation also goes to pot, unless it was already there to begin with. Every ship has a 
Watch, Quarter and Station Bill which has been put together with infinite care and on which every man 
aboard has been assigned a job for every imaginable situation. The instant a ship gets into overhaul, 
however, part of the crew immediately departs on leave. A good number of the rest have to be sent off 
to various schools, which will keep them anywhere from one day to six months. And, at night, if in home 
port, all the brown-baggers (i.e. married men) who don’t have the duty or have succeeded in entrapping 
a bachelor to assume their assigned duty, head home, leaving some approximation of one third of the 
now much depleted crew, on board. 

Does all that sound like a recipe for disaster?  If not, you fail to recognize the seriousness of the 
situation.  Allow me to disabuse you.   

Such was the situation on Taconic, sometime after I had assumed the duties of Damage Control 
Assistant.  We were alongside the pier, in Norfolk as I recall, undergoing what was known as a Limited 
Availability, which meant something less than a shipyard overhaul, but somewhat similar in nature, with 
all the handicaps which that implies.  And, I, being single, had the fortune or misfortune to be aboard 
overnight.  The ship was my home.  I was not entitled to quarters ashore, nor could I afford such. 

At something like 5:15 a.m., we were roused from a well-deserved sleep by the sound of the General 
Alarm, quickly followed by the announcement “Now, Fire! Fire!; Fire in the galley!  All hands man your 
fire stations.” or words to that effect.  My assigned station was Damage Control Central, aka the 
Engineering Log Room.  From there, it was my responsibility to take charge of the fire-fighting operation.  
With, by the way, three damage control parties which were at about 1/3 strength and missing key 
members of the teams which had trained together for such an emergency, and a ship in no condition to 
deal with the situation.   You’ve heard the expression “Chinese fire drill”?  Well, been there, done that.  
Let me tell you.   



There is an old tradition in the old Navy, regarding fire drills, of someone asking, “Where’s the fire?”, 
and the traditional joker’s answer “In the galley stove.” And, therefore, the need to amplify the alarm 
announcement as follows: “Fire in the galley stove, and no kidding!” for a real emergency.   Somehow, 
that all seems to fit.   

Let me fast forward a bit and share some additional background on the incident.  I need to explain to 
you about mess cooks, and also about deep fat fryers.   

The fate of the lowly non-rated man in the Navy and Coast Guard is to be assigned to Mess Cooking. The 
term is a misnomer. A mess cook cooks nothing. A mess cook serves the food, peels the potatoes, does 
the dishes & pots and pans, cleans the mess deck(s) and the galley and generally does the dirty work for 
the cook. I think the Army equivalent is/was K.P. duty (Kitchen Police).  For you land lubbers, think of 
scullery duty at McDonald’s.   It is the fate of those with no skills demanding their presence elsewhere, 
or where punitive measures seem appropriate.  In my day (prior to 1969,) the normal assignment was 30 
days. Regulations allowed for 60 days but then you couldn't be reassigned to it for 60 days. An 
anthropologist might call mess cooking a rite of passage. 

 

Statistically, I am informed, the single most probable place for a domestic fire to originate is the kitchen, 
and the single most common source of a kitchen fire is a deep fat fryer.  Now if you, like me, cannot 
recall having seen a deep fat fryer in a domestic kitchen, then it shouldn’t take a rocket scientist to 
conclude that the existence of one in a domestic kitchen should be enough to give an insurance agent a 
heart attack.  The fast food industry is now required by code and licensing, in at least most jurisdictions, 
to install elaborate automatic specialized fire extinguishing systems, in order to be allowed to own and 
operate such equipment, and for good reason.  But I am relating an event circa 1960, in a ship’s galley 
built in 1945, and not upgraded since. 

Deep fat fryers, the source of all your French Fries and breakfast donuts, have a long and troubled 
history, unknown to me at the time.  Frankly, I had never given them five minutes thought.  I don’t even 
regularly eat French Fries and breakfast donuts.  Recent concern about saturated fats has caused a 
change to vegetable oils, but in my day, the deep fat of choice was lard.  Lard, heated beyond its boiling 
point, becomes highly flammable, and when ignited produces vast quantities of opaque and toxic 
smoke.   

