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quick to offer praise for a job well done. Employee morale was always close to the top of 

his priority list. For example, in an August 1943 memo to all shipyard supervisors that 

emphasized the need for efficient use of resources, Withers concluded, “Finally, that the 

‘human relations -  the morale factors’ be made and kept as good as possible.”64 Davis, on 

the other hand, was more of a problem solver than a morale booster. On one occasion, 

when Commander Spiller suggested that employee morale was the Industrial 

Department’s most important problem, Davis suggested that they first confine their 

attention to “concrete management problems” for which they were primarily 

responsible.65 Concrete management problems included the improvement of working 

conditions and the clarification of assignments and priorities. Clearly, Davis was not a 

“touchy, feely” manager. Withers, however, was always sensitive to employee concerns 

and quick to address and resolve any personnel issues. Their management styles were a 

study in contrasts.

Withers’ directives were typically brief, clear, and to the point. He was a big 

picture type of manager, in the style of Ronald Reagan, who set the tone and objectives 

for the organization but left the management of details to subordinates. Industrial 

Manager Captain Davis, on the other hand, was a hands-on manager who reveled in the 

details of his responsibilities. His directives were typically long, if not verbose, with 

considerable explanation and detail to back up his position. Davis kept the waterfront

64 Commandant Rear Admiral Thomas Withers memo o f 28 Aug 1943, Subject: Economy in 
Naval Expenditures. NARA Waltham, RG 181, Portsmouth Naval Shipyard General Correspondence 
(Central Files), Box 14, Folder A3-2/LC PKG 8.

65 Report o f Manager’s Conference o f 21 Jun 1943, Subject: General Programs, Purpose, and 
Specific Problems for Next Meeting. NARA Waltham, RG 181, Portsmouth Naval Shipyard General 
Correspondence (Central Files), Box 13, Folder A3-2 “Genera Management.”
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supervisors on edge with his incessant suggestions and demands for improved 

performance.

Captain Davis’ effort in July, 1943 to stress welding as the critical path to 

successful completion of the scheduled twenty-eight submarine program is an excellent 

example of the attention to detail that he typically applied to his work. In a memo to the 

shipyard managers, Davis led the readers through an analysis that started with the fact 

that 71,148 pounds of welding rod had been used on the recently completed SS285 and 

concluded that 2,000,000 pounds of welding rod would have to be laid to complete 28 

submarines in the next year. Following an analysis of sixteen months of personnel gains 

and losses in the Welding Shop, Davis determined that the welders then available would 

have to reduce non-work days and weld at an average rate of 7,126 pounds per day to 

meet the schedule. Noting that this rate was only possible with the full cooperation of all 

the other shops, Davis solicited that support. Such was Captain Davis’ delight in details.66

Another example of Captain Davis’ attention to detail and thoroughness of 

planning involved his efforts to bring order to the personnel disruptions caused by the 

Selective Service process. Those efforts resulted in a precedent setting arrangement with 

the Selective Service, that set a long term release schedule for employees with special 

skills, so that Captain Davis and his managers could anticipate manpower needs and train 

replacements accordingly.67 Davis thrived on such detailed and orderly planning.

Fred White’s assessment of the two leaders, as the result of personal experiences 

with both during the war, highlights their contrasting management styles. While Withers

66 Manager memo o f 13 Jun 1943. NARA Waltham, RG 181, Portsmouth Naval Shipyard General 
Correspondence (Central Files), Box 36, Folder N5 14, “Welding Shop.”

67 See the Selective Service section under Employees in this chapter for further details on the 
Selective Service agreement.
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was respected and well liked, White remembers Captain Davis as “a meddler and a man 

of many ideas that seldom worked.” When pushed for an example of one such idea,

White told the story of a scheme Davis concocted to minimize inefficient use of riggers. 

In fairness to Captain Davis, time lost when needing a rigger and not having one, or 

having riggers stand-by waiting to accomplish a job that ran late, resulted in great 

inefficiency in a shipyard. According to White, Davis sought to minimize that 

inefficiency by having all the riggers assigned to the fitting-out pier assembled in a shack, 

at a central location, to wait for a call for their services that would be made by the 

hoisting of a flag on specially constructed poles alongside each of a half dozen submarine 

berths. While Davis’ idea sounds quite reasonable, White and others were convinced that 

the daily informal communications on the waterfront were more than adequate to 

anticipate the need for riggers. As White recalled, the shack was built, but [lacking the 

enthusiastic support of the riggers] the idea was abandoned before the flagpoles were 

erected.68

While Captain Davis may have been somewhat of an irritant to Fred White and 

the other Shop Masters, there is little doubt that he was a presence and a force on the 

waterfront that kept the industrial pot stirring. If he was a man of ideas that did not 

always work, he was also a man constantly looking for another approach, a novel way to 

get the job done. Imagination and innovation thrive in an organization where the leader 

practices and encourages such thinking. As this study shows throughout, Portsmouth 

Navy Yard had an abundance of both during the war.

