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The Cruisers Des Moines
Iow ans are  justly  proud of their capital city. 

T racing  its beginnings back to 1843, w hen C ap ­
tain James A llen established F o rt D es M oines a t 
the Raccoon F ork  of the D es M oines River, the 
city has grow n from 502 to 177,965 in the century  
ending w ith 1950. A  great insurance, publishing, 
and m anufacturing center, D es M oines is also rec­
ognized as an ou tstanding  cultural center, w ith 
g reat political influence both a t home and  in 
W ash ing ton . Little w onder th a t the N avy  should 
have nam ed tw o pow erful cruisers in honor of the 
capital and  m etropolis of the H aw keye S tate.

P erhaps the first inkling tha t the N av y  m ight 
name a cruiser for the capital of Iow a appeared  in 
the D es M oines W e e k ly  Leader  of M arch  31, 
1898. In an interview  w ith new spaper correspond­
ents, Secretary  of the N av y  John D. Long de­
clared tha t he w as still try ing to purchase cruisers 
from foreign countries to be used in the event of 
w ar w ith Spain, then im pending. It appears that 
the name D es M oines had a lready  been proposed, 
despite the fact tha t Iow a a lready  had a battleship 
named for it. A ccording to Phocion H ow ard  in 
the Leader:

T h e  Iow a delegation in congress m ay be relied on to
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use the ir influence in behalf of D es M oines, regard less of 
the  fact th a t B urling ton  an d  several o th er asp iring  tow ns 
a re  anx ious for recognition . A s chairm an of the ap p ro p ri­
a tions com m ittee of the  senate , M r. A llison [S en a to r W il ­
liam B oyd A llison] w ields considerab le  influence, an d  if 
his services can be enlisted , an d  I believe they  can be from 
w h a t he has told  me, D es M oines will be recognized.

C hairm an  [John A . T .]  H ull of the  house m ilitary  a f ­
fairs com m ittee tells me th a t he will do w h a t he can for 
D es M oines an d  several of the  o th e r Iow a represen tatives 
a re  favorab ly  inclined to w ard  the  C apito l C ity.

Several years slipped by w ith no results. It took 
w holehearted  cooperation on the p art of m any 
people to get the N av y  to designate  one of its top 
fighting ships for a city. T h is is readily  dem on­
stra ted  in the case of the first cruiser nam ed for 
D es M oines, the idea originating w ith C aptain  
F ran k  E . Lyman, m anaging editor of the Des 
M oines D aily  N e w s , w ho used his paper to push 
the m atter. A ccording to the D aily  N e w s  of A u ­
gust 8, 1904:

Leslie M . S haw  w as then  governor an d  he backed  the 
schem e w ith  a le tter. John M acV icar, just reelected m ay­
or, ap p roved  the  plan as did m any prom inent citizens, in ­
cluding the com m ercial exchange and  city  council, not 
to forget the  board  of supervisors. T h en  a joint resolution 
w as in troduced  in the  leg isla tu re  asking H on. John D . 
Long, S ecre ta ry  of the  N avy , to  nam e the next ship p u r­
chased  “ D es M oin es” an d  the  Iow a delegation  in congress 
w as in structed  to see th a t he did it. T h is  resolution w ent 
th rough  one house easily  enough but an envious evening 
paper m ade fun of it and  got it tab led  in the o ther house.
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T hen  this d is-sp irited  p ap er crow ed of its prow ess an d  
p rin ted  a cartoon  of a  fla tboat w ith  m ule pow er as the  
"cru iser D es M o in es,” secured  for the  N ew s.

A bou t this tim e S en a to r John H en ry  G ear took a h an d  
in the business. H e  rem em bered th a t the N ew s had  su p ­
ported  him in his h a rd  fight for congress, ag a in st C um ­
mins. T h e  N ew s w as backing the schem e and  he backed 
the N ew s. G ear w as a pow er in W a sh in g to n , fa r m ore so 
than  the people of Iow a generally  im agined. H e  took his 
cane one m orning an d  m arched into  S ecre tary  L ong’s o f­
fice. H e  explained  the  situation  to the  secre ta ry  an d  the  
secretary  w ho knew  th a t G ear h ad  to have every th ing  he
w ent a fte r o r there  w as long d raw n  ou t trouble said  all 
right.

