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The Navy, Newport and Stephen B. Luce

Anthony S. Nicolosi

he annals of Newport for the last half of the 19th century until the

First World War deal chiefly, if not exclusively, with the brilliance
of the summer society. While a preoccupation with the antics of the richest of
the rich is understandable, it has nonetheless helped to perpetuate a false
itmpression of the character of the community, onc which overlooks other,
albeit less conspicuous, elements. Indecd a close investigation might very well
reveal that Newport was a microcosm of the class strata of ruch of the
country at the time. In any event, beyond the glitter and the dash of the lords
and ladics of Bellevue Avenue, there cxisted certain distinct groups,
institutional and otherwise, which were flourishing and which exerted
considerable influence on the growth and development of the community.
One of these was the Navy.

A uvaval presence occurred in Narragansett Bay during the Revolution,
giving credence for the arguments of those who represent it as the
birthplace of the service.! Apart from the relationship to the genesis of a
natioual navy, however, the event was isolated in time and unconnected to
the events of the second half of the nincteenth century when a continuous
presence had its beginnings.2 In this connection, the significant date is 1869,
the year that the Naval Torpedo Station, the first naval laboratory, was
established on Goat Island in Newport’s inner harbor. The founding of the
station followed the transfer of the Naval Academy to the city during the
Civil War. Newport came close to being a continuing home for the
acaderny but fatc and a bit of political chicanery, if some contemporary
commentators are to be believed, conspired to cause the school to leave the
region when the war ended.?

Starting on Goat Island the naval expansion took place rather quickly,
with the founding of the Naval Training Station and the first shore-based
recruit training facility on Coasters Harbor Island in 1883, and the founding
of the Naval War College—the first such institution in the world—also on
Coasters Harbor Island in 1884. Thercafter, expansion procceded at a more

gradual pace with the establishment of the Bradford Coaling Station at the
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Melville site on Aquidneck Island at the turn of the century, and the
organization of the region as the principal anchorage for the new North
Atlantic Fleet just before the First World War 4

With the advent of the First World War Newport took on the character of
a sailor’s town as necarly 100,000 recruits passed through the station, which
had expanded to include an arca adjacent to Coasters Harbor Island on
Coddington Point. [t would continue as such during the Second World War
and well into the postwar years. Recruit training ended in 1952 but Officer
Candidate Training soon took its place. A large naval basc structure
embracing scveral activitics located on both sides of the bay had been
established in 1941 and continued in operation until 1973. Further, a large ship
complement, the Cruiser-Destroyer Force of the Atlantic Fleet made
Newport its home port, remaining, also, until 1973.5

Most historians of the region believe that the Golden Age of Newport
socicty ended with the First World War.6 Higher paying jobs at the Torpedo
and Training Stations depleted the ranks of the servants of the great houses.
The higher salaries and aspirations for more independence and better
standards of living continued after the war. Without a cheap laber force the
Gilded Age set could not endure in the grand style to which it was
accustomed. Conscquently, the postwar life style of the rich was, by
comparison, subducd and their prominence on the Newport scene greatly
diminished.

By contrast, the First World War was the period when the Navy came into
its own. The patriotic fervor of the populace in combination with the
service’s role as principal employer constituted the chief ingredients for a
new found stature. At a time when signs reading “sailors keep off the grass™
had not yet surfaced, nothing better demonstrated the community-Navy
rapport than the gala reception in 1919 accorded Rear Admiral William S.
Sims, cammander of American naval forces in Europe and newly designated
president of the Naval War College.? The town had prepared a hero’s return
well inadvance. Sims’ arrival at Government Landing on the waterfront was
the occasion for a “'spontaneous outburst of prolonged acclaim™ by the entire
population. The official grecting by the mayor and the singing of the national
anthem was followed by a long procession of open carriages, in the first of
which was the admiral and his tamily, through the city and to the Sims
residence on Kay Strect. There followed a parade consisting of elements of
cvery community organization which filed past the admiral and his family as
they occupicd a specially constructed reviewing stand. The Newport holiday,
the likes of which the average citizen had never experienced before, lasted
the entire day and left its participants cxhausted, but happy

