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MEETING HIS MACHINE – NAVY SHIPYARD, PORTSMOUTH, NEW HAMPSHIRE/MAINE

The Portsmouth Naval Shipyard, oŌen called the 
Portsmouth Navy Yard, is a United States Navy 
shipyard in KiƩery on the southern boundary of 
Maine near the city of Portsmouth, New Hampshire.
Founded in 1800, PNS is U.S. Navy’s oldest 
conƟnuously operaƟng shipyard. Today, most of its 
work concerns the overhaul, repair, and 
modernizaƟon of submarines.

As of November 2021, the shipyard employed more 
than 6,500 federal employees.[3] As well, some of 
the work is performed by private corporaƟons (e.g., 
Delphinius Engineering of Eddystone, Pennsylvania; 
Oceaneering InternaƟonal of Chesapeake, Virginia; 
Orbis Sibro of Mount Pleasant, South Carolina; and 
Q.E.D. Systems Inc. of Virginia Beach, Virginia).

During World War II, the Portsmouth Navy Yard played a criƟcal role in supporƟng the United States’ war 
effort as one of the largest and most important shipyards in the country.  The Portsmouth Navy Yard was 
responsible for the construcƟon, repair, and maintenance of numerous warships, including submarines, 
destroyers, and baƩleships. The yard also provided logisƟcal support for naval operaƟons, including storing 
and distribuƟng ammuniƟon, fuel, and other supplies.

The Portsmouth Navy Yard also played a key role in repairing and refiƫng warships damaged in baƩle, 
produced thousands of tons of muniƟons and other supplies, and provided training faciliƟes for sailors 
and other naval personnel.

HISTORY – The Portsmouth Naval Shipyard was established on June 12, 1800, during the administraƟon of 
President John Adams. It sits on a cluster of conjoined islands called Seavey’s Island in the Piscataqua River, 
whose swiŌ Ɵdal current prevents ice from blocking navigaƟon to the AtlanƟc Ocean.

The area has a long tradiƟon of shipbuilding. Since colonial 
seƩlement, New Hampshire and Maine forests provided 
lumber for wooden boat construcƟon. HMS Falkland, 
considered the first BriƟsh warship built in the Thirteen 
Colonies, was commissioned here in 1696. Perhaps the most 
famous vessel ever overhauled at the yard was ConsƟtuƟon, 
also called “Old Ironsides,” in 1855.

During World War I, the shipyard began construcƟng submarines, with L-8 being the first ever built by a U. 
S. navy yard. Meanwhile, the base conƟnued to overhaul and repair surface vessels. Consequently, the 
workforce grew to nearly 5,000 civilians. It grew to almost 25,000 civilians in World War II when over 70 
submarines were constructed at the yard, with a record of 4 launched in a single day. When the war ended, 
the shipyard became the Navy’s center for submarine design and development.
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TENCH CLASS SUBMARINES

The United States Navy (USN) relied on three main types 
of diesel-electric aƩack submarines during World War II 
(1939-1945) – the GaƩo-class, Barau-class and Tench-
class (in that order). ConstrucƟon of the Gato class began 
in 1940, before the United States was involved in the 
conflict, with 77 ships completed to standard. The Balao 
class added an impressive 120 ships from 1942 to 1946 
and proved to be the most numerous in the U.S. Navy 
submarine fleet. Born as an improvement over the 
previous two classes, the Tench class had 29 ships by the 
end of it – about 51 were cancelled by the end of the war.
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Submarine Tench-class details:

Dimensions: The Tench-class submarines were 311 feet long, had a beam of 27 feet, and had a 
submerged displacement of 2,414 tons with a 17 foot draŌ.

Armament: They were equipped with ten 21-inch torpedo tubes, six in the bow and four in the 
stern, and carried 28 torpedoes. They also had a 5-inch deck gun and various anƟ-aircraŌ guns for 
surface engagements.

Propulsion: The Tench-class submarines were powered by four diesel engines that could produce 
a total of 5,400 horsepower when running on the surface, and four electric motors that could 
produce a total of 2,740 horsepower when running submerged. Surface speed 20 knots (23mph).  
Submerged speed 9 knots (10mph)

Range: 16,000 nauƟcal miles.

