Volume 5, No 2
May 1, 2026
Welcome to the
The Wheelhouse,

a Newsletter published
quarterly by The
Friends of the
Portsmouth Naval
Shipyard Museum.
Please visit the
Museum and see our
website for additional
information.
https://www.friendsof
portsmouthnsm.org/
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President’s Message

Greeting Friends. In this
issue of The Wheelhouse,
we bring you Steve
Milner’s always
interesting walk down
Shipyard memory lane,
this time on NNSY’s
“convenience berthing”
when our Shipyard was
an active Naval Base, and
highlights  from  our
rescheduled Speakers
Series discussion on 250
Years of Navy Medicine.
As always, thank you for
your continued support.

Treasurer’s Report

As of April 30, 2026, The
Friends have $121,251.97
in cash and liquid
investments. During this
fiscal year we continue
funding the Oral History
Proiject.

Become a
Member
of the Friend:s.
Apply online!

www.friendsofport
smouthnsm.org/joi

n-donate
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NNSY’s convenience berthings bring
back historical memories

By: Steve Milner, Former Public Affairs Officer at
Norfolk Naval Shipyard, with contributions from
Marcus Robinson, former NNSY Historian/Archivist
and past Friends President

Sailors probably will tell you they’d rather be
deployed or in port with their vessel preparing
to deploy, instead of being “captive” in a repair
yard -- whether it is at a federal or contractor
facility.

But it’s another thing requiring personal and
operational adjustments when a ship’s
permanent homeport’s piers move to another
facility temporarily while its familiar location is
being repaired.

In this case two Navy destroyer squadrons
moved temporarily to Norfolk Naval Shipyard in
1996 when their piers at Naval Station Norfolk
were being upgraded.

Destroyer Squadrons 18 and 28, consisting of
five and three ships, respectfully, enabled NNSY
to be a limited operational base in addition to its
primary Navy mission as a major ship repair
facility.

It was known as “convenience berthing” at the

Portsmouth shipyard and continued for about
two years, plus.

These DESRON ships were attached to
SURFLANT—Commander, Naval Surface Force
Atlantic.

(Convenience berthings, continued on p.2)
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(Convenience berthings, continued
fromp.1)

It had been years since NNSY was
last an operational base,
including when Commodore
Mathew Perry sailed from here in
1852 at the start of his 7,000-
mile, eight-month journey to
open a trade route with Japan.
Or when President Theodore
Roosevelt dispatched some of
the Great White Fleet for its
around-the-world voyage in 1907
to show our Nation’s strong naval
strength. Or when Naval Station
Norfolk  hadn’t yet been
constructed917 when the United
States entered WWI. Or when
our first commissioned
submarine, USS Holland, was
homeported at U.S. Navy Yard,
Norfolk, the forerunner of NNSY.

Perhaps noted journalist Ida Kay
Jordan said it best in her August
2, 1996, Virginian-Pilot Currents
supplement story  headline
referring to the DESRONS’ arrival:
“The Fleet’s in — again eight
Navy ships are bringing
Portsmouth to life once more.”

These berth shifts from Naval
Station Norfolk to NNSY began in
late May-early June 1996 and
were completed by August 1996.
The ships were scheduled to
remain at NNSY until their
homeported berths were
repaired, according to our
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Shipyard’s then Commanding
Officer, William (Bill) Klemm.

Not all eight ships were at NNSY
at the same time due to their
deployments.

The first DESRON ship that was
convenience berthed was the
destroyer USS Nicholson (DD
982) from DESRON Squadron 18
that arrived on June 9, 1996.
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NNSY’s base newspaper, “Service to the
Fleet,” highlighted the return of the first
two DESRON ships, the destroyer

Next, destroyer USS Thorn (DD
988), the guided missile frigate
USS Nicholas (DD 449), the
destroyer USS Comte de Grasse
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(DD 974) and guided missile
destroyer USS Stout (DDG 55).

Thirty years ago, this writer represented
SURFLANT PUBLIC Affairs at pier-side
when the Fast Frigate USS Nicholas (FFG
47) arrived from its deployment. Note
the Sailors manning the rails. NNSY
photo.

And from DESRON 28 were the
destroyer USS Peterson (DD 969),
the guided missile destroyer USS
Ramage (DDG 61) and guided
missile frigates USS Elrod (FFG 55)
and USS Halyburton (FFG 40).

it
Sl

Destroyer USS Ramage (DDG 61) is
shown in its NNSY berthing.

