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~ Introduction ~ 
 

The birth of naval aviation in America essentially took place on November 14, 1910, 
when a civilian aviator flew his flimsy airframe from a cruiser’s improvised flight 
deck. This noteworthy event was followed two months later when that same daring 
pilot landed that same aircraft on another US warship, temporarily modified for the 
purpose of demonstrating the feasibility of shipboard aircraft operations.    
 

Two weeks short of twenty years later, on November 1, 1930, the Navy placed an 
order with the Newport News Shipbuilding & Dry Dock Company (NNS) for the 
nation’s first ship to be designed and built from the keel up as an aircraft carrier. In 
the ensuing eighty years, NNS craftsmen have created almost all of the nation’s 
aircraft carrier designs, as well as constructing thirty-two aircraft carriers.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The following two-part story briefly chronicles the first notable events in U.S. Naval 
Aviation history, followed by a behind-the-scenes look at the CV-4 design evolution, 
a protracted and politically delayed procurement process, and her construction. In 
addition to her profound influence on the numerous classes of aircraft carriers that 
followed her, the long and difficult path that had to be taken before RANGER could 
become a reality may remind veteran NNS shipbuilders of similar disruptions and 
distractions that have transpired in more recent years… 
 
…and which may still be ongoing. 
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PART ONE 
 

NAVAL AVIATION - THE EARLY YEARS 
 

~ In the Very Beginning ~ 
 

The United States Navy’s official interest in 
aircraft actually dates back to 1898. That 
year, the Navy assigned a few officers to 
investigate the military possibilities of a 
flying machine under development by 
Samuel Langley. Official interest waned, 
however, when Langley’s 1903 attempt to 
catapult what proved to be his last attempt at 
creating a heavier-than-air machine ended in 
disaster and the destruction of his invention.  
 
In subsequent years, naval observers attended public demonstrations staged by the more 
successful Wright Brothers, following their famous first flight at Kitty Hawk, North 
Carolina in December of 1903. That flight took place only nine days after Langley’s 
‘failure to fly’. Enthusiastic about the potential of the airplane as a fleet scout, numerous 
naval officers, including a bureau chief, urged Navy acquisition of aircraft in 1909.  
 
A request to purchase ‘two heavier-than-air flying machines’ was disapproved by the 
Acting Secretary of the Navy with this comment: 
 
 “The Department does not consider that the development of the aeroplane has 
progressed sufficiently at this time for use in the Navy.” 

 
However, the next year, Captain 
Washington I. Chambers (left) 
was designated as the officer to 
whom all aviation matters were 
to be referred. Before the Navy 
had either planes or pilots, he 
arranged for pioneer airplane 
designer and builder, Glenn 
Curtiss (right), and a civilian 
demonstration pilot, Eugene Ely, 
to show a still-skeptical Navy 
that aviation could go to sea. 
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~ The Birth of Naval Aviation ~ 

In less than two week's time, with financial help from a wealthy aviation enthusiast, a 
wooden platform was constructed over the foredeck of the scout cruiser BIRMINGHAM 
(CL-2) at the Norfolk Naval Shipyard. Built by shipyard personnel and paid for with a 
few hundred dollars of the civilian’s money, this 
temporary structure sloped down five degrees from the 
cruiser's bridge to her bow to provide a gravity-assisted 
57-foot takeoff run for a Curtiss-furnished aircraft. 

The plane was hoisted aboard the cruiser the morning of 
November 14, 1910. Shortly before noon, 
BIRMINGHAM steamed down the Elizabeth River 
toward the protected waters of Hampton Roads, where 
the flight was to take place. The weather was not good; 
squalls threatened to thwart the affair, so the improvised 
aircraft carrier anchored near the site of the famous 
battle of the ironclads USS MONITOR and CSS 
VIRGINIA to await improved conditions.   

In mid-afternoon, with the weather 
appearing to clear, CL-2’s crew prepared 
to raise her anchor. Eugene Ely, warming 
up his plane's pusher engine and checking 
its controls, waited impatiently. Noticing 
that visibility was again deteriorating, he 
concluded that the attempt had to be made 
immediately, even though the ship was 
still stationary. At 3:16 PM he gunned his 
engine, gave the release signal, rolled 
down the ramp and was airborne.  

