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Newport News Shipbuilding is world-renowned when it comes to designing and
building the biggest, most complex and highly capable aircraft carriers. Today,
few remember that NNS was also the leader in the practical development of a
smaller, simpler aircraft carrier design that inspired the nickname ‘baby flattop’.

The idea of protecting Atlantic convoys during World War Il using small aircraft
carriers as escorts was originated in late 1940 by President Franklin D.
Roosevelt, over a year before America was drawn into World War Il. The United
States was supplying aircraft in crates to Great Britain and FDR thought it would
be more efficient to deliver them fully assembled. He felt the answer was small
carriers that could be quickly created by converting existing merchant ships.

Thus was born the escort carrier. Over 150 of these versatile vessels were
created during World War 1, including 38 for Britain’s use as convoy escorts and
to train Royal Navy pilots. Using fleet carriers for these purposes was just not
possible. Existing large deck carriers were few in number in 1941 and additional
ones under construction or being planned were many months from completion.

In January 1941, the Navy

procured a newly-built cargo

vessel, the Mormacmail. The

Navy brass estimated that her

conversion to a carrier would

require 18 months; Roosevelt

thought it should only take 90

days. Due to its proven

expertise in carrier design and construction, Newport News Shipbuilding was
tasked with creating from scratch the drawings needed for a prototype escort
carrier. Starting in February 1941, the shipyard’'s engineers, although already
inundated with other navy work, produced a set of plans in just twelve weeks.




The Mormacmail arrived at Newport News on March 18, 1941. No NNS hull
number was assigned; the conversion work was done under a repair order. Two
thousand workmen crowded onboard the ship and 77 days later the nation’s first
baby flattop, renamed USS Long Island sailed on her sea trials. The President’s
estimating skills were vindicated! Long Island was commissioned June 2, 1941.

The exterior of her C-3 design cargo
hull was not materially altered. A
portion of her superstructure was
retained, albeit largely hidden by a
number of lattice-like steel trusses that
helped support a 362 foot-long wood-
sheathed flight deck. A hangar bay of
modest proportions was located
further aft, along with other aircraft
maintenance support facilities.

Unlike most aircraft carriers, the Long
Island had no island structure at all.
Her bridge was tucked under the
forward edge of the flight deck. Her
diesel engines exhausted amidships
on both sides, just below the flight
deck level. A portable mast was
installed near the forward edge of her
flight deck.

The ship was fitted with a single aircraft elevator and arresting gear. Some of her
original cargo holds became living and working spaces for most of the carrier’s
970-man crew. Aviation fuel tanks and ammunition storage were installed, along
with tons of concrete ballast to compensate for her high freeboard.



Long Island had no protective armor, but a few defensive weapons were
installed. She was first given the Navy designation AVG-1, which was later
changed to CVE-1, denoting her status as the nation’s first escort carrier. Only
capable of a maximum speed of 16 knots, she could initially accommodate just
16 aircraft. Compared to modern-day carriers, she was less than half their length,
less than one-third their width and less than one-tenth their displacement.

After initial operations during the summer of 1941, the Navy decided to lengthen
her flight deck and add a hydraulic catapult, increasing her aircraft complement
to 21. Her bridge was removed, requiring future ship maneuvers to be directed
from open navigation platforms extending from both sides of the flight deck’s
forward end. Her original mast,

which had to be lowered to

facilitate flight operations, was

moved to a fixed position on

her starboard side. Later on,

she was given a rather bizarre

paint job, intended to confuse

enemy gunners.

Long Island served throughout World War I, ferrying aircraft and training pilots.
In August 1942, while in hostile waters in the South Pacific, Marine Corps pilots
flew off her deck to provide close air support for the Marines on Guadalcanal.

Shortly after the escort carrier concept was declared a success, the Navy began
to acquire additional merchant vessels for conversion purposes. In rapid
secession, the following vessels were moved to Newport News, converted and
delivered back to the Navy between November 1941 and September 1942. None
of them were given NNS hull numbers, but island structures soon became an
integral part of their design, a feature found in all the other CVEs that followed.

ORIGINAL NAME | CIVILIAN TYPE | CARRIER NAME | NAVY NUMBER
Mormacland C-3 Cargo HMS Archer BVAG-1

Rio De La Plata C-3 Cargo HMS Charger AVG-4, CVE-30
Esso Trenton T-3 Tanker USS Sangamon CVE-26
Markay T-3 Tanker USS Suwanee CVE-27

Delivered to the US Navy, HMS Archer was immediately transferred to the Royal
Navy. In May 1943, she became the first escort carrier to be credited with sinking
a U-boat. Curiously, HMS Charger was never transferred to the Royal Navy, but
retained her British name and was operated primarily in the Chesapeake Bay
throughout the war by American sailors. Her original designation, AVG-4, was
later changed to CVE-30 when she was renamed USS Charger. By V-E Day,
Charger had chalked up more than 24,000 landings by British fledgling fliers.



