
RICKOVER REMEMBERED 

Wit h the death las t mOtlt t, of Ad miral Hy man G. Rickover , an 

er a i n US naval h i st ory carlL €:' t ( ) an end. No other- sing l e 

in di VIdual , w it~, the exception, p elP~ l ap s , of Albert l"h ayer ~Iatlat', 

has ever h ad such an i mpact on the evolution of Amer i can naval 

foyces . 

AdmIral Rlckover was a ~li0tlee l ana a viSIonary. 1h~ f l rst 

naval offIcer t o appr eciate ttle stlPategl c si gtl iflcan':~ of a 

nuc l ear powere-d navy , h e sUIMnarlly inltiated onE- of tht? !(:ost 

far - reactling progr a ms to Ch atl ge the very character ot ttl£­

Arf. eri c atl navy . E~.(tolling the Vil'" tU t'-S 01 tluclear puwert'::""d vt·ssels 

over corl Vetltion al ly powered on es , he erld~avored to create a naval 

force d€'vo i d of t he traditlonal 111'II ltatlons ifllp osed upon fOSSI ] 

fueled s h i p s . He envisioned nuclear powered submaritleS that 

would b e capable of cir c umv~n titlg t h e gl!:)be @tl t i rely utld~rwater. 

He e tlVl sioned nuclear p !~wer~d carri~rs tllat would b e ~apabl~ ot 

rf~ spc!ndlng to cr'l s es around the world, Lll'lencurnbered by th e fLl t.·l 

and otht-r operat i ng li nlitatlCW\S 01 their' c()nventiondlly p()'..Jer·ed 

C()Llntt~r p arts. He e tl vi s loned those nu~lear carri~rs bei rlg 

protected by a nuclear IJOw erec1 tas ~ ' force I~t s u r f a ce and 

sub-sur fac e combatants that wuuld be cap ab l e of dep)l~Yltlg with 

the sanle speed d tld for t~l~ same dlJratlOtl as ~llS nuclear I_ ayr l ~r . 

AdmIral Rickover li v ed to see t h ese dr'ean~s become a real i ty. 

A tenacious f i ghter, Plc~(over l eartled early Otl in hls career 

how to successfully pu s h his plan s fo r a nuc l ear powe r ed navy 

through t h e bureaucratic system In Was hington . Wi. tfll n that 

system , h e occupied a very urlique positlon--urle which allow~d hi m 

ti rJ'li? and time again to achit=.:'vt.' go (:?ls ott l eY's be l l(:~vt:,.d to be 

u n achieveable . Irl that system, Rickover wure two hats--one 



military as dirE-l:tor of the NdVY'S NLlcl~ar Redctor DIvision, 

managing the Navy's rluclear ~JY'0pul s10 tl prog rafil, and one ':Ivillarl 

as a member of the Atomi~ Energy Commissll~n, r~SeaYC~11ng reactc)r 

dt?velop ment a By viy·t u e of thls dual hat yule, PicLovt.-r \. .. 'as l"1 Clt 

constrained by the tradItIonal chaitl -o f-co~lmand ties W.1ICh 

limited other mIlitary otficelrSa ACI.:Ol' (1ingly, he qt.tlte 

effi."ctively would weay o ne hat un til ht:~ £·j"lcountert.-:'cJ i e-S ist dl-ICt'­

for a pyoject h e desIred, at which poirlt .'It? would switC.l hats at1d 

cotltinue to pUS~l forward WIth that proje~t. Wh ~;~i"'e Ill.? contInued 

to encouner resistance , he proved to be relentl ~ss , wearing ~lis 

I~ppositiotl down until he pYevailed itl his t?-I'·ldeavor-s. 

People either' lov€.·d or flated 1?.icku Vi~("- ll··lf.·Yt:" set::'lllt:·d t,:"" bt'.A n(1 

rniddlo? ground. He p roved able to elICit almost farlatil:al 

devotion from his team of specialists who assisted 11im in 

d€'liveY" ln g to the Navy its flY'st nUl_Ita. pO:":lwel"(?d sUl:.lmayi n t A

1 the-

USS NAUTI LUS , over thirty y~ays ago as well as ot.ley'S ....... 10 

recognized the extensive nli)ltary CdlJabillties tlt.j~l~:ay power 

would provido? to tho? Navy. 