What best I can recall, more than half a century later, is that subsequent investigation revealed 
something like this: At 4:30 a.m. (or 0430 Navy time) , two mess cooks assigned to galley duty were 
awakened by the messenger of the watch, to report to the galley and make breakfast preparations.  One 
of them had the duty to prepare the deep fat fryer.  He turned the fryer to high, got some large bricks of 
solid lard from the refrigerated storage, dumped them in the fryer, went into an adjacent pantry space, 
turned out the lights, lay down on some sacks of flour, and went back to sleep.  The other mess cook, 
with different duties, did something similar, in another cozy and isolated space. 

Some half hour later a roving patrol or messenger of the watch, whose duties caused him to go through 
the mess deck, found it filled with dense smoke, and reported it to the OOD, who sounded the alarm.   

I, aroused from deep sleep, hurried to my battle station at Damage Control Central.  Standard operating 
procedure is to report when manned and ready.  What a joke.  There were two or three men at each of 



the three repair lockers but lacking key personnel.  In DC Central I had myself and two telephone talkers.  
The Command Duty Officer had stationed himself on the Bridge and began asking me for situation 
reports.   

The second item of Standard operating procedure is to close all watertight hatches, to isolate and 
confine the problem area, in this case the fire.  That, of course, was impossible, since all the 
passageways and hatches had all manner of cables and hoses running everywhere.  Among these were 
the power cables from the pier, since the ship’s engineering plant was disabled for repairs.  To remove 
the power cables, if it didn’t get someone electrocuted would have plunged the ship into darkness.  I 
made the decision that that was something I would not order.   

Navy personnel are taught that there are several classes of fire, depending on the source of combustion, 
and appropriate extinguishing agents for each.  For an oil or grease fire, one does not use water.  The 
same is true for electrical fires. Oil and grease float on water, so water tends to spread the fire, making 
the grease mobile.  Having obtained and donned OBA’s (Oxygen Breathing Apparatus), understaffed 
repair crews groped their way to the scene, with CO2 extinguishers, and fairly promptly reported the fire 
out, and that they were attempting to clear smoke, which by then was widely dispersed through the 
ship.  Minutes later, they reported that the fire had re-flashed, and they were attempting to extinguish 
it.   

This sequence was repeated two more times, by which time they were also reporting they had 
exhausted the available CO2 extinguishers.  By this time, too, the smoke situation in DC Central was such 
that I had to order the space evacuated, for safety of personnel.  There was a standard procedure for 
one of the repair lockers to succeed to control, if DC Central was out of action, which was what took 
place at my direction.  I went to that repair locker, got an OBA, and attempted to reach the scene.  That, 
of course, put me out of touch with the Bridge, which understandably made them more than excited.   
Before I reached a point where I could learn anything more, the word was passed.  “Now, will the DCA, 
call the Bridge immediately!”  So I returned to the repair locker, took off the OBA, and got on the phone 
so I could explain to the CDO that I didn’t know what was happening, but was trying to find out.  
Somehow, they were not impressed.   

At this point, we were about two hours into an unmitigated disaster.  Our Warrant Ship’s Carpenter, 
who came to us from instructor duty at firefighting school, and who had been ashore and whose battle 
station was one of the repair parties, arrived back on board, donned an OBA, took a 2½” fire hose, went 
to the scene and basically flooded the compartment with spray, cooling things down sufficiently to avoid 
re-flash from the red-hot metal.  By noon, the smoke had pretty well been cleared out, and the finger 
pointing was well underway.  And, a ship across the pier was feeding our crew, for the indefinite future. 

 All the electrical wiring and equipment in the galley and adjacent spaces was destroyed, and required 
replacement, and the ship required a supplement to the operating budget, to replace all the fire 
extinguishers, OBA’s and other equipment destroyed or expended. 

Somehow, the term “career enhancing” doesn’t exactly come to mind.   