Crew: The Tench-class submarines had a crew of 80 to 85 men, including officers and enlisted 
personnel.  The ship’s shop provides crews with up to seventy-five days of service.

Service: The Tench-class submarines saw extensive service during World War II, conducƟng patrols 
and engaging in a variety of missions in the Pacific and AtlanƟc theaters.

Notable missions: The USS Barb, a Tench-class submarine, is famous for sinking a train in 1945 
using rocket launchers mounted on its deck. Another Tench-class submarine, the USS Tang, sank 
24 Japanese ships before being lost in a friendly fire incident.  
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  USS TENCH – SS-417

SS 417 was the first commissioned Tench-class submarine.  It 
was built in three months from the laying of its keel on 1 April 
1944 to when it was launched on 7 July 1944 at the 
Portsmouth Naval Shipyard in KiƩery, Maine, during the 
period of franƟc new construcƟon of submarines.  AŌer its 
launch, it underwent several months of fiƫng out with 
propulsion system, navigaƟon equipment, communicaƟon 
systems, and weapons systems. AddiƟonally, the submarine’s 
crew quarters, galley, and other living spaces were also 
ouƞiƩed during this Ɵme.   Such was the building effort at 

Portsmouth that many vessels, the 
Tench among them, were assembled in 
building basins - actually small drydocks, 
diverted from their repair work.

           
EM 3cl John Thomas Donohue was 
assigned to the USS Tench (SS 417) 
during the fit-out process at Portsmouth 
Navy Yard on the Maine/New 
Hampshire, border prior to being 
mustered with the crew when it was 
commissioned on 6 October 1944.  

While there was less than one year
before the end of World War II, by that 
Ɵme, he knew the ship stem to stern.

By the end of the war, it would travel 
37,000 miles on three patrols sinking 
22,150 tons of enemy shipping in total.



EM2cl John Thomas Donohue – WWII Submariner

59

WAR HISTORY OF THE USS TENCH

Note:  This history is based on the declassified report from the ship’s 
Commanding Officer, T/Cdr. Thomas Slack Basket, wriƩen by Engineer and 
Electrical Officer. Lieut. A. B. Spurney, USNR at war’s end on 15 October 1945.  
Basket replaced Commander Sieglaff who had led the first combat patrol.

Pre-Commissioning and Commissioning Data:

             

                

Cdr Thomas Slack Basket
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… On 7 July 1944 the Tench was christened by Mrs. Lyndon 
Johnson, wife of the United States representaƟve from 
Texas, but with no great pomp and circumstance – there was 
no great slide down the building ways nor knifing into the 
churned waters of the Piscataqua. When the Tench was 
launched, the basin was simply allowed to flood, the 
caissons opened, and the new submarine floated to her 
moorings. Somehow it seemed a more natural, accustomed 
entrance into her element. 

The fiƫng-out proceeded unƟl, on 6 October 1944, the 
Tench was ready for acƟon and placed in commission; Rear 
Admiral T. Withers, USN, Commandant of the Navy Yard, 
Portsmouth, N.H., delivered her to Commander W. B. 
Sieglaff, USN, who assumed command.

Captain Sieglaff brought with him the spirit of the “Terrible Tog”, the U.S.S. Tautog, which has since 
received the Navy Unit CommendaƟon for patrols made under his command. A nucleus of the Tench 
complement also were veterans of the Tautog. Lieut. (now Lt .- Cmdr. ) Tom Turner, USN, Torpedo and
Gunnery Officer; J. G. BasƟlle, Yl/c (now CY), USN, Ship’s Yeoman; Ward Majors, StMl/c, Officers’ Steward 
were a few of these.

