USS Hank Captain’s Letter

LETTER FROM THE CAPTAIN

Memories of my tour aboard “HANK” (DD-702) Captain Albert R. Olsen (Ret.) 7/49-7/51.

I joined the HANK at New Orleans in July, 1949, unfortunately, the HANK and the rest of the squadron were not in very good material condition upon arrival at Guantanamo for refresher training.  The entire squadron was rejected for training because none of the ships had enough operational equipment to commence training.  We were given a week in port to get our gear operational.  Fortunately, the Cruiser USS BALTIMORE (CA-68)  was in port and I had a good friend aboard (my brother was the C. O.).  A quick call and the next day he sent over several teams of technicians who managed to get our radar, sonar, radios, and fire control equipment operational in time for “HANK’ to stand #1 in the squadron for refresher training.  After our departure from Guantanamo, the HANK was kept busy.  I remember from the day that I received command to the day we returned from Korea, I was home only 68 days in two years.  That’s sea duty!!  Briefly, we participated in a PORTREX fleet exercise in the Caribbean Sea, a five month deployment to the Mediterranean Sea, Sonar-School ASW training ship, a visit to the Naval Academy, Midshipman-cadet Summer training cruise in Chesapeake Bay, and an eleven-month portal to portal deployment to Korea.

I remember the good times we had fishing from the fan tail while underway at Key West as Sonar School Training ship.  Dolphins were plentiful and excitement was high when the bridge watch could see a fish in the clear water making a run at our bait.  We took home many mahi-mahi filets.

On our trip to Annapolis as a visit ship for Midshipmen, the spirit aboard the HANK was demonstrated to me.  We were moored to the pier at the Naval Academy and I had gone ashore to visit with some of my friends.  When I returned about 2 a.m. I found Gates BM 1/C with a long pole with a paint brush attached cleaning up (powder-puffing) any spots on the ship’s side.  I asked him what was the trouble and he replied, “I just wanted the Midshipmen to see a nice clean ship”.  Another time we were enroute to Korea and stopped over at San Diego for a bottom scrape and painting.  No liberty for anyone.

About midnight I went out on deck to see what was going on and was surprised to hear the popular song, “Why Don’t We Do This More Often” being played on the ship’s PA system.  Everyone seemed to be pretty happy in spite of the dirty job at hand.  HANK spirit was high – I had good reason to be proud of the HANK.
Upon our arrival at Korea, HANK was assigned to surface forces for fire support for the troops ashore, inshore patrols, and for all the assault landings and evacuations.  Since we had the oldest Sonar and Radars, the Carriers didn’t particularly want us so we were lucky to escape chasing carriers day and night in rough and cold weather.  Instead, we enjoyed interesting fire support missions, patrols, and a part in all the assault operations.  We spent many a day operating out of Wonson Harbor with fire support missions for our Marines and Army and for the Korean Army.

Inshore patrols were interesting.  Infiltrators and refugees coming South by boat from the DMZ were intercepted and turned over to Korean patrols.  Personnel were taken ashore for identification.  I don’t recall seeing any boats heading south from the check point.  Our real concern was floating mines.  We managed to sight and sink about a half dozen or so during daylight, but running around at night was a whole new ball game.  We were lucky.

At Wonsan, we were adopted by a Korean gunboat, an LCI that the US had given the Koreans and whose bow numbers were painted in large numbers, 702, same as ours.  We used to take them alongside every time we met in Wonsan.  We would service them with fresh water, diesel, 20 mm ammo, and some fresh bread.  We had the skipper aboard for lunch one day but it was a hardship for him because he was not used to a knife and fork so he didn’t get much to eat.  Undaunted, 702, was a frequent visitor and on occasion gave us some fresh eggs wrapped in straw like sausages.  Yes they had several laying hens and a small pig aboard but Kimchi and dried fish seemed to be a major part of their diet.

The landings at Inchon were exciting.  We shot at and were shot at but managed to escape damage.  After the Chinese abandoned Inchon, we were ordered to go up the channel as far as possible and see what was left.  At GQ we proceeded upstream with ALL GUNS READY FOR ANYTHING.  To our great relief, no shots were fired at us and upon our return Adm. Smith announced to all that the HANK had swept the channel clear of mines.  Later I was invited by Radm. Hillencotter to go ashore with him and his armed Marine guards for a look around.  Not much to see except a few bodies, some frightened children, and a devastated city.  He gave me a lot pictures his photographers had taken.  I have given them all to Carl Bloomquist for his museum.

On a happier day, HANK was anchored in Wonsan Bay about 4000 yards from the beach.  Our forces had been evacuated and only a few occupation troops were there.  It was a beautiful sunny morning when the condition watch spotted several soldiers on the beach looking us over.  Lt. Wade, the Gunnery officer, wanted to fire a 5” shell at them but I declined as it didn’t seem to be worth the cost of the projectile.  After about 10 minutes, the group increased to about 15 and I still said no.  After another 15 minutes or so the group increased to about 25-30 and I agreed that it would be worth a shot.  After about 5 minutes of careful preparation, a single shot was fired with all hands looking on at the show.  To our dismay, more soldiers joined the group ashore.  I couldn’t believe my eyes and I asked if by mistake they had fired a “bale of hay” (powder with no projectile).  Lt. Wade insisted that shell had been fired.  The Exec. And I searched with binoculars and the best we could see was a possible bit of smoke way back in the hills and well to the left of our target group.  We both agreed another shot with a corrective spot of down 800 yards and right 400 yards.  To our complete surprise our next shot hit directly in the midst of the group ashore.  In a few seconds after the hit and the dust had cleared there wasn’t a trace of the group on the beach.  We never did find out why the first shot was so far off target.

At the evacuation of Hungnam, HANK and LIND were assigned a station at the mouth of a large river South of Hungnam where our forces were being evacuated.  It was December 24th.  Our mission was to prevent anyone from crossing the river and interfering with the evacuation in progress.  The river was frozen over and covered with snow.  After several hours of waiting in the cold, with no activity, we sighted a lone oxcart and drivers starting across the ice toward Hungnam.  Our orders were to prevent any crossing, so we decided to discourage him with a 5” projectile.  At a range of about 2500 yards we fired one shot which bounced off the ice a few feet in front of the oxcart.  Oxen don’t move very fast, but this one made a quick 180 turn at full speed.  Mission completed.  After several more boring hours of getting cold, we noted a tall brick smokestack from a burned out factory was still standing – a perfect target for a little precision gunnery exercise.  The idea was to topple it by knocking out the base.  Our first shot only knocked out a lot of bricks, the second punched a hole in one side, and the third shot punched out a hole in the other side.  This presented a delightful challenge to our sister ship, the LIND, to “thread the needle”.  Our challenge was quickly accepted and the LIND moved into position to get a good angle on the hole.  Her first shot went right through the hole.  A good training test of gunnery for duties providing fire support for the troops and a little entertainment for all of us.

There were numerous other events that were exciting and had a happy ending.  I can honestly say that the HANK had the best spirit of any destroyer I ever served aboard and I look back on my two years aboard as one of the high points of my thirty-year naval career.  We had one of the most interesting and exciting deployments possible under the circumstances.  The best part was that no one got hurt the entire cruise.  “A big thanks to all for the support I received and the four battle stars and commendation ribbon we earned.”

