
The Ballad of Whitey Mack 
 

Honoring A Man With Whom I Was Once Acquainted… 
…But, Unfortunately, Never REALLY Knew 

 

by Bill Lee 
 

~ Introduction ~ 
 

Around 1980, a huge hulk of a man everyone called Whitey Mack joined the staff of 
Newport News Industrial (NNI), a commercial nuclear subsidiary of Newport News 
Shipbuilding. He had a quiet demeanor, notwithstanding his somewhat intimidating six 
foot-six inch, 240 pound psyche. His blond hair was the obvious source of his nickname. 
I didn’t know his given first name or anything about his past.  All I really knew, then, 
was that he was retired navy. I never heard him say anything about his military career. 
 
Whitey seemed to have a “that was then, this is now” philosophy, although even that was 
unspoken. He worked in a different area of the company’s operation than I, so we didn’t 
often interface. When we did, I must confess, I was not overly impressed; he appeared to 
be more of a follower than a leader. Boy, was I wrong!    
 
Blind Man’s Bluff, a book that revealed many of the 
secrets of submarine covert operations during the Cold 
War, came out in 1998. When I read it, I was shocked to 
belatedly discover what a dynamic leader and hero 
Whitey Mack had been when he was the first skipper of 
the USS LAPON (SSN-661); a NNS-built boat.  
 
One of my associates at NNI later said: “When reading 
that book, it was hard to believe that the Whitey Mack it 
described was the same quiet man who worked at NNI”. I 
certainly share that sentiment, and now find it incumbent 
to make belated amends, since he is no longer with us. 
  
This story’s title is inspired by a song written by Tommy Cox, a ‘spook’ who three times 
sailed in harm’s way in LAPON with Whitey. What follows is ‘borrowed’ (in the finest 
tradition of sub scroungers) from books and from web sites devoted to submariners.  
 
Submariners I recently tracked down who proudly served under Captain Mack…as they 
invariably called him…provided some great sea stories; but only after they determined 
that I was not going to demean his memory or reveal any classified material. They are 
fiercely protective of his reputation, and they feel an obligation to safeguard America’s 
secrets to which they were once privy. Their Captain Mack would be proud of them.����
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This story is about Captain MackThis story is about Captain MackThis story is about Captain MackThis story is about Captain Mack    
And hAnd hAnd hAnd his nuclearis nuclearis nuclearis nuclear----powered fast attackpowered fast attackpowered fast attackpowered fast attack    
SSNSSNSSNSSN----661…a 661…a 661…a 661…a second second second second boat to noneboat to noneboat to noneboat to none    

AAAAnd afternd afternd afternd after we we we we’ve’ve’ve’ve dogged down the hatch dogged down the hatch dogged down the hatch dogged down the hatch    
The LAPONThe LAPONThe LAPONThe LAPON’s ’s ’s ’s the lady in blackthe lady in blackthe lady in blackthe lady in black    

 

Chester Michael Mack was born on July 20, 1931, in Glen Lyon, Pennsylvania; a small 
coal mining town in the middle of the anthracite coal fields of northeastern Pennsylvania. 
The son of a miner, he reportedly was a precocious kid. For sure, he was tow-headed and 
he was anointed with the enduring nickname of ‘Whitey’ early in his lifetime.   
 
In the sixth grade his teacher taught the class how to speed read. “I could read 2,400 
words a minute.” Whitey Mack recalled during one of several interviews following 
publication of Blind Man’s Bluff . “I read every book in the school library.” 
 
He also was credited with being a brilliant college student. Although he entered 
Pennsylvania State College on a basketball scholarship, he gave up the financial 
assistance it afforded him in order to devote more time to study engineering. He also 
participated in the college’s ROTC program. In 1953, he graduated, earning a Chemical 
Engineering degree. The Korean War was still going on, and before graduation the 
ROTC Executive Officer talked to Whitey about his forthcoming military commitment. 
 
“Whitey, you ever thought about how long it’s going to take you to dig a foxhole big 
enough to cover your backside if you go in the Army?  In the Navy, we sleep between 
clean, white sheets,” he said. 
 
Whitey Mack thought that was a pretty compelling argument, so he signed up for a three 
year hitch in the Navy. He went to Officer’s Candidate School (OCS) after scoring 
among the top one percent of all the students in the United States who took the entrance 
exam that year. 
 
After graduation from OCS, his first sea-going assignment was a 
destroyer. Then, he became a submariner and was assigned to the  
USS SEA ROBIN (SS-407). He subsequently served as a junior 
officer in SEA ROBIN between 1955 and 1957.  
 
His first submarine was a World War II diesel-electric boat. Commissioned in 1944, she 
made three Pacific war patrols before Japan surrendered. In 1951, SS-407 was modified 
to become a ‘GUPPY’. GUPPY is an acronym for Greater Underwater Propulsion Power. 
Major modifications provided SEA ROBIN with increased underwater speed, 
maneuverability and endurance. Her hull was streamlined and a snorkel was installed, 
allowing her to run submerged at periscope depth for extended periods on diesel power.   
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In late 1956 and early 1957, the now-sleek 
SEA ROBIN, shown here shortly after her 
conversion work was completed, 
participated in what her official Navy 
history only describes as ‘special 
operations’. The exact nature and 
location(s) of those missions is still 
classified. But whatever those operations 
entailed, apparently Whitey Mack got his 
first taste of covert operations while 
serving in SS-407. 
 
