


Springing Forward

The Director’s Column
by Becky Poulliot

pringtime is upon us and as we

dig out of the snow and ice, the

museum has several exciting
things happening.

In February, the museum opened a
temporary exhibit called “To My Loving
Mother,” which displays postcards from
the early twentieth century. The
postcards present scenes of daily Navy
life, the warships of the time and the
Jamestown Exposition of 1907. The
postcards give us arare look at the Navy,
and our nation on the brink of becoming
a world power. The exhibit will run
through May 31. Read more about the
exhibit in this issue of The Daybook on
page 4.

After many interviews and much
discussion among the staff and docents,
the museum has hired Edward Lane to
become the new volunteer coordinator.
Mr. Lane is arecent graduate of Norfolk
State University and comes to us from
Culpeper, Va. He has taken the job with
great enthusiasm. You can find a picture
of him on page 11.

We are in the process of assembling a
speaker’s bureau for the museum. The
group will provide speakers ready to give
atalk or presentation to interested outside
organizations. The bureau will inform

the public on naval topics and also invite
them to visit the museum. We already
have a number of people signed up, but
are always willing to accept new
volunteers,

There are a couple of other events
where we need participants. The Virginia
Association of Museum (VAM) is
holding its 1996 conference here in
Norfolk, March 17-19. VAM is looking
for volunteers to assist them with the
conference. Contact the museum for
more details. Also, on March 25 and
April 11, the second and third parts of
the “Wings Over the Bay” lecture series
will take place. See page 9 for more
details.

This issue of The Daybook focuses on
three intriguing topics from the American
Civil War. The article showcases the
emerging naval technology as
demonstrated in new ships and ideas.
This issue also examines some of the
personalities involved in the burning of
the Gosport Shipyard in 1861. We also
meet a dynamic Naval officer named
William Cushing, one of the Civil War’s
more flamboyant characters.

As you can see, there are many things
happening at the museum. We hope you
will play a part. i

Sunday from 10 am.to 5p.m.
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Protector of
a Lifeline

by Bob Matteson

Editor’s Note: As part of its education
program, the Hampton Roads Naval Museum
offers first person interpretation of historical
characters. Two of these characters are a U-
Boat commander and an escort commander. In
this issue, we feature the escort commander.

y name is Cmdr. A.C.
Murdaugh and I command
a destroyer group. My ship,

USS Edison (DD-439), is one of two
Benson-class destroyers in my group.
The two destroyers are relatively new.
The Federal Shipbuilding and Dry Dock
Company in Kearny, N.J. built both of
them just before the outbreak of war with
the Germans. The other two destroyers
in my group are anything but new. USS
Lea (DD-114) and USS Berandou (DD-
153) are both old four piper, flush-deck
destroyers from World War 1. But times
are tough and all available ships are
needed.

The group operates out of Boston. On
Feb. 19, 1942, the escort group of four
destroyers picked up convoy ON-67 at
the mid-ocean meeting point, just south
of Iceland. Here, my group took over
escort duties from a British force. Once
the convoy was under my protection, |
established communications with the
convoy commander, a retired British
rear admiral. One Canadian corvette,
HMCS Algona, stayed with us.

ON-67 was now enroute to Halifax,
Nova Scotia. It was made up of 35
empty freighters and tankers which
steamed in eight columns, four miles
across. Along with the escorts, the
convoy also had a rescue ship called SS
Toward. 1t carried special life saving
equipment, hospital facilities and radio
direction finding equipment (HF/DF).
Anytime the U-boat commanders started
to send a message to their headquarters,
the HF/DF or, “huff-duff,” would pick it
up and we could track them down.
Toward steamed at the rear of the convoy
to pick up any survivors should one of
the ships get hit.

As an escort commander, my mission

was the safe and timely arrival of the
Protector continued page 10




Brave or Just Plain Wacko?
Lt. William Cushing and his service to the U.S. Navy, part 1

by David Rawlings

n the museum’s exhibit on the
Iassault on Fort Fisher, there is a

group photograph of Rear Adm.
David Dixon Porter and his staff taken at
the time of the expedition. Standing at
the edge of the group is one of the Navy’s
greatest heroes and strangest characters.
The gentleman in question is William
Barker Cushing. This “Fighting Man of
the North Carolina Sounds” is famous for
his feats and bravery which made him
the historical forerunner of today’s Navy
SEAL teams.