Significanr movements and cvents in history are generally the result of a
combination of interacting forces and circumstances. Less frequently, they
arc brought about by the force of character and the peculiar talents of a single

https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/nwe-review/vol37/iss5/12



Nicolosi: The Navy, NevReg\pd NgRhip S 4¥id S.B. Luce 119

individual. To a notable extent the Navy's coming to Newport is ateributable
to once such person. That person was Rear Admiral Stcphcn B. Luce, the
acknowledged intellectaal leader in the Navy during his age and a man of
extraordinary vision and indcfatigable energy. Indeed, while it is true that
Narragansctt Bay as a resource for naval use was in a class by iself, it
appeared unlikely that full advantage would have been taken of 1t had it not
been tor the intercession of Stephen B3, Luce.?

Luce was born in Albany, New York in 1827 but spene his carly years in
Washington, DC where his father worked as a civil servant. On his father’s
side e was descendant from carly seteders of Martha's Vineyard., On his
mother’s side his forebears were Hudson River Valley Dutch. He began his
naval carcer in 1841 at the age of 14, as a midshipman aboard the Receiving
ship North Caroling commanded by Rhode Islander Matthew €. Perry.
Indireetly, hisassociation with Narragansete Bay may be seen as occurring at
the very beginning. For the nexe twenty years he served ina variety of chiefly
shipboard assignments, conscientiously applying himself to pertecting his
protessional skills and to improving his intellectual ability. He was a
voracious reader, indulging mostly in histary, the classics, philosophy and
religion. It was during this formative period that he cultivated a keen interest
in naval professionalism and the need for its advancement chiefly through
formal education and training. ' Fle heartily endorsed the founding of a Naval
Academy in 1845, artending himself brictly in 1848-1849, and lamented the
demise of the first recruit training system imaugurated by Matthew C. Perry
in the late 1830s. Fis zcal in these marters and his reputation as an excellent
sailor attracted the attention of the Deparement, and ar the advenr of the Civil
War he was on the staft of the Naval Academy.

The closeness of the war to Annapolis and, in particular, the pro-south
sentiment in much of Maryland, persuaded the Navy Department to move the
academy. The place sclected was Newport, and the move was made in April
1861, At first the school was located in Fore Adams, but by the summer the
principal site was the Atlantic House, a commodious four-story hotel situated
on the corner of Bellevae Avenue and Pelham Sereet. In addition to leasing the
hotel, the academy tied up its three training ships—the Constitution, Santee, and
Macedonian—at Goat Island and made use of a few small buildings of the island. !t

The academy staff, faculty and upper classmen occupied the leased hotel
for the duration of the war. Plebes lived and srudied on board the training
ships, in conditions which reportedly were trying and devoid of any
comforts. 12

For a time Luce, now a licutenant, married and with two small children,
lived in the Atlantic House.!? However, the charms of the “City by the Sca”
captivated the young couple, and they decided to become more a part of its
lifc. An attractive house was securcd not far from the academy, and for over
three years it served as home. ™
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While the idyllic condittons of Newport impacted greatly on the family as
a whole, Lt. Luce fell victim to Narragansett Bay's t};lv;ll attributes. The
specifics of his conversion are described by Luce himself ina lecture delivered
before the Naval War College many years later. He recalled: “In 1863 . ..
Commodore Blake, the superintendent of the Naval Academy, at that time in
the Adantic FHotel, Touro Park, Newport, R.1. invited me to accompany him
on adrive to look at a sitc on Coasters Harbor Island for a new building for the
Naval Academy. Mr. George Mason an architect of Newport, made one of
the party. Mr. Mason was then engaged in preparing plans under the
Commodore’s dircction for the building; for there were good reasons then for
thinking that the Naval Academy would remain in Newport permancently.
The proposed site was on Coasters Harbor [sland. As we stood on the highest
point of the Island . . . and looked upon the broad cxpanse of the waters of
Narragall.ﬁCtt Bay, the Commodore grew very c]oqucut upon the many
advantages of the harbor and bay as a naval station, and the perfect
adaptability of the site where we stood for a Naval Academy. The very
favorable tmpression made upon my mind at that time was never cffaced.”