The following photo, circa 1956 and cropped from a group photograph of the sub’s crew, 
depicts the SEA ROBIN’s officers. Then-Lieutenant Mack is on the extreme far right. 
The Commanding Officer of SS-407 at the time was Lieutenant Commander Lando Zech. 
Zech subsequently was the captain of several nuclear subs, rose to the rank of Vice 
Admiral and after retiring from the Navy served as a Commissioner and then as 
Chairman of the United States Nuclear Regulatory Commission.  

Near the end of his tour of duty in SS-407, Whitey Mack’s performance resulted in a 
Navy captain ordering him to go to Washington, DC for an interview. An interview with 
none other than Admiral Rickover; father of the Nuclear Navy. 
 
As Whitey later recalled: “The typical interview with Rickover was about a minute. 
You’d walk in and he’d throw you out. When I walked into his office he gave me a rash 
of stuff you wouldn’t believe for an hour and fifteen minutes. I gave it right back to him.” 
 
Years later, while attending a USS LAPON crew reunion, he entertained those present by 
stating: “At one point I told Rickover that I thought all those books on the shelves behind 
his desk were for show.” Admiral Rickover obviously decided that Whitey Mack had the 
right stuff, and arranged for him to go to nuclear power school, followed by a period of 
operational experience at one of the navy’s nuclear propulsion plant prototypes.  
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Whitey’s first assignment to 
a nuclear-powered sub, the  
USS SEAWOLF (SSN-575), 
soon followed. SEAWOLF, 
commissioned in 1957, was 
the nation’s second nuclear-
powered sub.  
 
Originally, she was powered by an experimental liquid sodium-cooled reactor. When that 
technology proved unreliable, it was replaced in 1959-1960 by a pressurized water 
reactor. Presumably, Whitey served in her after that major modification was completed. 
In 1967, several years after he had transferred to another boat, SSN-575 was reconfigured 
to perform the spy missions for which she is now best remembered. 
 

Sometime before the nuclear powered, 
ballistic missile submarine USS 
ANDREW JACKSON (SSBN-619) 
was commissioned at the Mare Island 
Naval Shipyard in July 1963, Whitey 
Mack joined her pre-commissioning 
unit. In all likihood, he participated in 
this submarine’s sea trials, since his 
assignment was Chief Engineer, Blue 
Crew. When the colors were raised at 
the commissioning ceremonies, Whitey 
Mack became a submarine plankowner; 
the first of three times. 

 
His next submarine assignment, as Blue Crew Executive Officer, took him to the 
Newport News shipyard, where he helped complete, then place the USS SIMON 
BOLIVAR (SSN-641) in commission. During the decade of the 1960’s, NNS cranked out 
an impressive number of nuclear-powered submarines; thirteen SSBN’s and nine SSN’s.  
 
Often, as was the case for SIMON 
BOLIVAR, NNS Hull #569, when 
these submarines were completed, 
they were commissioned right at their 
builder’s yard and rushed into service. 
SSBN-641 was waterborne in Dry 
Dock #1 at NNS on October 29, 1965, 
when she was placed in commission. 
Once again Whitey Mack became a 
submarine plankowner.   
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Dick Bains, who was a NNS Shift Test Engineer in the 1960’s, remembers Whitey as 
being somewhat ‘laid back’ and quite congenial when interfacing with shipbuilders 
during the hectic days of dockside testing and sea trials associated with a nuclear-
powered submarine.  Unlike many autocratic naval officers in a similar and stressful 
situation, Whitey apparently instinctively knew how to get things done without incurring 
the wrath of ‘don’t-get-mad-get-even’ shipbuilders.   
 
Years later, Dick was delighted to read about Whitey’s exploits as the skipper of the 
LAPON. Blind Man’s Bluff brought back some interesting memories; things he seldom 
talked about until recently. Dick Bains was in the submarine service and served in the 
USS CAIMAN (SS-323) between 1953 and 1956 as an electrician. 
 
In the fall of 1953, SS-323 stayed at sea 
for two months off the coast of the Korean 
peninsula, shadowing and tracking Soviet 
vessels attempting to support North 
Korea’s war effort. The equipment used 
then was a far cry from what Whitey and 
his crew had to work with almost 20 years 
later. Nevertheless Dick Bains can relate 
to their successes and he fancies himself 
one of the nation’s very first ‘submarine 
spooks’. I have no reason to doubt him.  
 
But I digress. Back to “The Ballad of Whitey Mack”… 
 
During shore duty assignments between his submarine tours, Whitey Mack managed to 
get married, have two daughters and a son, and obtain a masters degree in international 
law from Georgetown University. While working in a staff job at Sublant headquarters at 
the Norfolk Naval Base, he was selected for command of a nuclear attack sub at the age 
of 36. Although he was not an Annapolis graduate, he had been the head of every 
department in other nuclear-powered submarines during the course of his service career. 
 
Whitey was supposed to go to the Portsmouth Naval Shipyard in Kittery, Maine and 
become the Prospective Commanding Officer (PCO) of the USS SAND LANCE (SSN-
660). But fate intervened. The keel for SSN-660 had been laid in January 1965, but her 
construction had proceeded at a miserably slow pace. She was not launched until 
November 1969, and then not delivered until September 1971.   
 