Because of their size, escort carriers were often called ‘Jeep Carriers’. In
addition, due to their total lack of armor and relatively slow speed, their crews
often said that CVE stood for ‘Combustible, Vulnerable and Expendable’.

The two tankers converted to escort
carriers by NNS were somewhat larger
and quite a bit faster than the carriers
built on C-3 cargo hulls. Consequently,
both served extensively in the Pacific
in unanticipated combat roles with the
fleet. Collectively, they earned an
impressive total of 21 battle stars.

During the liberation of the

Philippines, Sangamon was

flag ship for a ‘thin line of baby

flattops’ during the Battle of

Leyte Gulf. They were the only

ships that stood in the way of a

Japanese battle fleet intent on

annihilating American landing forces. Their aircraft and escorts stopped that fleet
of vastly superior warships in one of the most famous encounters in World War II.
Suwanee was there, and was damaged severely in the ensuing battle. Still later
in the war, off Okinawa, a kamikaze aircraft heavily damaged the Sangamon.

All of the NNS-created baby flattops survived the war. But that was far from the
end of their story. USS Long Island was decommissioned in early 1946 and sold
the next year. She was acquired by the Canada-Europe Line, converted into an
immigrant ship and renamed Nelly. After several years of carrying future citizens
to Canada, she was renamed Seven Seas and served until 1965 as a floating
university; carrying students all over the world. In 1966 she became a floating
student hostel for Rotterdam University. Eleven years later, she was scrapped.



Most of the other baby flattops produced by NNS were also sold after the war to
private interests and put to further use. Archer and Charger became passenger
ships and sailed under new names until the 1960s, when both were scrapped.

Sangamon was still under repair for her battle damage when the war ended. She
was sold by the government to a West Coast shipping company that had plans to
convert her to a passenger ship. That never transpired and she was scrapped in
1960. Suwanee rested at anchor in the government’s West Coast mothball fleet
for a number of years and then was sold for scrap in 1962.

But there was yet another interesting chapter in the story of NNS’ involvement
with escort carriers to unfold. In early 1947, the yard had no new ships under
construction on its shipways. At considerable financial risk, the Company
purchased a dozen ships from the government in order to help keep the yard’s
skilled workforce busy. Several were dismantled for their scrap value.

Five of the vessels acquired were war-surplus baby flattops that had been built
on C-3 type merchant hulls and had been part of the fleet of similar vessels
transferred to the Royal Navy during World War II. The shipyard was successful
in selling them to an Argentine shipping firm. They were assigned NNS Hull
Numbers and renamed. Three were reconfigured as passenger-cargo vessels.
The other two became passenger ships that served for a number of years in
immigrant service from Italy and Spain to Argentina. All five were subsequently
scrapped in the late 1960s and early 1970s.

Some of the World War Il escort carriers remained in commission for a number of
years. But eventually that class of aircraft carrier was phased out of the Navy,
due to the need for larger and faster carriers to accommodate modern jet aircraft.
Of course, Newport News Shipbuilding has been, and continues to be, the one
place where aircraft carrier ‘firsts’ are both numerous and commonplace.

But any list of NNS ‘firsts’ would be incomplete if it did not include the original
baby flattop, Long Island, her sister ships and their part in winning World War II.



~ Postscript ~

The remarkably short period of time required by Newport News Shipbuilding to
transform Roosevelt's baby flattop dream into a sea-going reality is all the more
impressive in light of all the other work underway at NNS at the same time. In the
spring of 1941, when the Mormacmail arrived, Newport News shipbuilders were
completing the aircraft carrier Hornet. Construction of the first of a new and
improved class of carrier, the Essex was well advanced.

The keels had been laid for two more Essex-class carriers, and construction of
the battleship Indiana was underway. Five light cruisers were in the early stages
of their construction. NNS was also building six passenger/cargo vessels, three
cargo ships and two tankers. In addition, the yard’s ship repair facilities were in
constant use as the volume of repair work increased significantly due to large
number of war-damaged ships limping or being towed to Newport News.

In spite of all those potential distractions, NNS craftsmen created the first escort
carrier in just 77 days. She may have been relatively small and simple when
compared with today’s supercarriers, but Long Island was the productive result of
considerable ingenious and innovative design work.

On June 2, 1941, the same day that Long Island was commissioned and left the
shipyard, a famous and familiar passenger liner returned to her birthplace to be
converted into a troop transport. In the impossibly short period of fifteen days, the
SS AMERICA was transformed into the USS WEST POINT.

Such was the unparalleled ‘can-do’ attitude and capability of the men and women
of Newport News Shipbuilding that continued throughout World War 1.
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