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Built in 1927 by the Newport
News Shipbuilding and
Drydock Company at Newport

News, Virginia, at a cost of
$865,650, the 216-ft USCG
Northland had a beam of 39-ft, a
draft of 15-ft, and a displacement of
2065-tons. Her Coast Guard
designers intended her as a
replacement for the Bear, legendary
veteran of Alaskan and Arctic duty.
As a result, the Northland’s steel
hull had extremely heavy framing
and plating, with extensive
watertight subdivisions for strength
and safety in ice-choked waters. 

Her 1000-hp diesel electric
engines, which drove her at a top
speed of 11-kts, were designed for
reliability and economy on long
cruises. Auxiliary sails were
available in case the diesels failed
her in the ice, but by 1936
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Northland was
designed as a
replacement for the
legendary Arctic
veteran Bear.

USCGC Northland
in her element —
battling Arctic ice
flows during 1944.

Northland as originally built and under
full sail.

Oakland, decommissioned, and
turned over to the US Maritime
Service to train some of the Great
Depression unemployed as
merchant seamen. The Northland
served as a training vessel until 22
July 1939, when she departed
Alameda, California, bound for
Boston to fit out for an Antarctic
expedition headed by R/Adm.
Richard E. Byrd. Because of the war
in Europe, the expedition was
canceled, and the Northland
rejoined the US Maritime Service
late in 1939.

Meanwhile, the stalemate ended
on the Western Front as German
armies plunged relentlessly forward.
The fall of Denmark on 9 April 1940
threatened to disrupt the flow of
American-built weapons across the
Atlantic, for Greenland — sparsely
populated and almost defenseless —
was a Danish colony, and Greenland
stood poised like a dagger above
Britain’s lifeline.

Besides menacing the North
Atlantic convoys, Greenland could
conceivably provide an advance base
for air or naval operations against
the Western Hemisphere. No
wonder that the Northland, the only
American vessel especially built for
Arctic operations, was hurriedly
returned to the Coast Guard,
dispatched to the New York Navy
Yard in May 1940, and fitted out for
Greenland duty.

On 20 August, the cutter steamed
out of New York Harbor on her first
Greenland cruise. Under L/Cmdr.
Edward H. “Iceberg” Smith, the ship
surveyed ice conditions as she
searched out a site for a patrol base
on the island’s west coast. The

information obtained on this cruise
was the basis for a “Greenland
Pilot,” and for sailing charts of this
desolate region.

A representative of a Danish
government-in-exile on 9 April 1941,
signed an agreement entrusting
Greenland’s defense to the United
States. The data gathered the
previous year by the Northland
proved invaluable as the Coast
Guard set up a Greenland patrol to
supply American bases and prevent
Germany from establishing outposts
in the Danish colony.

To carry out this defensive mission,
the Northland’s peacetime com-
plement of 17 officers and 90 enlisted
men was increased so she could
dispatch landing parties to
investigate suspicious activity. Her
armament consisted of two 3-in and
four 20mm guns, plus a Grumman
J2F Duck amphibian scout plane that
carried machine guns and bombs.

By the time the cutter again
headed north, President Franklin D.
Roosevelt had signed the Lend-
Lease Act into law and announced
that the defense of Great Britain
was vital to the defense of the

United States. Faced with the
prospects of a Britain sustained by
American industry, Hitler
intensified his submarine campaign
and sent surface ships to raid the
convoys, hoping to strangle England
to submission. 

Nazi U-boats struck swiftly and
hard. On 21 May, the Northland,
then surveying the south coast of
Greenland, received orders to search
for survivors of 17 ships reported
sunk during an attack on a convoy.
While on this mercy mission, she
steamed to within six-miles of one of
the famous naval battles of WWII,
the desperate struggle between the
wounded German battleship
Bismarck and the British warships
that finally sank her. This chance
encounter almost ended in disaster
for the Northland when the British
at first mistook her for German and
prepared to open fire.

The North Atlantic soon became
the scene of an undeclared naval
war, for on 11 September 1941,
President Roosevelt announced that
German vessels entering American-
patrolled waters risked being sunk
on sight. The following day, the
Northland demonstrated that Mr.
Roosevelt meant what he said when
she stopped an apparently innocent
fishing vessel off the Greenland
coast. Interrogation of the 27 persons
on board revealed that the ship was
the Norwegian trawler Buskoe,
pressed into service by the German
conquerors to supply a radio station
a day’s steaming to the north.

After placing a prize crew on the
captured vessel, the cutter sailed
along the east coast of Greenland in
search of the German transmitter.
The following night, the Northland
anchored in a fjord just five-miles
from the station. A landing party set
out shortly after midnight, making
its way in a small boat to a landfall
just a mile from the unsuspecting
Germans. After stumbling over the
snow and ice in pitch darkness, the
Coast Guardsmen located the crude
hut that housed their quarry, kicked
down the door, and rushed inside.
Three astonished radiomen
surrendered immediately. Papers
discovered here sketched Hitler’s
plans for a series of radio stations in

experience had
shown that the
Northland was too
much ship for the
amount of canvas
stored on board, so
the Coast Guard removed the masts
and sails.

Launched on 5 February 1927,
the Northland was placed in
commission at Newport News on 7
May. Nineteen-days later she
arrived at Washington, DC, where
the new cutter received “much
attention” from the hundreds of
people, “including senators and
representatives in Congress,
department officials, members of the
diplomatic corps, officers of the
military and naval services.” Then,
on 7 June, she departed for the West
Coast and duty in the Arctic. Her
first homeport was San Francisco,

but she operated from Oakland
between 1928 and 1935, then shifted
to Seattle.

For almost eleven-years, the
Northland served on the Bering Sea
patrol, departing her homeport about
the first of June each year and
returning in November. During these
northern cruises, she enforced the
laws governing seal hunting,
transported federal officials, carried
the mail, helped shipwrecked seamen
and vessels in distress, and in
general did whatever had to be done.

Her Alaskan service ended
abruptly on 19 September 1938,
when the cutter was ordered back to
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