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Paddling by candlelight was a tedious 
task.  After three hours, Ezra’s arms were 
stiffening; but, ignoring his aching muscles, 
the pilot pressed on.  Out of a porthole, Ezra 
Lee could see the focus of his mission in the 
distance—HMS Eagle.  His diminutive one-
man submarine bobbed along the surface of 
the water.

By 1776, England had blockaded New 
York Harbor, keeping food and supplies 
from reaching the city.  The commander 
of the British naval forces, Admiral Howe, 
had anchored his flagship, 
Eagle, in the harbor.  Ezra’s 
mission was to plant an 
explosive device on the hull 
of the ship, under cover of 
darkness, with the hopes 
that such an explosion 
would sink the powerful 
vessel.  Eagle would sink 
within minutes, and the 
blockade could be broken.

“One, two, one, two,” 
Ezra huffed as he paddled 
furiously.  The key to 
piloting the experimental 
submarine was matching 
one’s respiration with 
the paddling.  Ezra 
concentrated on keeping 
his arms in a rhythmic 
motion and his feet firmly on the pedals 
below him.  The pedals controlled the 
rudder that steered the sub and allowed the 
craft to submerge and resurface.

Nearing his target, Ezra snuffed out his 
candle.  The pilot knew that the British 
on board the ship would not be scouting 
for a submarine; they had never seen one 
before.  The crew would be astonished when 
attacked from beneath the surface of the 
waters.

The vessel Ezra piloted was the very first 

of its kind.  Its inventor, David Bushnell, 
had dubbed it The Turtle although it more 
closely resembled an egg.  The design of the 
submarine was simple; the pilot would sit 
in the middle of the ship, using two oars 
to propel the craft and his feet to steer.  A 
weight made of lead kept the contraption 
upright.

Ezra closed the hatch above his head.  
The time had come to submerge.  The pilot 
turned a small lever, cranking the valve to 
the ballast tanks.  He could hear the rush of 

water entering the tanks.  
Outside his porthole, Ezra 
could see himself slipping 
beneath the waves.  The 
Turtle was now safely 
concealed under water.

Ezra re-lit the candle in 
the compact cockpit and 
checked the needle on his 
depth gauge.  “Five feet, six 
feet, ten feet, fifteen feet,” 
he counted off to himself.

When The Turtle reached 
20 feet below sea level, 
he immediately shut off 
the ballast valve.  Ezra 
resumed his paddling.  He 
referred to his compass 
more than once to reassure 
himself that he had not 

traveled off course.  Time and the strong 
current were against him.  He had only 
30 minutes to attach the bomb to Eagle’s 
hull and retreat to a safe distance.  After 
that time, the sub’s breathable air would 
be consumed, and New York Harbor would 
become Ezra’s permanent grave.

Before submerging, Ezra had been 
500 yards off Eagle’s port bow.  One of 
Ezra’s tasks while training in the sub was 
measuring underwater distance.  Any 
miscalculation of speed and distance and 

Inside The Turtle

An artist’s rendering of a cross-section sketch 
of The Turtle. 
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the sub would emerge short of its target or 
on the far side of the ship.  Either way, the 
sub would surely be spotted by the ship’s 
lookouts.

 Ezra had taught himself to measure 
distance by the number of arm rotations.  
He counted to himself as he paddled.  He 
also took into account the direction and 
force of the current as it pushed against the 
hull of his submarine.  Finally, he computed 
his position beneath the ship; Ezra began 
operating the pumps, which groaned as he 
forced water out of the ballast tanks.  The 
Turtle began a steady ascent.

Suddenly, The Turtle struck the British 
ship’s bottom with a clang.  Ezra’s heart 
sank.  He had been listening and silently 
hoping for a thud.  A dull thud would mean 
that he had contacted wood.  The clang he 
heard meant that he had hit metal, either 
the ship’s rudder or an iron band holding 
the ship’s wooden planks together.  The drill 
for attaching the bomb to the ship could not 
penetrate metal.

The pilot worked the pedals furiously, 
desperately trying to reposition The 
Turtle underneath the enemy vessel.  
Unsuccessful, his air almost gone, Ezra 
finally headed back.  He was not about to 
give up his mission, though.