68 Oral interview with Fred White, 3 Apr 2006, at his home in New Castle, N.H.
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Senior Management Continuity

Both Commandant Rear Admiral Thomas A. Withers and the Industrial Manager, 

Captain H.F.D. Davis, held their shipyard leadership positions for most of the war years. 

Withers held command from 10 June 1942 until November 1945 and Davis served in his 

position from 28 June 1940 until 25 May 1944. As Table 7 shows, the other senior 

managers in critical industrial positions enjoyed similar longevity in their jobs.69 

Table 7: W W II Leadership Continuity at Portsmouth Navy Yard

Position Person Reported Detached Duration (inos.)

Commandant Radm T. Withers 10 Jun 1942 Nov 1945 41
Industrial Mgr Capt. Davis 28 Jun 1940 25 May 1944 47
Production Officer Capt. Dudley Aug 1941 25 May 1944 34
Planning Officer Capt. McKee Mar 1938 20 Jan 1945 82
Hull Supt Capt. Spiller 3 Sep 1941 Jul 1945+ 46+
Machinery Supt Capt. Ambrose 7 Dec 1939 25 May 1944 53

The average tour length for the senior officers who served in the six critical industrial 

management positions in the shipyard was over fifty months. And the officer who held 

his position for the shortest time, Captain Dudley, was promoted within the yard from 

Production Officer to Industrial Manager, replacing Captain Davis on 25 May 1944. 

Likewise, Captain Ambrose was promoted from Machinery Superintendent to Production 

Officer, replacing Captain Dudley on the same date. Such in-house promotions suggest 

that both officers had performed well in their previous assignments and proven 

themselves competent and capable of handling additional responsibilities.

Captain Andrew I. McKee headed up the local team that produced Portsmouth 

Industrial Surveys I (December 1941) and II (June 1942), that set in motion many of the 

concepts that later contributed to the shipyard’s outstanding performance. McKee had

69 U.S. Navy, “Portsmouth Naval Shipyard during World War II,” Official Administrative History, 
Portsmouth Navy Yard, Kittery, Maine, 66-68. Portsmouth Naval Shipyard Museum Archives, Kittery, Me.

173

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



already served as Planning Officer for 44 months prior to leading that team. With that 

extensive background and experience, he obviously knew the shipyard well and was fully 

qualified to assess its needs and capabilities. Moreover, Captain McKee continued in his 

assignment at the shipyard for another 48 months, during which he was able to monitor 

and implement the changes his team had recommended.

Hardly overshadowed by Rear Admiral Withers and Captain Davis, Captain A.I. 

McKee enjoyed a well deserved reputation as an expert in submarine design. In 1945, 

when the Society of Naval Architects and Marine Engineers published a special 50th 

anniversary edition entitled Historical Transactions, McKee was selected to author an

70article on the history of submarine design. Furthermore, in recognition of his career 

accomplishments, the A.I. McKee award for academic excellence is presented to the most 

deserving officer in each graduating class of the Navy’s Nuclear Power Training Course. 

Rear Admiral Withers was surrounded with a core of competent and experienced 

managers.

As can be seen from Table 7, during the first two years of Rear Admiral Withers’ 

tour as commandant, not a single one of the critical management positions turned over. 

The rock solid stability of a competent management team during the early stages of the 

war, when the shipyard was being transformed from a custom shop to a mass producer of 

submarines, was a significant reason for the shipyard’s ultimate success.

Another critical factor in the yard’s success was the contribution of a dedicated 

and talented cadre of civilian designers and managers. Having highlighted the lengthy

70 A.I. McKee, Captain, U.S.N., “Development o f Submarines in the United States,” Historical 
Transactions 1893-1943 (New York: The Society o f  Naval Architects and Marine Engineers, 1945).

