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The Invisible Weapon At The Harbor Defenses Of The Columbia River 
 

Part II, Conclusion 
By D. Lindstrom 

 
NOTE:  As a reminder, the Coast Artillery planted controlled submarine mines that were detonated from shore installations after careful 
tracking and plotting the target’s position.  Mines set to detonated on contact were not practical in harbors. 
 

As noted in Part I, the mine casemates at Forts Columbia and Stevens operated somewhat separately.  Fort 
Stevens controlled the mines planted in the South Channel and Fort Columbia controlled those planted in the 
secondary North Channel.  The Desdemona Sand Bar separated them.  In those days an elaborate lighthouse sitting 
on pilings warned of the mid river danger.  Now a stationary light and buoy do the job.  Vessels heading up river 
and on to Portland use the South Channel.  The North Channel accommodates larger vessels but only for a short 
distance.  Even so, enemy vessels wishing to land troops on Washington shores could potentially use this one.  

Part I of this two part series concluded with Army planners recognizing deficiencies in the submarine mine 
casemate at Fort Stevens.  They deemed that it was not fit for modern warfare.  As noted, having independent 
mine casemates on both sides of the river was not desirable.  Fort Stevens was practically at the high tide level 
and its long cable gallery leading to the riverbank was subject to sabotage.  On the other hand, Fort Columbia 
was situated at Chinook Point where the 1921 mine casemate was at the river’s edge.  Here the electrical cables 
leading from the casemate were concealed by a water level cable hut and landed on near by Sand Island.  From 
there, electrical cables were conveyed across the mouth of the Columbia River from the huts.  The cable lines, 
first two and then three, brought power to groups of mines.  Electrical impulses initiated the explosion. 

  Another plus at Fort Columbia was the rock knoll protecting the casemate from the river.  In 1937 the 
decision was made.  The one and only submarine mine casemate would be at Fort Columbia while all the 
support supplies, equipment, planting vessels and hardware would remain at Fort Stevens.  The switch was 
completed sometime between late 1940 and early 1941.  

 
Once the decision was made, planners turned their attention to improving the 1921 submarine mine casemate at 

Fort Columbia.  As World War II got underway, the first addition was made to this structure.  Its purpose was to 
accommodate a gas proofing system.  Soon after, it was deemed necessary to move the plotting room from its perch 
behind the main fort area to the casemate. This necessitated a second addition.  All the work was completed by early 
1944. The entire structure was cleverly covered with fill and except for the two entrances it blended in with the 
landscape.   

West Battery, Fort Stevens 
State Park 



By April 1941 a new mine control system (M-3) was installed at the Fort Columbia mine casemate.  That 
summer the Army Mine Planter Lt. Colonel Ellery W. Niles arrived from California to give Battery A, 18th CAC 
personnel of the Harbor Defenses of the Columbia practice planting mines.  Another purpose was to test the new 
mine casemate and mine control system.   The North Channel was conveniently used for the exercise. 

As submarine mine structures became obsolete, other uses were found for them.  At the Fort Stevens submarine 
mine complex, the original 1898 mine casemate was used for storing explosives.  Prior to the outbreak of World 
War II the 1908 mine casemate was taken over by the Harbor Defenses master gunner for his work, which included 
a meteorological station.  It remained so for most of the war years.  With the advent of World War II, the 1921 mine 
casemate at Fort Stevens became the radio room for the Harbor Defenses of the Columbia.  Its importance triggered 
a need for gas proofing the structure that required an addition to the north face.  Fort Columbia’s 1898 underground 
mine casemate was expanded into the switchboard room.  It remained so through out World War II. 

With the Pearl Harbor attack on December 7, 1941 the Pacific War phase of World War II began.  On 
December 8, General DeWitt, commander of the Western Defense Command, ordered that submarine mines be 
planted in all designated harbors.  The Harbor Defenses of the Columbia did not have their own mine planter and 
there was none to spare.  So the Tourist No. 2, a ferryboat, was leased from the Long Beach-Astoria Ferry 
Company!  Before being “drafted,” it carried vehicles and passengers across the Columbia River between Astoria, 
Oregon and Megler, Washington.  It was an ungainly thing for such a duty as this…planting mines in the strong 
currents of the Columbia River.  “To those accustomed to the relative convenience of a standard mine planting ship, 
everything was irritatingly improvised.”  It was fitted out and began planting mines on Christmas Day, 1941.   