The destroyer ROE (DD-24) stood by, just off the cruiser’s bow to serve as the Navy’s 
very first plane guard. Commissioned less than a month earlier, NNS Hull #115 was the 
first of 31 destroyers eventually built by Newport News Shipbuilding. Thus, the shipyard, 
located a few miles away from this scene and destined to build many of the nation’s 
carriers was somewhat represented in this landmark event in naval aviation history.  

The Curtiss aircraft briefly touched the water, throwing up enough spray to damage its 
propeller. Vibrated heavily, it recovered and slowly climbed. Ely, a non-swimmer, 
realized that a quick landing was essential. He touched down on nearby Willoughby Spit 
after some five minutes in the air. This two and a half mile flight, the first time an 
airplane had taken off from a warship, was little more than a stunt. However, it received 
wide publicity and marked the birth - and, inadvertantly, the baptism - of Naval Aviation. 
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~ First Shipboard Landing ~ 

Soon after that historic, albeit short flight, Captain Chambers proposed that Ely try 
landing his plane on board a ship. The entrepreneurial aviator, always seeking new ways 
to generate publicity for his aerial exhibitions, enthusiastically accepted the proposition. 
He offered to make the attempt in January, 1911, near San Francisco, where he would be 
participating in an air meet. 

The honor of hosting the landing 
was assigned to one of the Pacific 
Fleet's armored cruisers, the 
PENNSYLVANIA (ACR-4). The 
Mare Island Navy Yard 
constructed a temporary wooden 
platform over her after deck and 
gun turret. Ely and others devised 
a crude method of stopping the 
plane within the platform's 120 by 
30 foot dimensions. A series of 
ropes, with sandbags at each end, 
were stretched across the temporary deck and held above it by two rows of boards laid 
along its length. Hooks were attached to the airplane's landing gear to catch the ropes, 
and the weight of the sandbags to allow - hopefully - the machine to come to a rapid halt. 

In case that scheme did not work, the ship’s crew rigged canvas awnings in front and to 
the sides to catch plane and pilot. This arrangement was a clever one, worked well, and in 
general was the genesis of the arresting gear and safety barrier system that is still 
employed on  Navy aircraft carriers. 

Shortly before 11 AM on the morning of January 18, 1911, Ely took off from a nearby 
race track. PENNSYLVANIA was anchored off the San Francisco waterfront, in full 
view of thousands of spectators ashore and on docked ships, and in an impromptu flotilla 
of small craft gathered around the cruiser. Ely 
flew around the ship to set up a landing course, 
and then approached the naval vessel’s stern. He 
apparently did not anticipate the updraft that 
struck his lightly-loaded plane just as it reached 
the platform. Rising and heading for the ship’s 
superstructure, he managed to dive quickly and 
snagged the improvised arresting gear about 
halfway up the length of the wooden platform. 
The ropes and sandbags pulled the plane to a 
smooth stop before reaching the safety barrier.  
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During a celebratory lunch hosted by the 
PENNSYLVANIA’s commanding officer, 
and attended by Ely’s wife and other 
civilians, the landing platform was cleared 
and the plane turned around in preparation 
for takeoff. About an hour after 
accomplishing the world's first shipboard 
airplane landing, Ely made history's 
second successful waterborne takeoff.  

Eugene Ely, still a non-swimmer, was 
better prepared this time, in case he 
inadvertently ended up in San Francisco 
Bay. In addition to wearing a leather 
helmet and goggles, he had rubber inner 
tubes wrapped around his shoulders to 
provide floatation…just in case. 

Nine months and one day later, Eugene Ely was killed in an airplane crash.  

~ Early Aircraft Catapults ~ 

Aviation pioneer Samuel Langley used a spring 
operated catapult to launch his successful flying 
models and his failed aerodrome of 1903. A year 
later, the Wright Brothers used a weight and 
derrick type of catapult (right) to assist their early 
underpowered aircraft when there was insufficient 
wind to provide enough lift.  
 