In the later year5 of hi s cay~er, Rl" f ~ ov~y came ut'ldey sever~ 

critIcism by those 1n the Depc3.ytrnent eli" Deft.-t"ls€- (DOD) who were 

responsible for ensurirlg the Navy was able tel meet its t'latlonal 

defetlSe requirements on a gl,~bal b~SIS. These r-equi rli'lt'nts 

demanded there be a sufficient nun,ber of 'laval platforms with 

which to perform such a miSSIon. H'~lwt.· v€.·r, Plcl:over's t1ul::lt.·(~\r 

prl~gram was havirlg it s impact on t.'lt? NavyYs ability to perform 

this mission. That Impact becomes clear as one reflel:ts upon t~le 

fact that three conventional aiYLYilft carriers ~ould be built fuy 

the price of two t1uclear powered ones atld tt1at fj.ve 



conv~ntionally powered ~scort s hips could be bUIlt tor t.,~ price 

of a sltlgle tluclear powered escort ve~sel . T~l ele IS t'lu doubt 

t h at , l a y"g .:.-ly as a Y" t~ sult of F.: l ':.: I ~:uvel"'s '-3ucc-::"'ssful nu,.:.lt'£:'dl'" poY-,'€- r 

program , the Navy has bet? t'l unabl to f.::.r all'lIost t wo dt:"~ • .:ades rh:..W t() 

attain its goal of a 600 s h ip f l eet---a mlnlmum level man y ex per ts 

feel i s tleeded to provide ttle Navy wittl a be'tter than fifL/ 

percent chance to defeat t tl €' S '~vj et Urllorl I f I a WdY at sea . 

W~lile R i ckover p roved 11imse lf to be relen tless lrl ~l l S pursuit 

o f a n all nuclear tl avy, h €~ a l so pl'"oved h l ll"ISf..l"f to be l'"e l t2-tlt lt'-ss 

i n e n suring the highest s tandards were nlaitlta in ed ill t he ~Jrogrdm. 

He gave persotlnel selection a high pr iority as ~vid~tlCed by .1is 

requirement to screetl, by per s on al itlterview, all ofti, ,: ers who 

were competing foy hI S nucl@ar power program. 

were brutal , atld oft e n deme~flltlg, as Rick'3v~r sough t to test a 

candidat €. .. 's ability to think f ast ()n ~Ij~::, f'c"~(~tM 

I t was part of Rick over's ter hniq ue to stJrt atl inteYVL~W ~.ff 

by irflr(tt-diat.:.- l y puttIng thE.- lntt·y"v iewe €A on tl ~ .=-· de f i.·ns l V(~. He 

wou l d inti mi date by s h outin g a tld ~ICcl"lsi n g t~1e intervlew~e , 

whenever he attempted to amplify , o f trY ing to conduct the 

inte r view . In this manney , he 1,"")t'~.t'J the lrl"t-e l" .... ~;wet:!' t-:) r('~spund 

wit h very by-ief answers whi c h, due t,:· thE- II'" bl'"evity, lel't the 

respondt.- n t open to fuy-th er vt? r-b al asso.ul ts by tht'- f~drlt:i. ral. 

Repeat e dly , a ft er hounditlg t~l e I n "ter vl~ wt'~ , Rie l over w~)ul(J 0y(jur 

~llnl out oi .,i 5 office until t .'It? Itltervlewe~ fell .·~e '~0uld be m,~re 

re s pon sive to t~le questi ons being asked. At that pO l nt , th e 

i tlterv i ewee would be escort e d in to a barretl roonl , a pparently 

referred to as the "tank, " i. n which 'thert." wa~j only a tablt? and a 



c h a i 'r'" • The chair faced a blank wall. Of f to the s Ide there was 

a small square I.Jindow 0pt.· t1il·lfj lnto il Pdssa~~ €!"wa) thl'()ugh whil:h 

people walking by cou l d peer into and observe the interv lew~e . 

The effect , whether intended Ot'" not (although I!lOst li~ .. f.·ly the 

fo-rrllt?-r) , was to makE' the i n tB-rvic·wee- ft.·to-=:-l much llke an anlrnal In 

th~:.· ZOO . After I,o,Ihat seerflt:.·d an ett.·y·t·li"ty , the lntey·"iewee would be 

summoned back tel Rickover's l~ff·LC~ to L0nti tlue th~ Intervlew , 

during which t~le intey·viewee would irlt~·~it&bly b~ ol'deled bac~. out 

of the Admiral's offic €- and e-scol'"tt?d agE\lt) to t~H:·~ ti·:\Il~. Une 

atlSWer to a F.:icl:over inqulry. 

One noted exehangt:.- with PicLovel'" , a·ltt:.-i'" t Il t'" It"lt~rvie .... 'ee had 

been brow beaten relentlessly and ol"dt-l'"td bacl :· a nd forth between 

the Ado.iral's office and t.le tank, wellt as tol10ws: 

ADM F: : How long have you been tnt .·rt:.·.::>ted in t·tU'::] e·:~r POIN(.·Y"·~' 

Interviewee: 

ADM F:: What hav e you done to ~)re l~are yourself for tlucl~far 

POWE-l'" ? 

Itlt erVl e\,o)t.':'t·: 

ADM F: : 

Inter·vl ewe-~: V",ry littl",. 