The 1937 renovation plans called for controlled buoyant submarine mines to be planted closer to the river’s 
entrance between Sand Island and Clatsop Spit and forward of Desdemona Sands.  They were to be planted in two 
lines with both the forward and back line consisting of four groups each. Nineteen mines were to be planted in each 
group.  This being true, a total of 152 buoyant mines would be planted.  One reference indicates that during the 
actual planting the second line had three groups.  Unfortunately no charts or maps have been found showing the 
location of where these buoyant mines were planted.  As already noted, even though orders were given on 
December 8, 1941 to begin planting mines, it wasn’t until December 25, that the Tourist 2, now designated USAMP 
FB 535, nicknamed OCTOPUS, was fitted out to plant mines.  During the intervening time crewmembers practiced 
planting mines off the docks at Fort Stevens.  Being winter, the seas were rough while the wave action and swift 
river currents made things difficult.  Consequently, the project wasn’t completed until early March 1942.   

Now something amazing occurred.  FB 535 planted and serviced the minefield between December 25, 1941 
and May 1943.  The exact dates are not known, but sometime between December 1941 and March 1942 the FB 535 
set a record for controlled submarine mine planting.  And as was the Army Coast Artillery Corps’ practice, all the 
men of the 18th CAC mine battery got to wear a small red lettered “E” for EFFICIENCY on the left sleeve of their 
uniform.  Also, a huge red letter “E” was painted on the FB 535’s smoke stack…Now remember, this was the ferry 
boat!  (The FB 535 actually had more deck space but moved at slower speeds than a regular Army mine planter.) 

This was the first time a submarine minefield in the Columbia River had any permanency.  Thus a problem 
presented itself.  Each buoyant mine was tethered to the river bottom by a cable attached to a weight allowing it to 
float underneath the river’s surface.  If not laid out carefully, it was easy for a large vessel to foul up the lines. 
Consequently, a “war channel” was left open through the minefield.  To date, no maps showing the location of this 
channel have been found.  However, most likely it was lined up with the South Channel, the one used by large 
vessels headed up river to Portland.  One responsibility of the Navy’s Harbor Entrance Command Post was to insure 
the all incoming and outgoing ships had a pilot aboard who no doubt knew where the war channel was (the Harbor 
Entrance Command Post, or HECP, shared space in Battery Mishler with the Harbor Defense Command Post, 
HDCP). 

Having an open channel in the minefield was problematic.  One could only guess at what mischief enemy 
agents could make with that information.  Yes, from the perspective of this author there were enemy agents lurking 
about through out the war.  It just so happened that a replacement for buoyant mines was being developed.   Rather 
than floating below the water’s surface, it rested on the ground.  This would alleviate the problem of vessels fouling 
up the lines of the buoyant mines and eliminate the need for “war channels.”  The buoyant submarine mine’s case 
was filled with 300 pounds of TNT.  The ground mine’s steel case weighing approximately 2,000 pounds, 
(references don’t agree on the weight) was filled with 3,000 pounds of TNT.   



In September 1942 the Harbor Defenses of the Columbia received six of the M-3 experimental ground mines.  
By November, no doubt after a lot of preparation, the intrepid FB 535 had finished planting them in the war 
channel, thus effectively closing it.   

1943 was an important year in the life of the Columbia River’s World War II era submarine mine field.  A new 
vessel, the USAMP Major General Wallace F. Randolph, arrived at the Harbor Defenses of the Columbia in 
January.  It was under the command of the 14th Coast Artillery Corps headquartered at Fort Warden, Washington 
State.  The 18th Coast Artillery headquartered at Fort Stevens performed the mine planting operations.   

Even so, the FB 535 lingered on until May when it transferred its remaining mine planting duties to the 
Randolph.  There was a ceremony of sorts at the docks in Astoria where the larger mine planting vessels were tied 
up.  Once its mine planting fittings were removed and stored, the Octopus (FB 535) was used by the Army Coast 
Artillery as a ferry between Fort Canby and Fort Stevens. 

After the experimental stage was over, the ground mine was designated M-4.  Consequently, in February 1943 
the War Department ordered harbors to renovate their minefields by replacing the buoyant mines with the ground 
ones.  The USAMP Randolph began its task in June 1943.  As already noted, in the Columbia River, rather than 
planting them in two lines as the buoyant controlled submarine mines were, the ground mines were planted in three 
lines approximately 800 yards apart.  Each line had four groups with thirteen mines each or a total of 156 mines.  
Supplies were limited and as they arrived from the Submarine Mine Depot, Fort Monroe, Virginia the mines were 
planted.  The task was completed by the end of March 1944.  Thus, the mine field had greater stability and more 
explosive power than ever before.   

Contrary to occasional rumors, the Navy was not able to provide any of their listening devices, nor could they 
install net or boom defenses in the River or its approaches.  So one month prior to the commencement of planting 
the ground mines in 1943, an added feature to the mine field project was the installation of the Audio Reception 
System M-1.  It was placed ahead of the mine field’s front line.   