T h en  the  leg islature took in terest again  an d  M iss Jessie 
Lee W ilcox , the  senate  rep o rte r for the  N ew s, got the 
resolution taken from  the  tab le  an d  passed . E ngrossed  
copies w ere sen t to S ecre tary  Long and  he saw  th a t Iow a 
w as behind G ear an d  D es M oines w as sla ted  for a ship. 
But no m ore w ere purchased  a t th a t tim e principally  be ­
cause no more could be secured.

Later, w hen C ongress passed  a big appropria tion  bill 
for more cruisers of the  second class, including the  T opeka  
and D enver, D es M oines w as a t the top of the list an d  got 
the honor along w ith the o ther cities. T h a t is the w ay  the 
cruiser D es M oines w as nam ed.

T h e  F irst D es M oines

T h e  first D es M oines  w as built by  the Fore 
River E ngine C om pany of Q uincy, M assachu ­
setts. H er keel w as laid on A ugust 28, 1900, and  
the ship w as launched on Septem ber 20, 1902. 
T he D es M oines  w as commissioned as C ruiser 
N um ber 15 on M arch  4, 1904. She w as sponsored
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by M iss E lsie L. M acom ber, daugh ter of a prom i­
nen t D es M oines law yer —  J. K. M acom ber. 
C om m ander A lexander M cC rack in  served as her 
first captain .

A fte r com m issioning, and  during the year 1905, 
the first D es M o in es  served in the C aribbean, pro­
tecting A m erican in terests, and  in E urope and  the 
N o rth  A tlantic . From  1906 to 1908 she conducted 
survey w ork  in the W e s t  Indies and C entral 
A m erica. T h e  D es M o in es  w as ordered  to Liberia 
during 1910 and  1911 to investigate conditions 
there. T h e  follow ing three years w ere spent in 
M exican  and  W e s t  Indies w aters. Between 1915 
and  1917 she w as stationed  in Syria; then she 
w as recalled to the U nited  S ta tes and  assigned to 
du ty  protecting convoys across the A tlantic during 
W o rld  W a r  I. In 1919 she served as flagship of 
A dm iral M cC ully , then C om m ander of N aval 
Forces, Russia, a t A rchangel, returning to the 
U nited  S ta tes later th a t year via F rance and  E n g ­
land. In 1920 the D es M o ines  w as back patro l­
ling M exican  w aters. L ater tha t year she w as 
o rdered  to V alpara iso , Chile, to participate in the 
M agellan  C elebration. T h e  following year she re­
tu rned  to N ew  Y ork, w here she w as decommis­
sioned on A pril 21, 1921. H er com m anding officer 
a t the time w as C aptain  A. St. C lair, U nited  S tates 
N avy.

D uring her years of colorful service in the N avy  
the D es M oines s classification w as changed from
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the original C ru iser N um ber 15 to G unboat N um ­
ber 29 an d  then to L ight C ruiser N um ber 17. T h e  
D es M oines  w as stricken from the N av y  List on 
Decem ber 13, 1929, a fte r a long and  useful career. 
She w as sold during M arch , 1930.

T h e  Second  D es M oines

T h e  second cruiser nam ed for D es M oines w as 
built a t the same sh ipyard  as her predecessor, a 
yard  ow ned by  the Bethlehem  Steel Com pany. 
T he  new  D es M oines  w as authorized  on July 9, 
1942, and  launched on Septem ber 26, 1946, w ith 
M rs. E dw in T . M eredith , Jr., of D es M oines, 
daughter-in -law  of form er S ecretary  of A gricul­
ture E. T . M eredith , serving as her sponsor. T h e  
ship w as originally approved  as C A  (H eavy  
C ruiser) 75, bu t w as commissioned in N ovem ber, 
1948, as C A 134, w ith C aptain  A. D. C handler, 
U nited S tates N avy , as her first commanding 
officer.