174

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Figure 11: Shipyard Civilian Shop Managers during World War II. Fred 
White, the Master Rigger and Laborer interviewed for this dissertation is 
shown in the upper left corner. Courtesy of Milne Special Collections, 
University of New Hampshire, Durham, N.H.

tours of duty of the senior naval officers in the yard during the war, it is appropriate to 

note that the naval officer continuity paled in comparison to the civilian management 

continuity. While forty months was a long tour of duty for a naval officer, it was not 

unusual for senior civilian managers to complete forty years of service at the yard before 

retiring. Indeed, pictures of shipyard employees being presented forty year pins during 

the war and postwar periods were common occurrences in the shipyard newspaper, the 

Portsmouth Periscope. For example, on 16 February 1945, no less than twenty shipyard

71employees were presented forty year pins by Rear Admiral Withers.

71 Robert Whittaker, Portsmouth-Kittery Naval Shipyard in Old Photographs, (Stroud, 
Gloucestershire: Alan Sutton, 1993), 108.
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Harold Sweetser hired on at the yard in May 1917, progressed through various 

draftsman jobs, and retired after forty years of service in 1958 as the Supervisory Naval 

Architect. Likewise, Sweetser’s compatriot, Chief Draftsman Robert Boyd, retired in 

October 1945 after 49 years of service. Another of Sweetser’s friends, Carl Galle, 

promoted to the position of Head Engineer of the yard in October 1951, began his navy 

yard career as a draftsman in 1918 and was promoted to Senior Naval Architect during 

World War II. The shipyard was blessed with many experienced and competent civilian

79employees during the war.

The shipyard would have not had the benefit of the extensive submarine design 

experience of employees like Sweetser, Boyd, and Galle had the Navy not decided to 

develop the submarine design capabilities of Portsmouth Navy Yard after World War I. 

Likewise, had the construction of new submarines at the yard been discontinued for any 

period of time between the wars, these naval architects would probably have been forced 

to seek employment elsewhere. As was noted earlier, all navy yards except Portsmouth 

experienced a hiatus in new ship construction at one time or another after World War I 

and before the rebirth of naval shipbuilding in the early 1930s.

It was no accident that Portsmouth Navy Yard acquired a reputation for high 

quality submarines. Also, it was no accident that the yard was able to incorporate wartime 

feedback into the designs of their new submarines in a timely manner. Navy Department 

industrial strategy created the opportunity to develop submarine design capabilities at 

Portsmouth and naval officer leadership set the objectives during the war. However, most 

of the credit for the yard’s outstanding production accomplishments must go to the yard’s

72 Papers o f  Harold Caswell Sweetser, Portsmouth Navy Yard Supervisory Naval Architect, 1917- 
1958, Sweetser Family Papers, Milne Special Collections, University o f New Hampshire Library, Durham, 
N.H. including Portsmouth Periscopes o f  13 Oct 1945, 8 and 20 Oct 1951,4.
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experienced core of talented civilian designers and skilled shop employees. It was they 

who put drafting pen to paper, welding rods to steel plates, and wrenches to valves.

During the war, Commandant Rear Admiral Thomas Withers and the Industrial 

Manager, Captain H.F.D.Davis, provided strong leadership for an experienced group of 

naval and civilian managers who enjoyed long and successful tours of duty at the 

shipyard. This stable and well qualified management team led an exceptionally motivated 

team of experienced designers and shop tradesmen to tremendous production 

achievements. Portsmouth had the additional advantages of being a relatively small 

shipyard with a sharply focused and well defined mission. This vital, but very specific, 

mission protected the yard from external forces and shifting priorities. As a result, the 

yard’s industrial operations could proceed without interruption, and with no need to 

deviate from the streamlined new construction processes that had been in development 

since the mid-1930s. All of these factors combined to enable the yard to flourish in a 

corporate environment that was characterized by lax oversight when the newly created 

Bureau of Ships was overwhelmed with other responsibilities. Portsmouth Navy Yard 

could not have written a more successful script for success.

Employees

The shipyard’s workforce grew to over 20,000 employees, including over 3,800 

women, during the war. The assimilation of thousands of new employees into the shops 

and offices, and the training of those employees, was an extreme challenge that was 

further complicated by the loss of younger and often more talented employees to the 

Selective Service. Prior to any discussion of innovative management methods that led to
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the yard’s success, it is appropriate to highlight the high quality of the shipyard’s 

workforce, the women’s contribution to the yard’s success, worker training programs, 

and the impact of the Selective Service program. Innovative production methods would

have been for naught had the shipyard employees not been up to the task.

