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Jack B. White, the third mate of the USNS Antares, rolls out of the bunk in his spartan stateroom before the sun dashes color onto the surface of the drab grey sea. After his alarm goes off at 0320, White showers, dresses and then heads up to the ship’s bridge, a few decks above his berthing compartment and down a few passageways guarded by steel “knee knockers.”

White greets the crew on watch, plants himself behind the wide console covered with large navigation charts, acquaints himself with the ship’s latest position and checks the radar screen. After that, he has his first cup of coffee. (The pot’s always fresh.)

For three or four months out of the year, when he’s tired of playing golf or fishing Florida ponds for bass and crappie, Jack B. White courts his lifetime lover: the sea.

That alone is not unusual, but with one look at the Third Mate, you might find it incredulous that White would be scrambling up and down steep ladders or a pitching deck of a ship (with artificial knees). At the age of 72, White is the oldest crewmember serving aboard the Antares.

“I started in ‘44, and I went to sea until ‘54,” White said about his merchant mariner career. “I got married in 1953. One day my wife said, ‘By the way, we’re going to have a baby, and you either quit going to sea, or otherwise I want a divorce’.” 

Thus, White quit the sea and started his own business. After he retired from that, he started another one. After his wife died in 1990, White took up where he left off.

“This is a Godsend for me,” White explained. “I get to come out here and I really enjoy standing bridge watch, it’s a lot of fun for me.” 

White, born in White’s Creek, Tennessee, was a military 4-F case. “I tried to join the Army, the Navy, the Marine Corps, the Coast Guard, the Army Air Corps,” White said. “but I had a bad foot, so they wouldn’t accept me. Joining the merchant marines was the only way I could go.” 

White likes to brag about his crew and his ship. “We’ll go on a power run, get her up to 130 Rpm’s, up to 36, 37 knots,” said White. “That’s pretty quick for a ship this size. She can carry real close to 1200 pieces of military equipment, and if it’s necessary, we can get there in a hurry. When you’re doing 33 knots, you can cross the ocean in three or four days...she cuts right through the water!”

The Antares’ Third Mate White lives by three rules: “Keep her off the rocks, keep her away from the lights, and don’t hit another ship! If you’ve done that, you’ve done a good job,” White said with a chuckle, “everybody will love you.

 “Going to sea has changed so much since I first started,” White recollected. “I can remember when nobody on a ship would dare speak to the captain unless he was spoken to. And then it was with a sore on your lips and a hat in your hand. And today, of course, that has changed.”

One of the things that hasn’t changed in White’s life is his life-long devotion to his country. White said he was proud of being able to serve in the operation that the Antares was a part of, especially if it meant that somewhere in the world, people would stop killing each other. “I’m about 90 degrees to the right of Ghengis Khan, politically,” White quipped. “And I love my country. And boy, oh, boy, I like that flag that says, ‘Don’t tread on me.’ I like to watch a parade; and when that band comes through town playing that marching music, I still get chills up and down my spine.”

White, who attended a Methodist seminary for two years, said being at sea should provoke a person’s faith in God. “Any man that comes to sea and stands on the wing of the bridge at night, and looks up and sees about fifty jillion stars...and when you’ve got a sea like a millpond and it’s so nice and peaceful, if you can’t believe in the Lord, boy, you’re in bad shape.” 