Raised by his widowed mother in
upstate New York, Cushing established
an early reputation for fearlessness.
Enrolling in the Naval Academy before
his 15th birthday, his strong sense of
personal honor and propensity for pranks
endeared him to his classmates but made
enemies among the academy staff.

At the time that Cushing attended
Annapolis, the academy had a reputation
for being a place for drunk and chronic
misbehaving midshipmen. Recognizing
the need to reform the institution, the
Naval Academy staff began to tighten
regulations concerning midshipman
conduct and academic performance.
Cushing got caught by the reforms. On
March 23, 1861, just a few months before
graduation, the academy dismissed him
for academic failure after he flunked
Spanish. Some sources indicate that the
instructor who caused Cushing to be
dismissed had been an early victim of
Cushing’s practical jokes.

Frustrated at being denied an
opportunity to serves as a Naval officer,
Cushing lobbied hard to obtain some
position in the U.S. Navy so that he could
participate in the coming conflict.
Several of his classmates from the
academy encouraged him to join the
Confederate States Navy. However,
Cushing tumed down this opportunity to
take his chances on any billet in the Union
Navy. Fortunately for Cushing, he
received help in his cause from a high
ranking officer. His mother’s cousin was
Commodore Joseph Smith, who was a

Harper’s Weekly drew and published this
portrait of Lt William Cushing, one of the most
interesting personalities of the Civil War. Many
of his exploits were done in the Hampton Roads
and Albermarle Sound regions. (Nov. 19, 1864
Harper’s Weekly engraving)

member of the Navy’s Ironclad Board
and father of the commanding officer of
the ill-fated frigate USS Congress. Smith
convinced Secretary Welles to give
Cushing a second chance by granting him
the warrant officer rank of master’s mate.
Only a month after his dismissal from
Annapolis, Cushing received orders for
Hampton Roads aboard the screw frigate
USS Minrnesota, the flagship of the North
Atlantic Blockading Squadron.

While stationed aboard Minnesota,
he captained prize crews to ferry captured
vessels and commanded the quarterdeck
gun division during the capture of Fort
Hatteras and Fort Clark in August 1861.
He still, however, was not satisfied with
being a warrant officer and continued his
desire to be a line officer. After he
challenged a troublesome lieutenant to a
duel, he resigned his warrant and renewed
his case to Secretary Welles. His gamble
paid off and he received orders to return
to Hampton Roads onboard the screw
steamer USS Cambridge as a line officer.
Cambridge was one of many vessels
assigned to the laborious task of
blockading Hampton Roads. This was
not what Cushing had in mind and he
became outright bored with the duty. He
ignored all tradition and protocol and
appealed directly to the commanding
officer of the blockading squadron, Flag

Officer Goldsborough, demanding to join
the Burnside Expedition which was
heading south to capture Roanoke Island.
“I have nothing to do here, because there
are so many officers that there is not
enough for them to do,” Cushing wrote.

In March 1862, however, Cushing’s
boredom came to a sudden end with the
sortie of the ironclad CSS Virginia and
the Battle of Hampton Roads.
Cambridge had been ordered to tow
frigate USS Sr. Lawrence into action
against the ironclad. However, like the
Minnesota, St. Lawrence ran aground
and was not able to participate. Cushing
received a slight wound from one
Virginia’s shells during the action. The
wound became infected and his captain
granted him leave to recover.

He returned to Hampton Roads two
months later and served aboard
Minnesota. Anxious to see more combat,
Cushing tried to serve as a ground soldier
with his brother Alonzo.

Despite Cushing’s disrespect for his
superiors, the Navy promoted him to
lieutenant, skipping the rank of ensign,
and then gave him a choice of
assignments. Without hesitation, he
elected to serve with his old mentor
Charles Fisher aboard the gunboat USS
Commodore Perry in the Carolina
Sounds. While only 19 years old,
Cushing’s career was just getting
interesting.

From his earliest service, Cushing
displayed two traits which became his
trademark: an incessant desire to lead in
combat, and an open disrespect for his
seniors and the sacred tradition of
following the chain of command. The
first trait would steer him into numerous
close quarters with Confederate forces,
often behind enemy lines in shore or
riverine settings. The latter trait kept him
in continual hot water with his seniors
and he made enemies among some
officers who interpreted his flamboyant
actions as personal arrogance.

The second part of William Cushing’s story will
continue in the next issue of The Daybook.




