Meanwhile, the schedule for a sister ship, the USS LAPON (SSN-661), under 
construction at Newport News as NNS Hull#578, was progressing at a much faster clip. 
But as the time approached for her sea trials, her PCO became seriously ill. So badly so 
that the skipper of SHARK, another NNS-built sub in overhaul had to step in and serve as 
LAPON’s “Officer-in-Charge” during her sea trials in mid-October 1967. 
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Whitey Mack was not onboard when LAPON 
went on her initial trials, but of course Admiral 
Rickover was there. As was his practice, after 
successful completion of LAPON’s sea trials, 
Rickover issued a letter to all the members of the 
influencial Congressional Joint Committee on 
Atomic Energy, reporting on that success. In 
addition to providing background historical 
information about SSN-661’s namesake, the SS 
LAPON (SS-260), Admiral Rickover predicted, to 
some extent, the second LAPON’s future: 

 
“The new LAPON’s primary wartime mission is to destroy enemy submarines and ensure 
freedom of the seas. The extensive use of sound-isolating materials and noise reduction in 
all moving parts give LAPON an inherent silent quality and permits optimum 
performance of her long-range sonar. The combination of endurance and independence of 
the earth’s atmosphere provided by nuclear propulsion, deep submergence and high speed 
capabilities, and the latest weapons systems, makes LAPON one of the Navy’s most 
effective antisubmarine weapons.” 
 
Equally prophetic was the selection of a motto for SSN-661. 
Emblazoned on the sub’s seal are the words SECRET ET 
HARDI…which translates to SECRET AND BOLD. All that was 
needed to fulfill that destiny was an ingenious and inspiring 
commanding officer who could get the maximum out of LAPON 
and her crew. As history has now recorded, Commander Chester 
M. Mack, USN, was just that kind of skipper.  

 
Whitey Mack became PCO of LAPON for the  
brief period of time between completion of her 
sea trials and commissioning. On December 14, 
1967, he became her first Commanding Officer, 
and a submarine plankowner for the third time.  
 
When she was ready 
to be placed in 
commission,  SSN-

661 was moored on the south side of one of the oldest piers at 
NNS. Before the ceremonies commenced, Whitey posed on 
an adjacent pier with his boat-to-be in the background. 
Shortly thereafter, Whitey Mack stood tall and proud on her 
hull, read his orders, directed that the national ensign be 
hoisted and advised the ranking naval official present that 
LAPON was ready for duty. Then he really went to work... 
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ANDANDANDAND Whitey’s got the deck and the conn Whitey’s got the deck and the conn Whitey’s got the deck and the conn Whitey’s got the deck and the conn    
No one else can handle this bigNo one else can handle this bigNo one else can handle this bigNo one else can handle this big    AmazoAmazoAmazoAmazonnnn    

And we won’t be backAnd we won’t be backAnd we won’t be backAnd we won’t be back    ‘‘‘‘tiltiltiltilllll we finish our track we finish our track we finish our track we finish our track    
Whitey’s got the deck and the connWhitey’s got the deck and the connWhitey’s got the deck and the connWhitey’s got the deck and the conn    

    
During most of 1968, following commissioning of LAPON, Whitey Mack lead his crew 
through a series of training programs and brief, at-sea exercises; the kind normal for any 
newly commissioned naval vessel. But with Whitey Mack at the helm, that first year was 
anything but normal. He made minor operational procedure changes. Then he replaced 
some of the pre-commissioning crew with some hand-picked submariners with whom he 
had previously gone to sea.  
 
After a period of tactical training, operating out of the sub base at Groton, he petitioned 
for an immediate Operational Readiness Review (ORR). That was unheard of; advancing 
the timing for that all-important measure of a submarine crew’s proficiency could have 
resulted in an unsuccessful outcome. Not to mention becoming a black mark on the 
record of any submarine skipper whose crew failed an ORR.  But LAPON’s crew rose to 
the challenge and passed that test despite the initial misgivings of Whitey’s superiors. 
 
Probably from experience, Whitey Mack knew it 
was important to make sure that LAPON’s 
inventory of spare parts was complete…and 
accurate. Sometimes, when faced with an 
equipment malfunction at sea, ships’ crews have 
opened packaged parts, only to discover they were 
not the rights ones. All it takes is for one number to 
be ‘off’ in the Navy’s complex numbering system. 
 
When LAPON returned to NNS for her Post Shakedown Availability (PSA), he got the 
shipyard to move all of the boat’s spare parts be sent to a waterfront warehouse. There, 
the sub’s spare parts’ sealed packages were opened by his crew. After verifying their 
contents, the packages were resealed and returned to LAPON.  
 
Obviously, Whitey Mack believed in a philosophy often voiced by Admiral Rickover: 
 

The devil is in the details…but so is the salvation.    
 
Then he arranged, through a variety of stratagems, to obtain specialized surveillance 
equipment for his boat. Some of this gear was experimental, some of it, reportedly, 
unauthorized. In this respect, Whitey Mack was no different from other hard-charging 
sub skippers who contended, albeit not publicly, that the ends justified the means. Whitey 
just ‘pushed the envelope’ a bit more than most to get the best for his boat and her crew.  
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To the average American, this might seem reckless. To the submariners who took 
immense risks during the Cold War, such a leader was preferable to the other extreme of 
commanding officer; the ones often branded with the unflattering nickname of ‘Charlie 
Tuna’. Whitey Mack was most certainly no such chicken of the sea. Tales are still being 
told about his exploits which amply demonstrate his daring as a submarine commander. 
 
For example, according to officially unconfirmed passages in Blind Man’s Bluff, during 
the first of three special operations (spec-ops) missions that LAPON conducted in 
1968/1969, Whitey Mack maneuvered LAPON extremely close to two Soviet subs 
engaged in underwater attack exercises. They were firing what were presumed to be 
training torpedoes (i.e. ones without warheads) at one another. At one point, SSN-661 
ended up in the path of one of the torpedoes.  
 
