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These are the Voyages of the Seaship, Enterprise

To the post World War I American society, the thought of dominating the seas with the power of air was becoming greater reality. Between the ideas presented by Billy Mitchell that large destroyers could be defeated by groups of small planes to the Washington Naval Treaty where America was granted 135,000 tons of naval power, the American government leaned slowly toward the construction of many aircraft carriers—the sixth one being the Enterprise (Sheperd, Prewar). The American Heritage dictionary defines the word enterprise as, “An undertaking, especially one of some scope, complication, and risk.” The career of the USS Enterprise CV-6 has truly been nothing less than such.


The construction on the Enterprise, the sixth carrier in the United States navy, and the third ship specifically designed to be a carrier, began on July 16th, 1934 during the height of the Great Depression. The construction of the ship took four years due to the economic circumstances of the time. Then finally, on May 12th, 1938, the USS Enterprise CV-6 was commissioned and put on active duty for the United States Navy (Sheperd, Prewar).


The first year of the Enterprise’s commission were spent doing basic fleet exercises under the command of Captain Charles A. Pownall. As the commander of the vessel, Pownall put the Enterprise into a state of high efficiency that helped the ship ready itself for the coming war. In April of 1939, the Enterprise was transferred to the Pacific Fleet in San Diego, California (Sheperd, Prewar).


With the growing aggression of the Japanese in the Pacific Ocean, the United States government thought that San Diego was no longer a good location for the Pacific Fleet. In the May of 1940, the fleet was transferred to Pearl Harbor where it was to remain until the end of World War II. While there, the Enterprise spent its time preparing the Hawaiian Islands for war by ferrying both planes and marines from the mainland United States to the various bases within the Hawaiian archipelago (Sheperd, 1941).


On December 2nd, 1941, the Enterprise had just finished the journey to Wake Island where marines were being stationed with their planes and it began its four-day journey back to Pearl Harbor. The Enterprise was delayed, however, by severe weather and could not make it back to Pearl by the 6th. This delay could have been the reason that both the Enterprise survived the attack on Pearl Harbor and that the Americans won the war in the Pacific Ocean (Sheperd, 1941).


The attackers at Pearl Harbor had specifically come to destroy the Enterprise and any other carriers at the base. They struck at the wrong time, however, and missed the Enterprise by 150 miles. The CV-6 was sent to find and engage the Japanese fleet immediately after the attack. The Enterprise and her battle group, however, could not find the enemy fleet and entered Pearl Harbor on December 8th in order to refuel and rearm (Sheperd, 1941).


In early 1942, the Enterprise spent most of its time preparing for war. At the Battle of Midway Island, the Enterprise saw its first real combat. During that battle, the Enterprise and the other carriers accompanying it were able to defeat the Japanese and deal a harsh blow to their navy. The magnitude of the victory was even greater because of how much the American forces were outnumbered. The victory at Midway and later at Santa Cruz helped greatly to boost the American morale in the Pacific (Sheperd, 1942)


By the end of 1942, the Enterprise had become for a while the only functional carrier in the Pacific Fleet. Six Japanese bombs hit the ship, and hundreds of her men died in the various engagements. The rewards of battle, however, were more than enough compensation because the Japanese navy had been all but crippled and its air force was almost non-existent (Sheperd, 1942). 


1943 allowed for much needed repairs to begin on the Enterprise. The year started with the ship taking part in early operations of General MacArthur’s CARTWHEEL. These operations involved cover for the landing of troops from the Solomon Islands to the final location of Guadalcanal. After the landing there, the Enterprise was finally allowed to return to port and get repairs and much needed rest for her crew (Sheperd, 1943).


The Enterprise first returned to Pearl Harbor where it spent ten weeks training new flight groups before it was allowed to return to the continental United States. During its time training, the ship became the first carrier ever to receive the Presidential Unit Citation. After the training had been completed, the ship was allowed to enter dry-dock at Bremerton, Washington. The ship finally got the repairs and rest it needed (Sheperd, 1943).


The four months Enterprise spent docked in Bremerton allowed for the ship to become modernized. Modernizing this ship meant adding new anti-aircraft weapons, making for a longer runway, and completely redoing her bridge. At the end of the four months, when the Enterprise returned to Pearl Harbor, she was ready to fight again at new levels of combat she could not reach before (Sheperd, 1943).


1944 was a year of all-out fighting for the Enterprise. The raids she participated in with the entire Pacific Fleet included Guam, Saipan, and Tinian, to name a few. The targets of the raids were always the Japanese fighters and airfields. The idea behind this was to destroy the Japanese ability to fight in the air, allowing for unlimited bombing for the Americans. The rest of the year was spent doing various raids on numerous Japanese targets such as the Philippines and Formosa (Sheperd, 1944).


At the very end of 1944, the Enterprise again returned to Pearl Harbor where it became the first ever carrier able to initiate night raid on her targets. Before this, all air raids were done in the day where the pilots could clearly see both their targets and the runways of the carriers they intended to land on when they were returning home. Due to the great increase of technology, the Enterprise was now able to support aircraft at all times of day—an advantage that would eventually turn the tide in the Pacific (Sheperd, 1944)


Knowing they were in a dire situation, the Japanese turned to Kamikaze warfare in 1945. These new, incredibly powerful weapons successfully decimated many United States ships at the cost of one Japanese pilot for each attempt. The American forces had an incredibly difficult time stopping the flights of these suicide pilots. Just the sheer mentality of the situation drove many sailors aboard the Enterprise into states of confusion and fear (Sheperd, 1945).


After continuous air strikes against Tokyo, Iwo Jima, and Ulithi, the Enterprise’s resources began to run low. The fighting, however, kept on a continuous high. After a near miss in Okinawa, the Enterprise came under attack by the Kamikaze fighters. One pilot managed to dive himself into the flight deck of the Enterprise, crippling the ship’s capability to launch fighters and fulfill its task in the Pacific War. The ship was therefore removed from the war and spent the last days of it back in Bremerton (Sheperd, 1945).


After the war had ended, the Enterprise never saw combat again. She performed many “magic carpet” voyages where she transported troops from one location to another, but really did only publicity due to her fame. On February 17, 1947 she was decommissioned and left in the harbors of New York until she was finally sold for scrap in late 1958, thus ending the existence of probably the greatest carrier of World War II (Sheperd, Postwar).


With 911 plane and 71 ship kills to her credit, the Enterprise was the most decorated ship of World War II (Sheperd). She helped America defeat a great foe in Japan through strength, strategy, and sheer determination.
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