(Convenience berthings, continued
onp.3)
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(Convenience berthings, continued
fromp.2)

Some interesting side notes
about USS Halyburton. First, this
ship was one of the escorts for
USS Constitution (Old Ironsides of
War of 1812 fame) when it
celebrated her 200t birthday and
first unassisted sail in 116 years,
according to Wikipedia.
Additionally, USS Halyburton was
one of the Navy ships that helped
rescue the U.S.-flagged
commercial  vessel  Maersk
Alabama from Somali pirates in
April 2009, and its master,
Richard Philips, portrayed by
actor Tom Hanks in the movie
titled “Captain Phillips”. (Editor’s
Note: On April 12, 2009,
Annapolis  residents returned
home at the end of their work day
to find a well-known wine store,
Mill’s Fine Wines, located two
blocks from the US Naval

Academy, flying a very large
banner across the entire front of
its building proudly announcing
“Navy 6, Pirates 0”.)

USS Halyburton (DD 40) was one of the
rescue ships after Somali pirates
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captured U.S.-flagged commercial ship
Maersk Alabama. U.S. Navy photo.

Both the decommissioned ships
USS Halyburton and her sister
fast frigate, USS Elrod, once
convenience berthed at NNSY,
are now in inactive status at the
former Philadelphia Naval
Shipyard.

Sailors secure USS Elrod (FFG 55) to its
pier following its return to NNSY after its
deployment. Note the floral decoration
on its bow that helped celebrate its
homecoming.

Captain Ron Peterman was
DESRON 18's Commodore and
Captain Don Loren was the

Commodore for DESRON 28.

When Captain Peterman retired
from the Navy he remained in the
Portsmouth area and later served
on the City’s Mayor’s Military
Affairs Committee. | was
privileged to be a fellow member
of this Committee, where Captain
Peterman shared his naval
expertise.
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Captain Loren remained in the
Navy, rising to the rank of Rear
Admiral.

And Captain  Klemm  was
promoted to Rear Admiral and
headed NAVSEA’s Command,
Logistics,  Maintenance  and
Industrial Operations branch.

Captain William (Bill) Klemm was
NNSY’s Commanding Officer during
convenience berthing. US Navy photo.

RADM Klemm notably directed
recovery operations for the
Japanese fisheries high school
training vessel Ehime Maru after
the USS Greenville (SSN 772)
struck her on February 9, 2001. In
that incident, nine persons died,
including four teenaged students
on a training voyage and two of
their teachers. He also was the
Nayy’s spokesperson for this
accident that attracted

(Convenience berthings, continued
on p.4)
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(Convenience berthings, continued
fromp.3)

international attention.
Commander  Scott  Waddle,
commander of the Greenville at
the time of the incident, was
found guilty of dereliction of duty
and improper hazarding of a
vessel and forced to retire. The
operation to recover Ehime Maru
was the first undersea operation
to lift something as heavy as the
Ehime Maru (Wikipedia).
(Considering RADM  Klemm'’s
long-standing relationship with
NNSY, including being assigned
here on several tours and his
strong community involvement, |
also felt it appropriate to briefly
mention his highly professional
handling of Ehime  Maru
incident.)

Ehime Maru (Wikipedia)

More about DESRON ships at
NNSY:

In preparing for these first ships’
arrivals and  berthing and
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following U.S. Public Affairs
procedures, | wrote an

“anticipatory” to field potential
guestions from the media about
our additional new Navy. One of
the anticipated questions was if
NNSY would cover the cost of
these temporary moves. The
answer was basically no, because
the Commander in Chief, U.S.
Atlantic Fleet would pay for it. |
also was prepared to say about
2,400 DESRON Sailors would be
here, although not at the same
time. (SURFLANT’s Public Affairs
Office fielded general media
queries about its ships.)

The City of Portsmouth
developed programs for these
Sailors here and advised about
personal safety while they were
in town.

Some dredging was required to
accommodate the visiting ships.
There also were small costs paid
for equipment from assets
available from closed naval
facilities.

The DESRON ships hooked up to
NNSY’s shore power, and cable
television  connections were
already scheduled for installation
before convenience berthing at
NNSY was conceived.