Whitey was pretty sure that the rapidly 
approaching torpedo was not a ’warshot’. 
Nevertheless, he certainly did not want to be hit 
by any kind of torpedo, so he pushed LAPON to 
her highest possible speed and outran the torpedo. 
Of course, that maneuver revealed LAPON’s 
presence, but that was the lesser of two evils.  
 
Later, during that same mission, LAPON was operating at periscope depth, on the 
lookout for surfaced Soviet subs. Suddenly, in Russian, an alert was overheard by 
LAPON’s sound experts: “I see a submarine!” Turning the periscope skyward, LAPON’s 
OOD spotted a helicopter hovering close enough that the pilot’s red mustache was clearly 
visible. Rushing from his cabin into the control room, clad only his skivvies, Whitey 
Mack decided that was close enough and took LAPON deep. Quickly, quietly, she left 
the area and returned to port.  

 
Throughout those chilling episodes, his hand-picked crew, 
augmented by a few naval intelligence types called ‘spooks’ 
continued to gather sound recordings and other useful data. 
One of the spooks who experienced those unnerving events 
was Tommy Cox; author of The Ballad of Whitey Mack and 
numerous other sub songs. 
 
Tommy was not a regular LAPON crew member. 
Technocrats like him who performed sensitive intelligence 
assignments usually did not go on repeat missions with the 
same crew. But his performance impressed Whitey, who 

repeatedly requested that Tommy Cox be included when LAPON went on subsequent 
‘spec-ops’ missions in 1969. Pretty heady stuff for a 25 year-old Second Class Petty 
Officer. Tommy likes to sum those experiences up by factiously saying: "We drank their 
water, ate their food and breathed their air - But we were never there.".  



 9 

In a recent interview, Tommy talked about the crew of LAPON: “Crewmembers would 
make comments like, ‘I’d go anywhere with Captain Mack’, or ‘Everybody in the 
submarine service is trying to get orders to LAPON’.” Tommy neatly underscored those 
statements by sharing what he tells people who ask about his Cold War experiences: 
 
“I just say: ‘I took on the Soviet Navy with Whitey Mack.’ Then I leave it at that!”. 
 
Whitey boosted crew morale in a most unorthodox manner. LAPON had the only ‘one-
armed bandit’ to be found anywhere in the submarine force. Not only did it provide a 
diversion for the crew…and for their pocket change, it also funded ship’s parties ashore. 
 
To continue with Tommy’s memories: “After a short while, I had complete confidence in 
Captain Mack and his crew. He inspired everyone to excel and rewarded those who did.  
 
“I was so inspired that I voluntarily undertook to 
qualify in submarines in LAPON in 1969. That 
was not something spooks routinely did. When I 
demonstrated my proficiency in all aspects, 
Captain Mack signed my qualification certificate. 
I value that document as much as my silver dolphins. 
 
“Once, I was giving Captain Mack a technical briefing when the Officer-of-the-Deck 
approached us and said he had a report. I stopped talking, out of courtesy, but Captain 
Mack directed me to continue with my briefing while he also listened to the OOD’s 
report and then gave the officer some detailed directions! When they were finished, 
Captain Mack turned to me and repeated back what I had just told him, including a series 
of frequencies and how they would relate to LAPON’s performance and ability to gather 
intelligence. I had read that some people could do this; now I had actually met one. 
 
“Another time, one of my fellow spooks, Joseph James who was naturally nicknamed 
Jesse, was performing a procedure that required more than two hands. He sensed 
someone standing behind him and asked for a little help without looking to see who was 
there. When Jesse finished, he turned and was astonished to see that Captain Mack had 
been his helper! Jesse stammered his thanks. Captain Mack asked how much longer the 
sub needed to stay at a shallow depth for Jesse to complete his task. No submarine 
skipper ever wanted to stay near the surface in what was considered a potentially 
dangerous situation any longer than absolutely necessary. Jesse said fifteen minutes. 
Captain Mack said ‘OK’ and delayed his desire to ‘take her deep’ until Jesse was done.” 
 
Whitey Mack’s greatest exploit was a 1969 mission which created a new chapter in the 
annals of the Silent Service. Tommy Cox memorialized that accomplishment by creating 
a song entitled The Ballad of White Mack. One line in his lyrics includes the phrase 
‘Blind Man’s Bluff’, which subsequently was repeatedly used to characterize one of the 
biggest risks taken during the Cold War by our nation’s submarine service.  
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Now he had quite a job to doNow he had quite a job to doNow he had quite a job to doNow he had quite a job to do    
And every man on board And every man on board And every man on board And every man on board he he he he knewknewknewknew    

When the going got roughWhen the going got roughWhen the going got roughWhen the going got rough    
In this game of BlindIn this game of BlindIn this game of BlindIn this game of Blind Man’s Bluff Man’s Bluff Man’s Bluff Man’s Bluff    

Somehow Somehow Somehow Somehow hehehehe’d pull her through’d pull her through’d pull her through’d pull her through    
 

By 1969, there were disturbing signs that the Soviets were beginning to match America’s 
submarine technology. For years, the Red Navy’s subs were so noisy underwater that 
they were easily detected by our Navy’s subs and anti-submarine aircraft. In addition, for 
almost a decade, America had enjoyed a significant edge in the Cold War struggle for 
nuclear weapons’ supremacy, following deployment of the super-silent Polaris missile-
firing SSBN’s that the Soviets seemed unable to detect.  
 