It w as while m aking the shakedow n cruise 
aboard the battleship  Iow a  in 1951 th a t the w riter 
first heard  of this fast, hard-h itting  cruiser from 
C aptain  W illiam  R. Sm edberg III. Some time 
later I learned more about her from an Iowa m ed­
ical officer serving aboard  her sister ship —  the 
U .S .S . N ew p o rt N e w s . Since m any of the latest 
installations had been incorporated in the three 
ships of this class —  D es M oines  (C A 1 3 4 ), 5 a - 
/em (C A 1 3 9 ), and  the air-conditioned N ew p o rt

THE CRUISERS DES MOINES

\



500 THE PALIMPSEST

N e w s  (C A 1 4 8 ) — their fighting potential greatly  
in trigued  me. It w as w ith no small pleasure, there­
fore, th a t I received a le tter from A dm iral F rancis
T . O ld  of the N in th  N aval D istrict a t G rea t 
Lakes, Illinois, fo rw ard ing  an invitation from the 
S ecre ta ry  of the N av y  to m ake a four-day  gunnery 
practice cruise on the heavy cruiser D es M oines  
from N orfo lk  to G uan tanam o Bay, Cuba.

It w as w ith  keen anticipation th a t I boarded  the
U . S .S . D es M o in es  early  S unday  afternoon, F eb ­
ru a ry  1, 1953. F o r days I had  w ondered  how she 
w ould  com pare w ith the battlesh ip  Iow a , on which 
fourteen Iow ans had  m ade the shakedow n cruise 
to P earl H arb o r in N ovem ber, 1951. D uring the 
nex t four days I w as destined to learn this pow er­
ful cruiser possessed experienced and  w ell-trained 
officers and  crew , ex trao rd in ary  defensive w eap ­
ons, an d  a devasta ting  lethal punch.

I w as greeted  by C om m ander C. M cK ellar, Jr., 
and  prom ptly in troduced to C aptain  C harles K. 
Bergin, the com m anding officer of the D es M oines. 
Born in Baltimore, M ary land , C aptain  Bergin had 
g rad u a ted  from A nnapolis in 1927. T h erea fte r he 
had a tten d ed  the U n ited  S ta tes N aval P o st-G rad ­
uate  School, Johns H opkins, H arv ard  G rad u a te  
School, and  the N ational W a r  College. P rior to 
W o rld  W a r  II, C ap tain  Bergin w as assigned 
tours of du ty  aboard  such ships as the M a ry la n d , 
D etro it, D obbin , B lake ly , G ilm er , and  R alph TaP  
bot. D uring  W o rld  W a r  II he served in the P a-
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ciflc as destroyer com m anding officer, D estroyer 
Division, and  squadron  com m ander in the 7th, 
3rd, and  5th fleets. D uring  the closing days of the 
w ar he w as assistan t chief of staff for plans and  
operations to V ice A dm iral H a rry  W . Hill of the 
5th Am phibious Force, Pacific F leet. C aptain  
B ergin’s rich experience w as typical of m any 
N avy  officers aboard  the D es M o ines  and  Io w a .

