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List of Plates

The fleet at peace. The heavy cruiser HMS Cornwall and the aircraft carrier HMS Hermes on the China Station in 1935.

The Australian light cruiser HMAS Hobart under way in 1939. She had formerly been HMS Apollo before being transferred from the Royal Navy.

The attack on the US Pacific Fleet at Pearl Harbor at its height.

Admiral Husband E. Kimmel, who was blamed for not putting effective precautions in place as the threat from Japan became stronger. The photograph was taken shortly before the attack.

The USN’s Commander-in-Chief after Japan attacked the US Pacific Fleet was Admiral Ernest King, who had previously commanded the Atlantic Fleet.

Dockyard personnel working to clear up the debris after the attack, but Pearl Harbor was never put out of action.

The blame for failing to complete the task at Pearl Harbor lay with Chuichi Nagumo, who failed to send a third and fourth wave of aircraft to attack.

Kondo was in command when Japanese forces stormed first Thailand and then Malaya and Singapore. He took over the Combined Fleet when Japan’s fortunes were on the wane.

Commander-in-Chief of the Japanese Combined Fleet was Yamamoto, who knew that Japan could not hope to match the United States militarily or industrially.

The furthest west reached by the Japanese surface fleet was off Ceylon, modern-day Sri Lanka, in April 1942, sinking the small British aircraft carrier HMS Hermes, the first ship to have been designed as a carrier from the keel upwards.

In May 1942, the Battle of the Coral Sea was officially a draw, but the Japanese advance was stalled, even though the USS Lexington was lost. She is seen here before sinking beneath the waves.

Commander-in-Chief in the Pacific, Admiral Chester Nimitz is seen here on the right in tropical kit with the British Vice-Admiral Sir Henry Rawlings, Commander-in-Chief of the British Pacific Fleet.

In the Battle of the Coral Sea, Vice-Admiral Frank Fletcher stopped the Japanese advance on Port Moresby.

Raymond Spruance was commander of the US Third Fleet and led some of the most important carrier campaigns of the war.

Weakened by ships damaged in the Battle of the Coral Sea, the Japanese were defeated at Midway in June 1942, losing four aircraft carriers in just one day, one of which was the Hiryu, seen here with much of her deck blown away.

By contrast, the US Pacific Fleet lost just one carrier at Midway, the USN Yorktown, seen here under heavy aerial attack.

Aboard Yorktown, her crew found it increasingly difficult to keep their footing on the deck as a serious list developed.

Many Japanese carriers did not have islands at all, and instead had the bridge under the flight deck, which must have added to the problems of control. Typical of ships of this type was Ryujo.

One of the more conventional Japanese aircraft carriers was Unryu, seen here.

Commander of the US Third Fleet was Admiral William ‘Bull’ Halsey, so named because of his short temper.

Depending on who was in command, the designation of the US fleet in the Pacific alternated between the Third Fleet and the Fifth Fleet, so the carrier force also alternated between being TF38 and TF58, but was usually under the command of Vice-Admiral Marc Mitscher.

The Japanese failed to make good use of their submarines against the Allies and their landing forces, or even the supply convoys. This submarine is I-68, although later redesignated I-168.

The Japanese had the largest fleet of aircraft-carrying submarines, and some could carry two aircraft. They are seen here alongside a depot ship.

More use was made of the Japanese midget submarines, several of which are seen here.

When the Royal Navy returned to the east in force, the USS Saratoga and HMS Illustrious operated together for a while to ensure that both navies could collaborate and mount joint operations. The two ships are seen here at Trincomalee, or ‘Trinco’, in Ceylon.

Saratoga as seen from Illustrious with a Grumman Avenger strike aircraft in the foreground. The Royal Navy had been short of high-performance aircraft, but this failing was largely remedied by the supply of US aircraft such as the Avenger under Lend-Lease.

One of the many differences between the two main Allied navies was the batsman’s signals and these had to be standardised. Here a Vought Corsair approaches Illustrious at a tight angle.

The Japanese battleship Hiei in Tokyo Bay, 11 July 1942.

This is the Japanese heavy cruiser Haguro under heavy Allied air attack at Rabaul in November 1943.

A Japanese torpedo-bomber crashes in flames after encountering heavy AA fire. The torpedo can be seen falling away under the aircraft.

Both the Royal Navy and the United States Navy suffered from Kamikaze attacks as they drew closer to Japan. The armoured steel decks of the British carriers, such as HMS Formidable seen here, offered greater protection than the wooden decks of the American carriers.

HMAS Canberra leavingWellington, New Zealand, for Guadalcanal, where she was lost in August 1942.

One of the Lend-Lease aircraft supplied to the Royal Navy was the Vought Corsair, which many regarded as the best fighter-bomber of the war.

The battleship USS Nevada bombards Iwo Jima in February 1945.

Another battleship, the USS New York, during the bombardment of Iwo Jima.

The US fleet off the Marshall Islands in February 1944. This was a force that the Japanese could not rival, and even before war broke out their admirals knew it.

The Imperial Japanese Navy also needed to find a role for its battleships, although it did try to use them at Leyte Gulf. Here battleship Ise has had a half-conversion with a flight deck instead of her aft turrets, an impractical solution.

February 1945 sees the battleship USS Missouri in the Pacific under dark skies.

September 1945, and a Grumman Hellcat from the USS Essex flies over Japan unchallenged.
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Introduction

On the morning of 7 December 1941, an American destroyer detected a submarine and mounted a successful depth-charge attack, reporting the incident to the US Pacific Fleet’s headquarters at Pearl Harbor on the Hawaiian island of Oahu. Further west, at 01.15 hours local time, Japanese warships had begun to bombard the coast of Malaya close to the border with Siam, now Thailand, at Kota Bharu, ready for the invasion by Japanese troops.

The Second World War had reached the Pacific.

Ten days earlier on 27 November, the day after Japan’s request for recognition of the status quo in Asia was rejected, Admiral Harold Stark, the USN’s Chief of Operations, signalled to Admiral Thomas Hart, in command of the US Asiatic Fleet and Admiral Husband Kimmel, in command of the US Pacific Fleet:

This dispatch is to be considered a war warning. Negotiations with Japan looking for stabilisation of conditions in the Pacific have ceased. An aggressive move by Japan is expected within the next few days  …  Execute appropriate defensive deployment  … 

The Japanese fleet was already at sea, heading for Pearl Harbor. It had sailed even before negotiations had broken down.

Stark had earlier warned his fleet commanders on 24 November that the diplomatic situation was deteriorating, and he had warned Hart and Kimmel then that an attack was to be expected, but the nature of the attack and the target were both left unspecified. Stark’s own view was that either Guam or the Philippines would be the initial target. No one took the idea that the Japanese would attack Pearl Harbor seriously. Again, on 27 November, Stark considered the Philippines, Siam or Borneo as the most likely targets. In Hawaii, Kimmel thought that ‘the Japs would never sail into us’.

All this was disproved when war in Europe became a world war on 7 December 1941 after Japanese carrier-borne aircraft struck at the United States Pacific Fleet’s base at Pearl Harbor, forcing the United States to declare war on Japan, a move that was followed by Germany declaring war on the United States.

The attack came at a time when Allied morale was low and the war was not moving in their favour, but at the time the ‘Allies’ were really only the United Kingdom, her dominions and colonies, and the free forces who had reassembled to continue the war in Great Britain after their own countries had been overrun by the rapid advance of the Germans in spring 1940. In North Africa, British ground and air forces were fighting to protect the Suez Canal, while the island of Malta was all but cut off. At sea, the Battle of the Atlantic was reaching its height, and 1942 was to see greater losses of British merchant shipping to German U-boats than had been the case the previous year. There had been little good news at sea, apart from the sinking of the Graf Spee in late 1939, the daring attack on the Italian Fleet at Taranto in November 1940, and the sinking of the Bismarck the following May. The aircraft carriers Courageous and Glorious had been lost as had the still new Ark Royal, while the battleship Royal Oak had been sunk early in the war in the supposedly protected anchorage of Scapa Flow on Orkney.

If the German advance into Scandinavia and then into the Low Countries and France had been impressive, it was as nothing compared to the speed and scale of the Japanese. Within a few short months, Japanese forces had occupied a massive area as far west as Malaya and Singapore, some 3,000 miles from the Japanese home islands, and had engaged with Allied forces in Burma and New Guinea. While the United States reeled from the shock of the surprise attack, for the United Kingdom, the loss of both Malaya and Singapore was one of the most devastating blows of the Second World War. During early 1942, the risk that Australia and New Zealand would be cut off from the Mother Country and even from the United States came perilously close.

Despite promises between the two world wars that should they be threatened by Japan, the United Kingdom would send a ‘strong fleet’ to protect Australia and New Zealand, by the time the threat materialised, the Royal Navy was in no position to fulfil this promise. The few ships that could be sent arrived without air cover and were soon added to the growing losses of British warships.

The Pacific Naval War 1941–1945 is an account of the war between the Allies and the Japanese. This was primarily a naval war as sea power allowed the Japanese to mount their attack on Pearl Harbor and then advance westwards and southwards, and it was sea power that enabled the Allies to strike back and even take the war to Japan itself. The tide turned very quickly, with the overwhelming US victory at Midway in June 1942 ending any hope of Japanese victory, and eventually saw the greatest naval battle in history at Leyte Gulf as American forces retook the Philippines.

