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OUR SKIPPER

By Mr. Morris Markey

Correspondent Liberty Magazine on Board during January

When you go calling on Captain R.A. Ofstie
and he invites you to have a seat, you sit on the
bunk because there is only one chair in the little
sea cabin where he lives when the ESSEX is sail -
ing blue water. Your conversation will not be un-
interrupted. At frequent intervals an officer willa-
ppear at the door leading to the pilot house to re-
port some item relating to the routine of life onow
own ship, or the exact status of the other ships mov-
ing across the sea with us.

But in between these interruptions you make
the acquaintance of a quiet, blue-eyed gentleman
whose native earnestness, the heritage of a longline
of Norwegian sailor men, is broken at the most un-
expected moments by a flash of very real humor. It
is customary for writers, on occasions such as this,
to seek what we call background material —something
about hobbies or sports or shore-going adventures .
But Captain Ofstie confesses, a little ruefully, that
he is a poor subject for that sort of thing. It slowly
emerges from the talk that he has, in the most spec-
ific sense, devoted his whole life to the United States
Navy. It is just about the only interest he has on
earth.

He never had time to get married. He was
born in Wisconsin, from which state he went Eastto
the Naval Academy where he was graduated tenth
among the 109 members of the class of 1919. The
members of that class were actually commission -
ed in 1018, in time for Ensign Ofstie to see a little of
the first World War from a destroyer. But he was
interested in the air, and by 1921 he was at Pensacda
for flight training, from which he was graduated to
Fighting One, the first regular combat squadron in
the Navy.

Between 1924 and 1927, while attached to the
Bureau of Aeronautics, he was also a White House
aide to President Coolidge, but he did not confin e
himself to gold braid and pink teas. Quite the contr-
ary, he flew in the International Schneider Cup race
with Doolittle and Cuddihy against the British and

Italians, he made a transcontinental tour with the
first Navy large air-cooled fighter job, and he car-
ried out widely varied experimental flying. For ex-
ample, he undertook to discover the causes of the
flat spin, at that time a grievous peril to flying men

and his tests were of great value. Also, he conduct-
ed long experiments in the feasibility of mail pick-up
from ocean liners.

Thereafter, his career moved in steady pro-
gression toward the command of our ship today. He
sailed to Europe in the Cruiser Detroit in a seaplane
outfit, and was technical observer to another Schneid-
er Cup Race in Italy. For three years he was officer
in charge of the Flight Test Section at Anacostia, dur-
ing which time he was Naval observer at still another
Schneider Cup affair, in England this time. Then ,
in succession, he was assigned to the staff of Admir-
al Yarnell (ComAirPac), commanded Fighting “Squad
ron SIX on the SARATOGA for two years, and, inpro-
phetic preparation for his task today, served three
years as Naval Attache for Air in the American Em-
bassy at Tokyo.

1938=39: USS ENTERPRISE (commissioning
and Navigator)’ 1939-41: Staff (ComCarDiv ONE and
ComAirPac) as Operations Officer; 1941-42: Naval
Air Attache, American Embassy, London; 1942 -43
Fleet Aviation Officer, Staff, CinCPac; and 5 Novem-
ber 1943; assumed command of the ESSEX,

So there is little wonder that Captain Ofstie’s
spare time for the frivolities has been somewhat lim-
ited. Nowadays, on his rare leaves ashore, he goes
to see his Mother in her home at Everett, Washing -
ton..

But do not get the notion that Captain Ofstie
is the remote, inaccessible, enigmatic figure so of -
ten written as the master of a ship of war. No Cap -
tain Hornblower, he. We need only his talk to our
ship’s company over the speaker system to convince
us to the contrary.

When I mentioned that subject, as something
new in my experience, he bristled a litile. ‘“Why’’,
he said, ““men shouldn’t be required to fight for their
existence without knowing what is going on! The men
below decks are a vital part of battles and actions
which they cannot possibly see because of their jobs
We’ve simply got to tell them what is happening and
explain our actions so they will understand how things
are going. We’ll tell them, regularly, what we are
doing----as far as we are physically able to do it.”
(And I still think that is an admirable point of view
which should be universal in the service.)

Captain Ofstie felt very strongly on the sub-
ject of Naval Reserves. ‘‘Let’s have it clear,”” he
said, ‘“‘that in time of war our forces do not consist
of Regular Navy plus Reserves. The moment a man
puts on a uniform and takes his place on a ship he
ceases to be a reserve, and any suggestion of a dis-
tinction is absurd. Our military establishment has
been organized that way since the very beginnings
of the country----- a small group of professionals to
keep abreast of developments and techniques, plus
a great body of reserves when war comes. It is a
splendid thing to see how quidkly our reserve men
come out of civilian life and grasp the nature of their
duties. They handle themselves well, and contribute
enormously to our store of knowledge and experience
I cannot say too emphatically that there is no distinc-
tion whatever between regular Navy men and those
who have joined active service to share in the hard
and dangerous fighting."’