**=1=

It was obvious, from the earliest days of the war, that Portsmouth Navy Yard had 

an unusually patriotic and dedicated workforce. In mid-December 1941, all the

Figure 12: Shipyard Rally at Start of the War (15 December 1941). Courtesy 
of Milne Special Collections, University of New Hampshire, Durham, N.H.

employees at the yard signified their intention to work Sunday, 21 December without 

pay. The idea for a payless workday had originated with a few workers after a war rally at 

the shipyard on Monday, 15 December and, within a few days, every employee had
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‘I'X •signed up for the “Gift Day.” Later that week, much to the chagrin of the employees, 

Secretary of the Navy Frank Knox vetoed the idea because it would violate existing work 

statutes.74 Even though Navy officials would not go along with the idea, the gesture 

spoke volumes about the dedication and unity of Portsmouth Navy Yard employees.

An incident involving a change in shift work hours in April 1942 further

illustrates the cooperative nature of the yard’s employees while, at the same time,

showing that those same employees were willing to exercise the power of labor to affect

management decisions, given management’s need for increased productivity. Shift work

hours had been changed in the spring of 1942 to have the first shift start at 4:00 am

instead of 6:00 am and the other eight hour shifts were staggered accordingly.

Management believed that the new shifts were more productive. However, members of

Ranger Lodge 836, International Association of Machinists, believed that there was no

production improvement, but great inconvenience to workers and families. The

machinists’ aggressive effort to have management reverse the decision was balanced with

a reaffirmation of their support for yard management that appeared on the front page of

the Portsmouth Herald:

We have the utmost confidence in the officers who have been designated by 
the Navy department to administer the policies at this yard and we pledge our 
utmost cooperation with their efforts to build our submarine navy quickly and 
efficiently, but we reserve our inalienable rights to protest any local orders 
that to us seem unnecessary to our country’s war program.75

73 The Portsmouth Herald, 16 Dec 1941, “Navy Yard Workers Give a Day to Aid National 
Defense,” 1.

74 Ibid.

75 Portsmouth Herald, 21 Apr 1942, “Ranger Lodge Machinists Hit Navy Yard Hours,” 1.
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Shortly after the machinists had voiced their displeasure with the new shifts, a shipyard 

wide poll confirmed that a decisive majority of the rest of the employees felt the same 

way. To management’s credit, the old shift hours were restored and the controversy was 

settled.76 Mutual respect and open communications were a hallmark of management- 

employee relations at Portsmouth Navy Yard at that time.

Another example of unusual patriotism and employee-management cooperation 

was the record setting war bond participation of the yard. In November 1942, the yard 

established a national record for war bond participation when 100% of the yard’s more 

than 17,000 employees pledged an average of 13.1% of their gross pay. The previous 

record had been held by Philadelphia Navy Yard at 98% participation and 12.1% of gross 

pay.77 Management had solicited maximum employee support for the war bond campaign 

and the employees responded beyond all expectations. Once the employees realized that 

100% participation was possible, peer pressure and pride drove the final record setting 

results.

Portsmouth Herald coverage of a union banquet in January 1946 offers further

evidence that labor-management cooperation at the shipyard continued at a high level

throughout the war. According to the paper:

Accenting the fine cooperation between labor and management at the 
Portsmouth naval base, more than 300 members of the Ranger Lodge No.
836, International Order of Machinists, and high ranking officials attended an 
installation banquet and program held Saturday at the American Legion 
hall.78

76 Ibid, “Navy Yard Shift Goes into Effect,” 6.

77 Ibid, 9 Nov 1942, “Portsmouth Navy Yard Bond-Buying Record Set as Goal for Hub Drive,” 1.

78 Portsmouth Herald, 14 Jan 1946, “Admiral Lauds Cooperation o f Labor, Management Here, 1.
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Rear Admiral John H. Brown, who had relieved Rear Admiral Withers as commandant a 

few months before, told the gathering that “He could plainly see that the cooperation in 

the yard during the war years was the reason for the success in production and other

70records.”

