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REPATIR: VI. (Last of serles;)

PEARL HARBOR, December 18 (passed by naval censor)=---A

battleshlp that has been s tanding on her head since December L

7, 1941, the USS oklahoma is the center of a cheerful little

world of tugs and barges and men clambsring about on the vast,

rounded bottom, whistling as they work.
But that's outside., Inside the hull is a dismal hell of

unutterable confusion, Thé writer and Keith'Whéeler of the

Chicagp Times spent & long hour in the pitch-black, fetid

holler room of the capslzed battlewagon, where everything 1s so

jumbled by the force of Japanese explosive that the fact you're !

in an upslde-down room seems merely an interesting sldelight.

As the climax of our tour to see how the flaming, broken
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Pearl Harbor of a year ago has been transformed into the.

magniflcent navy yard of today, we were permitted by Rear

Admiral Williem R. Furlong, Commendant of the Yard, to see what

nas been done to the cippled battleships still left here. The

Oklahoma was our last stop.

Commander F. H, VWhitaker, selvage officer under Admiral 1

Furlong, &nd his assistant diving officer, Ensign A. Calhoun,

took us out to the Cklahomes in & harbor launch, We pulled along-

side & tug, and shortly the four of us were standing at the top

of the Oklahoma's curved belly. The ship's bottom lles about
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one-third out of the water, her actual keel over to one side,

Under our feet a hammer.chattered. “Oh.yes, they're workiq§

inside," Commander Whitaker sald., "Scallng, and welding in

the stiffeners.™

He was referring to the preliminary bracing necessary beforeg

the 29,000-ton steel mass 1is pulled over to an upright position,

as the first step in her repair,

(The operations already under way for doing thls were
described in the precedlng installment of this series,)

It was Sunday, but days make no difference 1n Pesarl Harbor.
"Aside from the inside hammering that had tickled my feet, the

main activity seemed to be diving. One of the divers pulled

himself abosrd from the water then, so coated with oll that hisf

dungarees were hardly distingulshable from hils bare torso.

The water all around was coated with oll, which was bleediné

constantly from the hulk beneath our feet. The heavy black scum

g |

not only made the divers' work about the Oklahoma an exceedingly

dirty job, but it complicated thelr problems by shutting out
all light, so that they had to work under water by feel, The
only way they can get the blackness off their skin and out of
thelr hair 1s by bathing in diesel oil.

There were showers and other accommodations of the rudest
sort on the barge alongside, There the men had thelr lunches,

changed clothes, and made their base generally during the

worklng day.

i
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"Yyou'll see plenty of oll when yoﬁ go inside the ship,"

we were advised by Ensign Carl (Smoky) Keenam, He was right,
Ensign Keenam, incidentally, directed the famous rascﬁe on

Decomber 8 of 32 sailors trapped in the hull of this ship, a

few feet from where we stood.

"If you want to go inside, you'd better put on diving sultsg

he asdded.

We had slready been told about the compressed-alr face

masks we would wear to prdect us against the extremely lethal

hydrogen sulfides and carbon monoxides that permeate the air

inslde a sunken battleshilp.

We found that the "diving sults" we were to wear were not

H
the conventional rubber variety, for we were not going Iinto E
water. These were cover-allg whose purpose Wwas protection of
our bodies against the oil and general filth we were soon to !
encounter. To protect our hair we bound our heads with rags §
thet Enslgn Calhoun dug up. Our footgear weas heavy rubber bootg
‘Commander Whiteker was to be our escort on this journey z

into the bowels of the Oklshoma, the first time the trip had

been made by laymen. With Ensign Keenam, he led us to an

in e P AR S s

sirloclk,

The sirlcek is & tubuler structure welded to the hull, and
with an airtight door. Golng inside the Cklahome 1s rather
complicated, The water has been partly foerced out by compressed

air, and to keep 1t rising aiain & constent pressure of 10
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principally for removal of water trapped in low corners, and
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pounds to the square inch l1s maintained. The purpose of the

airlock 1s to allow access to the interior of the shilp,

for correction of alir legks.

"Some people," Ensign Calhoun remarked significantly, |
"can't take pressure.," We allowed that we could.

We entered the airlock, Commander Whitsker, Keenam, Wheeler
and I. Calhoun stayed outside as the surface watch, llstening
in on the two-way telephones with which the masks are equipped.
Keenam would stay in the alrlock, paying out our air-lines and §
generally keeping us ship-shape topside while Commander Whitaker_i
conducted Wheeler and me below,

Inside the lock Keenam helped us get on our masks, which
we found somewhat cumbersome with thelr telephone transmitter,

and double alrtube leading over the shoulder to the supply
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tanks above, The mask itself is actually llttle more than a

skeleton of the famllisr army gas mask, but with much larger
eye glasses.

An integral part of the outflit is the canvas belt six

inches wide, which you buckle around your waist, This holds the %

¥

air-hose connectlon, the adjusting valve, and two small emergencyf
flasks that carry 10 minutes!' supply of compressed ailr, :

During the next few minutes I didn't take my hand off my
control valve, I was afresid I'd forget where it was,

"Keep the air coming so 1t will whistle out the side of
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the mask, pest your ears," Commender Whiteker. advised. "If you}

want to know whether you're getting enough, take a deep breathg!
If the inhalation collapses the mask asgainst your face, you.
aren't." | i

i tried, I wasn't, . |

Keenam closed and dogged down the asirtight dobr to the
lock. Another alrtight door in the flcor led down into the
hull, This would not be opened-until the air inside the lock
had the same pressure of 10 pounds to the square inch,

"When the pressure goes up, your ears may hurt," Cormander
Wnitaker cautioned, "If it gets tco bad, hold up your hand and'

T'11 ease the pressure."