The book begins by setting the scene in the Far East and the decisions that led Japan into war, and also by looking at the situation faced by the Royal Navy elsewhere, with its initial heavy losses of major ships and especially aircraft carriers. Yet, within a couple of years, the Royal Navy was able to send the strongest and most balanced fleet in its history to the Far East and played a major role in attacking Japanese oil production and in preventing reinforcements being flown from Japan to Iwo Jima and Okinawa. The conflict also saw the Royal Australian Navy develop from a small force designed to support the Royal Navy in the southern hemisphere into a viable naval force in its own right and ready to become a balanced fleet in the immediate post-war years. The progress of the war is supported by eye-witness accounts from those involved in the fighting at sea.




Glossary

BB – Battleship.

CA – Heavy cruiser, a warship with guns of no more than 8-inch calibre.

CL – Light cruiser, a warship with guns of no more than 6-inch calibre, although the Royal Navy’s Town-class with up to twelve 6-inch guns in four turrets were officially classified as ‘heavy’.

Combined Fleet – The Imperial Japanese Navy’s operational force, comprising up to six constituent fleets and an air fleet.

CV – Aircraft carrier.

CVE – Escort carrier (USN) or auxiliary carrier (RN).

CVL – Light aircraft carrier (USN) or light fleet carrier (RN).

DD – Destroyer.

DS – Sloop.

Fleet Air Arm – the Royal Navy’s aviation element.

Home Fleet – The Royal Navy’s fleet based in home waters and successor to the Atlantic Fleet of the inter-war period, in itself the successor to the Grand Fleet of the First World War.




Chapter 1

‘We’ll Send a Strong Fleet!’ – Fortress Singapore

The United Kingdom and the Royal Navy had a long association with the Far East and the Pacific region. By the beginning of the twentieth century this had developed with India as the largest colony, but this so-called ‘Jewel in the Crown’ was to be outstripped in importance by Malaya, which was to prove far more worthwhile as the century progressed given its resources of rubber and tin, and by the trading colonies of Singapore and Hong Kong. For many Britons, however, the links that mattered most in the Pacific were Australia and New Zealand. These two countries, about as far away from the Mother Country as they could be, were no longer simply colonies but self-governing dominions with Australia achieving dominion status in 1901 and New Zealand in 1907. The problems that had led to the American War of Independence had been noted and lessons learned. It was far better to leave the colonists to rule themselves and retain their allegiance than to attempt to govern remotely from a long distance.

Both Australia and New Zealand were important to the United Kingdom economy as a source of cheap agricultural products and, unlike the colonies, neither was a drain on the Exchequer. Many of the colonies were in effect a liability, not least India, large but over-populated and poverty-stricken, with ethnic divisions that were in the end to prove devastating, as well as the growing clamouring for independence.

By contrast with India, both Australia and New Zealand were underpopulated. In the former case, most of the population was clustered in a number of urban developments around the coast with small and scattered agricultural communities inland, while New Zealand was little bigger than the Mother Country but also with a small population. Australia had iron ore and coal as well as its agricultural products, but New Zealand had no mineral resources.

In one respect, defence, both these dominions were heavily dependent upon the home country. To some extent this was understandable as small populations made it difficult to sustain sizeable armed forces. Nevertheless, not only in the case of Australia and New Zealand but also in the other two dominions, Canada and South Africa, there was the feeling in London that the populations of the dominions and their governments did not consider that defence mattered and were not prepared to devote funds to it. Attitudes varied, with Canada and South Africa taking a more fiercely independent line and refusing to contribute towards ‘Imperial Defence’, while Australia and New Zealand were far more amenable.

The growing burden of defence and the obvious prosperity of the dominions and some of the colonies by the late nineteenth century led the United Kingdom to press for them to play a greater part in the defence of the Empire, and especially maritime defence. Historical concerns about the relationship with France were already giving way to fears about the growing power of the newly-unified Germany and of Tsarist Russia. Even in the late nineteenth century, the Royal Navy was providing advice to the new Imperial Japanese Navy, the Teikoku Kaigun, which also ordered ships from British shipyards, and while there were commercial and trading reasons for this interest, it was also driven in part by a desire to be able to counter Russian influence in the Far East.

The despatch of the Russian Fleet to Japan in 1904 was a shambles, not least because the United Kingdom and Russia came close to war after the Russians shelled British trawlers as they steamed south through the North Sea, believing the fishing vessels to be Japanese torpedo boats. There was satisfaction at Russia’s devastating defeat in the Battle of Tsushima in 1905. Nevertheless, Japan itself was already embarked on a programme of aggressive expansionism, taking the Kwantung Peninsula in China and ousting China from Korea. In the years that followed the First World War, unease about Japanese intentions was to grow, although at first relations with the United Kingdom were so cordial that a naval mission was sent to Japan, and much of Japan’s development of naval aviation can be traced back to the work and guidance of the Royal Navy officers who formed the mission. British naval aircraft were built under licence in Japan.

This is to jump ahead, for as the twentieth century dawned, it had become clear to the British Admiralty that there was a growing threat from Germany in particular, and in the years leading up to the outbreak of the First World War there was a naval race between the two countries. The Admiralty’s solution was to concentrate as much of the Royal Navy as possible in Home Waters, or at least close to them, with its two major fleet divisions being what was to become the Grand Fleet in British waters, and the Mediterranean Fleet.

East of Suez, the Royal Australian Navy was established in 1911, and a New Zealand Division of the Royal Navy was also created. In both cases, command lay in the hands of senior Royal Navy officers on secondment, and officers were trained for both navies at Dartmouth. India created the Royal Indian Marine, a coastal defence force.

THE FIRST WORLD WAR

The First World War saw Japan, like Italy, as an ally and the Japanese even sent a flotilla of destroyers to the Mediterranean. During the war, the Royal Australian Navy functioned as if it were part of the Royal Navy, as did the New Zealand Division. Following the war, the dominion naval forces shrank again, but did so amid a debate over the role that the Royal Navy, really only strong enough to operate in one hemisphere, could fulfil as it remained clear that it was meant to discharge its duties in two hemispheres.

One problem was that the First World War saw the Royal Navy, in the words of the First Sea Lord, Admiral of the Fleet Lord ‘Jackie’ Fisher: ‘Weak everywhere, strong nowhere.’ This was especially true of the Pacific.

In 1914 there were three squadrons of ships east of Suez. These were the China Squadron, based at Hong Kong and consisting of a pre-dreadnought battleship Triumph, the armoured cruisers Minotaur and Hampshire and two light cruisers, Newcastle and Yarmouth. On the outbreak of war, Triumph was in dockyard hands, but she was quickly returned to service. To crew her, four Yangtze River gunboats were quickly decommissioned and their crews transferred, but efforts to recruit Chinese stokers proved fruitless and volunteers had to be sought from the Duke of Cornwall’s Light Infantry, which eventually provided 106 men and two officers. At Singapore, base for the East Indies Station, there was a sister of Triumph, the pre-dreadnought Swiftsure, as well as two light cruisers, while the French placed two armoured cruisers under the command of the flag officer, and the Russians followed providing two elderly light cruisers. Strongest of the squadrons was the Australian squadron, based on Sydney, and consisting of the dreadnought battlecruiser Australia, one of the Indefatigable-class, and two modern light cruisers, Sydney and Melbourne, as well as two older light cruisers. A First World War light cruiser, nevertheless, was more akin to a destroyer of the Second World War in terms of tonnage, while the destroyers of the day were small; usually well below 1,000 tons standard displacement. Only the protected and armoured cruisers were of a size comparable with their Second World War successors.

While the Pacific was far from being the main crucible of the war, the Germans realised that it was necessary to interfere with shipping, and especially that bringing Australian and New Zealand troops to Europe and the Middle East. The Royal Navy, which opposed convoys until late in the war, did nevertheless ensure that troopships in the Pacific and Indian Ocean were escorted. Even so, between them the German commerce-raiders Emden and Karlsruhe sank thirty-nine merchant ships out of a total at sea of 40,000, accounting for 176,000 tons of merchant shipping. Emden was disguised as a four-funnelled British light cruiser, but had gained a certain public regard for the way in which the crews of its victims were allowed to leave their ships before they were sunk. Nevertheless, on 9 November 1914, Emden’s luck ran out. Personnel at a telegraph station on the Cocos Islands spotted the ship and their signal was picked up by the Australian light cruiser Sydney, faster, heavier and better armed than the German ship, which left the Australian troop convoy it was escorting to the Red Sea and headed to intercept the Emden. A gunnery duel resulted and after two and a half hours, Emden was driven onto a reef, already a burning wreck.

Karlsruhe, intended to be another thorn in the British flesh, never had the chance to display her full potential, sinking in the Caribbean on 4 November 1914 following an internal explosion.

CORONEL

While Emden had used subterfuge to score her successes against the Royal Navy, a German battle squadron was on the loose in the Pacific. This was the East Asia Squadron, based on Tsingtao and commanded by Admiral von Spee, with the two armoured cruisers Scharnhorst and Gneisenau, and the light cruisers Leipzig and Nurnberg, although a third, Emden, was as already mentioned, to lead a free-booting existence as a solitary commerce-raider. This was a powerful force, but in total, the British and Allied force was far stronger, while certain of the British ships outclassed their German rivals, especially Australia, but also including Minotaur which was superior to either of the German armoured cruisers, and Newcastle and Yarmouth were superior to the German light cruisers. The Germans, on the outbreak of war, also pressed into service the armed merchant cruiser, Prinz Eitel Friedrich.