The praject to kccp the academy in Newport was not farferched by any
means. ‘The precedent of Annapolis was only of 16 years duration, Maryland
was divided in its sympathies on the war and the Republican Congress and
President were bound to be receptive if suitable pressures were applied. Not
one to drag his feet, Luce appealed the case of Newport to his superiors in
Washington. In a lengthy leiter to Assistant Secretary of the Navy, Gustavus
Vasa Fox in March of 1864 he wrote: “So long as the Academy was at
Annapolis it was naval only in name. It has only been since its location in a
scaport [New port], that it has begun to assumec its true character, and it will
much further improve when the waters of the Narragansett become one of
the great Naval centers [ which sooner or later it must become] supposing of
course the Academy does not return to Annapolis, a consummation cvery
friend to the Navy should struggle againse.”16

In the following months he appealed in the same manner to Senator James
Wilson Grimes, Chairman of the Navy Committee,!” but as fate would have
it, the course was alrcady set. Luce later recounted in the above quoted
speech: “The Academy in all probability would have remained here but for
political reasons. Maryland wanted the Naval Academy once more to be
within her borders, Anagreement was entered into between Senator Reverdy
Johnson of Maryland, and Senator Grimes, Chairman of the Senate Naval
Committee, by which the Academy was to be restored to Annapolis, and that
it should not be moved without the consent of Congress, the act of May 21,
1864, was passed which established it at Annapolis by law.""t8

The political decision notwithstanding, Luce protested vehemently to
Senator Grimes and, likewise, to the Newport City fathers, urging them to
resist the move of the academy south, ' The virtues of perseverance which he
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had in abundance was for naught, for the academy left Newport never to
return soon after Lee's surrender in April 1865.

Perhaps the outcome might have been different had Luce actually been on the
scene, but from the latter partof 1863 until the end of the war hie was serving on
the blockading squadron off the southern coast. This is more than mere
speculation, as subsequent events in his very eventful life would demonstrate. At
the very least, however, the incident stood as an instructive lesson on the
importance of addressing che political factors of a problem. Never again would
Luce overlook this basic clement. On the contrary, he honed his skills with
precision and care, and carned a reputation for political sagacity which placed
him in a ¢lass by himself within the service. A testimony to his high level of
sophistication is the fact that in controversial matters even the most opposite-
minded accorded him both friendship and respect.

Despite the fact that Luce was unsuccessful in his attempts to keep the
academy in Newport, the period was very productive personally and
protessionally. As head of the academy’s Deparement of Scamanship, he
preparcd the first text on Seamanship in America. Essentially a compilation,
the volume was published in Newport in 1862 and went thraugh several
editions, remaining in use at the academy until after the turn of the century
In 1863 he received his first independent command, the USS Macedonian, and
the same year headed the Midshipman’s cruise to Europe. The voyage
provided the occasion to investigate recruit training systems in France and
England. The information gathered was published in a series of articles in
professional journals, the purpose being to encourage the US Navy to

inaugurate a system of its own.? The writings were the first of many which
Luce would publish during the remainder of his life. He was a firm believer in
the power and influence of the press and cultivated some of his closest
associations with journalisrs. Most of the publications were articles which
appeared in professional journals and newspapers. Generally, contributions to
newspapers appeared without by-lines, as letters wo the editor and from
anonymous or fictitious persons. Making the point was what counted and if
cutting the corners on form was required, so be it,

