The Life and Times of Admiral Thomas Moorer.

Some of you may remember QX13497 Alf Corby who celebrated his 39th birthday in August of ‘42 while still on Timor.  He was one of the 2/11 Aust Fd Coy R.A.E. sappers who built the road bridge in West Timor and managed to avoid capture when the Japanese invaded.  As you know he and the others from West Timor were given a fortnight’s training and dispersed amongst you, Alf being placed with D Company, the recently renamed engineers. Alf never forgot Don Turton; even up to a couple of weeks before his death in October 1994 at the age of 91.  He remembered Don with respect and admiration as an ‘officer and a gentleman’.  When we saw the SBS TV programme “Independent Company” and Don’s interview showed, Alf’s immediate comment was “He was a good officer”.  And such a statement from the normally quiet and reserved Alf was a very high compliment!

Alf emigrated from England to Australia in 1921 at the age of 18 and never married.  His younger sister Ivy married in 1935 at the age of 30, and nine months later became a childless widow, never to remarry nor have children of her own.  In 1950 she ‘saw the light’ and emigrated to Australia to make her home with Alf.  Although they frequently put the post office into service, neither of them ever went back to ‘the old country’, and only ever saw two of their clan when they briefly visited Australia in 1987.

In 1963 when I was two, my parents and I moved to a new suburb of Brisbane which until about five years previously had been a farm.  Alf and Ivy were our nearest neighbours, and over the years became the grandparents I never had.  (Three of mine having died before I was born and the fourth, who I only met four times, when I was seven.)  Subsequently I gladly accepted the responsibility for both their funerals and looking after Ivy after Alf died, as my parents had moved interstate.

After Alf died, Ivy and I followed up some bits and pieces he had let drop over the years about his time on Timor.  Thanks to Archie Campbell’s book, we learnt about the first Catalina, which took in supplies and brought out wounded and some senior brass. From what we read in that book and others, we came to the opinion that the crew of that PBY saved not only those they lifted from the beach that night, but the entire unit, as they showed that you were not forgotten.  And, that you could be evacuated if it became necessary.

I was very impressed with the way the commander of that flight, Lieutenant Moorer (who would retire in 1974 with the rank of Admiral) carefully planned and prepared for that mission and asked General Macarthur for what he wanted, rather than behaving like a ‘bull in a china shop’.  I firmly believe that, whether he realised it or not, he followed the Biblical admonition “It is not good for a man to be without knowledge, and he who makes haste with his feet misses his way.” and “Do you see a man who is hasty in his words? There is more hope for a fool than for him.”  (Proverbs 19:2 and 29:20).  For that reason, and because he was on a mission of mercy and love, I firmly believe he had the assistance of the Angels of God.

After all this cogitating, I decided that if I ever travelled in the USA, I would endeavour to meet Admiral Moorer and pay my respects.

Ivy died in July 2001 and left me some money enabling me to travel to Canada and the UK to meet Alf’s and her clan.  In early August I set about the task of locating the Admiral.

After praying for guidance and assistance, I entered the term “Thomas Moorer” into an Internet search engine.  Several links to various web pages were returned.  Unlike my usual practice of going to the first link, for some reason I still can’t explain, I chose the third.  That page was about the sinking of the USS Liberty off the Israeli coast in 1968 and had Admiral Moorer’s name, as was the e-mail address of Jim, the web page author.

An e-mail was sent stating that, I was writing from Australia, had come across his web page, that Admiral Moorer had saved my grandfather’s unit during the Second World War, and asking if the admiral was still alive. Within five minutes I received the following reply. “Indeed, Admiral Moorer is alive and well and as alert and vibrant as ever”. It went on to say that if I looked in the telephone directory for Bethesda, Maryland, I would find the admiral’s details. About 90 minutes later, I received a further e-mail, which read

“I just called Admiral Moorer.  He sounds powerful and strong and says he would be delighted to see or hear from you.  He says your grandfather was probably among a group of Australians that he picked up on the island of Timor during the war.

“He says he tried for years to keep in touch with the group but eventually lost touch when many of them died.”

A subsequent phone call to the USA set up an appointment, and at 4 o’clock on the afternoon of Friday 30 November 2001 I kept that appointment in a communal meeting area at the retirement village where he lived. (For those who have some knowledge of the USA, the village is located a stone’s throw from Bethesda Naval Hospital.)  Not wanting to tire him or be a nuisance, I thought that half an hour would serve to fulfil a debt of honour, but time flew and it wasn’t until 5:30 that I escaped.

He told me about his adventures resulting from being shot down on February 19, 1942, in his Consolidated PBY “Catalina” patrol bomber north of Darwin, during the Japanese assault on the Dutch East Indies.

Naturally I quizzed him on the mission to Timor in May ‘42 and its briefing including that from General Macarthur. (I am glad that the commander of the flight was someone who’d had a taste of what it was like to be cut off. With such experience and having been briefed on the conditions on Timor, it’s no wonder he had the forethought to ‘obtain’ the freshly prepared ham, turkey, bread, and coffee for those he picked up.) He was gracious enough to give me details of the glide approach to the Timor landing spot in an effort to avoid detection by enemy forces, and answer some questions about his career after 1945 and some details about the White House. Since at the time, White House tours were suspended as a result of the attacks on the World Trade Centre, I really appreciated this.