A fter an illum inating tour of the N orfo lk  N aval 
Base w ith C om m ander T ay lo r W . G ray , opera ­
tions officer of the D es M o in es , I re tu rned  to the 
ship and  met the o ther guests w ho had been in­
vited to m ake the cruise from N orfo lk  to G uan ­
tanam o Bay, Cuba. Prom inent am ong these w as 
L ieutenant G eneral A ndrew  D. Bruce, w ho head­
ed the A rm ed Forces Staff College a t N orfolk. 
Philias H . G irouard , Chief E ngineer of the Bu­
reau of O rdnance, and  A lbert W ertheim er, D irec­
tor of B om b-Projectile and  A rm or R esearch for 
the Bureau of O rdnance, w ere civilians employed 
by the N av y  w ho m ade the trip. In addition to 
these h ighly-trained men in naval ordnance, the 
Secretary  of the N av y  had  invited such men as 
A shley H alsey, Jr., associate editor of the Satur- 
day E ven ing  Post; O liver }. R. T roup , ow ner of 
the A tlas M etal Stam ping C om pany of Philadel­
phia; John N orm an, a Roanoke, V irginia, busi­
nessman; and  the superin tendent of the S tate 
H istorical Society of Iowa, to record his opinions 
of this m ighty nam esake of the capital of Iowa.
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O u r group spent S u n d ay  evening together get­
ting acquain ted . O u r d inner consisted of steak, 
F rench  fries, lima beans, hot rolls, jelly, ice cream 
and  cake, w ith p len ty  of coffee. W e  saw  a good 
movie on the sh ip ’s fantail —  C ary  G ran t and  
B etsy D rake  in R oom  F or O ne M ore. T hen  most 
of us retired  early  in o rder to be ready  to w atch  
the bustle th a t a lw ays a tten d s a sh ip ’s departure .

I w as up before seven on M o n d ay  m orning, 
F eb ru a ry  2, and  a fte r a typical b reak fast of to­
m ato juice, eggs, toast, and  coffee, w ent to the 
sh ip ’s bridge. Below me I saw  the crew  of the D es  
M o in es  a lread y  hard  a t w ork readying the ship in 
anticipation of “ letting go ’’ the anchor. A  spirit of 
eager expectancy  filled the air.

M oored  all around  us w ere such vessels as the 
g ian t a irc ra ft carrier Coral Sea  and  the escort ca r­
rier S ib o n ey , the heavy cruiser A lb a n y , and  nu ­
m erous sm aller craft. O u t in the James River a 
flotilla of naval vessels, large and  small, w ere pu t­
ting out to sea on various assignm ents. F inally  all 
w as in readiness and  the D es M oines  backed 
slow ly from her slip w ith the aid of tugs and  joined 
the caravan  of ships steam ing out of the James 
R iver into historic H am pton R oads, scene of the 
clash betw een the M errim ac  and  the M onitor. I 
could not help bu t muse w h at Lincoln would have 
said had it been possible for him to return  and see 
these m ighty battlew agons, the sm allest of which 
could have annihilated any  Civil W a r  vessel.
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O nce w e had rounded C ape H en ry  w e pro ­
ceeded in a sou theasterly  direction around C ape 
H atteras. T h e  changes in tem perature w ere re ­
corded a t regu lar in tervals:

THE CRUISERS DES MOINES

A ir W a te r
D a y H o u r T em p. T em p. Location

Feb. 2 10 a.m. 39° 46° N orfo lk
Feb. 2 6 p.m. 51° 51° C ape  H a tte ra s
Feb. 2 8 p.m. ON o 74° In G ulf S tream
Feb. 5 12 noon 88°

oON G uan tanam o

O nce a t sea C aptain Bergin had a heavy pro-
gram prepared  for his guests. Several hours each 
morning and afternoon w ere set aside for studying 
the D es M o in es, and  since the departm ents (or 
D ivisions) in such a ship w ould be as com plicated 
as any large factory  or university, w e soon w ere 
receiving instructions from experts in gunnery, 
navigation, operations, dam age control, and  fleet 
logistics. E ach lecturer, beginning w ith L ieutenant 
D. A. W e b s te r  of the G unnery  D epartm ent, im­
pressed us w ith the im portance of his departm ent's 
work, and thus all Divisions seemed to carry  on a t 
a highly competitive level.