There is also much evidence that speaks to the quality of the workforce. For

example, the Booz-Allen Industrial Survey (1944) emphasized the high quality of the

Portsmouth Navy Yard’s workforce and supervision:

The working force at Portsmouth is especially high grade. Top civilian 
supervisors are alert, intelligent and obviously proud of their Yard.
Intermediate supervision of high quality is in general evidence...  Most of the 
mechanical employees have been recruited from nearby areas, normally non­
industrial. The result is an average of unusually high type of personnel among 
this group.80

Percy Whitney, hired in June 1940 to be a trainee in the shipyard’s apprentice program, is 

a good example of the high quality worker to which the industrial survey refers. Percy 

applied for the apprentice program after attending Bates College for two and one half 

years. Even with two and one half years of college education, Percy recalled that the 

apprentice program entrance exams and classroom training were quite challenging.81 

Eileen Dondero Foley, a painter’s helper at the yard during the war, had graduated from 

Syracuse University with honors prior to seeking employment at the yard.82 With 

intelligent, motivated young men and women like Percy Whitney and Eileen Dondero 

Foley working their way through the shops and training programs at the yard, there is

19 Ibid.

80 Booz-Allen Industrial Survey (1944), 8.

81 Oral interview with Percy Whitney, 23 Mar 2006, at his home in New Castle, N.H.

82 Oral interview with Eileen Dondero Foley, 30 August 2006, at her home in Portsmouth, N.H.
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little wonder that the Booz-Allen industrial survey team would be highly impressed with 

the workforce.

The Booz-Allen Industrial Survey (1944) also noted that, “The supervisory ratio 

is below the prewar standard of one to twelve, which is the exception rather than the rule 

in shipyards.”83 Portsmouth, unlike the other navy yards, did not increase the ratio of 

supervisors to workers to compensate for the addition of large numbers of inexperienced 

employees during the war. Several factors contributed to the low supervisory ratios at 

Portsmouth Navy Yard. The intelligent and self-motivated workforce required less direct 

supervision, specialized training created a pool of independent workers and teams, and 

managers trusted and empowered employees to do their jobs. An intelligent, capable, and 

trusted workforce has less need for supervision.

Minimal supervision is one indicator of worker independence and empowerment, 

but there were others. According to the Booz-Allen Industrial Survey (1944), “There has 

been a notable simplification of paperwork and of routine reports. A minimum of 

management and shop conferences are held for coordination of work and dissemination 

of information.”84 The trained, trusted, and empowered workforce had little need for 

paperwork and meetings.

The reduction of paperwork and administrative burdens were standard shipyard 

goals from the earliest stages of the war. Portsmouth Industrial Survey I (December 

1941) noted that:

83Booz-Allen Industrial Survey (1944), 8. Furthermore, it was noted that Portsmouth had the 
lowest percentage o f  Group IV (b) [salaried] employees o f  all navy yards. In April 1945, Portsmouth’s 
complement o f  salaried employees was still the lowest o f  all navy yards at 8.8%, while the average for all 
Yards was 11.8%.

84 Ibid, 4.
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The practice of holding a shop accountable for over expenditures of estimates 
on a job order practically requires each shop to set up a small accounting 
system and requires a leadingman either to keep cost records or to furnish 
information to a shop clerk for such records. The effort now devoted to cost 
keeping could be better devoted to the supervision of men. It is recommended 
that this practice be discontinued and that all shops be informed that they will 
not in the future be held accountable for the expenditures on any job.85

In effect, shipyard management was saying that the actual accomplishment of work was

far more important than accounting for the cost of doing that work. The decision to free

the supervisors of administrative burdens that distracted from the direct accomplishment

of work can be found throughout all of the local board’s recommendations for production

improvements at the start of the war. A few years later, the Booz-Allen Survey (1944)

critically confirmed the yard’s success in this regard by observing that, “Practically no

regular records are kept of production, whether of individual workers, of shops, or by

jobs.”86 Paperwork reduction and worker independence, both increasingly emphasized as

keys to successful industrial management in the latter half of the twentieth century, were

facts-of-life at the Portsmouth Navy Yard during World War II.

Teamwork, another attribute coveted by today’s industrial managers, was also 

much in evidence at the shipyard during the war. Noting that “A spirit of teamwork and 

of harmonious cooperation was evident at all levels,” the Booz-Allen Survey (1944) also 

observed that the Portsmouth Navy Yard was “unusually free from labor or other

o n

personnel difficulties.” The inspectors noted a very positive and healthy relationship 

between Portsmouth Navy Yard management and employees.

85 Portsmouth Industrial Survey I (1941), 11.

86 Booz-Allen Survey (1944), 11-12.

87 Ibid, 10.
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Orderly and harmonious management-employee relationships were not the case at

many shipyards. The Industrial Counselors Survey (1942) noted extensive confusion and

disorganization at other navy yards:

This rapid expansion has given rise to problems of recruitment, development 
of new sources of labor supply, and training, and these difficulties have been 
intensified by the fact that supervision has been thinly spread, inexperienced, 
and perhaps not sufficiently informed as to policies and procedures. Under 
these circumstances, the ordinary management controls in matters of 
discipline have been increasingly difficult to maintain.88

Portsmouth faced these same challenges of recruitment, training, and supervision. In all

three instances, the challenges were not only successfully resolved, but turned into

strengths.

