
Once the crew arrived in Casablanca, they enjoyed expressions of  apprecia-
tion from the US Army as well as it’s hospitality.  The sailors were issued 
khaki army fatigues and given beer.  However, the fi ghting days of  this 

crew were not over. Soon another carrier – USS Block Island CVE-106 – was com-
missioned to perpetuate the proud and glorious Block Island tradition..

Two aircraft carriers named the USS Block Island: CVE 21(Bogue Class) 
and CVE 106 (Commencement Bay Class) served the United States dur-
ing World War II.  Even though these vessels differed greatly in design and 

operated in different theaters of  the war, their fi ghting spirit earned them both the 
name, “FBI: the Fighting Block Island”.

Both carriers mirrored the Nation at the time of  their production.  Early in the war 
the US experienced massive losses in shipping due to attacks by German U-Boats, 
especially in the open waters of  the Atlantic where no land-based aircraft could op-
erate.  A quick fi x to this drastic situation called for the conversion of  C-3 oil tank-
er hulls into aircraft carriers.  Thus was born the USS Block Island: CVE 21.

The fi rst USS Block Island.

The aircraft carrier USS Block 

Island (CVE-21) was the fi rst of 

two aircraft carriers to bear the 

name of the famed New England 

island and serve in World War 

II.  The hull of a C-3 oil tanker 

was the basis for the converted 

vessel, shown here at anchor.
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Airicraft on deck of CVE-21.

The fi rst USS Block Island 

(CVE-21) carried P-47s across 

the Atlantic to supply the Allied 

forces.  This photograph dem-

onstrates the storm-tossed 

seas that were frequently en-

countered. 
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In the fi rst two missions of  CVE 21 she took on the German U-Boat menace 
by escorting convoys en  route to the Allies in Europe.  During this mission 
she also aided Great Britain by shuttling Lend Lease supplies – bomber parts 

held in her cargo bay and Army Air Corp fi ghters strapped to her deck.

Convoy across the Atlantic.

The USS Block Island (CVE-21) in a convoy of vessels crossing the Atlantic, bound for Eu-

rope with supplies for the Allied forces. The convoys were prey to German U-boats. 
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Her next mission involved serving in “Hunter-Killer” task forces comprised 
of  one aircraft carrier and four destroyers.  Planes from CVE-21 searched 
for signs of  U-Boat submarine activity.  Once a pilot spotted a submarine 

he radioed in the enemy position and commenced attack with depth charges.  If  
proximity allowed, two destroyers of  the task force laid down depth charge attacks, 
while two other destroyers protected the carrier during landing and take off  duties.  
This tactic changed with improved weaponry. CVE-21 pioneered the deployment 
of  airborne rockets fi red from planes and used against the unsuspecting U-Boats.  

The “FBI”Basketball Team.

Wearing shirts emblazoned 

“FBI” for “Fighting Block Is-

land”, the ship’s basket-

ball team poses for a pic-

ture. Note the frequent use 

of knee pads, probably as 

protection against splinters 

from the wooden fl ight deck.

Crew members on board.

Crew members worked long shifts, op-

erating radios, maintaining engines, and 

caring for  equipment as the USS Block 

Island made its way across the Atlantic 

and into the fray of World War II. Left to 

right: Harold Stuekle, Robert Harmon, 

Bernard Moulton, Almond Harrington.

Photograph: Harold Stuekle

On May 29th, 1944, northeast of  
the Canary Islands, roles were 
reversed and the hunter be-

came the prey.  German U-boat U-549 
slipped by the task force’s destroyer screen 
and fi red two torpedoes into the exposed 
CVE-21.  A third torpedo just missed the 
wounded carrier but slammed into the De-
stroyer USS Barr DE 576, killing seventeen 
of  her crew.  A fourth torpedo from U-
549 hit the USS Block Island, sealing her 
fate.  All were ordered to abandon ship.

The crew exited the sinking carrier and entered the oily waters of  the Atlantic.  
Luckily, there were no explosions on the wounded carrier to ignite the oil. Miracu-
lously, only six sailors were killed and through a well-organized exit of  the craft all 
951 surviving personnel made it aboard the task force’s destroyers.  The overloaded 
ships – designed to carry no more than 200 – hauled the shipless crew to the port 
of  Casablanca.  Of  the six aircraft fl ying off  the CVE-21 at the time of  the sinking 
only two survived.  Four others were lost, having no place to land.  The USS Block 
Island CVE-21 was the only US carrier to be sunk in the Atlantic during WWII.

Cold Beer in Casablanca.

Sailors and offi cers enjoy 

cold beer in Casablanca dur-

ing a break from sea duties.  

Later, they would return to 

Casablanca after the sink-

ing of CVE-21. Soon after, 

most of the crew would serve 

on the second USS Block 

Island (CVE-106) and join 

the war effort in the Pacifi c.

Crew of CVE21 during simluated attack 

near the Panama Canal. 
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Grumman F4F Wildcat 

after landing. 

The Wildcat was the main 

shipboard fi ghter when the 

US entered WWII. With a 

wing span of 38 feet, the 

Wildcat carried six .50 cali-

ber Browning maching guns 

and two 100-pound bombs.  