Even before the initial successful shipboard take-offs and landing took place, ambitious 
naval officers proposed adaptation of ‘the Wright launching device’. The more familiar 
term ‘catapult’ soon came into common usage. For shipboard operations it was 
envisioned as a way to launch planes from the quarterdecks of battleships.  This idea was 
soon followed by the notion that a floor (i.e., a flight deck) could be built above the 
superstructure of auxiliary ships to provide the space required for take-offs and landings. 

 
On July 12, 1912, Navy Lieutenant Theodore 
Ellyson, who had been trained by Glenn Curtiss and 
qualified as Naval Aviator #1, became the first pilot 
to be launched by an experimental catapult system. 
The Navy had been perfecting a compressed air-
powered catapult system and that summer mounted 
it on a dock in Annapolis, Maryland.  
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The first attempt nearly killed Ellyson when his aircraft left the ramp with its nose 
pointing sharply upward. Caught by a crosswind, the plane immediately dove into the 
water. Ellyson escaped from the wreckage unhurt. In November of that same year, 
Ellyson made a more successful catapult launch from a stationary coal barge.  
 
Following up on those experiments, a more practical catapult was designed in 1913 by a 
member of the Naval Construction Corps and fabricated in the Washington Navy Yard. 
Transported to a brand-new naval air station established in Pensacola, Florida, it was 
installed on a barge. On April 16, 1915, an AB-2 flying boat was successfully catapulted.  
Further tests led to the temporary installation of the catapult aboard a ship.  
 
On November 5, 1915, Lieutenant Commander Henry Mustin, in an AB-2 flying boat, 
made a landmark catapult-assisted take-off from a naval vessel while underway. Mustin 
was the first commanding officer of 
the Pensacola Naval Air Station and 
was the eleventh officer to be 
qualified as a Naval Aviator by the 
Navy. The next-to-last destroyer 
built at Newport News was named 
in his honor. The USS MUSTIN 
(DD-413), NNS Hull #363, was 
delivered in 1939. 
 
That initial ‘at sea’ catapult launch was made when Mustin flew off the stern of the USS 
NORTH CAROLINA (ACR-12) while she was underway in Pensacola Bay. ACR-12 
was built at Newport News Shipbuilding as NNS Hull #57, and delivered to the Navy in 
1908. In 1912, she and the scout cruiser BIRMINGHAM escorted the hulk of the 
battleship MAINE, raised from Havana Harbor, to receive a proper burial at sea.  
 

~ Creating Carrier Conversions ~    
 
The combined success of these early experiments led to a decision to convert a coal 
collier to become the first aircraft carrier in the Navy. Modified at the Norfolk Navy Yard 
and renamed, the USS LANGLEY (CV-1) was commissioned in 1920.  
 
Seven years later, two battle cruisers, modified while still in construction, were 
commissioned as the nation’s next two carriers. None of this trio was initially intended to 
be an aircraft carrier, and their designs, at best, were adaptations that revealed numerous 
shortcomings during extended carrier operations. Better designed carriers were needed.  
 
The distinction of creating the first true aircraft carrier for the United States Navy came a 
few years later when Newport News Shipbuilding produced a naval vessel specifically 
designed and constructed from the keel up as an aircraft carrier.    
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PART TWO 
 

THE FIRST PURPOSE-BUILT CARRIER  
 

~ The Struggle to Win the Contract to Build CV-4  ~ 
 

By 1930, Naval Aviation was twenty years old. NNS was a 44 year-old company that had 
become one of the nation’s largest shipbuilding and repair firms.  Following a major 
expansion of facilities in 1916-1918, in response to the Navy's World War I build-up, the 
yard fell on hard times when that conflict ended.  The post-war naval shipbuilding 
holiday and the Great Depression forced employment to decline from 11,000 to 4,500.   
 
A major Navy contract in 1927 for the cruisers HOUSTON and AUGUSTA, commercial 
ship construction and repair work (most notably, conversion of the liner LEVIATAN), 
and a wide variety of industrial product activities allowed NNS to barely survive. Of 
equal importance, the company maintained its vital core of design and construction talent.  
 
