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USS New Mexico (SSN 779)                                                                                                   USS New Mexico (BB-40)
March 18, 2010
Cherished Possessions of New Mexico’s Past Sail into Future aboard USS New Mexico Submarine

When the US Navy’s newest Virginia-class nuclear submarine sets sail to join the fleet following her commissioning ceremony March 27, 2010 at the Naval Station Norfolk, in Norfolk, Virginia, she will carry with her reminders of the first USS New Mexico, whose service to her country during World War II was unequaled.

The commissioning and naming of the USS New Mexico (BB-40) battleship in 1917 was such a distinct honor that the state senate passed an act providing for the creation of a 56-piece sterling silver set by Tiffany & Co. in New York.  Preserved in the collections vaults of the New Mexico History Museum/Palace of the Governors since its return to New Mexico in 1964 (at the request of the Legislature), the silver includes dessert plates, each engraved with a different scene from New Mexico history.

Now two of those plates – one depicting an engraving of Taos Pueblo and the other a stagecoach heading down the Santa Fe Trail into Santa Fe Plaza – will join the crew of the USS New Mexico (SSN 779), one of the Navy’s new, fast-attack nuclear submarines designed for post-Cold War missions, on loan from the New Mexico History Museum. 

“The second naming of a warship after the State of New Mexico is a great honor and a salute to the battleship New Mexico and her remarkable 30-year legacy in U.S. Naval history,” said Michael Cerletti, Secretary of the New Mexico Tourism Department, who plans to attend the commission ceremony in Virginia. “We are also thrilled she will carry with her reminders of New Mexico’s past as we celebrate both past and future with our upcoming 2012 centennial of statehood.” 

The New Mexico delegation also includes State Sens. Tim Jennings and William Payne, and Dr. Frances Levine, Director of the New Mexico History Museum.

“The USS New Mexico is a prominent touchstone in New Mexico history,” Dr. Levine said. “The ship was the setting of dramatic and poignant events, told in the New Mexico History Museum through diary entries, letters and photographs. We are pleased to participate in the commissioning ceremony and that the history of our state will be a reference point through the loan of these two irreplaceable Tiffany silver plates.”

Other pieces from the Tiffany service are on exhibit in the World War II section of the History Museum’s core exhibition, "Telling New Mexico: Stories from Then and Now." The pieces include a humidor in the shape of Taos Pueblo.

For a brief history of USS New Mexico (BB-40), see below. For more on USS New Mexico (SSN 779) visit, http://ussnewmexico.net/. For information on Tiffany’s ties to New Mexico, visit http://media.museumofnewmexico.org/press_releases.php?action=detail&releaseID=64
Kate Nelson, Marketing Manager, New Mexico History Museum/Palace of the Governors

505-476-1141or kate.nelson@state.nm.us
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Mike Stauffer, Communications Director, New Mexico Tourism Department

505-827-7379, mike.stauffer@state.nm.us
USS New Mexico (BB-40)

The USS New Mexico (BB-40) was the lead ship of a class of three battleships, and following extensive modernization from 1931 to 1933, she saw extensive service in the Atlantic and Pacific theatres during World War II. Following the attack on Pearl Harbor, the USS New Mexico was brought to the peak of fighting condition. The ship arrived in the Fuji Islands in mid-December 1942, and helped with the final consolidation of the Solomon Islands. In January 1943, the ship provided support in the action at Guadalcanal. In response to Japanese seizure of three of the Aleutian Islands, the battleship was dispatched next to Adak Island in May 1943, and, over the course of the next three months, played an important role in driving the Japanese from the Aleutians. 

Two atolls on the equator 2,500 miles away were the next destination for the battleship, which participated in "Operation Galvanic," the U.S. push to seize the Gilbert Islands that required the destruction of the Japanese seaplane base on Makin Atoll. On November 20, 1943, the USS New Mexico and other ships began full-scale bombardment of military objectives. 

The next thrust was directed to the Marshall Islands, a string of islands extending over 600 miles and providing screening protection for Truk Island, the "Pearl Harbor" of the Japanese Navy, and a key U.S. military objective. The New Mexico left the real Pearl Harbor in January 1944, proceeding to Ebeye and Kwajalein Islands, which were effectively shelled. During this action a USS New Mexico crewmember was killed, the first actual casualty of war for the battleship, when one of the ship's two seaplanes was hit by enemy fire while scouting over Kwajalein Island. 