Despite a reluctance to introduce convoys elsewhere and a shortage of destroyers with which to provide escorts, with German merchant raiders loose it was essential that troops from India, Australia and New Zealand were brought to Europe in well-protected convoys, and this rapidly became a duty for the squadrons in the east. There were other priorities as Australia and New Zealand moved to seize German possessions in the Pacific, for which they needed naval support.

Von Spee spent some time cruising the Pacific, uncertain as to which course to take. His squadron made the most of the limited facilities allowed belligerent warships by neutral nations. His initial plan was to rendezvous with the cruisers of the German American Station, but on his way down the coast of South America he encountered Rear Admiral Sir Christopher Cradock, who had taken part of his squadron round Cape Horn seeking the German Asiatic Squadron. Cradock had just the armoured cruisers Good Hope and Monmouth, with the former his best ship although already obsolescent and under-gunned for her 14,100 tons displacement, as well as the new light cruiser Glasgow and the armed merchant cruiser Otranto, an Orient Line ship intended to hunt down German merchantmen rather than engage warships. Monmouth had been due to be scrapped. Despite the overall balance of naval power in the southern oceans being in Britain’s favour, when it came to battle the situation was reversed with small squadrons of ships engaged. Lacking aerial reconnaissance and with limited communications, searching for enemy forces was akin to seeking a needle in a haystack, if not even more difficult.

The opposing forces met off the Chilean coast near Coronel in bad weather with high seas on 1 November. Only the armoured cruisers were able to use their guns effectively because of the high seas, but the two elderly British armoured cruisers were silenced quickly by their more modern German opponents, with the flagship Good Hope sinking after an hour, and with Cradock becoming the first of four British admirals to lose his life in battle during the war. Monmouth was then sunk by a torpedo from a German cruiser and went down with no survivors. This sacrifice did at least enable Glasgow and Otranto to escape.

Retribution followed in the Battle of the Falkland Islands when the Germans suffered devastating losses, and the balance of power in the South Atlantic and the Pacific was reversed. Even so, the Germans continued to harass Allied shipping, and the Pacific proved to be a happy hunting ground for the German commerce-raiders Wolf and Möwe.

The following year, at Singapore, an inherent weakness in the British Empire was exposed when Indian Muslim Sepoy troops mutinied in response to reports that they were to be sent to fight Ottoman, or Turkish, forces who were fellow Muslims. They murdered several of their British officers and a number of civilians before the mutiny could be suppressed by troops brought quickly from Johor, the most southerly of the Malay states, and Burma. This sharp division between Muslims and other religions existed throughout many of the colonies and while most obvious in India, it was also a factor in places as far apart as Malaya and Nigeria.

ONE POWER STANDARD

The twentieth century had started with the British body politic believing in the ‘Two Power Standard’, which meant that the Royal Navy had to match the combined strength of any two navies which it was likely to face in combat. Many believed that there should be a slight margin over and above the two power standard, which became the ‘Two Power Standard plus Ten Per Cent’. This was fine in theory, but in harsh practical terms, the advent of the Dreadnought, the large all big-gun battleship, a British innovation, wiped out the Royal Navy’s lead in battleships almost overnight and it became a question of shipbuilding capacity and the funds with which to utilise it that became important in the years before war broke out.

Even while the war raged, it seems that the difficulties of maintaining such a large fleet and deploying it worldwide were worrying the British government. The idea arose that there should be an Imperial Navy, based on the Royal Navy but augmented by ships from Australia, Canada, New Zealand, South Africa and possibly India. This would clearly be under Royal Navy control, with the dominions contributing their share of the manpower, ships and, of course, the cost. On 15 August 1918 the idea was decisively rejected by the dominion governments. The strongest opposition came from Canada and South Africa, but even Australia and New Zealand were conscious of retaining their own separate identities and retaining control over the financial and defence commitments that might be expected of them.

Following the First World War, the Washington Naval Treaty of 1922, among other limitations on naval power, capped the Royal Navy at the agreed size of the United States Navy which was growing to match the needs of what was becoming the world’s leading superpower. Both navies were limited to a total warship tonnage of 525,000 tons each and all other navies were smaller, including those of France, Italy and Japan, while defeated Germany was confined to a coastal force. So between the wars, the Royal Navy found itself at what may be described as a ‘One Power’ standard.

In such a diminished state, the political debate in the United Kingdom centred around the fact that the Royal Navy was essentially capable only of influencing events in one hemisphere, but in practice had responsibility for two hemispheres. London applied pressure to the dominions to make up the balance, but they were largely unwilling to do so. In Australia naval personnel dropped to as low as 3,117 at one stage, with another 5,446 in the reserves. The UK started construction of a major naval base at Singapore, able to provide a forward operating base for a major fleet, and assured Australia and New Zealand that in the event of a war with Japan, the Royal Navy would send almost its full power to the east, and Australian and New Zealand forces would harass the Japanese Navy’s advance while the arrival of the large fleet was awaited. New Zealand was particularly anxious that the Singapore base should be completed, and contributed the then significant sum of £1 million towards the cost of construction.

To many, including Winston Churchill who had been First Lord of the Admiralty on the outbreak of the First World War and was to return to this post at the start of the Second before becoming Prime Minister in 1940, Singapore was seen as the ‘Gibraltar of the Far East’.

This strategy not only failed to recognise the prospect of war in Europe, but also ignored the enthusiasm with which Japan would take up the cause of naval aviation and the aircraft carrier.

Also relevant to this strategy was the impact of the Depression years on the armed forces of the democracies. The Royal Australian Navy received two County-class cruisers in 1928, but could not afford anything further until 1934. The Royal Navy was similarly affected.

Almost alone among the great powers and future belligerents, the British also sought to tighten the terms of the Washington Naval Treaty. Attempts were made to reduce the maximum tonnage of cruisers and aircraft carriers. Heavy cruisers were built with six guns in three turrets instead of eight guns in four turrets. Battleships had the calibre of their main armament reduced from 16 inches, having risen from 15-inch, to 14-inch; not only implying shells with less explosive impact, but a shorter range as well.

As the threat of war with Germany, Italy and Japan became more apparent, modernisation and expansion of the Royal Navy and the Royal Australian Navy started, while the New Zealand Division received two more modern cruisers and started to expand to become the Royal New Zealand Navy.

Elsewhere, the Royal Indian Navy numbered just 1,708 men and had five sloops, only two of them modern, a patrol boat and two auxiliaries, all of which were regarded as part of the Royal Navy’s East Indies Station. Further away, but as the Mediterranean became impassable in 1941, significant for ships passing to and from the Far East was South Africa, with a major naval base at Simonstown, near Cape Town. South Africa was not a maritime nation even though its trading links were largely by sea, and maintained small coastal forces which became the South African Naval Force in 1942.

The Royal Navy’s influence on these dominion and colonial services was considerable. Three-quarters of the officers in the Royal Indian Navy were on secondment from the Royal Navy, while of 1,257 ratings and eighty-two officers in the New Zealand Division in September 1939, just 716 ratings and eight officers were New Zealanders. Unable to expand rapidly enough to accommodate all of the New Zealanders anxious to come to the aid of the Mother Country on the outbreak of war in 1939, many joined the Royal Navy direct and ‘Kiwis’ formed a significant proportion of naval aircrew in particular. It helped that the Royal Navy had a recruiting office in Auckland.

The scene was set for a war in Europe that would so absorb the Royal Navy and the Royal Air Force that the Far East had to be left to chance, even though Japan was already waging a full-scale war in China.

SINGAPORE

Despite Churchill’s comparison with Gibraltar, Singapore is almost 100 times as large at 225 square miles to the 2½ square miles of Gibraltar. While Gibraltar is in effect a small peninsula, Singapore is an island, roughly half as big again as the Isle of Wight. There are other differences as the harbour at ‘Gib’, or as it is often known, the ‘Rock’, is largely man-made, but that at Singapore is much larger and one of the great natural harbours of the world. Gibraltar has had to be sufficient in itself with a naval base but relatively little commercial shipping, while Singapore was the port for much of the exports from the southern states of Malaya, an entrepot port, and one of the great trading centres of the East. While Gibraltar was and remains a British colony, Singapore was run as one of the Straits Settlements for many years, actually governed from India, and it was not until April 1867 that Singapore became a Crown Colony in its own right, with the governor in direct communication with the Colonial Office in London.

The predominant racial grouping in Singapore was the Chinese, although there were a substantial number of Malays. As early as 1906 the Tongmenghui, a revolutionary group dedicated to the overthrow of the ruling Qing Dynasty in China and establishing a republic, established a branch in Singapore, which became the group’s headquarters in SouthEast Asia. The Tongmenghui was in effect a predecessor of the Chinese Nationalists.

CREATING A NAVAL BASE

While the need for a major naval base at Singapore was identified as early as 1919, largely following the Russian Revolution but also with early concerns about Japanese policy, the decision to establish a major naval base was not announced until 1923. The reason for the need being identified so late in the day was that for the previous fifty years or more, there had been no discernable threat with the area dominated by the colonial territories of friendly powers, especially the Netherlands and Portugal, and as the nineteenth century drew to a close, relations between the United Kingdom and France had become increasingly friendlier after several centuries of mutual antagonism. France was the third colonial power in the region, possessing Indo-China. It was clear by this time that there had to be a counter to the growing aggression of Japan and the rise of that country’s armed forces. This was at a time of severe economic problems in the Western world and work proceeded slowly until 1931, when the Japanese invasion of Manchuria acted as a spur to complete the work. Even so, the naval base was not finished until 1939, by which time it had cost the then significant sum of £125 million, equivalent to US $500 million at the then exchange rate, or £7,500 million at today’s prices and around US $10,500 million at the current exchange rate.