The Admiral, the first person to command both the Pacific and Atlantic fleets of the US Navy, was born on 9 February, 1912, to Dr. Richard Randolph and Mrs Hulda Hill Moorer in Mount Willing, a small community about twenty-five miles southwest of Montgomery, Alabama. In 1933 he graduated with a Bachelor of Science degree from the United States Naval Academy at Annapolis and was commissioned as a Midshipman, serving in the gunnery and engineering departments of a cruiser

In 1935 he married Carrie Ellen Foy.  To the union were born four children, Thomas Randolph, Mary Ellen, Richard Foy, and Robert Hill.

It was not until July 1936 that he earned his wings, and was posted to the aircraft carrier USS Langley, affectionately called the "Covered Wagon". It was America's first aircraft carrier having been converted from a Collier in 1922.

As you know, in 1942 he served with Patrol Squadron 101 and was awarded the Distinguished Flying Cross. (Archie Campbell’s book indicates the DFC was for the flight to Timor.)

Subsequent postings included:

Personal representative of the Commander-in-Chief of the US Navy as an mining observer in England;

Establishment and command of a bomber squadron operating in Cuba and Africa clearing the Caribbean and South Atlantic of German submarines;

Gunnery and tactical officer on the staff of the commander of Naval Air Forces in the Atlantic;

Member of the post WW II team studying the effects of the Pacific Campaign air attacks upon the industrial resources and war efforts of Japan for the chief of the US Navy.  (The findings of this and a similar survey made of Germany later formed the basis for planning postwar defence policies.);

Experimental officer directing development and testing of new Naval weapons;

June 1964, posted Commander-in-Chief of the United States Pacific Fleet, and promoted to the rank of full admiral.

30 April 1965 appointed to a combined command responsibility in which he concurrently served as the NATO Supreme Allied Commander of the Atlantic; Commander-in-Chief of the United States Atlantic Fleet; Commander-in-Chief of the Atlantic; and as Commander-in-Chief of the Western Atlantic area.

1 August 1967, became the eighteenth Chief of Naval Operations of the US Navy.   (Note: this is the senior officer of the US Navy.)

14 April 1970, nominated by President Nixon as the inaugural Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, (the United States Senate confirming this appointment on 17 June);

20 June 1972 appointed to a second two-year term as Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, with the US Senate confirming the appointment on 23 June;
(Note:  The Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff is the senior officer of the US Defence Force and is second only to the President, who by the authority of the US Constitution, is the commander-in-chief.)

10 January 1973, presented with the Department of Defence Distinguished Service Medal "for extraordinary meritorious and distinguished service to the Government of the United States in a position of unique responsibility as Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff from July, 1970 through January, 1973." Among other things, the citation noted Admiral Moorer’s involvement in negotiations related to the Strategic Arms Limitation Treaty (SALT), Mutual and Balanced Force Reductions, and Incidents at Sea;

The 2nd of July 1974 saw his retirement ending 45 years of active service with the United States Navy. At his retirement ceremony, Secretary of Defence James R. Schlesinger presented him with a Second Department of Defence Distinguished Service Medal.  Part of the citation read “I particularly note that Tom Moorer has always put his country's interest before anything else, and it is this quality I recognise in presenting him the only Oak Leaf Cluster ever given to the Defence Distinguished Service Medal.”

Admiral Moorer also received numerous other decorations from the US and other countries including Brazil, Chile, China, France, Germany, Greece, Italy, Japan, Korea, The Netherlands, Norway, Philippines, Portugal, Spain, Sweden and Venezuela. He also received honorary Doctor of Law degrees from both Stanford and Auburn Universities and an honorary PHD from Troy State University, all three of which are in Alabama.

Retirement allowed him time to author two defence related papers, be a member of the boards of advisers of various think tanks and academic institutions, sit on two corporate boards, chair the board of the Naval Aviation Museum Foundation, and be president of the Association of Naval Aviation.

Despite his high ranking, senior service, and extensive decorations, I found Admiral Moorer to be a humble “down to earth” person, and a thorough gentleman. He still held the unit and Association in high regard and seemed pleased to talk with someone who had even a small knowledge of the Association and its current activities. (And I can only lay claim to a very minuscule amount of such knowledge.) It was truly a pleasure to visit him and one of the highlights of my trip.

In the middle of last year, I spoke with him about the upcoming final safari and asked if it was possible to tempt him to attend. He replied that it was very possible, but that his knees had given out and he now used a walker to get around.

While doing some research for this article the internet revealed a biography of the admiral produced by the (US) National Aviation Hall of Fame. I highly recommend it to those who have access to the internet either at home or a local library. It can be found at http://www.nationalaviation.org/website/index.asp?webpageid={F3401AC2-408C-42A7-AD0F-CDDC7942F110}&eID=354
On Thursday, 5 February this year 4 days before his 92nd birthday, in Bethesda Naval Hospital, Admiral Moorer took his last breath, having suffered a stroke a few days before.

Greg Tyerman.
NB. The Catalina which Lieut. Moorer made the successful flight to evacuate personnel from Timor took place on 24th May 1942.
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