Then, a new class of Soviet nuclear-
powered, ballistic missile submarine made 
a surprising appearance. When one those 
subs was photographed while running on 
the surface, it bore a strong resemblance 
to America’s SSBN’s. Somewhat 
ironically, the Navy called the new Soviet 
subs the Yankee-class.  Surprisingly, this 
new class of submarines was far quieter 
than any previous class of Soviet sub. 
Consequently, the United States Navy 
urgently sought information about the 
Yankee-class boats’ capabilities in order 
to assess this new danger. 
 
A host of questions were raised by American defense officials about this new class of 
Soviet sub. What was its speed? Depth capability? How maneuverable? Could it be 
tracked by sonar and/or sound detection devices planted on the ocean floor? What was 
the range of its missiles? To seek answers to these and other questions, several American 
submarines were sent to sea in early 1969. One of them was LAPON. She headed for the 
almost always frigid Barents Sea near the Arctic Circle; gateway to the Atlantic for the 
Soviet Navy’s northern fleet. After penetrating Soviet anti-submarine defenses and while 
at periscope depth; Whitey Mack had the rare good luck to sight a Yankee-class boat. 
 
He drove LAPON so close, that when a camera was hooked to the periscope and photos 
made, it took seven of the resultant images, pasted together, to show the entire length of 
the surfaced Soviet sub. A mark of Whitey’s willingness to delegate, photos taken 
through LAPON’s periscope were an assignment he always gave to a trusted enlisted 
man. That task most submarine skippers do themselves or assign to an officer. 
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At the same time those photo sessions were in progress, LAPON’s crew and the 
embarked spooks were tracking and recording the Yankee-class boat using passive sonar 
and other eavesdropping devices. Coupled with covert results acquired by other U.S. 
subs, the photos and data that LAPON brought back gave the Navy a better idea of the 
formidable threat that the Yankee-class submarines represented.  
 
Like the Navy’s Polaris SSBN’s, the Soviet’s new class of subs could carry sixteen 
missiles. But Pentagon officials desperately wanted/needed to know more. LAPON and 
her crew soon provided many answers to their questions.  
 
In September of 1969, LAPON left Hampton Roads under cover of darkness; submerging 
just outside the Virginia capes. Typically, she was packed with enough food to sustain 
her crew for a three months’ underwater patrol. But unlike other boats, LAPON had a 
special item in abundance in her larder…blueberries. Whitey Mack had a voracious 
appetite for blueberries, and especially blueberry muffins. Newcomers to LAPON’s 
wardroom soon learned that blueberries, served in numerous ways, were often on the 
menu there, as well as in the crew’s mess.  
 
One week after departing 
Norfolk, LAPON received 
a message. Sound 
detection gear installed on 
the ocean floor by the 
Navy had discovered a 
Yankee-class sub in the 
Barents Sea, headed for 
the Denmark Strait. 
Whitey calculated that he 
had enough time to beat 
her to that relatively 
narrow passage which 
separates Greenland and 
Iceland, and possibly 
intercept the Soviet sub 
before she could reach the 
Atlantic and approach 
North America undetected.  
 
He was both lucky and right. After detecting the faint sounds of the Soviet sub, Whitey 
Mack and his capable crew started to trail her. For more than six weeks, they gathered 
invaluable intelligence about that Yankee-class sub, while experiencing an amazing 
adventure in the process. That undersea saga, along with several others involving other 
subs and other hard-charging skippers is detailed in the book Blind Man’s Bluff.  
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Chapter 6 of the book is appropriately entitled The Ballad of Whitey Mack. While that 
chapter is acknowledged by crew members of LAPON to be generally representative of 
what they experienced, they also say that it unfairly portrays their skipper as being rash 
and eccentric. Those characterizations they fiercely dispute. Regardless, the proof is in 
the pudding, as the saying goes. Or in this case, the proof was in the blueberry muffins...  
 
Even before official accolades, citations and awards were bestowed on LAPON and her 
crew, Whitey Mack was treated to advance recognition by his superiors. A message was 
sent out to all submarines operating in the Atlantic when LAPON was on her way home: 
 

“Get out of the way. Whitey’s coming through.” 
 
The Navy’s official history of SSN-661 still only hints at what became his crowning 
moment in a proud and productive naval career that spanned twenty years: 
 

In 1969, while submerged LAPON successfully tailed a Soviet Navy Yankee-class 
nuclear powered, ballistic missile submarine for a period of 47 days. 
 LAPON followed the Soviet sub for almost her entire patrol and only 

broke off contact when the Yankee-class sub turned to go home.  
For this feat, LAPON was awarded a Presidential Unit Citation and her skipper, 

Commander Chester M. (Whitey) Mack, received the Distinguished Service Medal. 
 

The Presidential Unit Citation awarded to LAPON only 
mentions the basis for such a high-ranking recognition. 
Phrases such as ‘extraordinary heroism and outstanding 
performance’ and ‘a mission of vital importance to the 
National Security of the United States’ were included. 
But those in the nation’s submarine service knew…  
 
When Whitey Mack received the Distinguished Service 
Medal, it was pinned on his barrel-like chest by 
Admiral Dennis Wilkerson; a World War II submarine 
hero and the first commanding officer of NAUTILUS, 
the nation’s first nuclear submarine. He also had 
commanded three conventionally powered subs, 
including the SEA ROBIN; Whitey’s first sub. 
 