T his competitive spirit appears in the D es  
M oines's  annual cruise book as well as in officers' 
lectures. In the sh ip’s cruise book I read  the D es  
M oines  has three turrets, each containing three 
8-inch rapid fire rifles, the first ship to be so 
equipped. Instead of cumbersome pow der sacks, 
the crew  simply inserted giant cartridges in the
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rifle, allow ing them to be fired several times more 
rap id ly  per m inute than  before. T h e  F irs t D ivi­
sion on the D es M o in es  w hich w as responsible 
for the first of the th ree 8-inch gun turrets, pointed 
out th a t the prim ary  purpose of this 17,000-ton 
heavy cruiser w as “ to provide a ship th a t can 
shoo t.“ T h e y  proved to us they  w ere highly 
skilled in handling  their complex rapid-firing guns. 
T h e  Second Division, equally  as skilled as the 
F irst, w as responsible for the three 8-inch rifles 
w hich w ere housed in T u rre t II, d irectly  behind 
and  above T u rre t I. T h e  T h ird  Division, which 
had the responsibility  for T u rre t III and  its m aga­
zines in the a fte r p a rt of the ship, had w on the 
gunnery  “ E ” for “ local control com petition” on the 
D es M o in es 's  previous A ugust cruise. T h e  fight­
ing spirit of these men w as revealed to us by  the 
S ixth Division, w hich m ans the 3-inch guns in the 
fore p a rt of the ship. A ccording to their spokes­
m an:

F o r the  S ix th  D ivision the M ed ite rran ean  cruise has 
m eant m any hours spen t m anning the  po rt three-inch b a t­
te ry  w h e th er it w as for d rone or sleeve firing or for ta rg e t 
acquisition. T h is  tim e spen t has purchased  for the  deck 
force, as w ell as the  G u n n e r’s M ates, proficiency in the 
cooperative endeavor of getting  the  guns on ta rg e t and  
rounds fired a t it. If an  enem y p lane ever becom es the  
ta rg e t of our b a tte ry , w e will be read y  to give its pilot the 
choice of keeping his d istance  or of being b rough t dow n in 
sh o rt o rder.

A  similar esprit de corps prevails in all depart-
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ments. C om m ander L. G. Seebach’s M edical D e­
partm ent and  L ieutenant C om m ander J. F . P en ­
n ing ton’s D ental Division w ere doing particularly  
fine w ork. T h ere  w ere sixteen hospitalm en and  
two doctors in the medical division. M an y  of the 
hospitalm en w ere specialists in their fields —  
pharm acists, laboratory  w orkers, X -ray  techni­
cians, operating room technicians, and  medical 
technicians. T h e  operating room w as equipped to 
handle any  and  all kinds of surgery. T h irty -tw o  
beds in sick bay  provided adequate  space for the 
sick and  injured. I counted only three beds occu­
pied w hen I visited sick bay, graphic testim ony of
the health of the crew, particu larly  in a period of 
colds.

T h e  D ental D epartm ent consisted of tw o den­
tal officers aided by w ell-trained assistan ts w ork ­
ing in quarters which m ade it possible to execute 
their prim ary function, th a t of m aintaining the oral 
hygiene and dental health of personnel assigned 
du ty  aboard  the ship. A dditional dental duties 
w ere coordinated w ith the M edical D epartm ent, 
and of course both w ere assigned regular battle  
dressing stations for drills or combat.

I found the spiritual and moral side of the crew ’s 
life m inistered over by C haplain T hom as J. M ul­
lins, a Catholic priest w hose duties w ere m any and  
complex. T h e  ship’s library, movies, aboard-ship  
entertainm ent, and arrangem ents for touring par­
ties ashore —  these w ere but a few of the m any
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assignm ents tha t befell the chaplain. In addition 
to providing services for P ro testan ts , Catholics, 
and  Jew s (both  on ship and  on sh o re), the chap ­
lain had to serve as a psychological advisor for all 
fam ily and  personal problem s befalling 1,700 men.