Shipbuilding contracts for naval and commercial vessels were few and far between when 
the Navy submitted its request in 1928 to build its first warship to be designed as an 
aircraft carrier. Construction of CV-4 was authorized by Congress in February, 1929. 
 
Newport News Shipbuilding, although eminently qualified and experienced in building 
naval vessels for the Navy had two major competitors; Bethlehem Shipbuilding of 
Quincy, Massachusetts, and New York Shipbuilding Company of Camden, New Jersey. 
In addition to being equally qualified, these two older yards could both boast of some 
experience with aircraft carrier work; albeit only of a conversion nature.   
 

When World War I ended, all three 
shipyards were engaged in the 
construction of battle cruisers. The 
incomplete hull of a battle cruiser under 

contract with NNS was scrapped on the ways in 1924. The contract for a second battle 
cruiser assigned to the Newport News shipyard was to have been named RANGER. 
However, that contract was cancelled before construction commenced. None of the other 
battle cruisers were completed to their original design, but two of them became aircraft 
carriers; LEXINGTON (CV-2), built by 
the Quincy yard and SARATOGA (CV-
3), by the Camden yard. 
 
Nevertheless, NNS President Homer L. Ferguson was determined to win the construction 
contract for CV-4. He knew that price would be the determining factor. In addition to 
favorable labor costs, Ferguson knew from prior experience that he had a powerful ally in 
the company’s Chairman of the Board, Henry Huntington, nephew of the yard’s founder.  



 9 

In 1922/1923, the LEVIATAN (ex VATERLAND) provided work for 2,000 Newport 
News shipbuilders. Built in Germany, the liner had been taken over and converted into a 
troopship by the Navy during World War I. Ferguson had deliberately bid low to get that 
work and the shipyard lost over a million dollars on a six million dollar contract. 
Ferguson had a letter of resignation in his pocket when he informed Henry Huntington of 
the results. But Huntington reportedly said: “My wife owns most of the stock and she has 
not been feeling so well recently, so maybe we should say no more about it.” 
 
Although NNS submitted the lowest bid, getting awarded the contract to build CV-4 was 
not automatic… 
 

~ The Navy’s Parallel Trials and Tribulations ~ 
 

LANGLEY (CV-1), shown to the right 
during catapult testing while at anchor, 
provided invaluable lessons about aircraft 
carrier design, construction and 
operations. To a much greater extent, so 
did the considerably larger converted 
battle cruisers, whose speed was more 
compatible with that of the Navy’s battle 
fleet. CV-2 and her sister ship CV-3, 
shown below, could carry over a hundred 
aircraft and their spacious decks provided 
a greater margin of safety.    
 

In addition, Britain’s carrier experience 
was freely shared with the Americans. 
Nevertheless, the Navy’s attempt to build 
an aircraft carrier from scratch was 
severely hampered by the International 
Naval Treaty of 1922. That agreement 
limited the total tonnage for aircraft 
carriers. The three US carriers already in 
commission took a large portion of the 
United States’ allotment.  
 
Desiring to build more than one or two 
carriers as large as LEXINGTON and 
SARATOGA, the Navy elected to 
recommend building one carrier each over 
a period of five years. That decision 
effectively limited the size of these 
carriers to 13,800 tons each. 
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Given the size, weight and operating characteristics of 
the aircraft available to the fleet in the 1920’s, and the 
somewhat limited missions contemplated for such 
aircraft; influential naval aviators initially favored 
smaller carriers than CV-2 and CV-3. But they 
wanted carriers capable of maintaining fleet speed. In 
1925, some brief consideration was given to utilizing 
the remaining tonnage allotment to convert existing 
10,000-ton cruisers to light carriers. Wisely, the Navy 
decided that ‘design-for-purpose’ was the way to go.  
 
Two years later, a Navy study concluded that small carriers were preferable to protect the 
battle line, conduct anti-submarine warfare and perform aerial reconnaissance. This study 
noted British and Japanese experience had seemingly made it clear that several small 
carriers could support more aircraft than equal amount of tonnage devoted to a few larger 
ships. Lastly, the Commander in Chief of the US Fleet complained in his 1927 annual 
report that the fleet was seriously handicapped by the absence of such vessels. Of course, 
in that time period, pre-Pearl Harbor, battleships were considered to be the dominant and 
deciding factor for any navy, and carriers were relegated to a supporting role. 
 