Being presented his medal by Admiral Wilkerson 
further underscored Whitey Mack’s accomplishments. 
That ceremony, conducted in private, with only 
members of Whitey’s crew and their families present, 
did not include any specific information. The crew 
knew, and the families understood that they need not 
know. Such was life in the silent service in 1969.   
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With trust in the Navy restoredWith trust in the Navy restoredWith trust in the Navy restoredWith trust in the Navy restored    
And faith in And faith in And faith in And faith in aaaa system reassure system reassure system reassure system reassuredddd    

Beneath the Union Jack they presented Whitey MackBeneath the Union Jack they presented Whitey MackBeneath the Union Jack they presented Whitey MackBeneath the Union Jack they presented Whitey Mack    
The Distinguished Service Medal AwardThe Distinguished Service Medal AwardThe Distinguished Service Medal AwardThe Distinguished Service Medal Award    

It sure It sure It sure It sure isisisis a fitting reward a fitting reward a fitting reward a fitting reward    
 

After Blind Man’s Bluff was published in 1998, and his exploits 
were made public, Whitey Mack was interviewed numerous 
times. Those interviews were obviously conducted on his terms, 
since some questions posed to him that touched on matters he 
thought might still be classified simply went unanswered. 
 
Nevertheless, some of the fascinating facets of that famous 
LAPON patrol in 1969, affectionately labeled by her crew as 
‘The PUC Run’ were revealed in those interviews. And who 
better to tell the story than Whitey Mack? So here, in his own 
words, albeit condensed and slightly modified for continuity, are Whitey’s memories, as 
recorded in three interviews conducted almost thirty years after The PUC Run: 
 
“By chance, we picked up the Yankee on sonar and began shadowing the sub. At one 
point we lost contact because she was so quiet. My crew did some scientific guesswork 
about where the Russians might be headed. They guessed right.  
 

[NOTE: His crew entirely credits their captain with that productive guesswork] 

“The second time we found her, we stayed on 
her tail. The guy running that sub was a victim 
of his own meticulousness. Every 90 minutes, 
he changed course. It was never 89 or 91 
minutes; it was exactly 90 minutes. And that’s 
the longest I slept the whole time. He’d go up; 
we’d go up. He’d come down, we go down 
further. Sometimes we’d go pretty deep. We 
just did a merry old dance, two warships 
circling one another underwater.  

“Every night at midnight, he went to periscope depth to look around. Every day he 
dumped garbage at the same time.  
 
“I think that probably the most important thing is that we came back with an idea of 
where he was operating and the method of his operations. We thought that gave us a 
better idea of the range of his missiles.  
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“Over time, we could even identify different officers of the deck. We knew which guy 
had the conn by the way he handled the ship, the way things ran. We even gave their 
officers nicknames. When you stay next door to somebody like that, you learn a lot about 
him, and we did. And we brought all that information back. 
 
“This business of surveillance against the Russians and finding out what they were doing, 
it was just like cowboys and Indians. And naturally, as it got more sophisticated, it was a 
bit more like three-dimensional chess. But with the added spur to it, knowing that 
somebody might be nudging up your backside any minute, and really being quite nasty 
about it.”  
 
Halfway through this unparalleled 47-day surveillance of the enemy sub, LAPON went to 
periscope depth to communicate with a patrol plane and to let their superiors know they 
were still tailing the Soviet sub. Unfortunately, someone in the Pentagon said ‘something’ 
about what LAPON was accomplishing that was picked up by an alert reporter. On 
October 9, 1969, the New York Times indiscreetly ran a story entitled ‘New Soviet Subs 
Nosier Than Expected’. The story was far from accurate, but it apparently got the 
attention of the Soviet Navy. When the Soviets saw it, they may have relayed a warning 
to their submarines on patrol, including the commander of the Yankee-class sub. 
 
“When he found out, he went nuts,” Mack said. “For 24 hours he did every kind of 
maneuver you could imagine. He was obviously looking for us. When he couldn’t find 
LAPON, the Soviet skipper settled down and continued his routine as before. He never 
knew for sure that we were following him.” 
 
Whitey Mack's success in performing a tricky maneuver that he had dubbed ‘close-in 
trail’ marked the beginning of a whole new mission for American submarines. After 
LAPON and her crew proved that Yankee-class subs could be covertly followed, the 
Navy began concentrating on trailing Soviet ballistic-missile submarines. Other 
American sub skippers were quick to imitate Whitey’s success, using his proven 
techniques to ‘track and trail’. They made sure that if a third world war was ever to 
ignite, they could destroy the Soviet missile boats before they could get off a shot. 
 
There were numerous other noteworthy 
accomplishments made by the United 
States Navy’s Submarine Force during the 
Cold War. But no one other than Whitey 
Mack apparently ever managed to 
maintain a ‘close-in trail’ for 47 days. 
What LAPON and her crew accomplished 
may never be fully revealed, much less 
understood or appreciated by the 
American public. That’s just a part of the 
legacy of The Silent Service…     
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After being routinely relieved of duty by a successor skipper of LAPON, Whitey Mack 
was promoted to the rank of Captain, and was again assigned to a desk job at Sublant 
headquarters. In 1973, he retired after twenty years of service in the United States Navy. 
He purchased a small farm in a small community in Tidewater Virginia where he and his 
wife raised…amongst other things…blueberries. 
 
He also worked at the Newport News shipyard where LAPON was built, as well as for a 
shipyard subsidiary that performed commercial nuclear power plant construction and 
service work. In 1995, Whitey and his wife Joan moved to Englewood, Florida. 
 
Whitey was an active supporter of the USS LAPON Association and attended their first 
reunion, held in Virginia Beach in 1990. A few years later, in 1994, LAPON was 
decommissioned. 
  