When requested, NNSY provided
some maintenance on the
convenience berthed ships.
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Some of these ships were
berthed two abreast in some
locations.

When the first DESRON ships
returned from their deployments
and docked at NNSY on June 9,
1997, with their families pier-side
welcoming them home, then
Captain Bill Klemm wrote about it
in his Commander’s Column in
the Shipyard’s employee
newspaper, Service to the Fleet.
In his Column, he recalled how a
ship’s homecoming after a long
deployment was a memorable
moment. He said, in part,
“Anyone who has returned home
after serving at sea for six months
or longer knows what | am talking
about, and their families do too.
I can still remember the
excitement | felt when my ships
pulled into port. Sailors manning
the rails in their neatly pressed
dress whites or blues, depending
on the time of the year, and their
families on shore straining to
catch afirst glimpse of their loved
ones.” Captain Klemm said he
was pleased NNSY would host
these and future homecomings.
When possible, Portsmouth
officials were on hand to
welcome the ships to NNSY. At
that time, NNSY executive
Tommy Benn also was on City
Council and participated in these
ceremonies.

(Convenience berthings, continued
onp.5)
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(Convenience berthings, continued
from p.4)

And on a personal note, | liked
representing SURFANT when
their PAO’s weren’t available at
its ships” NNSY homecomings and
for emergent issues involving our
shipyard.

Another Ida Kay Jordan story,
printed in the Virginian-Pilot's
Currents supplement on June 30,
1996, noted that the City of
Portsmouth produced a lapel pin
featuring NNSY’s highly visible
Hammerhead Crane because
some of the media were
photographing DESRON  ships
with it in the background. Her
story also noted the origin of this
symbolic pin: Then Portsmouth’s
City Clerk Sheila Pittman chose
this pin at the suggestion of
NNSY’s Commanding Officer Bill
Klemm and his wife Nan when
they were sitting at the same
table at a Rotary Club meeting.
The other reason for the
development of this pin was for
City employees to hand out as an
economic promotional souvenir
when attending national and
other meetings.
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The City of Portsmouth developed this
commemorative pin that depicts NNSY’s
noted Hammerhead Crane.

NNSY was once again, even
temporarily, an operational base
in addition to its primary mission
of repairing Navy vessels in
support of our national defense.

Letters to the Editor

The Wheelhouse welcomes
Letters to the Editor. Please feel
free to submit letters to
info@friendsofportsmouthnsm.org.

Speaker Series Events

250 Years of Navy Medicine,
By Gary Bahena

The long awaited and twice-
rescheduled presentation by
Andre Sobocinski, US Navy
Bureau of Medicine and Surgery,
“250 Years of US Navy History”,
finally went forward on March 7,
2026.
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Mr. Sobocinski’s presentation
began with an interesting tidbit
about the Navy and its Birthday:
although we all take for granted
that the Navy’s Birthday is
October 13, based upon
Congress’ creation of the
Continental Navy on October 13,
1775, in fact this date was not
officially recognized as the
Navy’s Birthday until Admiral
Elmo R. Zumwalt ordered in
1972 that this date be
recognized as the Navy’s
Birthday. Until then, the Navy’s
celebration day was Navy Day,
October 27, created by Congress
in 1922.

October 13, 1775 also represents
the birth of the Navy Medical
Corps, as surgeons and other
medical personnel began serving
on Continental Navy ships from
the first days.

The first Navy medical personnel
were Surgeons and Surgeon’s
Mates. While serving on Navy
ships from 1775, the first
“commissions” were not created
until 1798 and the Navy Medical
Department was not created
until 1808, followed by the
creation of Navy Bureau of
Medicine and Surgery (BUMED)
in 1842 and by the
establishment of the Surgeon
General of the Navy (now the US
Surgeon General) in 1871.

(250 Years of Navy Medicine,
continued on p.5)
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(250 Years of Navy Medicine,
continued from p.5)

Navy Surgeon’s kit used in the War of
1812 (Navy History and Heritage
Command)

The well known and regarded
concept of a “corpsman” also
existed from the first days of the
Navy, although, in the early days
they were referred to as
“Baymen” (derived from working
in sickbay) or “Loblolly Boys”
(derived from their duty of
feeding loblolly, or porridge, to
sailors in sickbay).