For this large sum, the base was indeed something special. It had the world’s largest dry dock, capable of handling any existing or projected British warship, or even the still larger ocean liners such as the RMS Queen Mary and the even larger RMS Queen Elizabeth, that could conceivably be pressed into service as troopships. It had the world’s third largest floating dock. The fuel storage depot had the capacity to keep the entire Royal Navy fuelled for six months. Protection included five large shore-based 15-inch naval guns located at Fort Canning, Fort Siloso and Labrador, while the Royal Air Force had an air station at Tengah, a necessary aspect of the defences that Gibraltar did not enjoy at the time.

While the heavy naval guns could fire inland if necessary, they were provided with heavy armour-piercing shells for use against enemy warships rather than fragmentation shells more suitable for use against enemy troops. Realising that this was a weakness, the Admiralty proposed that the causeway linking Singapore with Malaya should be covered by light and medium-calibre field artillery. These guns were opposed by the RAF, which felt that the money would be better spent on air defences as any battle would be fought over the sea or over Malaya. While Churchill insisted that a garrison of 20,000 men would be sufficient to defend Singapore from an army of 50,000 men, the British also doubted that the Japanese could move so many men and then maintain the force for any length of time given that ‘… Singapore is as far away from Japan as Southampton is from New York  … ’

Yet, the RAF’s plans for the air defence of Singapore and Malaya involved a well-balanced force of 556 aircraft following the collapse of France and the Netherlands, as support from their forces in the colonies could no longer be counted upon. In fact, as we shall see, the Netherlands East Indies continued to fight as an ally. The British Chiefs of Staff considered the RAF’s plans and scaled these down to 336 aircraft, with the army having forty-eight infantry brigades and two armoured brigades.

The major weakness in the base was that it was only a strong base or a fortress if provided with a strong fleet, but neither funds nor manpower were available for the Royal Navy to create a Far East or Pacific Fleet. What had become the Home Fleet and the Mediterranean Fleet were in fact the only two fleets the Royal Navy could muster. For the Far East, there was the East Indies Station due to be based on Singapore itself, but in 1941 moved to Trincomalee in Ceylon, and the China Station, based on Hong Kong; two of a number of stations around the world where the RN maintained a presence, but the small number of warships assigned to each could by no means be described as a ‘fleet’, and they were in fact rarely stronger than a squadron. Combined after war broke out in Europe, the East Indies and China Stations formed the British Eastern Fleet.



Chapter 2

The Opponents

The wartime Allies were a collection of convenience, pushed together by events which few, if any, had foreseen before the war. This is important as in the years preceding the outbreak of war, first in Europe and then in the Pacific, there was no structure such as the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation, NATO, to plan and coordinate, train and exercise, the forces at the disposal of the member nations. While war was widely expected, only the United Kingdom and France were expecting it. The Belgians realised that if the war in Europe followed the pattern of the First World War, as everyone expected, then their only Allies would be the United Kingdom and France, but there was no attempt among any of these three countries to exercise together, largely because in the anxious state of these countries, there was concern that such activity would be seen by the Germans as provocative. Indeed, the French even opposed attacks by a British Advanced Air Striking Force, AASF, in France against German targets for fear of bringing the Luftwaffe’s retribution on their cities.

The Belgians were not present in the Pacific, but they had been almost completely overrun by German forces during the First World War. The Dutch had not, and had survived through placing their faith in neutrality. This had worked for them in the earlier conflict, as it had for both the Danes and the Norwegians. To their surprise, it did not work in the Second World War. What many Britons called the ‘Phoney War’, and the Germans the Sitzkrieg or ‘Sitting War’, came to an end in April 1940 with the German invasion of Denmark and Norway, followed by the thrust into the Netherlands and Belgium, the prelude to the invasion of France. Of course, at sea and even in the air there had been no phoney war, with losses at sea from the first day of war.

Italy did not enter the war until 10 June 1940, just in time for the fall of France, which earned German contempt with many Germans calling the Italians the ‘harvest hands’: there just in time for the fruits of victory in the west.

The United States had tried to maintain strict neutrality and remain clear of any involvement with the war in Europe. Generally this has been regarded as simply being the application of the Munro Doctrine, that effectively meant that the United States regarded the Americas as its sphere of interest and kept out of Europe and Africa, expecting the Europeans to reciprocate. This was never a realistic option as many individual Americans volunteered for service with the European Allies, as their fathers’ generation had done in the First World War. In any event, the first US involvement in the ‘Old World’ had been as early as 1816 when a combined US, British and Dutch naval squadron swept into the Mediterranean to rout the Barbary pirates. Even at government level the US was sorely tempted to help, starting with ‘lend-lease’ of equipment to the United Kingdom, and then the United States Navy escorting convoys to the mid-ocean handover point to ease the burden on the Royal Navy. Even before the fall of France, American aircraft manufacturers had been allowed to take orders for the Armée de l’Air and the Aéronavale.

THE COLONIAL POWERS

French and Dutch territory in the Far East was extensive, with the Netherlands having its largest colony, the Netherlands East Indies, a large collection of islands of all sizes running more than 3,000 miles east to west; while the French had French Indo-China, today’s Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia. Both were effectively cut off from their mother countries by their fall and subsequent occupation by Germany, although a substantial area of France, Vichy France, was nominally self-governing and not occupied by German forces until late 1942.

The French in Indo-China initially resisted Japanese demands that they should permit operations from their territory, but with scant forces at their disposal were soon forced to accept Japanese suzerainty. The station at Saigon had just one elderly heavy cruiser and a light cruiser, plus a small number of corvettes designed to maintain peace in the colonies.

In the Netherlands East Indies a government-in-exile was formed from the colonial administration. The many islands and vast territorial spread of the Netherlands East Indies had given naval aviation the chance to prove its worth. During the 1920s, the Marine Luchtvaartdienst (MLD), operated some forty Hansa-Brandenburg W-12 seaplanes in the Netherlands East Indies, later augmenting these with Dornier Wal flying boats which remained in service up to the Japanese invasion of 1942. In the immediate pre-war period, Dornier Do24K flying boats had also been acquired for operations in the East Indies, but the rapid advance of Japanese forces after the invasion saw the MLD’s personnel escaping to Ceylon, now Sri Lanka, and Australia. The small surface fleet was led by the light cruisers De Ruyter and Java. Military aviation was in the hands of the Netherlands East Indies Army which was better equipped than the home army, in case of any outbreaks of nationalism among the inhabitants of the colonies.

By far the largest of the colonial powers was the United Kingdom. Not only did it have India, then a single country before partition in 1947, and Ceylon, but it also had Malaya, Singapore and Hong Kong, and as close allies, the dominions of Australia and New Zealand, both of whose navies were heavily influenced by the Royal Navy and in the case of New Zealand, firmly under British control. It also had a number of Pacific island groups.

The Royal Navy’s China Station at Hong Kong was the strongest of any of the colonial naval outposts, with an aircraft carrier, three heavy cruisers and a light cruiser, no less than fifteen destroyers, although two of these were in refit or repair, and six sloops, of which one was being refitted, while there were also fifteen submarines, again with three being refitted. The East Indies Station was not yet at Singapore, but at Trincomalee, ‘Trinco’ in naval slang, in Ceylon. Here the Royal Navy had three light cruisers and twelve sloops, of which five were manned by the Royal Indian Navy, and just one submarine.

In London the Admiralty actively managed these fleets, for unlike the British War Office, overseeing the British Army, and the Air Ministry, which did the same for the Royal Air Force, it was an operational headquarters as well as a department of state. The China Station aircraft carrier in 1939 was the elderly HMS Eagle, Britain’s third aircraft carrier, converted from a battleship being built for Chile and the first with a starboard island. On the outbreak of war, she provided air cover for the convoys taking Australian and New Zealand troops to Europe, escorting them across the Indian Ocean and through the Red Sea to the Suez Canal. In 1940 when Britain and France decided to counter the German invasion of Norway, the Mediterranean Fleet’s aircraft carrier, HMS Glorious, a converted battlecruiser, was recalled to join the Home Fleet and was sunk during the withdrawal from Norway. At the same time, Eagle was brought forward to the Mediterranean to provide air support for the British Mediterranean Fleet in expectation of Italy entering the war, as she eventually did.

The substitute for Eagle was the small and elderly Hermes, the first aircraft carrier to have been designed and built as such from the keel up rather than a conversion. Her initial task was searching for German surface raiders. With her limited aircraft complement of just twelve Fairey Swordfish biplanes, she would have been far more useful escorting the North Atlantic convoys.

Australia’s contribution to the defence of the Empire was two heavy and three light cruisers, five destroyers and two sloops, while a fourth light cruiser was based on the West Indies Station at Bermuda. New Zealand had two light cruisers and two sloops.

Overall the British contribution to the Allied war effort in the Pacific, on the eve of war, was the strongest after that of the United States, and alone among the colonial powers did she deploy forces that were designed to be a deterrent against aggression rather than the river gunboats and coastal craft that were usual for colonial peace-keeping. Australia maintained stronger naval forces than did the Netherlands, which was almost matched by New Zealand.

Weaknesses in the British forces were those of inadequate naval air power. It was not just that the Royal Navy had only one carrier in the area; at this time the service lacked a high-performance fighter for its carriers. This was made worse by the fact that the Royal Air Force in the area also lacked aircraft suitable for contemporary warfare. The best had been kept in the United Kingdom and even in 1940, there were few Supermarine Spitfire fighters and the main burden of the Battle of Britain was borne by the Hawker Hurricane – slower, but more manoeuvrable and easier to repair. As with the naval forces, numbers were also inadequate.