Relegated to wait her turn in the submarine 
recycling program at the Puget Sound Naval 
Shipyard, LAPON was scrapped in 2003-2004. But 
the American Legion Post in the Springfield, 
Missouri petitioned for and were allowed to save 
SSN-661’s sail.  

 
With financial 
help from the 
United States Subvets Association, this large artifact 
was trucked more than half-way across the country, 
positioned in a park in Springfield and dedicated in 
2005. As a part of those dedication ceremonies, this 
unique plaque was attached to the base of LAPON’s 
sail. 

  
The crew’s revered first captain was present that day for the combined 
reunion/dedication, along with four other skippers of LAPON and numerous other 
members of her crew. It was his last opportunity to speak to the men that once so 
fearlessly followed him.    

 
Captain Chester M. “Whitey” Mack, USN  (Ret)  
  passed away on September 25, 2008, at age 77 

 
Whitey Mack was laid to rest in Section 54 of Arlington 
National Cemetery, near the intersection of two roadways 
that are named in honor of Admirals William ‘Bull’ Halsey 
and  William F. Leahy. Their graves are near the final 
resting place of Whitey Mack. They are in extremely good 
company.    
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AndAndAndAnd Whitey’s got the deck and the conn Whitey’s got the deck and the conn Whitey’s got the deck and the conn Whitey’s got the deck and the conn    
No one else can handle this bigNo one else can handle this bigNo one else can handle this bigNo one else can handle this big    AmazonAmazonAmazonAmazon    

And we won’t be baAnd we won’t be baAnd we won’t be baAnd we won’t be back ‘tilck ‘tilck ‘tilck ‘tilllll we finish our track we finish our track we finish our track we finish our track    
Whitey’s got the deck and the connWhitey’s got the deck and the connWhitey’s got the deck and the connWhitey’s got the deck and the conn    
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~ Epilogue ~ 
 

The most recent LAPON reunion took place in 2009. Captain Mack 
was remembered and honored when those present observed a 
moment of silence in his memory. Simple. Efficient. Heartfelt. 
Leading that thoughtful effort was Chuck Petterson; a SSN-661 
plankowner and currently the President of the Lapon Association. 
Some of Chuck’s memories have been incorporated into the body of 
this story. A couple of others, associated with Whitey Mack and his 
wife’s presence at two of the crew reunions, follow. 
 

At the 2003 reunion, Joan Mack playfully chastised LAPON crewmembers; repeatedly 
imploring them to just call her husband ‘Whitey’. Chuck’s polite response: “Joan, I 
wouldn’t be any more able to call him Whitey than to address my father as Paul.” 
 
Two years later, when the dedication ceremony for LAPON’s sail was the highlight of 
the 2005 crew reunion, Whitey Mack set the record straight regarding a bit of ‘literary 
license’ that can be found in Blind Man’s Bluff. The book incorrectly gives Whitey Mack 
the credit for taking some important photos through the periscope.  
 
But Chuck Petterson took all such photos the entire time Whitey was skipper of LAPON. 
That duty, usually assigned to an officer, was another example of Captain Mack’s 
practice of delegating responsibility on a widespread basis throughtout the enlisted ranks 
of the sub’s crew. Knowing that Chuck was irritated by the book’s misinformation, 
Whitey Mack made sure everyone at the 2005 reunion got ‘the straight skinney’. 
 
According to Chuck: “Captain Mack’s successes were in no small part due to his 
management style. He surrounded himself with the best talent available. He was 
proactive in advancing and supporting submarine operations. Captain Mack was an 
exceptional man in the midst of other exceptional men” A fine eulogy. Simple. Efficient. 
Hearfelt.    
 
One of the numerous other attendees at the 2009 event was 
former Chief Machinists Mate Donald Duck, who endured 
countless jokes about his name throughout his distinguished 
service career.  
 
Donald had served under Whitey in a submarine and was on 
shore duty before becoming a member of LAPON’s crew. While 
there he heard that Whitey Mack was horse-trading personnel to create a hand-picked 
team of men for LAPON. Amongst other talents, Donald was considered to be a better 
scrounger than even Whitey himself. In addition, Chief Duck could fix anything 
mechanical; with or without having the proper tools or spare parts. Donald Duck was a 
valuable asset, and Captain Mack knew it.   
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Donald was not overly surprised to be contacted by LAPON’s skipper. Asked if he 
wanted to go back to sea, and bored with shore duty, Donald said ‘yes’. Soon thereafter, 
he was taken on a small boat beyond the Virginia capes to board the LAPON, which had 
briefly surfaced just for the purpose of embarking him.  
 
In a telephone conversation earlier this year, Donald Duck characterized Whitey Mack as 
follows: “He was hands-on…a sailor’s Captain. He often shared mission details with the 
entire crew; something that was frowned upon by his superiors. But he felt we deserved 
know what he was getting us into. Captain Mack would push the envelope and take us 
closer to the enemy than any other submarine skipper I ever knew. 
 
“Captain Mack also frequently helped his men deal with personal problems. He didn’t 
mind telling you if you were wrong; but not in public. Captain Mack always listened to 
what you had to say about something in your area of knowledge before making a 
decision. In spite of his size and soft-spoken ways ashore, he could be as agile as any of 
us when running through the boat, and he could be as mean as necessary. 
 
“After the story about tailing that Soviet sub became common knowledge amongst other 
submariners, there was some speculation about Hollywood possibly making a movie. The 
general concensus was that the only person who logically could play the part of Whitey 
Mack was John Wayne. That never happened, because the story was still a secret, back 
then. Nevertheless, I figured that Captain Mack was the kind of guy that John Wayne 
would want to be when he grows up!” 
 
