Unused Newport News Shipbuilding Hull Numbers

Assigned...but never reflected by completed ships

by Bill Lee

~ Introduction ~

Most contemporary listings of hull numbers for

vessels built by the Newport News Shipbuilding SHI
& Dry Dock Company (NNS) do nainclude Nmmmewssnﬁg{i{gue
the 40-plus hull numbers that were assigned, but

which were never associated with completed
ships. This essay relates their abbreviated
stories in order to satisfy the curiosity of those
who may look at current-day lists and diSCOVEs
that they are numerically incomplete. To malg
what might be regarded as a dull subject aW
more entertaining, I've also included sone /&=
directly associated shipyard folklore.

Such lists typically danclude 31 hull number

utilized for major ship conversion work;
practice that was discontinued at NNS in
mid-1950’s. Six of these conversions involv
ships previously built by NNS; which ofterffs
confuses shipbuilders; even maritime historians.

In addition, usually included in NNS hull listings

are over 100 hull numbers applied to the
construction of barges, other miscellaneous un-
powered vessels and even a few non-ship
structures; see the previously published article
entitled,Nameless — But Numbered

The vast majority of NNS hull numbers assigned
are associated with the hundreds of world class
and widely renowned ships that have made NNS
well known and respected in maritime circles for
125 years. The particulars about these vessels and
their achievements are individually chronicled in
Bill Fox’s excellent book,Always Good Ships
published in 1986; soon to be revised.




~ Cancellations Characterized ~

Most of the hull numbers included in the table pded in the penultimate section of this
essay were associated with ship contracts that waneelled before much, if any,
physical work had commenced. Several US Navy ordeceived by NNS were
transferred to other shipyards when the Navy askedshipyard to concentrate on
building carriers and cruisers during the height\rld War Il.

A number of the cancellations were associated thighending of World War 1 or II, and
involved numerous naval vessels whose construetas already well underway. More
recently, this kind of disappointment to NNS crafen happened when the contract for
what was supposed to be the nation’s first supeecaithe USS UNITED STATES
(CVA-58), was abruptly terminated. Assigned NNS IH#486, her sad saga is fully
explored in a previously published story entiti&zlttled Supercarrier.

Some of the cancelled merchant vessel orders agflemtion of hard economic times;

especially during the period between the two wevlts and including the onset of the
Great Depression. In the 1950's this pattern regueaself as shipping companies turned
to foreign shipbuilders for tankers at subsidizedgs NNS could not hope to match.

~The Lean Years for Shipbuilding following World W4d ~

In August 1916, several months before America edte¢he first world-wide conflict;
Congress authorized the construction of ten baipss six battle cruisers, ten scout
cruisers, fifty destroyers and 78 other vessel®r@ve next two years, contracts for three
of these battleships, two battle cruisers and 80edlestroyers were awarded to NNS.

This large assignment of work
necessitated a $5 million expansion of the g
company’s shipbuilding facilities; most=jmimm
importantly the erection of two semig tl " HKEF
submerged shipways, numbered #8 & #8 $hin
that were large enough to for battle cruiser’
construction. In addition, the employme
rolls increased from 3,000 to 12,500.

When the war ended in November 1919, work was swgge on most of the naval
vessels under construction at NNS. Overnight, apprately 70 million dollars’ worth of
backlog disappeared. Over the next twelve montj@06workers had to be laid off. For
a period of time, the shipyard was authorized sumee limited work on three battleships
and two battle cruisers. Fortunately, the fixed:@rcontracts for these vessels were
changed to cost plus 10% profit arrangements byNaey, in recognition of drastic
increases in material and labor rates that hadroegtwduring the war. Similar contract
changes were given to other shipyards whose nawdd aad been similarly affected.



By early 1922, the Battle Cruiser

CONSTELLATION (CC-2), under construction on

Shipway #8, was 22% physically complete. The
Battleship IOWA (BB-53), under construction on

Shipway #9 and shown on the right, was even
further along, at 31.8%.