The renovation of the submarine mine field became part the overall Harbor Defenses of the Columbia 
modernization project.  Initial planning began in 1940 and included three new six-inch batteries known as the 200 
series, radar, a 90mm Anti Motor Torpedo Boat battery for the South Jetty in Oregon and one for Jetty A at the base 
of Cape Disappointment.  The 90mm emplacements replaced Batteries Murphy and Pratt and the challenge battery. 
The former were to protect the mine field.  Once the 90mm batteries were completed, they came under the direct 
control of the submarine mine commander.  When combined with the new 200 series batteries, “all water areas” and 
their approaches were covered (not to be confused, the main purpose of the 200 series batteries was to discourage 
enemy ships from even attempting to enter the Columbia River in the first place).  Additionally eleven searchlights 
were specifically assigned to illuminate the mine field at night.  These allowed the base end stations to provide the 
mine plotting personnel with the data necessary to triangulate on anyone foolish enough to enter the Columbia River 
at night, thus enabling the mine command to order the detonation of the appropriate mines. 

The mine project required a lot of equipment and buildings, and absorbed a large amount of man power.  Here 
is a partial list:  One 188 foot mine planter, two 64 foot distribution box boats, nine 26 foot, or so, yawls, a mine 
wharf, a 300 foot boat dock, boat house, small boat basin, mine loading room, two mine storerooms, cable tank 
house, two explosive storage magazines (TNT igloos), fuse storage in Battery Smur, mine casemate, mine plotting 
room, mine group and battery command stations, mine observation stations, 90mm AMTB batteries, searchlights, 
and a narrow gauge railroad.  The railroad was a feature needed at most harbors.  It transported mines, cables, and 
related equipment from their scattered storage facilities to the wharf for loading on the mine planter. 

In early July 1945, one month before the Pacific War phase of World War II ended, orders were received to 
remove the mine field.  Battery B, 249th Coast Artillery Corps was assigned this task.  It turned out to be a 
frustrating one.  Most of the ground mines were easily located and hoisted up to the recovery vessel.  Others 
weren’t.  Available maps reveal that perhaps twenty or so mines were not recovered.  One map designates these 
mines as “live,” and a later map labels them “lost.”  It’s possible the Army regarded the “loss” as nonthreatening.  
TNT does not react to friction or shock.  Detonation requires a booster explosion.  However, it does not dissolve in 
water. When raised, it was discovered that some of the ground mines were badly mangled.  They were deep enough 
that vessels should not have collided with them.  Perhaps swift currents knocked them about, or maybe underwater 
debris crashed into them. In the end, the submarine mine program and the men who worked it deserve a lot of 
respect.  It was dangerous work.  I don’t suppose we will ever know how much of at deterrent it was to the enemy. 



 
PLANTING CONTROLLED SUBMARINE MINES 
 
On the Columbia River, from the time of the Spanish 
American War through 1901, the Corps of Engineers 
was responsible for the planting and operation of the 
mine field.  From 1901 through World War II, the 
Coast Artillery was in charge.  It was a dangerous 
business in the Columbia River harbor with its swift 
tides and currents.  Mines were planted one group at a 
time with groups having up to nineteen mines each.  A 
65 foot or so DB boat anchored over the future 
location of the distribution box into which each mine 

was plugged.  The much larger mine planter approached the DB boat and sent over a mine’s connecting cable of a 
predetermined length.  Next the planter dropped the center mine with the cable playing out from stern.  The cables 
were arranged in figure eights, and as the mine plunged into the depths, it quickly whipped around until it was fully 
extended.  As one veteran put it, if anyone got caught in that cable it was, “twenty-five cents for flowers.”  Once the 
center mine was planted, those to the left were planted then those to the right.  Once all the mines were planted, the 
DB board lowered the distribution box to the river bottom.  A third vessel was also used in the planting process.  It 
as a 20 foot or so boat called a yawl.  This boat carried supplies to the planter and the DB boat, and sometimes 
assisted with the transfer of the electrical cable to the DB boat.  A yawl always followed the mine planter in case a 
crewman fell overboard.   
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Map	  outlines	  the	  position	  of	  the	  ground	  mines	  planted	  in	  
three	  lines.	  	  These	  replaced	  the	  buoyant	  mines	  that	  were	  
planted	  in	  two	  lines	  between	  Dec.	  25,	  1941	  and	  March	  	   	   Photo	  of	  a	  buoyant	  mine	  ready	  to	  drop.	  
1942.	  
	  