The LAPON’s famous mission may well have influenced the author of The Hunt for Red 
October. Certainly, ‘chase’ scenes and the terrifying maneuver called Crazy Ivan that are 
depicted in the movie are virtually identical to some of the LAPON crew’s experiences. 
 
In a recent reminiscence, Tommy Cox talked about visiting Whitey Mack in 1971. 
Tommy wanted to publish his submarine songs, but did not wish to include The Ballad of 
Whitey Mack without the song’s namesake’s knowledge and consent. After readily giving 
his permission, Whitey Mack showed Tommy the Distinguished Service Medal that he 
had received, following The PUC Run. Tommy never forgot what Whitey then said: 
“Look what my crew earned for me.” Not claiming the honor for himself, which he had 
every right to do; instead Whitey Mack credited his crew.  
 
The mark of a sailor’s Captain. 
 
In 2002, before performing The Ballad of Whitey Mack and other submarine songs at the 
39th anniversary celebration of the U.S. Submarine Veterans, Tommy Cox revealed what 
Whitey Mack had told him about the DSM award. As Tommy recently recalled: “The 
audience was mostly submariners and their families. They gave Captain Mack a standing 
ovation. It was very emotional, very nice. But then…I had to put aside my own emotions 
and sing!” 
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The admiration and professional respect showed Whitey Mack 
was not limited to the enlisted members of the LAPON’s crew. 
Rear Admiral Richard (Rick) A. Buchanan, USN (Ret) was a 
Lieutenant (jg) in February 1970. Fresh out of Annapolis, 
submarine school and nuclear power school, his first submarine 
was the LAPON. When he got onboard, Rick Buchanan quickly 
discovered that the crew mirrored their captain’s self-
confidence and cockiness. They knew they were good and 
wanted others in the submarine service to be aware.  
 
During the nine months that he was onboard, and before Whitey Mack was relieved, Rick 
Buchanan qualified as Engineering Officer of the Watch and Officer of the Deck. 
Whitey’s confidence resulted in Rick Buchanan also being named Damage Control 
Assistant; a very demanding and responsible duty not usually entrusted to junior officers.  
 
Rick Buchanan notes that Captain Mack was not one to cut the crew any slack: “When 
we went out on brief training missions in 1970, there was a natural let-down from the 
exciting times when LAPON had played cat-and-mouse at close quarters with a Soviet 
sub. Consequently, the crew sometimes did not perform routine…to them 
boring…exercises to meet their skipper’s high expectations. Whitey Mack knew he had 
to jack them up during such mundane maneuvers, in order for them to keep their edge.” 
 
When asked if he considered Whitey Mack a mentor or an inspiration, Rick Buchanan 
replied succinctly and without amplification: “An inspiration.” A huge understatement! 
As it turned out, Whitey proved to be an excellent role model for Rick to emulate.  
 
After serving in several subs, Rick Buchanan became the Commanding Officer of the 
USS PARCHE (SSN-683) in 1984. While she was under his command, PARCHE and 
her crew penetrated Soviet defenses and boldly tapped underwater cables in shallow 
waters, gathering invaluable information. For that, PARCHE earned a Presidential Unit 
Citation; one of a record five PUC’s received during her years of service.   
 
Rick Buchanan was awarded the Distinguished Service Medal, which was presented to 
him by President Ronald Reagan. But just like LAPON, the accolades for PARCHE and 
her crew were shrouded in secrecy until years later. 
 

 
 
 
 
In 2009, the annual Submarine Veterans of World War II Memorial Service, LAPON was 
inducted into the Submarine Hall of Fame. LAPON became the 11th boat to receive that 
honor. Selection is based on a submarine's contribution to national security.  
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Retired U.S. Navy Captain Peter Flannery, a former skipper of LAPON served as guest 
speaker. His speech, in part, follows: 
 
"LAPON was awarded a Presidential Unit Citation for extraordinary heroism while 
conducting operations of vital importance to national security in 1969. She is only one of 
five post-World War II submarines to be recognized. The citation specifically cited the 
courage, resourcefulness, persistence, and aggressiveness of her officers and men. 
 
"Our nation expected LAPON’s crew to be physically harder and mentally stronger than 
any adversary at sea. Her crew persevered, never quit, and thrived on adversity. LAPON 
was a workhorse during the Cold War and she provided invaluable insight and 
intelligence about the operations of Soviet submarines." 

 
~ Postscript ~ 

 
I am still amazed that the ‘gentle giant’ I only briefly knew in the early 1980’s played 
such a major role in our nation’s covert submarine operations during the Cold War years, 
yet never talked about it. My wife often says about people in transition: One door closes, 
another door opens. I guess that applied to Whitey Mack, once he reentered civilian life.  
 
When I started developing this story, my intent was to honor his service. But now, I 
realize this story is also a well-deserved tribute to all those submariners who served with 
him. Men like Tommy Cox, Chuck Petterson, Donald Duck and Rick Buchanan; who 
willingly provided me much insight in the psyche of Whitey Mack. I am sure there are 
many others who once served in LAPON who could add even more...and soon will do so.    
 
The next LAPON reunion will take place in Springfield, Missouri in September 2011. 
Memories of Whitey, his unique style of leadership and the successes he always 
attributed to his crew will undoubtedly constitute a large percentage of the sea stories that 
will be spun on that occasion.  
 
Was what they did worth the cost…the effort…the risk? Not for me to say, but I will 
hazard a guess, now that I know his story, what Whitey Mack might possibly reply: 
 

Well, you’re not speaking Russian, are you?! 
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