A second battle cruiser, to have been named
RANGER (CC-4), was under contract, but her keel
had not been laid since both shipways large enough
to accommodate her were still occupied. But
thousands of items of machinery and material had
been ordered for these three vessels. Things came t
an economic climax in early 1922, when the
contracts for these three ships were cancelled and
the Navy ordered them scrapped.

That directive forced a further reduction of thepghrd’s work force by 2,000 men. It
also resulted in a significant cost to the Navyhittle to show in return. NNS was most
fortunate that the terms of those revised shipmgldontracts allowed them to follow
government directives and make a profit. Of coutise,Navy’s prior decision to change
the contracts received much after-the-fact attenamd a Senate investigation. Congress
criticized and chastised. Some naval careers wieetad. But the shipyards’ profits
remained intact.

The cancellations ordered in 1922 were due to tbsults of the Washington
Disarmament Conference of 1921/1922. World powarti@pating agreed to reduce the
number of capital ships of the United States, GBeaain and Japan in the ratio of 5:5:3.
Other nations were assigned even lower values. dlhis was criticized by the press as
“having sunk more naval tonnage in a few senterthas all the battles in the world
have sunk in a century”.

By 1924, all recognizable signs of the
battle cruiser and the battleship had
disappeared from NNS shipways after
a veritable mountain of scrap metal
was created and then removed.

Two other battle cruisers, under
construction at other yards were in a
higher state of completion. They were
converted to aircraft carriers; retaining
their original assigned names of
LEXINGTON and SARATOGA.



With few shipbuilding opportunities available inettmid-1920’s, NNS turned to other
ways to keep their workers busy. One extreme exausplorthy of mention to illustrate
the extremes shipyard management went to in oodteéh& Company to survive. In 1924,
NNS took on the task of rebuilding of 500 coal darsthe Norfolk & Western Railway.

~ Saving a Ship from Scrapping ~

When the so-called naval shipbuilding holiday tmesulted when the Washington
Disarmament Conference treaty was signed, NNS haddy delivered the battleship
MARYLAND (BB-46). A sister ship, the WEST VIRGINIABB-48) had been launched
and lay alongside a South Side pier at Newport N&0©% complete. For a period of
time, work on the WEST VIRGINIA was suspended.

Although the disarmament treaty specifically allomtbe United States to complete one
of two battleships that had already been launcheete was uncertainty if that vessel
would be the WEST VIRGINIA or another battleshipe WASHINGTON, which was at
a slightly higher percentage of completion at tkalMNew York Shipbuilding Company.

When shipyard president Homer L. Ferguson was imnéal that the WASHINGTON was
likely to be selected, he rushed to Washington MiOmidnight express train. Arriving at
the White House early in the morning, he urged iBees Warren Harding to defer the
decision until a board of naval officers could deciwhich battleship should be
completed, on the basis of least cost to the naklianding agreed, and appointed a board,
as Ferguson had suggested. They subsequently deddusurvey and determined that
the projected cost to complete the WASHINGTON wdass3million more than the
WEST VIRGINIA, which led to a decision in favor tife Newport News shipyard.

Intervention by Mr. Ferguson
allowed construction on the
WEST VIRGINIA (NNS Hull
#211) to resume, providing much-
needed work for the yard’s greatly
reduced labor force. BB-48 was
delivered on December 1, 1923;
the last battleship built in the
United States until such work
resumed in the late 1930's.

The incomplete hulk of the less-
fortunate battleship WASHINGTON
(BB-47) was sunk while being used as a
target in 1924 by the battleships NEW
YORK and TEXAS (NNS Hull # 147).



~ The Blue Boy ~

NNS successfully obtained an additional paymergevkeral hundred thousand dollars as
compensation for standby time and rental of yaoilifees because of the various delays
and cancellations of work that the Navy had impogsedaddition, NNS got the 10%
profit for completion of the battleships MARYLANDhd WEST VIRGINIA.

When NNS Chairman of the Board Henry Huntingtorrred
of this largesse, he requested that the shipyargkia check for
$500,000 so that he could purchase the famousipgifithe
Blue Boy”, by Gainsborough. Since his wife, widow o
shipyard founder Collis P. Huntington, owned mosttie
Company stock, the shipyard had to comply.

