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Better Than Good:

A Black Sailor’s War

by Adolph W. Newton with Winston Eldridge

Reviewed by Jack Robertson

11 you colored boys got cut marks
somewhere.”
“Well, this is one Negro that

doesn’t have any cut marks, and I’m not
going to say it again!”

With that exchange at his pre-induction
physical, Adolph Newton ran into one of
the first of many racial confrontations, and
other overt and covert signs of hostility, he
would experience in a Navy which had
received a2 mandate to integrate from
President Franklin Roosevelt in 1942.

Adolph Newton was a seventeen year
old Baltimore boy who wanted to join up
and help win his country’s war. Knowing
that with three older brothers already in
service, his parents would not agree to his
going. He lied about his age, forged their
signatures to his enlistment papers, and
boarded a train for Great Lakes Training
Station. He soon found out that everybody
was not eager for his help, or his presence!

Adolph W. Newton with Winston
Eldridge. Better than Good: A
Bluck Suilor’s War. Annapolis,

MD: Naval Institute Press, 1999.
i 182 pages. ISBN 1-55750-649-3.

At San Diego’s Point Loma Small Boat
Base, he was recommended for Advanced
Diesel Engine School in San Francisco, run
by the International Harvester Company.
On arrival there, he was told that “colored”
could not attend the school—it was against
company policy.

So, early in his military career, Newton
learned that survival in the predominately
white Navy would depend on standing up
for his rights, speaking out on the truth, and
not backing down from anybody. But, early
on, he had learned that you do not “smart
mouth” a chief, and when your
commanding officer speaks, you don’t talk.
you listen! Both of those axioms he
breached at Point Loma and wound up with
a captain’s mast and a summary court

martial, which cost him thirty days in the
brig and loss of a month’s pay.

Newton’s narrative takes the reader to a
number of bases, stateside, overseas, and
shipboard. It’s the story of a black enlisted
man, in the wartime white man’s Navy, who
tried to learn and do his job, keep his nose
clean and move up through the ranks. All
that, while trying to punch holes in the color
barrier and make friends with his fellow
sailors.

His first overseas base is Gammadodo,
Milne Bay, New Guinea. He then went on
to Samar, Leyte, The Philippines, where he
had the experience of being kamikazed and
forced to abandon ship on Christmas Day
1944. After that experience, he said “War
gave us all a ‘don’t give a damn’ attitude.
You live today—to hell with tomorrow!
Today is yesterday’s tomorrow!” A strange
philosophy, but one any combat veteran can
relate to.

From Samar, on to Tacloban where, for
the first time, he makes a good friend of
one of his white shipmates, named
Wickline, the coxswain on their LCM.
Wickline becomes his aegis in many
confrontations. It was also in Leyte that
Newton had a nighttime meeting with Adm.
William “Bull” Halsey, under unusual
circumstances, and got a “four-star”
apology for being inconvenienced. He was
still there when word came of a big bomb
being dropped on Hiroshima, and the
Japanese surrender. Shortly, Adolph
Newton was discharged and happy to be
on his way home to Baltimore. Here he
hoped to get a job as a diesel mechanic—a
job that the Navy had trained him for.

It was a rude awakening to find that the
civilian world was still segregated and no one
was hiring black diesel mechanics—veteran
or not. So, after a try at a few odd jobs, and
some months of idleness and drinking cheap
wine, Newton decided the service was not as
bad as he had thought it was.

He went to the recruiting office and re-
enlisted. Next stop, Norfolk, Virginia, duty
onboard the USS Donner (LSD-20). He has
few kind words to say about Norfolk with
its segregated life and “unfriendly” police
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force. To make it worse, shipboard life, as
far as racial tension went, had not improved
that much. But, he was in for a hitch, so off
to many foreign ports of call: Gibraltar,
Naples, Greece, Turkey, Beirut, then home
again for a while before shoving off for the
Caribbean and San Juan, St. Croix, and St.
Thomas. On shore leave in each of these
ports, Newton and his friends found time
for a few beers, a few women, and a few
shore patrols or local minions of the law.
Some encounters wind up with a captain’s
mast and a couple with a summary court
martial.

When he is not pursuing the racial aspects
of a situation, Newton’s story is a good
chronicle of the life of the enlisted man in
the World War II Navy. In fact, it could
also be pretty well applied to the other
branches of the service. Some of his
escapades brought an “ain’t it the damn
truth” from this reviewer, who spent a
couple of years in the Army Air Corps.
Veterans of the other services could do the
same. The book is an easy read and eye-
opener as to the trials and tribulations of the
African-Americans who served during World
War II.

Today, Adolph Newton probably chuckles
to himself and says, “well, one of my boys
made it!” One of his sons is a lieutenant
commander, now serving as an executive
officer on one of the Navy’s ships.

Jack Robertson 1s a docent at the museum. author of
Block the Chesapeake, and crew member of B-24s
during World War I,









The Daybook

“We assume that in each case the patrol line

convoy by high-flying aircraft. In this part of the Atlantic, the widest posszble avoiding actlon

can be carried out without substantially lengthening the convoy route. As we were unable at
present to intercept enemy aircraft radar, there is no point in sending any more boats into the
mid-Atlantic for the purpose of intercepting UG and GU convoys. ”-A German report on U-boats vs.

the UG convoys, late 1943

UG convoys continued from page 9
organized a 16-boat wolfpack, named Trutz,
and formed them in a patrol line with the north
end anchored near the Azores.