The problem was also compounded by over-confidence. As mentioned already, the British believed that Singapore could be defended by just 20,000 men, even if the enemy could amass 50,000 men. As also mentioned earlier, plans for a force of 556 aircraft were scaled down to 336 and most of these had still to be delivered.

On the eve of war with Japan, Singapore had few warships. Instead of forty-eight infantry and two armoured brigades, there were just thirty-three infantry battalions, not all of which were fully trained, and no armour. Instead of the 336 ‘modern’ aircraft, there were just 158 at most. The best of the aircraft were forty-one Brewster Buffalo fighters, a type that had been found wanting and which was no match for the best fighters of the Germans or the Japanese. The remaining aircraft included Vickers Vildebeest biplane torpedo-bombers, which were obsolete; Bristol Blenheim bombers, which had already proved to be ineffectual in Europe; a small number of Bristol Beaufighter night fighters; and a handful each of Fairey Swordfish and Blackburn Shark biplanes, with some Lockheed Hudson maritime-reconnaissance aircraft. Meanwhile, at least 200 Hawker Hurricane fighters, which might have made a difference, were sent as aid to the Soviet Union.

In short the British plans were marred by over-optimism and a failure to take the potential enemy seriously, and an inability to establish sensible priorities. The chiefs of staff, meant to work together, had managed to produce the worst possible combination of defences for Singapore.

THE UNITED STATES

Dwarfing the efforts of the colonial powers and the dominions were the armed forces of the United States. The Pacific was as important to the United States as the Atlantic was to the United Kingdom and France. Indeed, the Pacific was more important to the United States than the Atlantic because it included offshore United States territory, the most important of which was Hawaii, then not incorporated into the Union, which had an important naval base and both navy and army air stations, as the United States did not have an autonomous air force at the time.

Two fleets were maintained in the East by the United States Navy: the US Asiatic Fleet based on Cavite on the island of Luzon in the Philippines under Admiral Thomas Hart, and the substantial US Pacific Fleet based on Pearl Harbor on the Hawaiian island of Oahu under Admiral Husband Kimmel.

The Asiatic Fleet was by far the weaker, with nothing larger than a single heavy cruiser, while its two light cruisers were on loan from the US Pacific Fleet. It also had thirteen destroyers of which two were in refit, and twenty-nine submarines, again with two in refit.

At Pearl Harbor, the United States Navy had no less than nine battleships, albeit with two in refit, and three aircraft carriers, supported by twelve heavy cruisers with two in refit, and nine light cruisers with three in refit. The heavy cruisers were part of the Pacific Fleet’s Scouting Force, which also had a destroyer and twenty-four submarines, of which four were in refit. The other ships belonged to the Battle Force which also had forty-nine destroyers, of which eight were in refit in December 1940, thirteen fast minelayers with one in refit, and eight light minelayers, of which half were in refit at the time. This was a massive force, even though it had been reduced slightly since the beginning of the war to reinforce the Atlantic Fleet as it took on an increasing role aiding the Royal Navy in the Battle of the Atlantic.

The number of ships and the balance of the fleet are only part of the story. The USN had larger aircraft carriers than the RN at the time, and they had modern high-performance aircraft.

While the importance of Pearl Harbor meant that this was the main concentration of naval forces in the Pacific, there were also a number of gunboats and patrol craft based on Pearl Harbor and on the Pacific coast of the United States, with four destroyers at San Diego and another five at Seattle.

Although the United States Navy had retained control of its air power from the beginning, unlike the Royal Navy that had seen its aircraft, aircrew and maintenance personnel passed to the Royal Air Force in April 1918, not to return until May 1939, there was an agreement dating from 1931 between the USN and the United States Army that the USN would not develop large land-based aircraft. This left the United States Army Air Corps, later the United States Army Air Force, in control of the defence of the coastline, with both maritime-reconnaissance aircraft and fighter protection for air bases. Nevertheless, in addition to maritime-reconnaissance flying boats, the USN also received the PB4Y, its own version of the Consolidated B-24 Liberator bomber, renowned for its long range. The USN might not have developed its own long-range land-planes, but it was a customer for those already developed for the USAAC and its successors, and as the war progressed, there were conflicting demands for the Liberator, wanted by the USAAF for long-range bombing missions and by the USN for maritime reconnaissance.

JAPAN

In terms of industrial development Japan was a late starter, due in no small part to the long period of self-enforced isolation from Europe and the United States. It was also the case, and remains so to this day, that the country had few natural resources. Nevertheless, the country and its people also showed themselves to be fast learners, and although at first ships and, later, aircraft were bought from abroad, Japanese industry was quick to develop, and at first Western designs were built under licence, or copied, and then developed.

Although primarily an agricultural society, the paradox was that the Japanese were also a warrior race. They were likewise a nation of seafarers. One problem that was apparent by the dawn of the twentieth century was the growing pressure of population in a small country consisting of many islands, many of them mountainous. This need for what the Germans would call Lebensraum (living room) led the Japanese leadership to the same conclusion as the Germans, territorial expansion. For Japan, initially this meant ousting the Chinese from Korea which became the country’s first colony, but later attention also turned towards mainland China itself.

The early years of the twentieth century saw a naval race between the great Western powers, so that Japan saw its navy decline from the third largest in the world to the fifth. Defence strategy was based on the concept of the ‘hypothetical enemy’, meaning the nation that was most likely to be able to threaten the security of Japan. In its way, this was the Oriental version of the British ‘Two Power Standard’ for the Royal Navy. The problem was that the Imperial Japanese Army saw Russia as the hypothetical enemy, while for the Imperial Japanese Navy, or Teikoku Kaigun, it was the United States. As early as 1907, a new Imperial Defence Policy tried to coordinate the strategy of the two services, but in fact only heightened the differences between them.

The IJN’s strategy was to deal with the superiority of the United States, both as a maritime power and an industrial power. Early in the twentieth century Admiral Sato was the country’s leading naval strategist and proposed a remedy for his country’s relative weakness in maintaining a set ratio of naval strength between the Imperial Japanese Navy and the United States Navy. He proposed that the IJN should have a strength set at 70 per cent of that of the United States Navy, which he regarded would deter any aggression against Japan by the United States. This was adopted and became the basis of Japanese naval strategy.

Initially, fleet planning was based on the ‘Six-Six Fleet’, meaning that six battleships and six battlecruisers would be built every six years, but in 1907 this became the ‘Eight-Eight Fleet’ because of fears that without an increase the 70 per cent ration could not be maintained. Nevertheless, it took some years before the country’s economy and industrial resources could achieve this level of production.

Following the First World War, Japan created a substantial fleet of aircraft carriers but also planned a large submarine fleet, building ever larger boats that could operate off the West Coast of the United States. The plan was to use submarines to counter the USN’s battleships and other major fleet units, even though the First World War had not provided conclusive evidence that submarines were capable of such actions. The war years had shown that the submarine could have a devastating impact on merchant shipping, but the Japanese naval planners rejected attacks on commerce as contrary to the warrior tradition.

Under the Washington Naval Treaty, Japan was restricted to a total warship tonnage of 315,000 tons, far less than the 525,000 tons allowed the USA and UK, but also considerably more than the 175,000 tons which was the limit for France and Italy. This in itself meant that Japan was well below the 367,500 tons that the 70 per cent policy dictated, and yet further reductions were imposed as a result of the London Naval Conference in 1930, which resulted in a strong anti-Treaty faction in Japan as they saw naval strength slipping below the 70 per cent ratio. The London limits were only meant to last until 1936, and in the meantime, Japan built right up to the limits and also concentrated on developing those weapons and systems not covered by the Treaty.

Japan had one advantage over the Western powers, which was that the creation of substantial armed forces was a doctrine that was unopposed from the end of the First World War onwards. There was little effective opposition, and while the British government in particular sought not simply to observe the terms of the Washington Naval Treaty but to tighten them, the Japanese initially objected to being given a lower total tonnage than the UK and USA. They then started to find ways of circumventing the restrictions, building ships under secrecy, which was easier in Japan than in Germany with fewer foreign visitors and, of course, no form of control by the victors after the end of the First World War for Japan had, after all, been on the winning side.

In 1936, Japan finally rejected the Washington and London treaties and embarked on a programme of naval expansion.

After the invasion of Manchuria in 1931, Japan had gained a number of naval bases in mainland China to add to its own home bases. The main base in China was the large port of Shanghai, but there were smaller bases at Canton, Hankow and Samah, now Sanya, to which smaller vessels were assigned but reinforced by the larger warships of the Combined Fleet as required.

The operational headquarters of the Imperial Japanese Navy was at Hiroshima, with other bases at Kure, Samah, Takao, Truk, Ominato and Kwajalein. The main force of the Imperial Japanese Navy was known as the Combined Fleet, based on Hiroshima, where there were three battleships and three seaplane carriers, two light cruisers, twelve escort vessels and fourteen submarines, all directly under the control of the commander-in-chief. The subordinate fleets were all component parts of the Combined Fleet, including the First Air Fleet, also based at Hiroshima, with six aircraft carriers and two light carriers, as well as twelve destroyers. The First Fleet at Kure had eight battleships, four heavy cruisers and four light cruisers, and twenty-eight destroyers, of which one was in refit in December 1940. The Second Fleet was at Samah in China, with thirteen heavy cruisers, two light cruisers and thirty-five destroyers. Takao was home to the Third Fleet and its heavy cruiser, three light cruisers, eight destroyers, four torpedo boats and four submarines. The Fourth Fleet at Truk had four light cruisers, eight destroyers and nine submarines. The Fifth Fleet was in China at Ominato, with two light cruisers. Kwajalein had the Sixth Fleet with a light cruiser and thirty submarines. The Eleventh Air Fleet was ashore at Takao, and in addition to the ships already mentioned, had three destroyers. There was also a Southern Expeditionary Fleet, which at the time was at Cam Ranh in Indo-China, with just a light cruiser.