Not least important, Luce spent a great deal of time with the midshipmen
on training ships in the bay learning in detail about the body of water and
strengthening his views regarding ies merits for the Navy 22 Incidentally, one
of the vessels which he may have used on these occasions was the America. The
former racing yacht had been sold on the continent after its famous victory oft
the Isle ofWight in 1851. In 1861 it turned up in Charleston, South Carolina
and during the first pare of the war served in the Confederate Navy as a
dispatch boat and blockade runner. Captured in 1862, icsaw briet service with
the Union blockade and then was sent to the Naval Academy in Newport.
Thus, the first connection of the vessel with the region which has become
renown for America’s Cup races, was as a Navy vessel 2
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Important to the future development of Narraganscett Bay as a naval site
were the associations that Luce made at the academy in Newport. 'These
included Alfred Thayer Mahan, William McCarty Little, Caspar Goodrich
and Charles H. Stockton. Mahan graduated from the academy in 1859, served
on the faculty during Luce’s tenure, was his exccutive officer on the
Macedonian during the voyage to Europe, and next to Luce himself, became the
most outspoken proponent of the Naval War College, where he served as
president on two separate occasions. McCarty Little was in the class of 1866.
He subsequently became Luce’s closest friend and principal assistant in the
evolution of the Naval War College. Historians of the college would refer to
him as the “Attendant Spirit of the College™ and agreed that he was
responsible for the developiment of the naval war game and its introduction
into the study program.2t Caspar Goodrich, class of 1865, was another of
Luce's carly supporters in the movement for a Naval War College. Ie is
credited with keeping the college alive inits darkest hour. He also served as
college president. Charles Stockton, class of 1867, played a vital role in the
survival of the Naval War College in the 1890s when it was most scriously
threatened, and served as college president at the turn of the century

Luce and his family returned to Annapolis with the academny in 1866. This
time he was Commandant of Midshipmen, and the superintendent was his old
friend and the Civil War hero, Admiral David Dixon Porter.® During the
three years that Luce remained in Annapolis, Porter was engaged in a project
to get the Navy Department to establish a station for the development of
torpedos.?” His faith in the weapon and its potential for the future grew out of
his experiences in the war. Unquestionably, the most impressionable was the
sinking of the Confederate ram Albemarle in North Carolina waters by the
young and daring Lt. William Cushing. Cushing was under Porter’s
command at the time, and he successtully accomplished his misston by using a
small launch armed with a spar-torpedo. Concetvably, developments
provided a stimulus as well. The English had developed a successful propeller-
driven torpedo in the 1860s, the Whitchead, and offered it for sale to forcign
navics, includiug the US Navy, Purchasing an Eng]ish torpcdo at the time was
unthinkable. No, the Navy had to build its own. But first a station had to be
established.

Porter’s prostige guaranteed approval of the project, and it remained only
to select asuitable sice. The place chosen was Goat Island in Newport’s inmer
harbor, the location of a small fortification and several rather dilapidated
buildings formerly used by the academy . ® The reason why Goat Island was
chosen has never been adequately explained, but the evidence, admittedly
strongly circumstantal, indicates that politics, the machinations of Porter
and the influence of Stephen B. Luce were involved. The War Department
relingquished the island to the Navy in July 1869 just four months after Ulysses
5. Grant ook over the Presidency. Porter was very close w the new President,
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and he made no secret about his serong bias for the Newporesite, a bias which
conceivably was fucled o, ar least strengthened by Commandant of
Midshipmen Luce. In any event, the selling could not have been difficult, tor
the project promised to salve the hard feelings of many in Newpore over the
departure of the academy.

Luce was not around to see the beginnings of the first permanent naval
installation in the region. In 1868 he left the academy for sea duty. It would
be more than a decade before he would return to Narragansete Bay, but
when he did, it would be with his family and to stay. Mceanwlile, the
intervening years were a time of growth in stature among his peers as a
sterling practitioner of naval art and science, and as a leader for naval
reform and modernization,

The post-Civil War years have been called the “dark ages™ of the Navy,
The force of men and ships was drastically reduced, pay was poor,
promotions impossibly slow and the public interest almost nil. The
traditional American antimilitarism came into full bloom as the nation
looked to the western fronticrs and the exploitation of vast resources. The
plight of the service was compounded by a new brand of science called
social Darwinism. This concept was preached chictly by the leaders of
industry, and claimed that war was obsolete and armed forces anachronistic
and wasteful. The classic problem of the masses was jobs, which the
cconomic magnets were prepared to solve and, in so doing, end world
conflict.?

