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She was an old 1920s flush-deck, four-stack
destroyer, named for one of the authentic
heroes of post-Revolutionary period. Like her

sisters, she was long and narrow, getting up to almost
30-kts when the occasion demanded. She had 16
different captains during her lifetime and as many
different crews. When she was laid down in 1919, she
was the latest in destroyers. When she was blown out
of the water in 1941, she was an antique, yet Reuben
James, or “The Rube” as she was nicknamed, was still
a fighting ship with a fighting crew.

DD-245 was the number assigned to the destroyer
that was built at the New York Shipbuilding
Corporation yard in Camden, New Jersey, in just six-
months of 1919. Commander Gordon W. Haines took
over the vessel on her commissioning on 24
September 1920. With five other officers and 95
sailors she sailed into the Atlantic.

In 18-days she made the trip from Newport, Rhode
Island, to Zelenika, Yugoslavia, where she spent the
next year cruising the Adriatic and Mediter-
ranean Seas. Recently liberated from the yoke of
the Imperial German Empire, the Balkan area
of the Mediterranean was still crowded with

The four-stacker 
USS Reuben James
was torpedoed while
trying to protect a
convoy crossing the
Atlantic — before the
United States entered
World War Two!
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USS Reuben James in the Hudson River and on her
way to the Atlantic on 29 April 1939.

With the end of the Great War, the
four-stackers would go on to
become an important component
of a modernized US Navy. This
photograph illustrates eleven
destroyers being fitted out in the
West Basin between Piers 3 and 4
at the New York Shipbuilding
Corporation on 28 September
1920. USS Reuben James is
second from the left.

Miss Helen Strauss was the
sponsor of the USS Reuben
James on the ship’s launching
on 4 October 1939 at the New
York Shipbuilding
Corporation, Camden, 
New Jersey.

deserved rest for the twelve-
year-old destroyer.

Back in commission,
Reuben James patrolled her
usual haunts in the Atlantic
and the Caribbean. She was
called upon once again to
provide counter-revolutionary
assistance to the Cuban
government from September
1933 until January 1934, but
after this period of excitement
she returned to Norfolk to
await her next assignment.

“To the Pacific,” read ship’s
orders in October 1934. She
made San Diego her
homeport, cruising the Pacific
for the next four-plus years.

These blue water cruises gave
commanders and crews
experience in the screening of
aircraft carriers, which were to
become such a vital part of
naval grand strategy during
the Second World War.

War clouds were gathering
in Europe. Hitler was being
appeased. The Germans were
on the move. Reuben James
returned to the Atlantic
seaboard since war was
threatening both Europe and
the security of the East Coast.
She went on many training
cruises during the late 1930s
as her commanders knew
something bad was coming.

When Germany invaded
Poland in September 1939,
Reuben James was assigned to
the newly created Neutrality
Patrol. Her first bad luck
occurred during one of these
patrols off the northern coast
of Cuba. Captain L/Cmdr. E.V.
Sherman, a regular Navy
officer, somehow was unaware
of the treacherous shoals near
Lobos Cay. Reuben James, at
slightly less than standard

There was a strong public
sentiment to keep America out

of the “European War” but the
sinking of Reuben James and

other hostile acts began to change
public opinion.

refugees needing the assistance that Reuben James
provided.

One of her next, and most important, assignments
came when the body of the Unknown Soldier was
departing from LeHavre, France. She participated in
the ceremonies there and then departed for Danzig
where she remained until February 1922. Again she
was called on to provide relief to the victims of the
First World War by assisting the American Relief
Administration in distributing food and clothing.

From July 1922 until July 1931, Reuben James
was stationed at New York. She was on patrol most of
this time in Atlantic and Mediterranean waters. In
early 1926 she was called on to set up a blockade 
on the Nicaraguan coast to prevent gunrunners from
bringing arms to the revolutionaries who were 
trying to topple the pro-American government. 
The year 1929 saw her participate in the Spring 
Fleet Maneuvers where the concept of the aircraft
carrier strike force with its attendant screen of
destroyers was worked out and made a part of US
Naval Strategy.

Reuben James was out of commission from 20
January 1931 until 9 March 1932 for a period of well-