Unknown to the Germans, Bogue’s group
had been give unprecedented freedom to chase
down possible targets. Atlantic Fleet decided
to cut Bogue loose while UGS-9’s escorts kept
watch over the flock by themselves. Atlantic
Fleetknew about Trutz’s positions and ordered
the convoy to sail further south. After many
days of waiting for the convoy to show up,
Doenitz ordered Trutz to first decrease the
space between boats in the patrol line. He
then gave up and ordered his boats to fall back
and refuel from U-488, a Type X1V tanker U-
boat. Soon after they arrived at the refueling
zone, U-758 reported that they had finally
found some Allied ships. It was automatically
assumed that this was UGS-9. Unfortunately,
for the Germans, it was Bogwe and her four
destroyers.

Bogue’s aircraft pounced on four boats.
Two boats were damaged. One, U-217, was
sunk, and one, U-603, got very lucky and
escaped. An Avenger dropped three depth
bombs on 603. Two bombs missed and one
hit the U-boat and skidded off. The boat that
initially spotted the American squadron, U-
758, was spotted herself running northeast at
high speed.

Much to the shock of the American pilots
who attacked, U-7358 was one of the first boats
to receive the deadly quad 20mm anti-aircraft
gun. The boat damaged four Allied aircraft
before being forced to retire by American
destroyers. Bogue’s aircraft attacked and sank
one final boat, the Type X minelaying/
refueling U-118, before the group return to
Hampton Roads.

The sucess of Bogue’s squadron
encouraged Atlantic Fleet to organize two
more “hunter-killer” groups. Along with
Bogue and Card, USS Santee (CVE-29)and
Core (CVE-13) were also selected to form
new ASW groups. They all operated out of
Hampton Roads.

Santee provided continuous cover for the
70-ship UGS-10, the last of the New York
convoys. This would have been a flawless
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Husky operation. The 45 4o,

Division loaded troops and
combat stores at Newport
News. Due to poor port
facilities in the
Mediterranean, the Army
decided to load out the 45*
in such a way that the
division would be all set to
go for the amphibious assault. This was
similar to what they did for Torch except that
it was not a chaotic mad house on the docks.
For the Husky convoys, supply officers stuck
to their schedules.

The convoy left the region on June 8, 1943
and went rather smoothly. A neutral merchant
vessel was spotted and promptly warded off
on the 11th. Neutral flagged ships were
always a danger because they often were
German ships in disguise. Atlantic Fleet
informed the convoy commodore of a possible
U-boat within 150 miles of the convoy on June
18. The commodore changed course to the
south and avoided any contact.

Starting with the next convoy, UGS-11,
Hampton Roads became the exclusive port for
ships heading for italy. Thirty-seven ships
arrived from New York to join the 61 ships
already anchored off the coast of Virginia
Beach.

UGS-11’s commodore noted that few of
the merchant ship captains had any experience
traveling in a large group. In an attempt to
fix this problem, the commodore conducted
a crash course in convoy operations the
morning the convoy left the region. It was
not a pretty sight as ships went in every
different direction during the first change
in course drill. Training continued until
there was at least a little bit of cohesion.

Besides the somewhat comical training,
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The flag signaling chart for convoy UGS-16. If followed correctly, the
convoy commodore could relay his orders to all the ships in a short amount
of time (National Archives)

the operation was another flawless success.
This was largely due to operations of Core’s
ASW group that sank two boats, U-67 and
the milch cow boat U-487. Even though the
Germans had 16 boats at sea looking for the
convoy, none got within 150 miles.

Despite the flawless success of UGS-11,
the commodore had some gripes. He
complained about the lack of experienced
merchant captains. Then he commented that
the Army had a better handle on logistics than
the Navy. Finally, and most notably, he
recommended the British “be removed from
our operations” as he claimed they were
getting in the way.

Seventy-nine ships of UGS-12 left two
weeks after UGS-11 with Bogue’s group
providing support. Bogue’s aircraft swept the
Azores region and sank the minelaying U-
613, U-527, and just missed getting a third,
U-648, which was able to escape. While a
few possible sonar contacts were picked up,
the U-boats made no attacks and no ships of
the convoy were lost. The central Atlantic
theater of the Battle of the Atlantic was truly
becoming a hunting ground for the Allies, not
the Axis.

UGS-13 left Hampton Roads with 82 ships
and Card assisting. USS Card had abitmore
frustrating time in her operations than
previous escort carrier groups. Her aircraft

UG convoys continued on page 15
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An “Official” Map of the Convoy Escort Piers
at NOB Norfolk ] 943
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In Our Next Issue....

&= The “Germ” Experiment

& If Looks Could Kill: The Sage Looks at Naval Architecture

(& Book Reviews: Desert Shield at Sea by Marvin Pokrant and FDR
and the U.S. Navy edited by Edward J. Marolda
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