Women first appeared in the
Navy in 1908 as Navy nurses and
among the first 22 Navy nurses
were 16 Sisters from the Sisters
of St. Joseph. Not surprisingly,
the first females to serve in
combat roles were Navy Nurses.
Perhaps a little more surprising,
only 4 women have ever been
awarded the Silver Star and all of
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them were Navy Nurses. Most
surprising, until 1965 all
commissioned Navy Nurses were
women.

On a related note, 28 Medals of
Honor have been awarded to
Navy medical personnel, with
79% of those being awarded to
Hospital Corpsmen, and 286 Navy
medical personnel have received
the Navy Star, with 79% of those
being awarded to Hospital
Corpsmen.

More near and dear to our hearts
in Portsmouth, of the 5 Navy
Hospitals created by the Navy
Hospital Act of 1811 - in
Portsmouth, Virginia,
Washington, DC, Chelsea
Massachusetts, Brooklyn, New
York and Philadelphia,
Pennsylvania - only Naval
Medical Center Portsmouth still
stands as a Navy Hospital
(Bethesda Naval Medical Center
having been absorbed into
Walter Reed National Military
Medical Center).

Closing out his presentation, Mr.
Sobocinski also discussed the
history of Navy Medical/Hospital
ships, also a subject special to us
in  Portsmouth. The first
“ambulance ship”, the USS
Solace, was authorized by
President William McKinley in
1898. The Solace was originally
an ocean liner and was converted
to a hospital ship in just 16 days.

6

THE FRIENDS oF THE

PORTSMOUTH NAVAL SHIPYARD

MUSEUM

Although a number of ships have
served as Navy Hospital Ships,
only two remain in service, the
USNS Mercy and our very own
USNS Comfort.

USNS Comfort (T-AH 20) (Navy photo)

Space limitations prevent us from
sharing all of Mr. Sobocinski’s
presentation, however, suffice to
say that it was worth the wait.

Want to be a Movie
Star?

The Friends are looking for
people to be interviewed for the
Oral History Project. Are you a
long-time (15 years) or retired
Shipyarder? Are you part of a
family of Shipyarders? Did you
grow up in Portsmouth?

The Friends are looking for folks
with a Shipyard background to be
interviewed as part of our Oral
History Project. You will need to
complete a short Questionnaire,
do a 30-minute telephone
interview and then sit for a 50-60
minute taped interview. Don’t
just read about history — become
a part of history.


https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:MV_Westward_wheelhouse.jpg
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/

Oral History Project

This year marks the conclusion of
5 years of Norfolk Naval Shipyard
Oral History Project tapings at IC
Norcom High School. Starting
with the next edition of The
Wheelhouse, we will begin to
share short portions of the
Project interviews in these pages.

Stay tuned!

Do you have photos you
would like to share?

Do you have photos relating to
our own Norfolk Naval Shipyard,
the Lightship Portsmouth or
other Navy-related history in
Hampton Roads? Interested in
sharing them?

Do you have an interesting story
to share?

The  Wheelhouse  welcomes
photographic and other
contributions from its readers.

Contact Gary at
gbahena@sprintmail.com.

USS Delaware docked in Dry Dock 1,
Gosport Navy Yard (from the collection
of Marshall Butt, the first Curator for,
and one of the founders of, the
Portsmouth Naval Shipyard Museum)

Volunteers ,’//

‘\ \\é« Needed

The Friends are an all-
volunteer organization and
need a few hours of your

time — please lend a hand.

In Search of Wheelhouse
Editor and Treasurer

Newsletter Editor Wanted -
Bring The Wheelhouse to Life!

Do you like writing, organizing
and adding a creative touch? The
Friends are looking for a
Newsletter Editor to help craft
The Wheelhouse! Assemble a 6-8
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page newsletter each quarter
(we provide the main article and
one or two supporting articles).

Add your creative flair to keep
readers informed and engaged. If
you have 8-10 hours to spare
each quarter, we’d love to have
you on board! Contact Gary at
gbahena@sprintmail.com.

Treasurer Wanted - Join Our
Leadership Team!

The Friends are seeking a
Treasurer to step into this key
Board leadership role as our
current Treasurer transitions to
another Board position.
Experience with QuickBooks (or a
willingness to learn) is ideal. Must
be fiscally responsible. This role
requires just 3-4 hours per
month but makes a big impact!
Contact Gary at
gbahena@sprintmail.com.
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