	  

Entrance	  to	  the	  Submarine	  Mine	  Casemate	  at	  Fort	   The	  Fort	  Stevens	  State	  Park	  archive	  does	  not	  	  
Columbia.	  It	  underwent	  several	  additions	  with	  the	   have	  good	  photos	  of	  ground	  mines.	  	  This	  shot	  
last	  being	  the	  plotting	  room.	  	  It	  was	  added	  while	   	   reveals	  one	  begin	  recovered	  in	  late	  1945	  after	  
World	  War	  II	  was	  in	  progress.	  	  Notice	  there	  are	  two	   orders	  were	  received	  to	  remove	  the	  mine	  field.	  	  	  
entry	  ways.	  	  The	  building	  in	  view	  housed	  a	   	   The	  cables	  are	  attached	  to	  the	  bottom	  and	  during	  
generator.	  	  After	  1937	  the	  casemate	  at	  Fort	  Stevens	   this	  operation	  several	  men	  are	  seen	  tending	  to	  	  
was	  discontinued	  for	  mine	  purposes.	   	   	   the	  top	  portion	  of	  the	  mine.	  	  	  



Pictured	  here	  is	  the	  intrepid	  
USAMP	  FB	  535.	  	  Desperate	  times	  
followed	  Pearl	  Harbor.	  	  The	  
Columbia	  Harbor	  was	  ordered	  to	  
plant	  a	  mine	  field	  but	  no	  planters	  
were	  available.	  	  So,	  the	  harbor	  
defense	  command	  under	  Col.	  
Irwin,	  leased	  a	  local	  ferryboat	  for	  
the	  work.	  	  It	  was	  fitted	  out	  and	  
did	  an	  amazing	  job.	  Breaking	  all	  
records,	  the	  crew	  planted	  a	  
complete	  group	  of	  mines	  in	  one	  
hour	  and	  six	  minutes.	  	  It’s	  hard	  to	  
see,	  but	  a	  giant	  “E”	  for	  excellence	  
is	  painted	  on	  the	  stack.	  	  The	  
lettering	  was	  in	  bright	  red.	  

The	  USAMP	  Randolph	  was	  practically	  brand	  new	  when	  she	  arrived	  at	  the	  Harbor	  Defenses	  of	  the	  
Columbia	  in	  January	  1943.	  	  After	  a	  short	  time	  she	  took	  over	  all	  mine	  planting	  duties	  from	  FB	  535.	  	  The	  
Randolph	  was	  assigned	  to	  the	  14th	  CAC	  headquartered	  at	  Fort	  Worden	  in	  Washington	  State.	  	  The	  vessel	  
planted	  the	  new	  ground	  mines	  and	  when	  ordered	  in	  July	  1945,	  she	  removed	  them.	  



Registration	  For	  The	  Annual	  FOOFS	  Picnic	  	  
Noon	  On	  Saturday,	  September	  19,	  2015	  
Fort	  Stevens	  State	  Park	  Historic	  Site.	  

	  

The	  $5.00	  Day	  Use	  Fee	  Will	  Be	  Waived	  For	  Attendees	  
	  
FOOFS	  Annual	  Picnic	  at	  Noon:	  	  The	  cost	  will	  be	  $6.00	  
per	  person	  and	  collected	  at	  the	  picnic.	  	  Send	  no	  money.	  
	  
Great	  burgers	  and	  hot	  dogs	  with	  all	  the	  trimmings	  will	  
be	  prepared	  and	  served	  by	  the	  249th	  Living	  History	  
Organization.	  
	  
Name	  	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	  
	  
Please	  provide	  either	  a	  phone	  number	  or	  email	  address:	  
	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	  
Number	  of	  individuals	  in	  my	  party____________	  

SEE	  YOU	  AT	  THE	  PICNIC!!	  
	  
Please	  fold,	  affix	  a	  $.49	  cent	  stamp,	  and	  mail	  to	  FOOFS	  
by	  September	  11.	  	  Phone	  and	  email	  reservations	  are	  
also	  welcome.	  	  Call:	  	  503.861.1470	  or	  Email:	  	  
foofs@teleport.com	  by	  September	  11.	  	  Your	  
registration	  greatly	  aids	  our	  planning.	  	  THANK	  YOU!	  
	  
Some	  Current	  and	  Recent	  FOOFS	  Projects:	  
	  
Maintaining	  the	  Memorial	  Rose	  Garden	  
	  
Supported	  funding	  of	  repairs	  for	  Battery	  245	  lighting	  
	  
Funded	  a	  reprint	  of	  the	  Battery	  Russell	  brochure	  
	  
Funding	  of	  weekend	  living	  history	  events	  for	  visitors	  

	  



Please	  Use	  Tape	  To	  Seal	  The	  Form	  

Return	  Address	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   $.49	  Stamp	  
	  
Name	   	   	   	   	   	  
Address	   	   	   	   	   	  
City	   	   	   	   State	   	   Zip	   	   	  
	  

	  
	  

	  
Mail	  to:	  	  	  
	   	   	   Friends	  Of	  Old	  Fort	  Stevens	  
	   	   	   PO	  Box	  138	  
	   	   	   Hammond,	  OR	  	  97121	  
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