In this climate of decaying ships and cquipment, low morale and open
hostility, it is surprising that a naval service managed to survive at all. But
;ldvcrsity often brings out the best inmen, stimul;lting energics and sacrifices
which might otherwise would not have taken place. Undaunted by the
peculiar circumstances, and with an unshakable faich in God and country,
Luce and others like him remained committed to the naval service and,
furthermorce, resolved to improve it as best they could.

For Luce, the objective became an enhanced professionalism, principally
through formal cducation and training. In many respects a traditionalise, he
nevertheless enthusiastically embraced the “new science” of the late
nincteenth century and undertook to adapt its methods, He realized only roo
well that modern warfare would no longer permit the luxury of preparation
before the mast. Protessional ex perrise must be acquired, in the first instance,
before the fighe®

Acting on his strong convictions, Luce became a leader in the establishment
of a naval protfessional association in 1873, the US Naval Institute, and he
wrote the firsrarcicle for the association’s journal, The Proceedings in 1874, Lis
etforts then turned to the plight of Amcrica’s merchant marine, undoubtedly
because it represented an obvious pool for the Navy to draw upon in time of
wat. In 1874 he assisted in redrafung the Morrill Land Grane College Actof
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1862, making it apply to young men interested in maritime careers. The
measure was enacted, giving birth to State Maritime Schools, the first at Fr.,
Schuyler, New York acknowledges Luce as its founder.

Luce’s work for naval scamen was no less fruitful, for in 1875 his plan for
the training of naval apprentices afloat was adopted by the Navy Depart-
ment. The plan was a reflection, though with significant improvements, of
thatinaugurated by Matthew C. Perry nearly four decades carlier. Tnitially
it involved one training vessel, the USS Minnesota. Luce, himself, took
command in December 1877, and by the end of the decade, the system
involved several training ships.

The next step was to establish a locus of operations for the squadron. The
sitc ultimately scetled on was Coasters Harbor Island, just north of central
Newport in Narragansctt Bay. The sclection was no accident, Luce had
remained truc to his pledge to the region, and his intentions became obvious
soon after he took command of the Minnesota in 1877, THowever, pub]ic]y he
denied playing a part in the mateer. In the speech before the Naval War
College he remarked: “F do not mean to convey the idea thae [ had anything
whatever to do with bringing chis about. But by asingular train of events over
which T had no control whatever, it was decided by an impartial Board of
Officers that Coasters Harbor Island was the best place for the headquarters
of the training system.”2

False modesty, tongue-in-check, and an acute sensc of the political, the
facts tell a far different story—they portray Luce as a very active catalyst.
The suspect naturce of his remarks is borne out by references in the same place
to his role in the founding of the Naval War College. In this connection he
stated ““In pretty much the same way it came to pass that a Board of Officers,
after mature consideration, reported that Coasters Harbor Island was the best
place for the War College.” Sabstantial documentary evidence makes this
casual, broad-brush treatment a classic picce of understatement. Geeting the
Navy to approve the novel concept of a naval war college and having it
located in Newport entailed planning and action of the highese order, and itis
unlikely that anyone but the past-master himself could have carried ic off.