Stationed off Tinian (Marshall Islands), June 14-15, 1944, the New Mexico bombarded the island in support of a U.S. Marine landing on nearby Saipan. The New Mexico also was credited with the destruction of Japanese airfields on Guam on June 16, 1944, and for the successful protection of other U.S. Navy vessels in the area.
The next phase of the invasion of the Mariana Islands was to retake Guam, and the New Mexico joined other battleships and destroyers to hit shore defenses. After an intensive shelling, the Marines were landed. That same night the USS New Mexico was requested to fire star shells to illuminate the beachhead so that the Marines could prepare for Japanese counter attacks. It did, and the next day a ranking officer contacted the New Mexico, stating that the battleship had “saved the day” by lighting the night. On November 21-22 the New Mexico helped provide support during the battles for Leyte and Samar, in the Philippine Archipelago.

The USS New Mexico’s final operation in the Southwest Pacific was the invasion of Luzon in the Philippine Islands. She arrived on the scene January 6, 1945, and began a systematic bombardment of the island. Japanese resistance was fierce, with repeated air attacks on the battleship formation by the newly formed Special Attack Corps of the Imperial Air Force. In its debut the Special Attack Corps sent every available plane on a suicide mission against the battle group of ships. 

At noon a suicide plane with a 500-pound bomb smashed into the navigation bridge, blew up, and killed 30 seamen and wounded 87 more. Even with two of the ship's large guns knocked out by the suicide plane, the seamen managed to continue sending salvos against Japanese positions on Luzon. After a return to Pearl Harbor for repairs, she joined more than 1,200 ships, 600 carrier-based aircraft, and 500,000 ground troops in the capture of Okinawa, the last great amphibious engagement in the Pacific in WWII.

During the 64 days the ship spent at Okinawa, the crew was ordered to general quarters 82 times and to air defense 86 times. New Mexico gunners aboard were credited with downing eight enemy aircraft, bringing their total of aircraft shot down to 21, including four suicide planes downed within a 16-minute period on April 12. 

A month later, an enemy plane hit the ship, crashing on the gun deck and tearing into the funnel, leaving a 30-foot wide hole in the side. Then the plane's bombs exploded. Steel armor was peeled back, shrapnel sprayed the deck, aviation gas in the tanks exploded sending flames 200 feet high and converting the stack into a blowtorch, and ammunition from below decks began exploding. Meanwhile, as the injured were being removed from deck, the ship was still under attack and all gunners were still fighting off other enemy planes. Casualties were 177 men, including 55 dead. By the next day, the New Mexico's anti-aircraft batteries were ready for action.

On September 2, 1945, the USS New Mexico was one of 189 U.S. ships in Tokyo Bay for the unconditional surrender of the Japanese army.

The USS New Mexico was honored with six battle stars for efforts in assaults on Luzon, Okinawa, the Gilbert Islands, the Marshall Islands, the Mariana Islands, and the Aleutian Islands. It was de-commissioned in 1946.
In the Museum of the Pacific War in Fredericksburg, Texas there is a six-foot model of the battleship USS New Mexico, commissioned by the USS New Mexico BB-40 Association and built by Gordon Boutwell. 
Outside of the museum, there are walls with plaques honoring the ships that served in the Pacific Theatre. The plaque “dedicated to the memory of the shipmates who served and died aboard the battleship USS New Mexico” (donated by the Association) concludes with the following:

Shipmates from our queen, hope that when we die, 
We all will muster in and assemble in the sky, 
And then the high command, will order us to go 
Aboard that phantom ship, the USS New Mexico.
Other than memories of battleship New Mexico, few treasures remain. In addition to the Tiffany silver set, pieces of the ship’s bell are on display at the University of New Mexico main campus and at the Manuel Lujan Building in Santa Fe, and the ship’s wheel survives at the UNM Naval Reserve Officer Training Center. 

Sources for the historical material on USS New Mexico (BB-40) came from the C. A. Wancowizc Collection (AC 335-p), in collections at the Fray Angelico Chavez History Library, Palace of the Governors, and Museum of New Mexico. Sources in the New Mexico State Records Center and Archives also were used.
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