Lieutenant-Commander A. R. Strow, USN, was ExecuƟve Officer and Navigator, having previously been 
“Second” on the U.S.S. Gudgeon, subsequently lost on patrol but even now high on the list reckoning 
enemy tonnage sent to the boƩom. Then from the U.S.S. R-15 came Lieut. J. E. Wright, USN, Engineer and 
Electrical Officer. Lieut. A. B. Spurney, USNR, was CommunicaƟons Officer. Lt. (jg) (now Lieut.) F. M. 
D’Angelo, USNR, was Assistant Engineer. Ensign (now Lt. (jg) )R. F. V. O’Connell, USNR, was Assistant 
Torpedo and Gunnery Officer. Ensign (now Lt.(jg)) S. Martauz, USN, brought the experience of nine war 
patrols on the U.S.S. Sea Dragon to his post as First Lieutenant.

Pre-War-Patrol Period:

The Tench commenced training operaƟons shortly aŌer going into commission. This was a period of 
anxiety and expectaƟon, for the Tench was the first submarine of a new class whose design incorporated 
the experience gleaned from two years of tough but highly successful submarine warfare. There was more 
horsepower, faster and deeper diving, longer cruising, more shooƟng with a bigger deck-gun, and 
addiƟonal torpedoes to destroy the diminishing Japanese tonnage at sea.

Over and above this, for a month the Tench was assigned to 
the tesƟng of a new SONAR installaƟon. This typified the 
program then direcƟng the science which had perfected their 
anƟ-submarine warfare to the improvement of their pro-
submarine warfare. (See Appendix VI)
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Chock-a-bloc with ammuniƟon, fuel, and provisions, the 
Tench departed the SUBASE, New London, Conn., on 20 
December, 1944. Christmas was celebrated at sea, en route 
Key West, Fla., where she arrived on the 26th.  The following 
day she departed Key West for the Canal Zone.

The Panama Canal was a strategic waterway that allowed 
ships to travel between the AtlanƟc and Pacific Oceans 
without having to circumnavigate South America, which 
saved Ɵme and reduced the risk of encountering enemy 
vessels.

The Panama Canal was heavily 
guarded during the war, with a large 
number of American troops staƟoned 
there to protect the canal from 
potenƟal aƩacks. The canal was also 
fiƩed with anƟ-submarine nets, 
mines, and other defenses to prevent 
enemy submarines from entering the 
canal. 

When it became clear that the war in 
the European theater was winding 
down, the Canal was heavily used to 
move naval assets into the Pacific 
theater.  Most submarines built in 
the Portsmouth, Newport and New 
London  Naval Bases in late 1944
were desƟned for a canal transit.

Shake down cruising, deep 
dive tesƟng and SONAR 
evaluaƟon would take 
place out of Portsmouth 
along the MassachuseƩs 
coast north of the Cape 
Cod peninsula.  Two weeks 
later, USS Tench would sail 
south the Newport, Rhode 
Island, for torpedo trials 
and anything needing 
repair from the sea trials.  
By early December, Sea 
Trials would conƟnue from 
its home port at the New 
London Submarine Base 
where it would also be fully 
provisioned for extended 
voyages and combat.
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The Tench arrived at the Panama Canal on New Year’s Eve 
– another holiday at sea. There were a large number of 
supply and warships in transiƟon at the Ɵme so part of 
the transit was the tradiƟonal military “hurry up and 
wait.”  Another short training period would occur on the 
Pacific side of the Canal at Balboa with the waiƟng and 
one-day transiƟon completed.  By 8-Jan-45, Tench 
embarked on the 5,375 mile leg of its journey to Pearl 
Harbor, Territory of Hawaii.   She would arrive three 
weeks later on 24-Jan-1945 for refueling, provisioning 
and more training while awaiƟng her first patrol orders.
      

The USS Tench was ready for war-patrol; already she had made 
172 dives, 109 pracƟce aƩacks, fired 66 torpedoes and three 
gunnery pracƟces. The crew was trained to a high degree of 
perfecƟon, their morale high, their new loyalty a thing to 
behold. The dicƟonary states that the Tench is a fish very 
tenacious of life, being capable of prolonged existence in the 
most arduous environments. And so, she became Tillie, the 
Tenacious Tench.

  

                                      Balboa, C.Z.

                                     Pearl Harbor
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                             Commander Sieglaff & and a senior officer is on their way to Japanese waters

“Good HunƟng & Godspeed”
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