Labor-management relations were more contentious at private shipyards than the 

navy yards. According to Maritime Historian Frederick C. Lane, the percentage of time 

lost due to strikes during the war years in the U.S. merchant shipbuilding industry versus

OQ
all U.S. industries was as shown in Table 8:

Table 8: Time Lost Due to Strikes during World War II

U.S. Merchant Shipbuilding All Industry
1941 1.26% .32 %
1942 .07 % .05 %
1943 .07 % .15%
1944 .09 % .09 %
1945 .15 % .47 %

After an initial onslaught of serious shipyard strikes in 1941, during which nearly 

250,000 man-days of production were lost, time lost due to strikes in the merchant 

shipbuilding industry was approximately the same or less than all of U.S. industry during

88 Industrial Relations Counselors Industrial Survey (1942), 1.

89 Frederick C. Lane, The Navy and the Industrial Mobilization in World War II, 305.
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the remainder of the war years. Not to be minimized is the fact that, during the war years, 

merchant shipyards experienced a total 148 strikes that cost the nation 735,000 man-days 

of production.90 In comparison, the “no-strike pledge” that had to be signed as a condition 

of employment at navy yards helped to keep those yards strike free.91

Ninety percent of the more than 11,000 production workers at Electric Boat 

Company, Portsmouth’s prime competitor in submarine construction, went on strike on

0915 August 1944 for several days for higher wages. The union presented a list of 34 

grievances that it claimed had been originally presented to company officials the previous 

December. The company’s president, L.Y. Spear, insisted that “the strike was brought 

about by a small group of union officers in an attempt to hide the real issue -  the two-day 

suspension of the union president for being away from his job without permission.”93

Portsmouth was essentially free of the haggling and contentiousness between 

management and employees that existed at Electric Boat Company and other shipyards. 

Why was that the case? When interviewed, Eileen Foley repeatedly emphasized the 

exceptional patriotism and respect for authority that she and her fellow workers had 

during the war.94 William Tebo expressed similar thoughts about the shipyard 

managers.95 One might be quick to dismiss such idealism in today’s skeptical world but

90 Ibid.

91 Oral interview with William Tebo, 3 Nov 2006, at the Portsmouth Navy Yard Museum. Shortly 
after the attack on Pearl Harbor major union leaders announced “no-strike” pledges. However, the pledge 
meant little as “some two million workers staged more than four thousand strikes in 1941, many o f them 
over organizational issues.” David M. Kennedy, Freedom from Fear, 638.

92 Portsmouth Herald., 15 Aug 1944, “Groton Strikers Deadlocked with Company,” 1.

93 Portsmouth Herald, 16 Aug 1944, “7,500 Strike at Sub Yard in Groton,” 1.

94 Oral interview with Eileen Dondero Foley, 30 Aug 2006, at her home in Portsmouth, N.H.

95 Oral interview with William Tebo, 3 Nov 2006, at the Portsmouth Navy Yard Museum.
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there is no doubt in Foley’s mind that respect for authority and patriotism were powerful 

forces at the yard during the war.

Also to be considered is that the increase in yard employees included few 

minorities and other workers relocating from distant parts of the country with different 

values and attitudes that might have caused tensions among locals with biases. Chapter 

VI of this dissertation will discuss the migration of great numbers of workers, including 

many African-Americans, who moved to the West Coast and Puget Sound area looking 

for shipyard employment. According to Lorraine McConaghy, who studied shipyard 

boomtown Kirkland, Washington, residents often complained of “the ignorance of 

Tarheels, Arkies, and Oakies” and “traded stories about the arrogance of Texans and the 

streetwise savy of Chicago city slickers.”96 Portsmouth residents and shipyard workers 

were not exposed to such a variety of strangers and, consequently, never developed 

similar feelings, attitudes, and prejudices towards the newcomers.