Powered by a single 1,200 

horsepower Pratt & Whitney 

double-row radial engine, the 

aircraft was capable of a max-

imum speed of 320 m.p.h.

In defi ance of  the disaster that destroyed the fi rst carrier named the USS Block 
Island (CVE-21), the US Navy commissioned another carrier with the same 
name, a move calculated to perpetuate the proud tradition of  the destroyed 

vessel.  More than 650 personnel from the original crew were sent to Seattle to wait 
for the new carrier, CVE-106.  After her commissioning, she sailed south out of  
Seattle harbor bound for a much different mission.

The CVE-106 would make US military history while pulling into San Diego when 
the fi rst sea-based Marine fi ghter wing boarded her there. She left the coast of  Cali-
fornia to participate in the largest naval siege in military history – the battle of  Oki-
nawa.

On May 29th, 1945 – the anniversary of  the sinking of  CVE-21 – service-
men inscribed messages on bombs destined that day for Okinawa.  The 
CVE-106 launched thirty aircraft, assisting their fellow Marines on the 

ground by delivering 161 rockets, more than 10,000 rounds of  ammunition, and 
more than 19,000 pounds of  bombs on the small Pacifi c island.

In the closing days of  the war, the mission of  the USS Block Island changed 
once again.  In September of  1945, CVE-106 sailed to the Japanese-occupied 
island of  Formosa where  British and American servicemen were being held as 

Japanese prisoners of  war and forced to work as slaves.  As these liberated POW’s 
boarded the ship, many were mere skeletons of  their former selves.  While entering 
the vessel, the British servicemen heard a rendition of  “God Save the King” played 
by the USS Block Island’s orchestra.  Once on board, the former prisoners were de-
liced, issued new clothing, and fed their fi rst decent meal in years.  Despite the best 
efforts of  the medical personnel aboard, a number of  the men did not survive the 
homeward bound voyage on the USS Block Island.

TBM3- Avenger.

The TBM3-Avenger, an aircraft many consider the fi n-

est torpedo bomber of World War II. 

After the war, CVE-106 was decommissioned and served as a training vessel 
at the Naval Academy in Annapolis, Maryland.  However, with the North    
Korean invasion of  South Korea she was recommissioned and stationed 

in the Atlantic where she carried out operations in the Caribbean and in European 
waters. She also participated in an anti-submarine exercise in Narragansett Bay, al-
lowing the vessel to sail past the island whose name she carried so proudly.

In the late 1950s, CVE-106 was scrapped.  First, she was gutted of  all valuable 
equipment.  Then her lifeless shell was towed to Japan, the nation she helped de-
feat, and sold as scrap metal. All that remains of  the CVE-106 is the bell that rests 
on the grounds of  Block Island’s Legion Memorial Park and the stirring memories 
of  the brave men who served on her.

US Coast Guard Cutter Block Island

Today, another military vessel bears the name 

Block Island, the U.S. Coast Guard Cutter 

Block Island. Commssioned in 1991, the ves-

sel was built primarily as a Law Enforcement 

platform but also serves in rescue, marine 

environmental protection, and homeland se-

curity. She is home ported in Atlantic Beach, 

NC, and regularly patrols the waters along the 

Eastern Seaboard from Florida to New Jersey.

The following US Marine 
Corps personnel lost 
their lives during Pacifi c 

Ocean air activities, fl ying from 
the deck of  CVE-106. They per-
ished in fi ghter combat opera-
tions and in training aviators to 
land aboard the aircraft carrier.

Joseph L. Butehorn

Ben Davis Cannon

Joseph Cordova

Raymond Delaughder

E. Gunning

Robert Haire

Harold Harmer

Charles Harris

Douglas Herrin

Gunter Hunricks

Albert Jones

Robert Maze

James Miles

F. Powlowski

Eugene Shute

Joe Survoy 

Robert Vaupell

Jack Marconi

John D. Sykes, Jr.

The following six men lost 
their lives when CVE-21 
was torpedoed.

James O’Neil Franks

James Peter Kibash

Henry Alfred Meyer

James Byrel Owen

John J. Schlinker 

Peter Tych

Research and preparation of  Research and preparation of  Rthis exhibition was conducted Rthis exhibition was conducted Rby Ben Hruska. The project Rby Ben Hruska. The project R
began during a summer internship 
with the Block Island Historical So-
ciety. The effort continued while Ben 
completed work for a Master’s De-
gree in history at Wichita State Uni-
versity in Kansas. He mailed 440 let-
ters to servicemen and their families 
with ties to the two ships named USS 
Block Island, sending letters to vir-
tually every State in our Nation. The 
generous responses to his inquiries 
form the backbone of  this exhibit. 
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Four aviators were in the air 
when CVE-21 was torpe-
doed and destroyed. Unable 

to land, they were lost at sea.  

Robert P. Buell

Julian L. Pitts

Robert W. Wyatt

Robert E. Innes

USS Block Island 

CVE-106 at anchor

The second aircraft 

carrier in WW II to bear 

the name Block Island.

Training during simulated attack. 

Near the Panama Canal.