The Turtle surfaced for air directly 
behind the ship.  Then, just as quickly 
as it had risen from the deep, it ducked 
under the waves without a sound.  Again, 
Ezra surfaced under the ship.  Hearing a 
scraping, he rejoiced.  He thought he had 
finally hit wood.

Ezra began drilling.  “What’s wrong?” 
Ezra thought.  “The drill should have etched 
its way into the ship’s hull by now.”  The 
tool was not penetrating the target!  Using 
the drill, he tapped the ship.  Disheartened, 
he realized he had hit metal yet again.  
Frustrated, the pilot backed his sub away 
from the ship’s hull and resurfaced.  He 

glanced around to locate his position.
Dawn’s first light illuminated the 

shoreline of Governor’s Island.  Ezra was 
sure that the British troops posted on 
the island would spot him in the glow of 
morning.  More importantly, the water’s 
current was beginning to shift.  The tide 
would push the sub away from the shore.  
If Ezra ever hoped to reach base, he had to 
make for shore now or risk being pushed 
out to sea.

Just as these thoughts entered his mind, 
Ezra spotted a British patrol boat headed 
from the north.  They had detected him 
and would rapidly overtake him.  His only 
advantage in the situation was the fact that 
the British had no concept of what sort of 
vessel they had discovered.

Ezra thought about making a dash for 
the shore.  “A futile idea,” he thought.  His 
muscles ached from exhaustion; he felt 
light-headed from air deprivation.  He 
would never escape the patrol boat.  The 
sub was completely out of breathable air, 
rendering a third plunge useless.  Ezra was 
sure to pass out if he went under again.  
“What should I do?” he anxiously pondered.  
An idea flashed like a bolt of lightning: “I 
still have the bomb!”

There was no time to waste.  Ezra 
quickly set the timer and released the 
bomb into the waves.  Summoning his last 
reserves of strength, he fiercely pedaled 
for shore. Seconds droned on like hours. 
Ezra would never escape the impact of the 
explosion.

Boom!  A thunderous explosion echoed 
in his ears.  Water surged high into the air.  
The British patrol ship, which had closed 
to only a hundred yards astern, rose on the 
wave of water and nearly tipped over.  The 
astonished British sailors shouted aboard 
their flooded vessel, unsure of what had just 
occurred.  Buying some precious time, Ezra 
scurried to the safety of the distant shore.
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Directions:  Read the passage and choose the correct answer.

1. What is the main reason for The Turtle’s mission?

A. The British have blockaded the New York Harbor.
B. The newly invented submarine needs to be tested.
C. The British vessel, the HMS Eagle, is too powerful.
D. The British naval forces are planning a surprise attack.

2. Why was Ezra confident that his mission would be a success?

A. He had spent many hours preparing and training for this mission.
B. The Turtle was small in size and easy to conceal from the British.
C. The British would not be expecting an attack from under the water.
D. He had computed the exact calculations to place him directly beneath the Eagle.

3. Ezra is disappointed on his first attempt to attach the bomb because

A. he hits metal and cannot drill.
B. he runs into the bottom of the ship.
C. he has struck the ship’s wooden planks.
D. he fears the loud “clang” has alerted the British.

4. Which factor forces Ezra to release the bomb?

A. The timer had already been set.
B. A British patrol boat had detected him.
C. Ezra was ready to pass out from exhaustion.
D. The tide was pushing the sub away from the shore.
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1. What is the main reason for The Turtle’s mission?

A. The British have blockaded the New York Harbor.

B. The newly invented submarine needs to be tested.
C. The British vessel, the HMS Eagle, is too powerful.
D. The British naval forces are planning a surprise attack.

2. Why was Ezra confident that his mission would be a success?

A. He had spent many hours preparing and training for this mission.
B. The Turtle was small in size and easy to conceal from the British.
C. The British would not be expecting an attack from under the water.

D. He had computed the exact calculations to place him directly beneath the Eagle.

3. Ezra is disappointed on his first attempt to attach the bomb because

A. he hits metal and cannot drill.

B. he runs into the bottom of the ship.
C. he has struck the ship’s wooden planks.
D. he fears the loud “clang” has alerted the British.

4. Which factor forces Ezra to release the bomb?

A. The timer had already been set.
B. A British patrol boat had detected him.

C. Ezra was ready to pass out from exhaustion.
D. The tide was pushing the sub away from the shore.

Item # Answer

1. A

2. C

3. A

4. B