The Japanese ships were a mixture of First World War veterans that had been modernised, inter-war designs, and in the case of the aircraft carriers, often compromises to keep within the Washington Treaty limits while these were still being observed, so that some of the carriers were very small. Nevertheless, heavy cruisers had been built to augment the battleships, while the latter also included ships under construction at the time with 18-inch main armament, and the largest ships of this type ever constructed.

In the air, the ace up the Japanese sleeve was the Mitsubishi A6M, better known as the Zero, which was developed from the earlier A5M which had been Japan’s best fighter design when introduced in 1937 and which had performed well in China. Nevertheless, the Japanese also had the usual bombers and torpedo-bombers expected in any naval air power line-up at the time.

THE BALANCE OF NAVAL POWER

In December 1941 the Imperial Japanese Navy had six aircraft carriers and two light carriers, as well as three seaplane carriers. Even some Japanese senior officers had reservations about naval air power and so for these traditionalists, as in other navies, the backbone of the fleet was the eleven battleships, while there were also eighteen heavy cruisers and seventeen light cruisers, supported by no less than 106 destroyers and escort vessels as well as forty-three submarines. While the Royal Navy and the French Marine Nationale had both conducted trials with aircraft-carrying submarines, the Japanese had several of these against the Europeans who had just one each, and the Japanese submarines included some capable of carrying two aircraft.

By contrast, including the Atlantic Fleet, US naval power was seven aircraft carriers plus one of the new and as yet largely untried escort carriers. There were seventeen battleships, eighteen heavy cruisers, nineteen light cruisers, 162 destroyers, 111 submarines, eight minelayers and thirteen fast minelayers.

The major weaknesses for the Japanese were fourfold. First, they lacked the industrial capacity to replace warships and aircraft or grow the fleet under wartime conditions, which was one of the major strengths of the United States. Second, they did not have any natural resources and so were dependent upon lengthy supply lines vulnerable to attack. Third, they did not have the training organisation that would enable them to replace losses quickly enough, so as the war progressed the overall standard of experience, especially in the Japanese Navy Air Force, fell. Fourth, they did not institute a satisfactory convoy system, and naval officers deemed convoy protection to be an unwelcome duty as it did not involve aggressive warfare.



Chapter 3

Aircraft Carriers and Carrier-Borne Aircraft

The Pacific naval war was primarily a war between aircraft carriers, augmented by strong and aggressive submarine action especially by the Americans. Without the aircraft carrier, the Japanese could not have attacked the US Pacific Fleet in its main base at Pearl Harbor, and without them the United States Navy could not have pushed Japanese forces back across the Pacific, later joined by the Royal Navy, until bases within reach of Japan could be made available to the United States Army Air Force. The Battle of the Coral Sea was the first to be fought between two fleets in which the ships did not come within sight or gunnery range of one another. Because the aircraft carrier allowed these first naval battles to be fought, it changed naval warfare for good. Increasingly, battleships and cruisers found themselves relegated to providing heavy bombardment of enemy coastal positions as a prelude to invasion, or providing heavy antiaircraft fire to protect the aircraft carriers operating with the fleet.

The only other type of naval vessel to excel in the Pacific was the submarine, and American submariners were far more successful at cutting the enemy’s supply lines than the Germans were in cutting those of the United Kingdom. This was partly because the Japanese never took convoy protection seriously and did not have escort carriers, even though the Imperial Japanese Army had ships that could have been used as such but were engaged as aircraft transports. Post-war, the exploits of the American submariners seem to have been played down, possibly because admirals preferred large aircraft carriers, although it could also be that the submarine is the one naval vessel never really to have caught the affection of the public.

It was clear even before the outbreak of the Second World War in Europe that there would be a shortage of flight decks. At one time, consideration was even given to converting the two new passenger liners, Queen Mary and Queen Elizabeth, to aircraft carriers but it was decided that the ships would be more useful as troopships. The Royal Navy had been planning to replace its oldest ships with a class of four new fast armoured carriers, but as war became increasingly likely, the order for new carriers was increased to six and the oldest ships were retained. Sadly, they were not put on convoy escort duties where they would have been invaluable, but squandered on operations that showed weaknesses in command and tactics as well as a poor ordering of priorities.

During the Second World War there were three distinct types of aircraft carrier. The largest and most glamorous were the large aircraft carriers, sometimes referred to as attack carriers by the USN and fleet carriers by the RN. These included the Royal Navy’s Illustrious-class and their derivatives, as well as the United States Navy’s Essex-class and the larger Japanese ships, of which the most impressive in 1941 were the Shokaku and Zuikaku. These could carry a substantial number of fighter, bomber and torpedo-bomber aircraft, and took the lead in the war at sea. These were known simply as CVs, a misleading term coined by the USN in the early days of the aircraft carrier as they saw its status as similar to that of the cruiser, which in USN terminology was either CA for a heavy cruiser or CL for a light cruiser.

Next in the aircraft carrier pecking order were what the USN called the light carrier and the RN the light fleet carrier. These were ships of less than 20,000 tons at the time. The main ones in the Pacific were the USN’s Independence-class, built on the hulls of Cleveland-class cruisers, which provided problems with a restricted beam and limited hangar and flight deck space. The RN’s Colossus-class and the Majestic-class that was derived from it was rather better, and post-war no less than seven navies operated these ships in addition to the Royal Navy, but the superiority of these ships was academic since the first examples reached the Pacific too late to see action. The real problem with the Colossus and Majestic-classes was their lack of speed, at just 24 knots. Light or light fleet carriers were classified as CVL, in other words, a light CV.

At the bottom of the pecking order was the auxiliary aircraft carrier, more usually known as an escort carrier, and classified as CVE. The cynics in the USN took this to mean ‘Combustible, Vulnerable, Expendable’, which in many cases they were. The escort carrier was derived from merchant ships, and some of the ships were actually conversions from cargo ships, including captured vessels. Most, however, used the hull design and machinery of a merchant vessel, but were built from the keel up as an aircraft carrier and the hope was that post-war they could then be decommissioned and converted to a merchant ship. Inevitably, standards aboard these ships were often low in terms of crew accommodation and even deck and hangar space, with some only having a single aircraft lift which gave rise to great problems in handling and ranging aircraft ready for take-off.

In fact, the term escort carrier was an understatement. These ships were indeed used as escort carriers, but they were also used as aircraft transports, maintenance carriers, training carriers for rookie naval airmen, and both in the Mediterranean and in the Pacific for aircraft providing fighter and strike cover for the landings, often in the Pacific being used as ‘marine carriers’ so that the United States Marine Corps could provide ground-attack aircraft for the forces that were being landed ashore.

THE ATTACK CARRIER

The first aircraft carrier was the British HMS Furious, converted from a so-called light battlecruiser. In her original form, the ship was an embarrassment. She was one of three light battlecruisers, Courageous, Glorious and Furious, known to the wits in the fleet as ‘Outrageous’, ‘Uproarious’ and ‘Hilarious’, ordered with a shallow draught to support planned landings on Germany’s Baltic Coast which were cancelled when it was realised that the scheme was impractical. The only British ship to have 18-inch main armament, her hull was so lightly built that when the aft 18-gun was fired, rivets flew across the decks below. She was completed with a flying-off deck forward instead of the single forward 18-inch mounting, so the only 18-gun was that aft. That too was replaced when she had a landing deck built aft, a move that followed the death of Squadron-Commander* E.H. Dunning on his second landing aboard the ship in August 1917. Eventually, after further rebuilds, she emerged with two flight decks, with the lower one projecting from the hangar deck for aircraft to take off.

This ship, whose story really tells much of the evolution of the early aircraft carrier, was used for the first carrier-borne strike when, on 19 July 1918, seven Sopwith Camels flew from Furious to attack the airship sheds at Tondern in northern Germany, destroying the airships L54 and L60.

Furious was followed by other ships, including Argus, a converted liner without an island, which at least solved the problems of turbulence experienced when landing, and by a converted battleship, Eagle, which was the first with a starboard island, and then by Hermes, the first to be designed as a carrier but very small, at just 10,800 tons.

Under the Washington Naval Treaty of 1922, carrier tonnage was restricted and so too was the maximum tonnage of individual ships, to 27,000 tons, although two ships of up to 33,000 tons were allowed to be built for the Royal Navy, United States Navy and the Imperial Japanese Navy. Total carrier tonnage was set at 135,000 tons for the RN and USN, 81,000 tons for Japan, and 60,000 tons each for France and Italy. The first USN carrier, the USS Langley, was regarded as an experimental ship and was not included in the figure for US carriers. The Treaty left the major naval powers with more battlecruiser tonnage than allowed, so the three largest navies immediately set about converting their surplus battle-cruisers to aircraft carriers, although the first Japanese carrier was the Hosho, a converted fleet tanker and just 7,470 tons.

As a result of the Washington Naval Treaty, the USN decided to complete two battlecruisers still under construction, the Saratoga and the Lexington, into aircraft carriers, also using these as the service’s two 33,000-ton carriers; although by taking advantage of the Treaty concession that they could have 3,000 tons of armour protection against bombs, the actual standard displacement reached 36,000 tons and full load was in excess of 40,000 tons! Both ships joined the fleet at the end of 1927.