W h e n  you travel aboard  a heavy cruiser you 
are  constan tly  aw are  of the m any services tha t are 
available to crew  members. T h e  S -l Division 
(S upp ly  D epartm en t) is concerned m ainly w ith 
the procuring, storing, custody, issuing, and ac ­
counting for m aterials and  monies aboard  ship. 
T h e  Supply  D epartm ent m ust take frequent inven­
tories, secure stock for sea, guard  against deterio ­
ration or rust, and  m ake issues from storeroom s 
w hich are  w idely  separa ted  th roughout the ship. 
T h e  F inancial D epartm ent of the Supply D ep art­
m ent is probably  the m ost popular. A s one sailor 
put it: “ N o m atter w hether the man is single or 
has family ties, one item w hich constan tly  con­
cerns him each day, especially on pay days and 
the days he m ay be ashore, is that dollar.”

T h e  S-2 Division com prises the larger p art of 
the Supply  D epartm ent, and is composed of four 
groups: Com m issary, S h ip ’s Service, S tew ards,
and  M ess D eck M aster-a t-A rm s. It has over 120 
men, m aking S-2 the largest division in the ship. 
A ccording to one sailor:

In the  S h ip ’s Service group w e have sub groups com­
posed of the laundry , b a rb er shop, tailor shop, cobbler 
shop, sh ip ’s store, and  soda fountain , be tter know n as
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P a t s  Sw eete S hoppe .” T h e  gedunk  s tan d  is by  far the 
most popu lar of the group, w ith  the  sh ip ’s sto re  and  its 
w ide assortm ent of tobacco, w atches, sw eets, etc., ru n ­
ning a close second. Y ou can get you r pressing an d  re ­
pairs done in the  ta ilo r shop an d  a genuine “ reg u la tio n ” 
haircut in the  barbershop . T h e  sh ip ’s sto re  is forever busy  
keeping its shelves stocked w ith  razo r blades, tooth paste  
and  the like. T h e  line to the sto re  never seem s to dim inish. 
W h e n  your clothes get soiled, ju st send  them  to the  laun ­
dry, free gratis, and  they  come back all s ta rched  and  
pressed. T h e  laundrym en have no easy  job tu rn ing  out 
clean clothes for over 1,500 men, bu t they  do a good job.

E veryw here w e w ent w e encountered this same 
spirit. M y  sleeping room w as the F lag  A dm iral s 
quarters just off the CS Division. I could step out 
of the rear, or outside door, of my cabin and  w atch 
the men engaged in flag hoist. F requently , I 
joined them in a cup of coffee. T h e  flag bridge 
could be a cool, w indy spot, so the men alw ays had 
steaming hot coffee close a t hand, under a special 
burner they had rigged up.

T hese  signalmen, consisting of petty  officers 
and seamen, are  form ed into w atch-stand ing  sec­
tions and placed, for adm inistrative purposes, in 
the “ C S ” Division. T h e  CS Division, headed by 
the signal officer (in this case L ieutenant JG Rob­
ert B rennan of C h icago), is a vital element of the 
O perations D epartm ent. T h e  signal officer is re­
sponsible to the communications officer, w ho in 
turn is responsible to the operations officer. D u r­
ing my four days aboard  the D es M oines  I had
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frequen t opportunities to w itness all forms of vis­
ual com m unication, including flag hoists, flashing 
light, sem aphore, panels, and  pyrotechnics.

Let us tu rn  now  to the sto ry  of the ship itself. 
U nlike the battlesh ip  Io w a , w hich perform ed hero ­
ically in the Pacific, the U .S .S . D es M oines  has 
seen com paratively  routine operations. From  the 
start, how ever, the D es M o in es  has played a s tra ­
tegic role as flagship of the S ixth F leet in the M ed ­
iterranean . She has m ade four cruises in the M edi­
te rranean  as flagship: first for the late A dm iral 
F o rrest P . Sherm an in 1949; nex t for V ice A d ­
miral John J. B allantine in 1950; then for V ice 
A dm iral M atth ias  B. G ard n er in 1951; and  finally 
for V ice  A dm iral John H . C assady , the comman­
der of the S ixth F leet in 1952-1953. T h e  confi­
dence of the N av y  in this sleek fighting vessel w as 
fu rther a ttested  w hen the D es M oines  served for 
Com m ander, B attlesh ip-C ru iser Force, U nited  
S ta tes A tlantic  F leet, R ear A dm iral Jam es L. H o l­
low ay, Jr., now  C hief of N aval Personnel.