Our Chief Engineer at the time was a very gifted and dedicated Lt., and a member of the USNA class of 
’54.  He was a former Navy Electronics Technician, who had entered the Naval Academy from the fleet.  
He had an impossible job, and he drove himself unmercifully.  He eventually suffered a nervous 



breakdown, was hospitalized, and medically discharged with a disability.  I hadn’t known at the time, but 
understand that because of the workload, he was allowing himself sleep only every second night. I never 
heard from him again, but years later learned from one of his classmates that he had never recovered 
and is deceased.   

If one reasonably healthy heterosexual man may love another, I loved that man, and what happened to 
him broke my heart.  Not every hero gets a medal, and not every battlefield is one where lead is flying. 

 

“If ye win through an African jungle, 

Unmentioned at home in the press, 

Heed it not. No man seeth the piston, 

But it driveth the ship none the less.” 

 

Laws of the Navy 

By Adm. R. A. Hopwood, Royal Navy 

The Gulag was the government agency that administered the main Soviet forced labor camp systems 
during the Stalin era, from the 1930s until the 1950s. Gulag prisoners could work up to 14 hours per day. 
Typical Gulag labor was exhausting physical work. We Americans are comfortable with the myth that we 
have no equivalent.  I beg to differ.   

There is one officer, in particular, whom I would like to see acknowledged and remembered.  He was 
Kenneth Montgomery, USNA class of '54.  He suffered a mental collapse while serving as Taconic's Chief 
Engineer, and as my boss.  I am told he never made a recovery and is now deceased.  May he rest in 
peace! He served with a full measure of devotion to duty, as he understood his duty. 

My own health had suffered during my time as Auxiliaries Officer, to the point that my hair above my 
ears has changed from dark brown to grey, and my hands shook to a degree that I could not write a 
recognizable signature.   

On 31 October 1960, Taconic had commenced her next and my second deployment to the 
Mediterranean. She returned to Little Creek, VA from her deployment on 17 May 1961 and commenced 
a period of leave and upkeep.  There are large personnel changes between deployments, in order to 
keep reasonable continuity while deployed, and avoid shipping a lot of men home whose enlistments 
are expiring.  Among others we had a Change of Command, shortly, getting a new Captain.   

We went to sea to familiarize the new skipper with the ship.  Among other things, we had a gunfire 
exercise, firing our 5” and 3” guns at a towed sleeve.  As I recall, the gun control radar didn’t function, 
and one of the guns failed to fire at all.  The new Captain, just reported, ordered his Gunnery Officer of 
about three weeks tenure, to the bridge to explain myself, and perhaps because I lacked a satisfactory 
explanation, he gave me a very theatrical chewing out, on the bridge underway, with the whole watch 
as spectators.  I suppose he was playing the “New broom sweeps clean” card.  He culminated his tirade 



by saying he would not tolerate such an incompetent serving under his command.  He needn’t have 
worried, since I was due for orders. 

I neither know nor care whether he actually had a part in the fact that my transfer followed shortly 
afterwards, and I did not know until years later that his signature was on the worst fitness report of my 
ten years commissioned service.  My new assignment was as Ordnance Handling Officer (read that as 
young idiot in charge of bombs and bullets) on the USS Lake Champlain (CVS39),  and I quickly got to 
have the fun of conning an aircraft carrier all over the north Atlantic.   

Remember that the quote for all occasions is “This, too, shall pass”. 

Shortly before leaving the Mediterranean, probably around 1 May, I had been transferred to the Deck 
Department, and assigned as Gunnery Officer, and ‘G’ Division Officer, which allowed me to begin 
standing bridge watches, which allowed me to qualify as Officer of the Deck, Underway, during the 
transit back to CONUS. I was due for reassignment, and they wanted me to be allowed to achieve that 
professional qualification, first.   

I have never been a poker player, but my understanding of the rules is that one must accept the cards 
one is dealt, and make the best of it.  I am not, however, aware of any rule that says you must be happy 
with the results of the luck of the draw.  I am writing with those thoughts in mind, and ask the reader to 
be like minded.   

All of us are the sum total of our past.  This is a piece of the puzzle of who I am.  I consider myself to 
have been blessed,  If my subsequent life hasn’t been paradise, with this for comparison, it has seemed 
like it.   