For the Royal Navy, the two ‘surplus’ battlecruisers were none other than the sisters of Furious, albeit originally built with 15-inch armament, Courageous and Glorious, which were rebuilt as aircraft carriers and entered service in 1928 and 1930 respectively. These shared with Furious the lack of a full-length flight deck with a lower flight deck leading from the hangar, which ultimately proved useless and a waste of space as aircraft weights and speeds increased. As with the US carriers, at first no catapults, known at the time as accelerators, were fitted but these were added during the late 1930s. However, at the time these were hydraulic devices rather than the much more powerful steam catapult of post-war years.

Japan opposed the limitations of the Treaty, and this hint of future Japanese intentions was one of the factors behind the rapid cooling of relations between the country and its First World War allies. In fact, even while the Washington Treaty was being negotiated, Japan had finally embarked on what was known as the ‘Eight-Eight’ programme, meaning that the Imperial Japanese Navy would have eight modern battleships and eight modern battlecruisers by the early 1930s. This programme meant that in 1922 the country had two battlecruisers surplus to the Treaty conditions, and the following year work started on converting these two ships, Akagi and Amagi, into aircraft carriers. Before Amagi could be completed she was badly damaged by an earthquake, so another ‘Treaty-surplus’ ship, the battleship Kaga was converted instead.

Arrester wires were already fitted, but later the British adopted the American idea of a crash barrier across the flight deck so that aircraft that missed the arrester wire did not run into aircraft parked forward on the deck – the barrier could be quickly raised and lowered so that aircraft could taxi across it after landing.

By the late 1930s, navies were building aircraft carriers designed as such rather than converting other ships. The Japanese had several aircraft-carrying submarines, and some were able to carry two aircraft. Nevertheless, such craft could only carry small seaplanes and their potential was limited.

One peculiarity between the wars was the insistence of British governments on tightening the Washington Treaty limits. They reduced battleship gun calibre from the 16-inch of the sisters Rodney and Nelson to 14-inch for the King George V-class, although the one ship of this type laid down during the war, HMS Vanguard, reverted to 15-inch. In the meantime, they attempted to reduce the displacement of heavy cruisers by eliminating one gun turret, and also sought to reduce the maximum displacement of aircraft carriers. They were completely alone in this, and indeed, Germany and Japan did everything possible to increase displacement and armament. When Ark Royal, the last aircraft carrier to be completed before the outbreak of war in Europe was commissioned, the Royal Navy acquired what was on paper a fine ship, with two hangar decks and three lifts, but it was a ship with a flight deck so thin that when 20lb practice bombs fell off an aircraft as it hooked on while landing, they went through the deck and killed men in the hangar below. The flimsy deck was partly to keep within a tonnage limit of 23,000 tons and partly to prevent the ship from becoming top-heavy. The irony was that eventually when she was lost this ship did not succumb to bombing, as many feared, but to a single torpedo.

The war years saw some differences in carrier construction emerging. The Royal Navy preferred fast armoured carriers with the hull plated up to the flight deck, which, with the hangar, was part of the hull structure. The United States Navy favoured an open forecastle and openings in the sides of the hangar, with the hangar and flight deck part of the superstructure. The British approach was stronger and more damage resistant, but once damaged, repair was more difficult, costly and time-consuming. After experience of tropical storms, however, the USN also started to plate hulls up to flight deck level.

Japanese aircraft carriers differed drastically from those of the Royal Navy and United States Navy. The first two large carriers, Akagi and Kaga, had three flight decks, although the middle one of just 50 feet was seldom used, and in the mid-1930s the ships were substantially rebuilt to provide a single long flight deck and enlarged hangars, although at both ends, fore and aft, the flight deck was supported on steel stanchions, possibly to reduce weight. As built, Akagi was one of the few aircraft carriers to be coal-fired, but she was converted to oil-burning when rebuilt. An unusual feature of the Japanese carrier design was the use of downward-pointing smokestacks, always on the starboard side even when, as with Akagi, the ship had a port-side island.

Japanese carrier design probably reached its peak with the two sisters, Shokaku and Zuikaku, both of which entered service in 1941, just in time for the attack on Pearl Harbor. With a standard displacement of 25,675 tons, or full load 32,105 tons, they were designed as carriers from the keel upwards. Nevertheless, the flight decks were still supported on steel stanchions at each end, and were built of wood except for the catapult tracks.

While the Shokaku-class retained the downward smokestacks, two ships reputably converted from liners (although some doubt this), the Hiyo and Junyo, of 24,140 tons standard and 29,000 tons full load, had a single vertical smokestack on the starboard island. These were the two most attractive Japanese carriers to Western eyes, although the flight deck was still on stanchions over the stern.

The shortage of flight decks felt by the three carrier-operating navies during the Second World War resulted in some unusual compromises. One of these was that the British fast armoured carrier, HMS Victorious, second ship of the successful Illustrious-class, went on loan to the United States Navy. This was after she had spent much of the winter of 1942–1943 being refitted at the Norfolk Navy Yard, being given the temporary name of USS Robin until later relieved by the American interpretation of the fast carrier, the USS Essex, lead ship of the class of the same name with no less than twenty-five large carriers in all. The Robin, alias Victorious, operated with the US Pacific Fleet and no doubt helped to improve inter-operability between the two navies, something which was a matter of some concern. In fact, for a period after the Royal Navy returned to eastern waters, HMS Illustrious and the USS Saratoga operated together for the same reason, and also to ensure that the Royal Navy could get used to the concept of massed air attacks using a combination of fighters and bombers, and with aircraft from more than one carrier.

While the Japanese had a large aircraft carrier fleet at the start of the Second World War, they were alone among the Tripartite Pact nations. The original two Axis countries, Germany and Italy, had plans that included building aircraft carriers and work was well advanced, but in both countries a number of factors, including rivalry between naval and air force commanders over who should operate the aircraft, delayed completion until it was too late.

LIGHT AND LIGHT FLEET CARRIERS

Realising that more carriers were likely to be needed quickly, and that escort carriers while cheap and easily produced were not capable of keeping up with the fleet, the President of the United States proposed converting the hulls of the Cleveland-class light cruisers to aircraft carriers in an emergency carrier construction programme. Presidential intervention was not appreciated by the United States Navy, which knew that the tight confines of a sleek cruiser hull were completely unsuitable for carrier construction, and in the event, the ships were unusual in appearance as the designers attempted to overcome the problems. The flight deck could not extend all the way to the bows because these were not wide enough to support it, and the curve to the bows, an attractive feature in a cruiser, so reduced headroom in the hangar that the forward lift had to be set slightly further back. The smallest island possible was designed and sponsoned to starboard so that it did not impinge on the already limited width of the flight deck, while the four funnels were also offset to starboard and aft of the island for the same reason. The result was a fast light carrier of just 10,662 tons capable of carrying thirty aircraft. Nine ships were built, with another two as the Saipan-class with certain improvements in the light of experience. Despite the USN’s misgivings, the Independence-class was generally satisfactory and did much good work, except that the ships tended to be far more vulnerable to torpedo, bombing or Kamikaze attack than the larger carriers, although it is debatable whether this was because of their smaller size and narrower beam or because of design flaws. Although the Independence-class had two catapults forward for assisted take-offs, generally the USN preferred to operate fighters and fighter-bombers from these ships than the much heavier dive-bombers. The reduced hangar space and limited headroom would have had a strong influence in this decision.

Desperate for more aircraft carriers, and yet with their naval yards working at full stretch on warship construction, the British had developed an ‘Intermediate Aircraft Carrier’ to bridge the gap between escort carriers and fleet carriers, later known as a light carrier, or in their terms, light fleet carrier design; this was the Colossus-class. It was meant to be something more powerful than an escort carrier and with a larger aircraft capacity, but the ships were built to merchant standards so that they could be constructed in yards unaccustomed to building warships. The new ships were capable of being built in just two years, displaced 18,000 tons full load and could carry up to forty-eight aircraft, and there were ten of them, with another six built later as the Majestic-class, at 20,000 tons full load. These looked like aircraft carriers in the traditional British style, a scaled-down Illustrious without armour, a lighter AA armament and, unlike the later British fast armoured carriers, just a single hangar deck. To provide the maximum space on both the flight and hangar decks, the superstructure and smokestack were sponsoned outwards from the hull, probably the one feature they had in common with the Independence-class. Their one big disadvantage was that the maximum speed was just 24 knots, something that was to prove difficult in later life as heavier jet aircraft came to be operated. Two of the ships, Perseus and Pioneer, were completed as maintenance ships and aircraft transports, unable to operate aircraft and instead of being flown aboard, aircraft were loaded onto these two ships by being hoisted aboard using sheerlegs.

These ships were intended for the concluding part of the battle for Japan. Nowhere can the sense of anti-climax have been more marked than with these ships, with the first, HMS Colossus, joining the British Pacific Fleet in mid-1945, too late to see action against Japan. HMS Glory also joined the BPF, but was at least able to take the surrender of Japanese forces in New Guinea in September 1945. In all, four of these ships, Colossus, Glory, Vengeance and Venerable were with the BPF’s 11th Carrier Squadron and employed in ‘mopping-up’ Japanese forces.