Shortly after Luce’s ascendance to the head of the training system, Rhode
Island invited the Navy to consider Narragansett Bay for a “Naval Training
School,”” very likely at Luce’s behind the scene prodding.® All mighe have
proceeded smoothly from this point had nor New Londen, Connecticur
expressed a similar desire. As though o keep the issue from becoming
pelitically voladle, in which case Rhode Island would probably losc, Luce
responded quickly and took the Minnesora to New London.® There it
remained through the winter of 1879,

The time spent at the Conncecticut port, while not unplc;ls;mt for the
recruits, convinced Luce that the accommodations were not exactly what
were required. Newport was still very much on his mind but since the issue
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was politically sensitive, he was obliged to bide his time and wait for the
proper circumstances. This occurred shortly, as he himself noted: “The
summer of 1880 found the Minnesora at Hampton Roads. There was a great
gathering there, including the President, Mr. Rutherford B. Hayes; Secretary
of the Navy, Mr. Richard Thompson; Commodore English, Chief of the
Burcau of Equipment and Recruiting (under whom came the training ships)
and others of more or less note. For some reason not known to me, there wasa
disagreement between Seeretary Thompson and Commodore English which
disposed the latter to listen to any suggestion regarding the Minnesota. That
suggestion was that the Minnesota should have an abiding place-a-locus of her
own, As a consequence a Board, of which Commodore English was President,
was ordered to examine and report upon a suitable place for a Naval Training
Station. That Board on the date of December 4, 1880, reported in favor of
Coasters Harbor Island. ™

Luce was a member of the Board. Meanwhile the Newport city fathers had
offered Coasters Harbor Island to the Navy. Since Luce made the city his
official residence at chat time, the action mighe have been predicted. The
town made good its offer with presentation of a deed to the Statc in 1881, and
the State in turn presented che deed to the Federal Government in 1882, The
acceptance was followed in the next year by Navy Department action putting
the Training Station on a pcrmanent footing.3 The sequence of events at firse
moved along rapidly, but protracted negotiations incidental to rencwed
pressure from New London slowed things perceptibly .

Immediately following the Board action of 4 December 1880, Luce took
the Minnesota into Narraganscet Bay and anchored in the current off Coasters
Harbor Island. [t was followed shortly by the other training ships which were
officially designated a squadron and placed under Luce’s command.® Three
years later, when Lucce relinquished his control of recruit training to assume
command of the North Atlantic Squadron, a squadron of seven training ships
was in the bay. The flagship, the USS New Hampshire, which served as
hcadquarters and recruit quarters was tied up at South Point, and a drill
hall-gymnasium was constructed nearby on the island.

The North Atlandic Squadron assignment lasted less than threc months for
on 20 Scprember 1884, Luce was appointed president of the new Naval War
College, The site of the novel experiment in professional officer education
was the old Newport City Poorhouse, a handsome stone and masonary
building situated on a southern prominence and the principal building on
Coasters Harbor Island. The poorhouse was still occupied by some elderly
tenants when the Navy took possession of the island the previous year, and it
had not been used officially by the station.® Its condition was bad, but not so
bad as to dissuade the indomitable Luce, recently promoted to rear admiral.
The story is told of how he was rowed ashore from the North Atlantic

Squadron flagship and solemnly took leave of his former staft, And how in the
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twilight of the day he climbed the front steps of the building and placing his
hand upon the doorknob remarked with humility, if not defiance, ““Know all
men by these present, and in the name of the Father, Son and Holy Ghost, |
christen this building the War College of the American Navy. ™

Luce's concept tor a naval war college generated out of his experiences on
blockade duty during the Civil War.2 Fie became intrigued with the notion
of principles of warfare, and in his crusade for greater professionalism in the
scrvice, subscribed to the belief that formal education of carcer officers in the
“art and science” of naval warfare was a prerequisite to preparedness.
Persuading the Navy of this requirement would be a difficult vask at best, but
he took up the challenge once the Training Station was safely underway.

An important aspect of the project for a college was that it should be
located in Narraganscet Bay. No place else would do. The merits of the bay as
enumcerated earlier including the ability to conduct “all kinds of excreises
afloat,”” the presence of the Torpedo Station, and Newport’s closeness to the
“great educational centers’ in the region were the principal points of his
argument. The campaign began with a speech in 1883 before the Newport
Chapter of the US Naval Institute which was later published in the Naval
Institute Proceedings under the title ** War Schools.” In it Luce defined the need
and concluded *as for the location of such a school or College, there can be no
doubt that Coasters Harbor Island, where there is already a suitable building,
affords the greatest advantage.”