This is not to say that Portsmouth was not without ethnic diversity. Indeed, the 

city and the mill towns of New Hampshire experienced much immigration during the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth century that populated the state with many nationalities, 

including Italians, Irish, Greeks, Poles, and French-Canadian Catholics. However, by the 

late 1930s, the immigration wave had subsided and many of the immigrants had become

07American citizens, if not Americanized. Consider the following table of births showing

96 Lorraine McConaghy, “Wartime Boomtown: Kirkland, Washington, a Small Town during 
World War II,” 45.

97 According to David M. Kennedy, in 1924, “Congress choked the immigrant stream to a trickle, 
closing the era o f virtually unlimited entry to the United States. The ethnic neighborhoods that had 
mushroomed in the preceding generations would grow no more through further inflows from abroad.” 
Kennedy notes that “o f the 123 million Americans recorded in the census o f  1930, one in ten was foreign
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American or foreign parentage and marriages showing American or foreign nationality in

the city of Portsmouth between 1938 and 1945.

Table 9: Portsmouth Births and Marriages98 
(American vs Foreign) 1938-1945

Births Marriaees
Parents Parents Parents Both Both
American Foreign Mixed American Foreign Mixed

1938 261 4 36 549 14 87
1939 246 8 37 252 6 30
1940 298 7 38 267 6 47
1941 385 10 43 350 8 45
1942 620 6 47 369 3 53
1943 663 5 52 312 8 37
1944 Not Provided 304 6 36
1945 Not Provided 407 6 32
1946 Not Provided Not Provided

As can be seen, the preponderance of newborns had American parents, few had foreign 

parents, and about 9 % had mixed parents. Similarly, for marriages, a preponderance of 

both partners were American citizens, few were both foreign, and about 11% were mixed. 

While there were pockets of ethnic enclaves in the city and ethnic diversity was strong, it 

is also true that considerable mixing and intermarriage of immigrants had occurred prior 

to the start of the war. This relative stability was not challenged by the “outsiders,” 

predominantly other New Englanders, who moved to the area during the war.

At Electric Boat, in the early days of the expansion, new workers came from local 

communities, but as production increased the company recruited from as far away as

bom and, an additional 20 percent had at least one parent bom abroad.” David M. Kennedy, Freedom from 
Fear, 15-16.

98 New Hampshire Department o f Vital Statistics Reports for the Years 1938-1946. Concord, N.H. 
University o f  New Hampshire Milne Collection, Durham, N.H. The Vital Statistics Reports provide annual 
data on births, marriages, divorces, and deaths. No minority statistics are given for the years shown and the 
American versus foreign breakdowns for births and marriages ceased in 1944 for births and 1946 for 
marriages.
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Pennsylvania, West Virginia, and Minnesota." Portsmouth, on the other hand, attracted 

other New Englanders. It will be shown that many of the new residents of the Portsmouth 

area merely relocated from other nearby towns and states. In fact, many relocated from 

the more distant parts of the same county, Rockingham County. When asked about new 

shipyard employees who had not grown up in the local area, William Tebo responded, 

“There were a lot from towns in Down East Maine.” Folks from Millinocket and 

Damariscotta share many of the same values and agendas as folks from Kittery and 

Portsmouth.

Loafing was also observed to be much too prevalent in the shipbuilding industry. 

Admiral Emory Land, the Chairman of the Maritime Commission, was outspoken in his 

criticism of loafing in the shipbuilding industry during the initial months of the war.100 A 

March 1942 Maritime Commission investigation found eight yards rated satisfactory, 

seven rated fair, and eleven to be “unsatisfactory” or “downright disgraceful.”101 The 

Industrial Relations Counselors Survey (1942) noted a high prevalence of inefficient 

standby time in some navy yards caused by the nature of short lead time and unplanned 

ship repair work. Much less tolerable were the unethical work practices that included 

sleeping during working hours, leaving work places before quitting time, and loafing.

The survey recommended firm supervisory control of work sites and timely discipline of 

offenders. According to the survey, shipyard workers that were short on work ethics 

could find ample opportunity to stand by, waiting for other support trades or supervision

99 “History o f  Electric Boat, 1899-1949,” Navy Department Library, author unknown, Naval 
Historical Center, Washington, D.C., V-9.

100Frederick C. Lane, The Navy and the Industrial Mobilization in World War II, 301.