Coupled with additional funds provided by the Hogton
family and over the objections of British art logeiThe Blue
Boy was acquired. In today’s dollars, that expemditwould
equate to $7.75 million. The painting remains osplily in the
art gallery of The Huntington Library in Southerali@rnia.

~ A Positive Payback...and Pretty Quickly ~

In spite of Henry Huntington’s unusual use of shily profits, Company president
Homer L. Ferguson turned his efforts to findingestiwork. In addition to developing a
line of industrial projects, he aggressively putstiee contract for rebuilding the 950-
foot liner LEVIATHAN. This giant vessel had beerkéa from Germany during World
War | and used as a troop transport. Modernizing eonverting the ship into an
American ocean liner was, at the time, the largastnditioning job in history.

The Newport News shipyard
submitted a low bid of $6.11
million; a number that proved to
be too aggressive. Although it
furnished work for 2,000 men for
a year, when the LEVIATHAN
left Newport News in May 1923,
the Company had to book a loss of
$1.25 million.

When Ferguson went to report this to Huntingtonhbd a letter of resignation in his
pocket. When Huntington learned of the loss, heperted to have simply said:

“My wife owns most of the stock in the Shipyard] ahe has not been feeling too well
recently, so maybe we should say no more about it”.



~ History Repeats Itself ~

On August 11, 1945, on the eve of Japan’s
surrender, the Navy Department advised
shipyard officials that work on five warships
on the ways at NNS was to be cancelled.
These included the Essex-class aircraft carrier
IWO JIMA (CV-46), an unnamed sister ship
of the heavy cruiser NEWPORT NEWS and
three light cruisers (NNS Hulls #443-445).

Work on the cruiser TALLAHASSEE (CL-
116) was the most advanced. At time of
cancellation, she was 56.1% complete.
Almost all of her hull, up to her main deck,
had been erected when her contract was
cancelled, as this photo indicates. Her sister
ships, CHEYENNE (CL-117) and
CHATTANOOGA (CL-118), were 41.5 and
31.5% complete, respectively.

The carrier IWO JIMA (NNS Hull #447), was under stmiction on Shipway #8 and was
28.5% complete when cancelled. Although physicatkwen the never named heavy
cruiser (NNS Hull #457) had not commenced on thé&f@nt, much of the materials
and equipment necessary for her construction wasaer, or even delivered.

All in all, the cancellation of these five warshipssulted in a significant reduction in
yard personnel and backlog for NNS. Not to mentio® many tons of steel that had
already been assembled, which had to be cut upsalidfor scrap at ‘pennies to the
pound’. Collectively, 7,031 tons of steel had beescted, and an additional 13,470 tons
of subassemblies had been fabricated and were rEadgrection when the Navy
cancelled those contracts.

In addition, 3,100 purchase orders had to be teaxtedth and settlements made with
hundreds of subcontractors on behalf and at theresgpof the Navy. While the physical
effort required to remove all traces of these shgpsvided some work for NNS
waterfront personnel, it was certainly not prodeetor happy work. This effort continued
well into 1946 before being completed.

A few other naval vessels under construction atethé of the war were allowed to be
completed. These included the cruiser NEWPORT NEWS-148), and the aircraft

carriers LEYTE (CV-32) and CORAL SEA (CV-43). A nber of ships conversions
were also accomplished in the 1946-1947 timeframe.



The biggest such effort was the meticulous restoraif the SS AMERICA (NNS Hull
#369) to its pre-war condition, following five amlus years of service as the nation’s
largest troop transport. Assigned NNS Hull #46 &MERICA’s conversion back to
civilian service took the best part of a year, atoat equal to one-third of her original
contract price.

When she left Newport
News in November of
1946, hundreds of
shipyard employees
paused to watch her leave,
and were rewarded by a
departing salute from her
twin steam whistles.

As it had been forced to do in the 1920’s, the g undertook small and industrial
related jobs in the late 1940’'s to help augmenttwtite major shipbuilding work was to
be had in the immediate post-war period. No opmityuvas considered too small. One
extreme example was taking on the task of rebugldiina 72-foot yacht.