Iow ans m ay w onder w hy  the D es M oines  
should be based  in the M editerranean . A ctually  
the ships of the U nited  S tates N av y  have been 
cruising th a t historic sea since 1802, and alm ost 
continuously since 1886. Even w hen our fleet w as 
g reatly  reduced in streng th  a t the close of W o rld  
W a r  II the N av y  continued to m aintain ships in 
the M editerranean . T h e  reasons w ere explained 
by the late S ecretary  or the N av y  James F o rre s ta l:
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T o d ay , the U n ited  S ta tes  N av y  is continuing to m ain­
tain in the E aste rn  A tlan tic  an d  M ed ite rran ean  Sea forces 
for the  following purposes: F irst, to support A llied occu­
pation forces an d  the  A llied M ilita ry  G overnm ent in the 
d ischarge of their responsibilities in th e  occupied a rea  of 
E urope. Second, to p ro tect U . S. in terests an d  to support 
U . S. policies in the  area .

T h e re  are  m any benefits to be a tta in ed  by  m aintaining 
ships of the U n ited  S ta tes in these w aters. F irs t: It o f­
fers a  sp lendid  oppo rtu n ity  to tra in  the  officers an d  men of 
our ships in independen t operations an d  to fam iliarize 
them  no t only w ith  the  w ate rs  in w hich they  cruise but 
also w ith the custom s and  trad itions of the people of the 
countries w hich th ey  visit. Second: It is a  builder of
m orale for the m any officers an d  b luejackets w ho still have 
the trad itional u rge  to “ join the  N av y  and  see the  w o rld .” 
T h ird : It affords an  opportun ity  for A m erican N aval p e r­
sonnel to  create  good will an d  be tte r understand ing  w ith 
the people w ith  w hom  they  come in contact.

T h e  log of the D es M o in e s s  visits to colorful 
M editerranean  ports reads like a veritable Bae- 
decker to tha t historic inland sea. T h e  ports of call 
on her itinerary, some of which have been fre­
quented four or five times, include: A thens,
Greece; Beirut, Lebanon; Istanbul, T urkey; M es­
sina and A ugusta, Sicily; N ap les and  T aran to , 
Italy; C annes and V illefranche on the French 
Riviera; Barcelona, Spain; Bizerte, N orth  A frica; 
Tunis, Tunisia; O ran  and  T angier, F rench M o­
rocco; Lisbon, Portugal; G ibraltar, M alta , S ar­
dinia, Crete, and  the Isle of Rhodes. In December, 
1951, the D es M oines  w as the first U nited  S tates

THE CRUISERS DES MOINES
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w arsh ip  to visit Y ugoslav ia since W o rld  W a r  II 
w hen she steam ed up the A driatic  Sea to visit the 
port of R ijeka. W h ile  in port V ice A dm iral M a t­
th ias G ard n e r had lunch w ith M arshal T ito  a t 
B elgrade.

F o r m any years the w riter has been intrigued by 
the slogan —  “Join the N av y  and  See the W o r ld / ' 
N o  doubt his own w istful feelings for far places 
can be traced  in p a rt to the fact that his own 
fa ther w en t to sea in 1862 a t the age of fourteen, 
sailed around  the w orld  three times, w as a t the 
opening of the Suez C anal in 1869, and ended his 
career w ith 38 years of service for the D iam ond Jo 
Line S team ers on the U pper M ississippi.

