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ADM Ben Moreell was Chief of 
the Navyôs Bureau of Yards and 
Docks and the Civil Engineering  
Corps during World War II.  He 
was selected by President 
Roosevelt in 1937, from O -5 to 
O-8.

BSCE degree from Washington 
University in St Louis in 1913 
and commissioned as a LTJG in 
the Navy CE Corps in 1917, 
during World War I.  He served 
in the Azores with Navy Under -
secretary Franklin Roosevelt

He attended École Nationale des 
Ponts et Chaussées in France in 
1932 -33, as a LCDR

Admiral Ben Moreell (1892-1978) was Chief of the Navyôs
Bureau of Yards & Docks and of the Civil Engineering Corps

King Bee



ÁBuDocks developed war 
plans in the 1930s which 
envisioned a massive 
build -up of Navy 
construction battalions

ÁMoreell requested 
activation of these war 
plans in Dec 1941, after 
the attack on Pearl Harbor. 

ÁThe first battalion was 
formed in Jan 1942, and 
initial Seabee deployments 
began in March 1942  

Å258,000 officers and men 
served in the Seabees 
during World War II

Å80% of these forces served 
in the Pacific Theater

Moreell (at left) was promoted to 
Vice Admiral (three stars) in 
1944 and was the first staff 
corps officer and the first  
American of Jewish ancestry to 
attain 4 -star rank, in June 1946.  



The Navy Recruited ñCream of the 
Heavy Construction Industry ò

Personnel had prior experience with projects like:

Boulder Dam

National Highways

New York Skyscrapers

Mines, Quarries, and Subway Tunnels

Ship Yards, Docks, Wharfs, even Aircraft 
Carriers

Experience Comes with age (average age 37)

Battalions Designed to be:

ñCompletely equipped and self-sustaining able 
to construct airfields, roads, bridges, and buildings 
at an advance base and to install operate and 
maintain its public utilities.ò



350 Seabee units 
were formed during 
the Second World 
War, many from 
existing heavy 
construction firms 
across the USA

They were provided 
with military 
training and 
discipline, including 
basic use of 
weapons, shown 
here.

Very Basic 
Military 
Training



First projects were construction of patrol base 
facilities in Iceland and construction of graving 
docks at Pearl Harbor, critical to the war effort 
The first Naval construction battalion, the Bobcats, 
were deployed on 5 Mar 1942 and the NCB was 
officially named ñSeabeesò
Their motto was ñConstruimus, Butuimus ò

Birth of 
the 

Seabees

early 
1942



ÅMoreell posed the idea for Seabee construction battalions to be 
drawn from the ranks of civilian heavy construction firms in his 
initial proposal, in late 1941.  Construction trade and labor unions 
were dubious of the concept. Seabees were the highest paid group 
in the military and fought in every theatre of WWII

ÅCrucial in Pacific island hopping during World War II



Seabee Unit Compositions



During World War II 
350,000 men served 
in the Seabees
There were 151 
Naval Construction 
Battalions (NCBs) 
and 39 special 
battalions; each 
comprised of 
seasoned workers.

The average age of a 
Seabee was 37 years



164 Special Detachments - Anything from 
tire repair shops to Quarrying

Most units were capable of 
constructing pontoon 
causeways, roads, bases, 
airfields and wharf facilities 



The Navy also formed 136 Seabee 
Maintenance Battalions

Repairing Marston Mats 
(PSP) at Henderson Field on 
Guadalcanal in 1943



39 Special 
(stevedore) 
Battalions



5 Pontoon Assembly Detachments



Each Seabee unit had its own surveyors



Seabees also built their own floating 
dry docks ï



THE NAVYôS 
UBIQUITOUS  

STEEL 
PONTOONS

(Naval Lighterage )



Origins of the Seabeeôs 
Steel  Pontoons 

Captain Laycock invites Admiral Moreell to 
lean on a cigar -box model of a string of 
pontoons. 

ÅA better way to bridge the gap from ship to 

shore was needed, known as Naval Lighterage, or 
simply ñN.L.ò

ÅIdea came from a report written in 1935, 
followed by observations of  segmented steel 
pontoons supporting the gold dredge Yuba, built 
by Bethlehem Steel in California in 1937, for 
shipping to a remote site.  

ÅCaptain John Laycock began experimenting with 
cigar boxes and kite sticks in 1940 -41.

At left: In September 
1941, the first 
segmented steel 
pontoons were delivered 
to the Navy at Davisville, 
along with the requisite 
ñattachment jewelry,ò 
(shown at right) used to 
connect the units.

Wedge, bolt, and nut 
attachment employed between 
pontoon corners and angle 
stiffeners 



The ubiquitous
T-6 box Pontoon 

Tapered Type 7 
pontoons were 
attached to the ends 
of pontoon barges, to 
aid their navigation 
through open water.

The T -6 displaced 175 cubic feet Could 
float in 1.5 ft of water
Each pontoon could support about 5.5 
tons through buoyancy

The standard Type 6 
pontoon boxes were 5 ft 
x 7 ft x 5 ft. These were 
shipped flat, then 
assembled in - theater.

Link pin being 
driven into top 
angles connecting 
adjacent strings 
of pontoons

Link pin (left) and 
link (right), into 
which it was driven

Breech Plug splices used to 
join adjacent angle 
stiffeners

ñPontoon stringsò were fabricated 
by employing steel angle  
stiffeners along each corner. 



Pontoon stockpiles ÅDozens of sub -
contractors 
produced the 
ubiquitous Type 
6 steel 
pontoons 
shown here at 
Port Hueneme, 
which were      
5 x 7 x 5 ft 

ÁEach pontoon 
weighed 2000 
lbs and were 
shipped flat, 
then assembled 
onsite