To make the project a success Luce sought support in high places and in the
press. He called upon his friend William C. Church, editor of the Army and Navy
Journal, to propagate the gospel of the college in the pages of the journal,
something Church did willingly for the next ten years. For his offensive within
the Navy, he marshaled the energies of a coterie of reformers, young and old
alike of some reputation, including his old chicf Admiral David Dixon Porter.
Outside the service he appealed to the naval-minded in Congress and Newport,
and to Rhode Island politicians. Among the latter was the unperturbable
Senaror Nelson W. Aldrich, Inaletter to Aldrich in which was enclosed a copy
of the “War Schools” address, Luce wrote persuasively that the school would
“give an authoritatively different character to Coasters Flarbor Island, elevate
the tone of the [Naval] Station and give stature to the county and the state. ™6
Fortunately, the Senator smiled on the project. Without his support the
prospects for stucoess were almost nil.

It was necessary for Luce to plan carefully, for ranged against the project
were a host of powerful enemies. The Naval Academy headed the list, secing
itself threatened ina “realm” thacichad exclusively held for almost 40 years.
The department burcaus were almost overwhelmingly hostile and Congress
was at best skeptical.

Apart from the small group of naval reformers, the reaction of the naval

officer corps ranged from reluctant consent in deference to the highly
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thought of Luce, to incredulity and concomitant opposition. The corps was
alrcady embroiled in a dispute between lme officers and engineers over who
would command the technologically complex ships of the new Navy. The
transformation from wooden ships and sails to steel ships and steam was truly
a travmatic ¢xperience in the 1880s; neither faction was inclined o be
sympathetic to a novel experiment in professional education which, in large
part, dealt with intangibles.

By far the most serious threat to the school was otfered by the Naval
Training Station. The reason being that che station was under the Bureau of
Equipment and Recruiting, which laid claim to the whole of Coasters Harbor
Island, and the college was under the Burcau of Navigation. The seriousness
of the sitvation would fluctuate with the changes in command in the burcaus
and in the Training Station. Generally speaking, the hostility increased with
cach passing year, and was manifested by coneerted efforts w reduce or undo
the college. The situation appearcd near hopeless in 1889 when the college
was forced out of the former Alinshouse and combined with a Torpedo
School at the Torpedo Station on Goat [sland. Despite the fact that che
Torpedo Station was under the Burcan of Ordnance the reception there was
cordial, for the Station commander was Commander Caspar Goodrich, one
of Luce’s close friends and a member of the committee headed by Luce, which
recommended the establishment of the Naval War College in 1884,

The college managed to get back on Coasters Harbor Island and in a
specially constructed building, but a second assanlt by its enemies oceurred in
1894.4 This time the college was consolidated under a naval station command
whose leaders minced no words about their aims to undo the college. The plot
went awry a second time, thanks chicfly to the courage of Captain Henry
Taylor, but it was not until atter the turn of the century that a modicum of
peace existed between the college and the station, and the college achieved a

semblance of stability.

The successtul launching and the defense of the college in its formative
years required the constant attention of Luce who served as the first
president. When in 1886 he left to assume duties as commander of the North
Atlantic Squadron, his hand-picked successor, Captain Alfred Thayer Mahan
actually gave the school little chance for survival for the enemies in
Washington cut appropriations, neglected to send students and detached staff
and students without regard for the duration of the course % Depressed by the
sorry state of affairs Mahan nevertheless persevered, receiving the company
and the support of William McCarty Littde, an original founder, and of Luce
himself, who kept his squadron in the bay for the summer months, when the
college was in session. Luce’s presence became even nore pronounced atter
1889 when he retired at the statutory age of 62. The focus of his attention then
amd until his death in 1917, remained the college, and he actively pursued
policies caleulated to encourage its growth, e became the advisor and
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confidant of presidents, performed as lecturer, published relevant articles and
maintained a flourishing correspondence with fellow officers, politicians and
social and economic leaders. The formula worked, for the college survived
and prospered.