101 Ibid.
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to provide direction. Worse yet, slackers could escape detection in ship compartments 

and tanks and other out of the way work sites. As late in the war as January 1945, a 

Senate War Investigating committee reported an alarming condition of wasted labor at 

Norfolk Navy Yard with the conclusion that the yard’s supervisory system required 

improvements.102

Portsmouth’s World War II history is remarkably free of any need to discipline 

workers for unethical work practices. In fact, Portsmouth Industrial Survey I (December 

1941) reported that, “The Board does not believe that loafing exists at this Yard to such a

1OTdegree as to constitute a serious problem.” However, the board did recommend a 

number of changes to reduce the temptation for workers to loaf, including reduced hours 

for the shipyard restaurant and mobile lunch carts, and improved staffing for both to 

avoid lines and time lost from the job. The same task force considered the established 

practice of monitoring shipboard job sites by checklist, to insure assigned workers are on 

the job, to be inefficient and not commensurate with the administrative burden it entailed. 

It was recommended that the practice be discontinued. All evidence points towards an 

uncommon level of mutual trust and confidence between managers and employees that 

started at the top with the commandant and extended down through the independent and 

specialized workers that roamed the waterfront routinely doing their jobs as needed to 

deliver submarines at record setting rates.

Eileen Dondero Foley, a painter’s helper during the war, who later served as the 

mayor of Portsmouth for a total of 16 years, was most emphatic, when interviewed, about 

the mutual respect that existed between management and employees during the war. She

102 Portsmouth Herald, 23 Jan 1945, “May Inspect More Yards.” 1.

103 Portsmouth Industrial Survey I (1941), 5.

189

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



remembered the civilian managers as being ever-present in the industrial areas, 

monitoring the progress of work sites, but seldom criticizing or interfering with the 

workers. Attired in coat, tie, and felt hat, their dress was a symbol of their authority, 

which Foley remembered as being exercised in a firm, but fair, manner. During an 

interview with the Master of the Paint Shop, on her first day of work in 1942, she and 

another girl were told, “This is dirty work. You are here to paint the boats and not your 

faces.”104 Such was the no-nonsense approach of shipyard management to the increased 

hiring of women on the yard. Foley reported to work at the Paint Shop the next morning 

but she never saw the other girl again.

While Eileen Dondero Foley may have been directed by her shop master to 

deemphasize her personal appearance for the sake of the job and production, Alice 

Kessler-Harris claims the opposite was often the case during the war. She argues that 

women often “found themselves facing male pressure to be feminine” and personnel 

managers preferred “the girls to be neat ands trim and well put together,” claiming that it 

helped the women’s morale and brought prestige to the workplace. Another less 

welcomed consequence of the maintenance of a feminine appearance in the workplace 

was that “catcalls, whistles, and hisses faced women who walked onto production floors 

for the first time.”105 Neither Foley nor any of the other retired shipyard employees 

interviewed for this study alluded to the type of male behavior in the workplace described 

by Kessler-Harris. Rather, Foley’s example with the Master of the Paint Shop suggests 

the other extreme. One cannot draw conclusions from such a limited sampling; however,

104 Oral interview with Eileen Dondero Foley, 2 Sep 2006, at her home in Portsmouth, N.H.

105 Alice Kessler-Harris, Out to Work, 268..
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it can be noted that the interviews for this study did find evidence to support the 

observations presented by Kessler-Harris.

Shipyard employees apparently were not as dedicated to safety regulations as they 

were to the quality of their work and the timely completion of their job responsibilities. 

The Booz-Allen Survey (1944) found that, “The Yard has a creditable safety record 

although its ratio of lost time to all accidents has been high.”106 The survey added that, 

“Safety hats were noticeable by their absence,” and “There was a noticeable neglect of
i r \n

using goggles on grinding operations.” William Tebo, who worked at the yard about 

the time of the survey, was issued a pair of safety glasses. However, he never wore a hard 

hat and does not recall any being made available. Tebo also recalled that ear plugs were 

not available until late 1944 when, he suspects, authorities began to make an association 

between growing hearing losses and the intolerable noise that resulted from banging and 

chipping on a submarine pressure hull. Tebo also had a friend lose a few toes in a shop

1 A O

accident for lack of safety shoes. The wartime environment at the shipyard, like most 

of society, was filled with hazards that were simply classified as the cost of doing 

business.

The Booz-Allen Survey (1944) also observed that, “There seemed to be a feeling 

in some shops that all action in accident prevention is the sole responsibility of the Safety 

Engineer and his staff.”109 Without too much imagination, one can conjure up an image

106 Booz-Allen Industrial Survey (1944), 10.

107 Ibid.

108 Oral interview with William Tebo, 3 Nov 2006, at the Portsmouth Navy Yard Museum.

109 Booz-Allen Industrial Survey (1944), 10.
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