T h is  w onderfu l opportun ity  for w orld travel a f­
fo rded  by the N av y  w as driven home forcibly by 
C haplain  M ullins of the D es M oines. W ork in g  
w ith the A m erican E xpress, the N av y  has a r­
ranged  for inexpensive tours “selected for their 
w ide range of in te rest” and designed to fit into the 
shore liberty of the men. F o r example, from Leg­
horn a full day  tour to P isa and Florence by bus 
w ith tw o meals costs $8.00. A  th ree-day  tour to 
Rome by train  w ith m eals costs N avy  men $32.00. 
A  half d ay  of sight-seeing in V enice by gondola 
costs a m ere $1.75. From  the F rench Riviera ports 
Iow a boys aboard  the D es M oines  could make a 
five-day tour to P aris  by train  w ith meals and four 
n ights in P aris a t a cost of only $65.00.

A s I thum bed through the C ruise Book of the
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D es M o in es , com parable to a college annual, I saw  
pictures show ing the crew  viewing the A cropolis 
in A thens, a m osque in Istanbul, the Coliseum in 
Rome, the casino a t M onte  Carlo, and  num erous 
other historic points. E qually  interesting w ere the 
m im eographed pam phlets issued from time to time 
for D es M oines  crew  members telling the history 
and customs of the ports they  visited, how and  
w hat to shop for, and the best places to eat. T h e  
introduction in the booklet issued on V illefranche, 
N aples, and  A ugusta  concludes:

In W o rld  W a r  II, as in all past w ars, the M ed ite rra ­
nean played its part, our first victories being achieved in 
this area. T h e  N o rth  A frican  cam paigns paved the  w ay  
for our re -en try  of E urope th rough  Sicily and  Italy.

N ow  in these post-w ar days it again  is of vital in terest 
to us. W h ile  w e are  here let us learn  much from their cul­
ture and  trad itions and  in re tu rn  dem onstra te  to these 
peoples a p roper w ay  of action —  the real A m erican w ay. 
W e  are  am bassadors —  let us act the part.

Some of the distinguished visitors w ho have 
been received aboard  the D es M oines  during her 
M editerranean  tours of du ty  have been Princess 
Elizabeth ( now  Q ueen of E n g la n d ) and her hus­
band; the G overnor of M alta; and  m any of the 
am bassadors of the countries the ship has visited. 
D uring her 1950 M editerranean  cruise G eneral 
D w ight D. Eisenhow er, then the Suprem e Com­
m ander of the Allied Pow ers in Europe, boarded 
the D es M oines  for a th ree-day  inspection cruise.

THE CRUISERS DES MOINES



512 THE PALIMPSEST

V isiting  s tran g e  historic ports is by no m eans 
the only w ork  of the D es M o in e s . T h ere  is w ork 
ap len ty  in the N avy . W h ile  en route to the M edi- 
te rranean  in 1952 the D es M o in es  participated  in 
the large  scale N A T O  O peration  Mainbrace, 
w hich took place in the N o rth  A tlantic O cean, and  
w hich g rea tly  d isp leased  Joseph Stalin. D uring 
this exercise the D es M oines  m ade her first trip 
across the A rctic Circle. T h a t sam e year, w hile 
in the M ed iterranean , the D es M oines  took part 
in ano ther N A T O  exercise, O peration  Longstep, 
w ith  T urk ish , F rench , British, and  Italian ships.

Since her commissioning, the D es M oines  has 
operated  in the C aribbean on three previous occa­
sions. She has undergone tw o training periods 
w ith  the F leet T ra in ing  Com m and a t G uantanam o 
Bay, C uba; conducted extensive shore bom bard­
m ent exercises w ith the U n ited  S tates M arines a t 
C ulebra, P uerto  Rico; and  participated  in the Sec­
ond F leet M aneuvers in the C aribbean in 1950. 
W h ile  in the C aribbean, the D es M oines  visited 
P o rt-au -P rince , H aiti; St. T hom as in the V irgin  
Islands; and  Ponce, P uerto  Rico.

W e  left the D es M o ines  anchored  a t G u an ta ­
nam o Bay and  re tu rned  to the U n ited  S tates. She 
had  dem onstrated  to us her superior fire pow er 
and  proved herself one of the most pow erful w ar­
ships afloat —  a w orthy  nam esake of Iow a’s capP 
tal.

W illiam J. Petersen
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