The five-year building program for carriers was approved by the President on December 
31, 1927. It took the Administration another fourteen months to get Congress to authorize 
one 13,800-ton displacement, fully equipped aircraft carrier, which they did, but “…at a 
cost not to exceed $19 million, including armor, armament and aircraft”.  
 
However, in subsequent years, the Navy was unsuccessful in obtaining authorization for 
the remaining four sister ships that had been visualized; in part because of the severe 
limitations on funding imposed by the Great Depression. By the time another carrier was 
authorized, in the mid-1930’s, the Navy had become more interested in larger carriers.  
 
This shift in strategy was due, in part, to the adjusted successes experienced in CV-2 and 
CV-3, compared with some limitations experienced in the initial operation of CV-4. By 
that time, CV-1 had been further modified to serve as a seaplane tender and about half of 
her flight deck removed. Another factor in favoring larger carriers than CV-4 for the 
future needs of the Navy was the introduction into the fleet of larger, heavier and faster 
aircraft. All metal monoplanes were rapidly replacing the bi-wing ‘string bags’ of the 
1920’s. Not only did they require more space for take-offs and landings, the needed 
extensive support capabilities built into their floating home bases.  
 
Gathering war clouds, internationally, and Great Depression recovery programs also 
contributed to the Navy’s success in getting authorization to build the three carriers of the 
YORKTOWN-Class. Two of these vessels, CV-5 and CV-6, were actually funded by the 
Works Progress Administration as a part of the nation’s efforts to provide jobs; not by 
monies appropriated for the Navy’s use.  But that’s another story…   



 11 

~ Designing, Contracting for, and Naming CV-4 ~ 
 
CV-4 was essentially an all-Navy design. Studies made in 1923 and 1924 contemplated 
vessels with island structures, but the basic concept for CV-4 and her projected sister 
ships, as envisioned in 1927, called for a true flush deck arrangement with a navigation 
bridge tucked under the flight deck near the bow. Much later, during construction of the 
nation’s first true carrier, a relatively small island structure was added. 
 
The Navy’s General Board also specified a speed of 29.4 knots, 12 five-inch anti-aircraft 
guns and ‘as many machine guns as possible’. By 1928, preliminary plans had been 
developed for a ship with a flight deck 750 feet long and 86 feet wide. Somewhat in 
consideration of the displacement limitation, the number of five-inch guns was reduced to 
eight, to be located in pairs on sponsons on each quarter, just below the flight deck level.     

Six cylindrical smokestacks, three to a side, were specified, copying a design that had 
originated in LANGLEY. Positioned relatively far aft, the six stacks were required to be 
capable of rotation to horizontal positions during flight operations. Complex ductwork 
and dampers were a part of this design, to allow selective discharge of boiler gases to the 
ship's lee side when recovering aircraft.  This feature, referred to officially as ‘special 
swinging smoke pipes’, necessitated an unusual arrangement below, with the vessel’s 
main engines and reduction gears located forward of six boilers.  
 
A clipper bow and a cruiser stern extended her hull length to a maximum of 769 feet. 
Initially, two aircraft elevators, to be located roughly midway between bow and stern and 
offset to starboard of the vessel’s centerline were specified. Two catapults were also 
specified, but their location was on the hangar deck and they were, improbably, specified 
to be mounted athwartship. Her planned complement of aircraft included fighters, 
scouting, dive bombing and torpedo planes. 
 
A large, two-deck high hangar bay was included 
in the design of CV-4 to prevent congestion 
experienced in CV-1 (her hangar bay is shown to 
the right). Operational experience onboard CV-2 
and CV-3 in the late 1920s provided further 
adjustments to the design of CV-4, including the 
creation of a gallery deck. However, this level 
was not continuous for the length of the proposed 
ship, as is found in modern aircraft carriers.  
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When asked, the commanding officer of SARATOGA offered the following insights: 
 
“Experience has indicated the importance of the aft-most elevator in addition to the two 
currently contemplated for CV-4. We are doing a great deal of re-spotting of planes 
during flight operations, and an after elevator will considerably expedite this process. It 
is sometimes necessary to move a plane forward from the after part of the flight deck to 
reach an elevator. This is difficult when the flight deck is filled with planes that block 
access to the elevators forward.” 
 