In a further effort to create business, NNS purelas dozen war-surplus ships in 1947.
Five were scrapped and the rest were convertethéghipyard...at risk.to peacetime
uses and then sold to steamship companies in ondnica.

The shipyard also contracted with the
C&0O Railway to build two tug boats,

using the plans created to construct
several tugs for the railroad in the 1930’s.
These small vessels were built in the
outboard end of Shipway #8 and are
believed to have been the last two coal-
fired tug boats built in America.

Even these bold measures could not stem the tidenpfoyee reductions. During World
War 1l, as many as 35,000 men and women toiledagiaynight, seven days a week at the
shipyard. But the end of 1946, this number had edaced by more than two-thirds, to
11,020.

In 1948, shipyard president John B. Woodward wrttes our policy to get work for
our plant and our personnel even if we have to takelow profits or losses”.

In more ways than one, history had indeed repatseld...



~ Tabulation of Unused NNS Hull Numbers ~

NNS Vessel Type Owner/Year Name Comments
Hull Ordered (if assigned)
#
76 Freighter Not listed/1907
214 | Passenger/Cargp Not listed/191}
215 Battle Cruiser USN/1917 Constellation CC-2
216 Battle Cruiser USN/1917 Ranger CC-14
242- Destroyers USN/1918
247
258 Battleship USN/1919 lowa BB-53
349 | Passenger/Cargo Not listed/193[L
352 | Passenger/Cargp Eastern
Steamship/1931
431- | Destroyer Escorts USN/1942
438
441- | Aircraft Carriers USN/1945 Midway-class;
442 CV-56 & -57
443- Light Cruisers USN/1944 Tallahassee, | CL-116, -117
445 Cheyenne & &-118
Chattanooga
447 Aircraft Carrier USN/1943 Iwo Jima Essex-clas
CV-46
452- | Landing Ships, USN/1943
453 Dock
454- | Seaplane Tenders USN/1944
455
457 Heavy Cruiser USN/1944 Salem-clas
CA 149
486 Aircraft Carrier USN/1948 United States CVA-58
524- Tankers Not listed/1956
526
534 Tanker Not listed/1956
538- Tankers Not listed/1957
539
542- Tankers Esso0/1960
544
615 ULCC Not listed/1974
645 Submarine USN/ Hull # reserved
not applicable for SSN-21
653- Tankers Not listed/approx
655 1998/1999




~ Postscript ~

This year marks the 1%5anniversary of the shipyard's beginning. | fullypect NNS
and local media will play up that achievement aethte numerous stories of the
shipyard’s most famous ships and the varied acdshpknts of decades of dedicated
shipbuilders.

But | doubt there will be much, if any, mentiontb&é few dozen hull numbers associated
with the vessels ‘that never were’ that are idesdifin this essay. The detailed story of
the most significant of these unfortunates, HuB&4the supercarrier that was cancelled
shortly after her keel was laid in 1949 can be tban the following web site:

http://www.nnapprentice.com/alumni/letter/Scuttli&dpercarrier.pdf

The story of the 100+ NNS hull numbers appliedaoges, other un-powered vessels and
a few miscellaneous structures, referred to inintrduction section of this article, can
be found by utilizing this link:

http://www.nnapprentice.com/alumni/letter/NAMELESBJT NUMBERED.pdf

The book about NNS ships that my friend Bill Foxthenred in 1986 is now out of print.
For people that live on the Virginia Peninsulasthook is available for reference use at
the Newport News Public Library or the Mariners’ 8éwm Research Library.

Bill Fox is now working on a revised edition, whighll be available for purchase later
this year. It will include NNS ships ordered af€¥86 and will provide updates on the
status of all NNS-built vessels in this, the ship§g 125" anniversary year.

My long-time fixation with NNS hull numbers has bekustrated in recent years by the
shipyard’s discontinued use of such numbers; &t leatheir publicity and employee
publications. | understand, however, that such remnlare still assigned internally for
production purposes. But why the shipyard no longeblicly refers to its vessels by
using the proudly possessive, parentheti@ur Hull #_ )" suffix after a vessel's
name remains a mystery to me.

But, ‘they’ brought the rock back, so hope sprietgrnal...
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