'The crowning achicvement of Luce’s retirement years, however, was the
cstablishment of Narragansett Bay as a major anchorage for the flect. During
the ninetecnth century, apart from the Civil War, the American Navy
consisted of a small number of ships of a wide variety of types and sizes. These
were formed into squadrons and situated at sensitive places (stations)
throughout the world. Tt was not until after the turn of the century that a
large number of ships, including battleships, constituted the fleet. By then the
sca power concepts of Alfred Thayer Mahan had taken hold, and the ships, for
the most part, operated in concert as the Atlantic fleet.

Luce very ecarly perceived the trend in capital ship construction and took
the opportunity to become the apologist for Narragansett Bay as the most
appropriate site for a flect anchorage on the east coast. Of course, this was
counsistent with his long-term view of the significance of the region for naval
purposcs, but it now related as well to the new Naval War College. One
aspect of the college involved the requirement for ships with which to test
new tactical concepts developed at the school.# The Department never took
this requirement very scriously, and the sca-trials dimension of education that
the school afforded was hardly, if ever, met. In addition, Lucc had envisioned
a close association between the college and the fleet, whatever its composi-
tion. Since Narragansett Bay was a highly navigable body of water, it was a
strong reason to locate the college there. In time the ships would be added. By
the turn of the century, it appeared the time had come.

The campaign occurred in stages. The first stage concerned the establish-
ment of the Bradford Coaling Station at the Melville site of Aquidneck Island
about seven miles north of Coasters Harbor Island. The selection of the site
was made in 1900 by a committee headed by Captain Henry Taylor, the
college president, 1894-1897, and one of Luce’s coterie of naval reformers,
While it is difficult to ascertain exactly the influence Luce may have had on
the decision, the fact is that the result was in keeping with his objectives.
Navy ships in nced of coal now entered the bay routinely.

Stage two began in 1906, when the great naval review took place at Oyster
Bay, and continued for several years. By this time the fleet included a
significant number of battleships which operated together. Qutwardly the
campaign took the form of articles and letters in professional journals and
ncwspapers. Behind the scenes there were letters to persons of influence both
in the service and in the government.

Luce’s message was simple and direct. Narragansett Bay was the ideal
location for anaval base on the cast coast. Older ship yard sites were cramped,
congested by commercial traffic and had *‘torturous approaches.” Nar-
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ragansctt, on the other hand, had numerous sites on its shores for naval
facilities, including dry docks, and adequate resources in terms of skilled labor
and materials, and was accessible to the open sea quickly and with relative
casc at all times of the year. On occasion, Luce bolstered his remarks on the
uniqueness of the bay with historical evidence going as far back as colonial
times. He referenced the famous survey report of 1764 done by onc George
Melville for the British Admiralty 52 Melville, then recently appointed
governor of the istand of Grenada had been instracted to visit Narragansete
Bay on the way to his new charge, and determine its suicability as an
anchorage for His Majesty’s fleet in the New World. His detailed response
was totally positive, and he urged the Admiralty to develop a base m the
region. Luce also made reference to the strong endorsements of the first
Secretary Benjamin Stoddard and of Joshua Humiphreys, designer and builder
af the Constellation class frigates in 1800; and of military commissions and
committees in the years after the War of 18129

Allinall, Luce's effores had the desired effect. The Actlantic Fleet continued
in the bay for a good portion of cach year. It would continue to do so until
well into the interwar years. When Luce died in 1917 at the age of 90, his
objectives for a permanent naval presence had been achieved. The Naval
Training Station and the Naval War College were firmly ensconced on
Coasters Harbor Island and the fleet was in residence yearly. Subsequent
circumstances and events would impact onc way or another on these
activities, but Luce’s assessment of the merits of the region would prove
correct and the Navy would continue in residence.
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