It was dark in the lock, but it would be darker below,

Keenam handed us heavy square battle lanterns., More impediment
I thought, how do divers get any work done while toting around
all this stuff? Experlence, 1 guess, Get used to anything.
Now there was a ghostly cclloquy by phone between Keenam
and Calhoun outside---the usuesl check-up routine, Then Commandg
Whitaker turned the master valive, and compressed alr hlssed inté

the chamber. The hiss grew sharper, and rose to a roar, and we

watched the pressure-gauge needle showing the ratio of pressure:
in the airlock to that in the hull., When the needle came to |
zeroc, measning no differentlsl, we would open the hatch.

My ears pained now, but not badly. I found that this dis-

comfort passed in a few moments.

{More
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Keenam knelt and pulled at the dogs on the hatch leading

downward., In a moment now we would look on the bared inslde of;

a historic catastrophe.
.~ The hatch clanged open. Wheeler and I peered eagerly over'!
the edge, pointing our torches down into the opening. '

We knew that now the deadly gases might be rushing around

us from the cavern below, I hoped that we wouldn't explore so

fsr that my airlines might be fouled.

Commander Whitaker eased himself over the lip of the hatch
and went down. I couldn't help thinking of the confuslon we
would find---letting our bodies down, but really golng up, as
the ship is charted,

I followed carefully, for it was the most complete darkness !}

I had ever experienced. Our powerly lamps made a narrow beam‘

!
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which the blackness seemed to squeeze,

There is a ladder going down. As I maneuvered awkwardly

with my burden of lines, alr flasks, heavy boots and light, I
began to understand what I had been told sbout the condition of |

the HNevada, Californis and West Virglnia when the first divers

went inside.

Now we were on the ladder, t hree of us, Wheeler at the top, !
We were passing through the lower-most blister 1n the leahoma'§
hull---her protective double bottom.

We came to & stop on & grating---underside of it, of course,

We swung our lights about, trylng tc ldentify the confusion in

.
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which we found ourselves. Rent. and burned steel lay all around
fallen beams, a terrible conglomeration of nameless things, all;j
covered wifh 51ack slime. -

Commander Whitaker motioned to another ladder lead ng-
farther down (up) into the ship, and asked a gquestion., We
couldn't understand him very well through the masks, but we
gathered that he was asking us 1f we wanted to go on down, We |
nodded yes.,

Getting around down here wes mostly a hands-and-knees -
matter, And there was no avoiding scraping yourself against
the filthy, oii-coated heaps of rubbish all about.

As my lines kept cateching on the misshapen corners of
steel and jutted everywhere, and my bustle of aif flasks kept
bangling into things as I tried tc und my troubles, I marveled .

ggain that divers get around in such a hell-hole to cut, and

‘weld, and fix bracings. ﬁ

We reached another lop-slided catwalk, and were in the

-great fire room. A huge dead boller appeared to be in good

shape beneath the dripping oil, but I couldn't see all of it in.

the oppressive darkness,

Swinging my light.around, I saw that this tomb-like room

was like a kettle, and 1t was heaped half full of the dank
stuff theat lay everywhere, looking like nothing so much as
garbage. It was undoubtedly stinking horribly,

We stood preceriously, Wheeler and I, swinglng out torches

i
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,:about, inspecting every cranny.

and catwalks were the only famlllar things I could see,
_was a sight to break & man»c-warﬂﬂman'a heart
,Ltraditio ally neat, to end in this incredible fllth,

"iwas nﬂ place to move axcept at the greatest risk of plunging

:down We started ‘back up.,

broka thﬁ ueathly qulet

our masks,

i

| air-lines had knocked down into the shaft Keensm's lamp which

The boilars, vaﬁious doors

_.It

Navy ahips, S0

Thﬁre

?Aa we-mounted the ladder the clang of heavy metal falling
Wheeler and I dlscussed 1t through

and looked for Lhe Commander.
We wdited & moment, uncertaln, thcn saw him c¢rawling 1

about below. We continued up, wonderling what had fallen, and |}

what the Commander was dolng.

Back in the airlock---myself relleved--~we found that our

we had,aet on the floer, and the Commander had gone doné Lo

‘yecover 1t,

out on deck (the bottom, that is) I for one was glad the

experiﬂnce was over, We had seen progress, though, wlth our

own eyes, on this irmense job of turning and savling the Oklahomj
We had. been down inside her only 40 feet, which was 12 feet

belqw tha lavel of the bay outside---but water in the ship had
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been blbwn out still 12 feet more below where we had been.

I thought aegsain, as I showered &nd rubbed down In diesel

o1l and showered a second and third time, of the men who work
every day in that cess-pool, and whe will make the Oklashoma

shine agaln as Wheeler end 1 saw other ships ahine after they

had come up from the botbtonm.

{end story---snd gerles)