Other naval officers and aviators embarked in CV-2 and CV-3 were quick to point out the 
location of the aviation work shops (positioned far aft) suffered from vibration when 
steaming at 22 knots or more. This condition made precision machining and delicate 
assembly work difficult. They recommended moving the shops further forward.  
 
In addition, early attempts to conduct flight operations at night revealed a conundrum: 
Providing sufficient illumination to enable pilots to land safely compromised the carriers’ 
ability to maintain darkened ship conditions in combat conditions. This problem sparked 
a number of experiments aboard all three US carriers then in service. Low wattage lights 
of different colors were tried, even including the use of neon tubes. Luminous paint was 
also investigated. The lighting system that was eventually installed in CV-4 proved to 
also be problematic. It was years before a workable solution was finally realized.  
 
In December 1929, the following specifications for CV-4 were finalized, and the Navy 
prepared to go out for competitive bids for their first true aircraft carrier.    
 

Specifications 
 

Displacement: 13,800 tons standard 
Dimensions (@ waterline): 730 feet x 80 feet 

Dimensions (Hull LOA & flight deck maximum width): 769 feet x 109.5 feet 
 Draft:  22.5 feet Speed: 29.25 knots (design)  

Armor: 2 inches (sides and bulkheads); one inch (above steering gear) 
Power plant: six oil-fired boilers; two steam turbines; twin shafts; 53,500 SHP 

 Endurance (design): 10,000 nautical miles @ 15 knots 
Armament: 8 single 5"/25 gun mounts; 40 .50-cal machine guns 

Aircraft:  86 
Aviation facilities: 3 elevators; 2 catapults 
Crew: 2,148 (ship's company + air wing) 

     
Then, politics reared its ugly head. In February 1930, the President ordered work on this 
project suspended, pending the outcome of a planned conference in London concerning 
naval armament. Months of inaction passed before a signed treaty was ratified by the 
Senate and the President. In late July of 1930, the Navy Department was released by the 
administration to solicit bids for the construction of CV-4 from the three shipyards. 
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The bids were opened on September 3rd. The Navy was shocked to find that all three 
offerings far exceeded the appropriation given to the Navy. NNS tendered the lowest bid, 
but it was over two million dollars higher than the amount the Navy could spend. 
Overtures to Congress were made, but the politicians were predictably unsympathetic…   
 
The four Navy bureaus involved in the development of the proposed ship’s characteristics 
were given a 60-day extension of the contracting process in order to hopefully find ways 
to reduce cost. Out went the third elevator. The planned catapults were eliminated, along 
with many other features so carefully created on the advice of forces afloat. The ship’s 
fire control system was simplified and ammunition storage space was reduced.  
 
Radical reductions were made in the number and type of aircraft, whose cost was an 
integral part of the $19 million that had been appropriated. Torpedo planes were replaced 
with bombers to save the expense of purchasing torpedoes and providing storage space 
and handling systems for them onboard ship. Even the ship’s voice tube system of 
communication was eliminated in a frantic effort to save money! 
 
Adjustments to Newport News Shipbuilding’s low bid resulted in the company receiving 
notice of award in mid-October, 1930. On November 1, 1930, a contract valued at 
$15,560,000 for this milestone in Naval Aviation was signed. NNS promptly assigned 
Hull Number 353 to what its employee quarterly publication, the Shipyard Bulletin 
referred to as ‘Airplane Carrier No. 4’. Diplomatically, that publication also referred to 
‘slight monetary modifications made prior to award’. Even before the contract was 
signed, NNS began detail design and construction planning for the still un-named carrier.   
       