ADM F:: Miss Jones , corne ltl 11ere. 

running Into the office with pad a.nd 11encil). Tal.e 

a lettE'Y". 

Dear Mr. President . 

five years I .·\av e Wcltlted a millil~tl dollars. 

send file.' a che-c~ f()l' sarll€.- tc,(j,lY· 

H . ("j . ~~lckovt.·r. F'. E. 



mon~y but 3~r,d i t a nywaj. 

in te 'r"V l e Wet:") 

y~s , 'SII" 

went C-t1 tc- r~ceive some Ci t t h e most e:',tel'~;)lVt.~ ,)t1d int-~-n;Ji--/e 

tralning the Navy has ever provided . 011 t h e j ob t r ai nlng (OJT) 

was provided in Oak Ridge, Tenness~e, Whel-e a latld-based 

prototypt:'- sub mayine powey" plant ilad bt:-(~t1 cot'lst.rul:ted pri • ..:.r tel t.lH":: 

in s tall at ion of a dupll~ aLe system on b0ard the USS NAUTILUS . It 

took l"flatly i"llonths of VB1'"io:)usi SCI"lOol :l and OJ""!" be. f(,y..;:, 

,:ons ld2-y"ed qual i tIed and aS~~jigl--\ed t() .3 tIU ':" 1 t::.·al'· P()v.t~·i i.AJ Vt;~:;St::.l. . 

But p er h a ps the he-avic·st Imprint ~":ich;",'Vf~Y" l e- f t; (.Ill t h e Na'-.ly"~;. 

nuclt-ar power program was In t::.·nsul'"ing the- h l()st t:-:I;tt'II~:jlVt;: s~(ft-ty 

statld 3rd~:;j .... 'e l'-f.'- r",€~ t. Ht.~ denID ncj (~d tlli:_"(t r ,:: JUllcl(::'\ ll t f .::\J. 1 :;;,';;\ f to Jllt:'i;"i.-.:.iUl'" t.'!.::i 

be desIgned int() th.:::.- s l-l ips' n uc .l (~dr )"L·,:".t("t"~ll"'S ";;:'0 thdt the- ItJ ~:'~:.') of 

a ship would tlot result in the r~ ]_ eas~ elf an~' tl uLlear radiatiotl~ 

It IS d testimOt1Ial t o P lck()'Ie-t tuday th,Jt~ uft~:.·r "the 

CQrlstrUI:tlOtl of SO l'll \:: l~"::JO nUl .... edl'" t (:':",\1" tl"l'"~ .. , t.ht;'~ f\I(;l,~'/ st;111 j"l.:l.;... tlli.· 

be-t? t1 put to tht.- ultimatt:'- t€"~;it I_In t w,..:. s(.' pa( at~ DCI:..('::\~:;i'"l n s .ltlVOl '/lng 

t~le l oss of nu~l~ar s ubmari t'le s . -I-lle first oc c ur r ed in Apri l of 

h€!-r nld~;irfILlm diVIng depth ofi t h e- cuast. of N€:-w Englatld witl"l a 10;::;5 

of 12 ':~ sai 101'"5 . 

on board~ 



d': C 1 J t, 11 tally. r (: ,:1.' t U 'r ::> 

CI(j bl, tn .3ub ffl ... \ I i I -\~~~~ ~:.~'i\,!t. c!I,:,WI ~~'." Lt'I(.)I",lt i ric 1 i:li..:t LL .]1...1 t iJ.:;:; r:;:l,::' kc..','-:t:'l" 

to d·: .. " 

tJ 'I H • ::U/I i-. ,ll!'Jjf:ct 

Jur' . '-19 t:h( 1 at '.:Y y' (" ~\ \ ... ~ () t I :I :-j C ,'J"I 'L' ~ " 1.J t~, , , I ;~. L' " j 
, 1 I ;b l 1"1 '" '-J .... 1 

t h "," " c. an b( n(..1 J'.)ubt , ;, -.'f-I ;--trlI I'lt Ll..:: I I j .OJ r t 1 , l -:, I , n 

, - ()tl t r i but 1 on to the: U,j 1\1 .. _l./ 1,1- • ":'il--lj I \~ ,.1 1 • .'1', ,~ , ',~ " Lh2 I' 11; ~ I t!' r .. f 

tlul::.lear prop u l sion i tl t~ i 2 Navj . I hruugh h:i...:; e1 'forts , t h e LI~l l'>la .. ,/ 

I r I:::'- 0,.'l110 1,:.,,( 

fli. ~l.(ll)' '~n.l 

:;:.tr,~~l.~.,gl 

plannlng and h;2) C)';:"~ctll()11 of t:t I-ilijl.l.J t:1 " ,_tJ,Vi: (.ilIJ IIlO . .;,t 