A little over a month later, the Secretary of the Navy assigned the name RANGER to 
CV-4. The policy of the Navy Department at that time was to utilize names previously 
assigned to the six cancelled battle cruisers (or, in the case of CV-2 and CV-3, completed 
as carriers, but retained their original names). In turn, those names had previously been 
selected to commemorate early American victorious battles and famous naval vessels. 
 
The name given to CV-4 commemorated no less than five American warships that had 
previously borne the name Ranger. Originally defined as ‘one who wanders; a military 
scout’, it was an apt name for a vessel intended to perform scouting duties for the fleet. 
 
The first RANGER was an 18-gun Continental Navy sloop, 
built in 1777. With Captain John Paul Jones in command, she 
carried the Revolutionary War to the shores of England and 
terrorized shipping lanes there. In 1778, John Paul Jones’ 
RANGER received the first official salute to the new American 
flag, the ‘Stars and Stripes’, given by the French fleet. 
 
Before CV-4 went into service in 1934, her initial crew of 
plankowners honored that heritage by creating this ship’s crest. 
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~ Constructing, Launching and Completing RANGER (CV-4) ~ 
 
The keel for NNS Hull Number 353 was 
laid on Shipway 8 on September 26, 1931. 
For several months that was the only 
major shipbuilding activity underway at 
NNS. On February 25, 1933, CV-4 
officially became the USS RANGER 
when she was launched at 11:30 AM. It 
was a Saturday, and a crowd estimated at 
15,000 was in attendance. The ‘I christen 
three’ climax of the traditional launching 
ceremony was, as always, colorful. But it 
was also controversial…  
 

Mrs. Herbert Hoover, wife of the outgoing 
President of the United States was the ship’s 
sponsor. She was one of several First Ladies to 
perform similar honors at NNS. As shipyard 
workers and naval officials stoically watched, she 
smashed a bottle of Prohibition-era grape juice on 
the ship’s bow instead of champagne. Cartoons as 
well as photographs of that unusual and unpopular 
aspect of an otherwise joyous occasion appeared 
in newspapers across the nation.  

 
Predictions of a cursed ship were many at that time, but in spite of that traditionally 
inappropriate but politically correct choice of christening medium, RANGER went on to 
serve the nation without incident. Never seriously damaged, she survived World War II.  
 
Following launch, RANGER 
was moved south side to Pier #1, 
under the yard’s once-prominent 
hammerhead crane. For another 
year workers swarmed over her 
to complete a myriad of 
outfitting tasks. When finished, 
her specified 13,800-ton 
displacement had been exceeded 
by over 700 tons. Much of this 
weight increase was due to the 
late addition of her island 
structure and adding back a third 
aircraft elevator. 
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The initial contract price for CV-4 may have been adjusted upwards, to reflect the 
changes made during detail design and construction. But if so, that information is not 
publicly available...perhaps misplaced in the pages of history… perhaps intentionally. 
 
In any case, RANGER, as completed, represented several ‘firsts’, aside from being the 
Navy’s first true flattop. She was the first naval combatant vessel to have welding widely 
applied in her construction. CV-4 introduced the open hangar deck and gallery deck 
concept to carrier design. To feed her crew efficiently, cafeteria-style messing was  
incorporated into her design; the first Navy combatant vessel so equipped. 
 
No less important, RANGER contributed 
significantly to the experience of Newport 
News craftsmen in building carriers. 
 
CV-4’s builders and acceptance sea trials 
took place in May of 1934. RANGER’s 
NNS-built steam turbines, one of which is 
shown to the right, allowed her to achieve a 
trial speed of 30.35 knots (versus 29.25 
design). She was commissioned at the 
Norfolk Navy Yard on June 4, 1934. 

 
RANGER conducted her initial air operations 
off Cape Henry in August, 1934; just 
seventeen days after being  commissioned. 
After performing normal aircraft launch and 
recovery operations that day, RANGER went 
full speed astern and utilized her forward set 
of arresting gear to recover aircraft over her 
bow.   
 

Over the next several years, she participated in a variety of 
fleet exercises in both the Atlantic and the Pacific oceans, 
and the Caribbean Sea. In addition, she was the first carrier 
to conduct cold weather aircraft experiments in Alaska. 
Ironically, she participated in a mock air raid on Pearl 
Harbor in the mid 1930’s that the Japanese later used as 
part of a blueprint for their dastardly attack in 1941.  
 
CV-4 also played host to Hollywood. Carrier operations at 
sea depicted in a motion picture entitled Wings Over 
Honolulu were made aboard RANGER. Scenes with 
Diamond Head in the background were included.  
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Those early, peace-time years of experience in operating 
CV-4 and her air groups provided particularily invaluable 
feedback from the fleet to the Navy and NNS, when it came 
time to design the next class of carriers. One of her earliest 
skippers was a pioneer naval aviator named John McCain. 
The elder McCain, shown here in his office onboard 
RANGER, was the grandfather of Senator John McCain. 
Between 1937 and 1939, the elder McCain had a leading 
role in the development of naval aviation tactics that the 
Navy later put to good practice with numerous other NNS-
built carriers during World War II.  
 
The rest of CV-4’s outstanding operational history as a fleet and training carrier is well 
documented and is not repeated here. Suffice to say that she was the only pre-ware carrier 
that was never damaged by the enemy during World War II. References are provided 
below for the benefit of anyone that wishes to learn more about the first American 
aircraft carrier designed and built as such ‘from keel to mast’.  
 
The most comprehensive and detailed account of RANGER’s contributions to Naval 
Aviation and the winning of World War II are captured in this out-of-print book: 
 

USS RANGER, The Navy’s First Flattop from Keel to Mast, 1934-1946, 
by Robert Chessman, published by Brassey’s, Inc., 2003, ISBN 1-57488-720-3 

 
Additional, readily accessible Internet references follow:     
 

·  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/USS_Ranger_(CV-4) 
·  http://www.navsource.org/archives/02/04.htm 
·  http://www.acepilots.com/ships/ranger.html 
·  http://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/ships/CV/CV-4_Ranger.html 
·  http://ussrangercv4reuniongroup.com/History.htm 
·  http://www.hnsa.org/doc/plans/cv4.pdf 

 
The last reference is a ship historian’s dream. Outboard and inboard profiles, and 
individual deck plans reflect the design philosophy of this first purpose-built carrier. 
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~ Epilogue ~ 
 

Shortly after the end of World War II, the USS RANGER (CV-4) was decommissioned. 
In January 1947, she was sold for $250,000 to the Sun Shipbuilding Company of Chester, 
Pennsylvania, who scrapped the carrier. Two artifacts were saved and preserved. The 
ship’s bell is located at the entrance to the Naval Aviation Museum’s main exhibit 
building in Pensacola, Florida. Her builder’s plate ‘came home’ and is on display at the 
Mariners’ Museum; just a few miles from where she was built. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
In 1954, her name was assigned to another NNS carrier, CVA-61. This supercarrier, the 
seventh American naval vessel to be named RANGER, was considerably larger by any 
measure than any of her predecessors, including CV-4.  
 
But CVA-61, aside from her size and post-World War II design innovations was - and 
still is - an aircraft carrier with a rich operational history of her own. Currently, she is laid 
up at the Bremerton Navy Yard; awaiting final disposition.  
 
Hopefully, someday yet another aircraft carrier will bear the proud name of RANGER. 
Former CVA-61 crew members are ardent in their desire to see that happen and persist in 
that quest. Their motto echoes these famous words of the first RANGER’s skipper:  
 
“I have not yet begun to fight…”                
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Postscript 
 
The following statement is a repeat. It can’t be emphasized enough.  
 
RANGER (CV-4) contributed significantly to the experience of Newport News craftsmen 
in designing and building aircraft carriers. She led the way to one of the most significant 
accomplishments of NNS in the company’s rich history: All of the major carrier classes 
that followed her, with one exception, have been designed at NNS.  
 
In the fourth quarter edition of the Shipyard Bulletin, the story about the ‘Award of U. S. 
Airplane Carrier No. 4’ included the following: 
 
“It is to the advantage of the Navy Department and the country at large in keeping the 
resources of this plant mobilized for emergencies, and our people in touch with the latest 
developments in war-vessel construction.” 
 
Amen…and happy 100th birthday, Naval Aviation.               
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