The first Japanese aircraft carrier, the Hosho, was a light carrier with a displacement of just 7,470 tons, or 10,000 tons deep load. Laid down as an oiler, the Hiryu, she had the benefit of British experience with Eagle and Hermes but still had the steel stanchions bearing the flight deck fore and aft. The three smokestacks were vertical but were hinged to swing to starboard during flying operations. The light carrier that followed was kept small to make the maximum use of Japan’s permitted carrier tonnage, with Ryujo having a flight deck limited to the length of the superstructure and with a bridge under the forward end of the flight deck. Nevertheless, on the wide open reaches of the Pacific, she was too small to be really effective.

Later, ever experimental and unconventional, the IJN converted battleships with a flight deck aft of the superstructure, but these ships do not appear to have ever operated aircraft.

SEAPLANE TENDERS AND AIRCRAFT-CARRYING SUBMARINES

While all of the belligerent nations had tenders for seaplanes and flying boats, Japan took this to extremes by building two very fast seaplane tenders, Chitose and Chiyoda, capable of 30 knots and accommodating twenty-four seaplanes, each of which could be launched by four catapults and picked up by six amidships cranes and another at the stern. Tonnage was just 11,000, possibly sufficient due to the use of combined steam and diesel propulsion which saved weight and extended range. These were converted to carry midget submarines before later being converted into aircraft carriers. Apart from spotting for the guns of the fleet and reconnaissance, the seaplane had little operational value during the war, as its ability to make use of the sea was countered by the poor performance caused by the drag of its floats. The carrier-borne aircraft was far superior.

Three navies had tried aircraft-carrying submarines. The British modified the submarine M2, a so-called ‘Corsair-submarine’ with a 12-inch calibre gun by replacing the gun with a small hangar for a seaplane, the diminutive Parnall Peto. On the surface the hangar door could be opened, rails laid along the decking and the aircraft would take off boosted by rockets. On its return it would land in the sea and be craned aboard. Much was made of the fact that the inner and outer doors of the hangar could not be open at the same time, but this is just what happened when the submarine was lost with all hands.

The French submarine, Surcouf, was also a Corsair-submarine, but she was lost in the Caribbean during the Second World War.

Only the Japanese persisted with the aircraft-carrying submarine. These were able in some cases to accommodate two aircraft, but these were still too small to be effective. A plan was hatched in October 1944 for three of these boats to carry aircraft to attack the Panama Canal, but it never took place. The problem lay not with the idea, but with the fact that none of the aircraft could have carried bombs or torpedoes, or even depth charges, powerful enough to have damaged the lock gates or sunk shipping to block the canal. The Panama Canal should have been the next priority after Pearl Harbor, but perhaps a submarine blockade would have been the best way to have stopped shipping using the canal, or even better, a commando and block ship raid such as that at St Nazaire.

On just two occasions were the aircraft-carrying submarines used offensively, on 9 and 29 September 1942, to bomb the mainland of the USA, as we will see later.

THE ESCORT CARRIER

The CVEs were the result of the struggle to overcome the shortage of aircraft carriers. The first escort carrier, known initially as an auxiliary carrier by the United States Navy, was the USS Long Island, which was commissioned into the USN on 2 June 1941, followed shortly after by HMS Audacity on 20 June. The two ships differed considerably, with the most significant difference being that the American ship had a hangar.

The shortage of flight decks was apparent even before the outbreak of war, while in 1940, Captain, later Rear Admiral, M.S. Slattery, Director of Air Material at the British Admiralty, proposed two solutions to the shortage of aircraft carriers, both involving the use of merchantmen. One idea was to use merchant vessels with simple flight decks placed over their holds; the other was to equip other merchant vessels with catapults for fighters. The problem with the first idea was that the ships would be too small and too slow to operate fighters, so anti-submarine Swordfish would be all that could be carried. As for the second idea, the catapult-launched fighters had to be expendable, for as with the fighters flown off lighters towed by destroyers in the First World War, there would be nowhere for these aircraft to land after their one and only sortie against German bombers and maritime-reconnaissance aircraft. Combined, these two ideas would provide an urgent and cost-effective solution to convoy protection.

True to Slattery’s vision were the merchant aircraft carriers, or MAC-ships, of which there were two kinds: tankers, able to carry three Swordfish; and grain ships, which could carry four Swordfish. The grain ships had a hold aft converted as a hangar, with an aircraft hoist so that all four aircraft could, with wings folded, be struck down into it, affording some protection from the elements. The grain ships had a shorter flight deck, at between 413 and 424 feet, than the 460 feet of the tankers, but the extra length of the tanker deck was cancelled out because aircraft could only be parked on the deck, reducing the take-off run. Without a hangar maintenance work was difficult and unpleasant in bad weather, and often dangerous, if not altogether impossible. On both types of ship, flight deck width was 62 feet.

Thirty-five merchant vessels were rapidly converted with catapults, becoming Catapult Aircraft Merchant Ships, CAM-ships, sailing under the Red Ensign and still carrying their normal cargo, with the aircraft usually flown by RAF pilots, although one Fleet Air Arm unit was formed. The Royal Navy was obviously reluctant to waste the carrier-deck landing skills of its pilots.

Conversion of the first two MAC-ships, Empire MacAlpine and Empire MacAndrew, both grain ships, started in June 1942 and by October, ten more were in hand. Plans for thirty-two MAC-ships were cut back to nineteen as the more capable escort carriers were introduced.

Neither type of ship was ever deployed in the Indian Ocean or the Pacific. Neither was needed as the escort carrier appeared, but in any case the Allies did not have the same convoy protection problems in the Pacific as they had in the North Atlantic and in the Arctic.

The background to the escort carrier was that the American Moore-Macormick Line was building a substantial number of merchantmen on a standard hull known to them as the C3. The United States Navy had purchased a number of Moore-Macormick Line C3 merchant vessels both for their own use and that of the Royal Navy, with the first of these, the Mormacmail, a break bulk dry cargo ship, immediately put into dockyard hands for conversion to a carrier. The President of the United States insisted that the work be completed within three months, far less time than that taken for the supposedly simpler MAC-ship conversions. This was despite the fact that the ship was a ‘one-off’, effectively a prototype, so the use of prefabricated and standardised components that was to be a feature of the later escort carrier programme was not an option.

In the case of the Mormacmail, conversion consisted of removing the superstructure and building a hangar aft with a wooden flight deck over the top of this continuing forward for a total length of about 360 feet. A navigating bridge was built under the flight deck. There was no island superstructure, while the ship’s diesel propulsion meant that exhaust gases could be discharged horizontally. A single lift provided access to the hangar, itself just 120 feet long, while there were arrester wires aft. For self-defence, the ship had just two single 3-inch guns provided forward and a single 4-inch aft on the quarter deck. Ample provision of tanks for 100,000 gallons of aviation fuel was also made during the conversion, allowing the ship to provide fuel for escorting destroyers. The resulting carrier had a maximum speed of 16 knots. Aircraft capacity was originally intended to be twenty-one aircraft; in practice this was reduced to sixteen on operations, but as a transport naturally a far higher figure was possible. Once in service, it was soon clear that the flight deck was far too short, especially given the lack of catapults and the low speed of the ship, and this was extended by a further 60 feet to 420 feet. The bridge was replaced by two sponsons to port and starboard, and five 20mm Oerlikon guns added to improve air defence, although soon twin 20mm guns were added and the aft 4-inch replaced by another 3-inch. After a year in service, a radar mast was added.

Long Island was initially classified as an auxiliary carrier, AVG-1, which strictly meant ‘aircraft escort vessel’, but this was later changed to ACV-1, ‘auxiliary aircraft carrier’, and it was not until July 1943 that she was officially classified as an escort carrier and given the designation CVE-1. Despite this, the ship never operated as an escort carrier, but was used as an aircraft transport and as a training carrier which, bearing in mind the rapid expansion of Allied naval aviation during the war years, became a very important role indeed.

If the first American escort carrier was the result of a planned purchase with a programme of conversions very much in mind, by contrast the first British ship was the result of a grudging acceptance of the need for air power at sea. In March 1940, the Royal Navy had succeeded in capturing the Hannover, a fast refrigerated cargo ship built for the Norddeutscher Line in 1939, when she was in the West Indies. This ‘prize’ was brought back to the UK, and in January 1941, permission was given for her conversion to an aircraft carrier. Once again, her superstructure was removed and her diesel engine uptakes altered to discharge horizontally, while the resulting carrier lacked an island, with navigation from a rudimentary platform to starboard that must have made effective conning of the ship difficult. Arrester wires were provided aft with a crash barrier, but there was no hangar, so that the ship’s aircraft, just six, had to be manhandled forward of the crash barrier before other aircraft could land, and then manhandled aft again to be ready for operations. Another contrast with Long Island was the provision of just 10,000 gallons of aviation fuel. The ship was capable of only 15 knots. Armament was a 4-inch gun at the stern, with four 2-pdrs forward and aft at the edge of the flight deck, and four 20mm singles were also mounted forward but behind the forward 2-pdrs. There were also a number of Hotchkiss light machine guns, and for antisubmarine protection, four depth charge projectors near the stern.

Life for the maintainers was also far from ideal. As on the MAC-ships, they had to maintain aircraft in the open without shelter from the wind and the sea, often wet from rain and spray. The damp sea air was devastating to aircraft left in the open, jamming throttles, corroding gun wells and the electrics. Bad enough in daylight, but at night the maintainers had to struggle to continue working with torches masked by blue filters while a shipmate shielded this tell-tale light with his coat.

Commissioned into the Royal Navy as HMS Audacity on 20 June 1941 in this form, the ship was quickly deployed on convoy escort duties on the route between the UK and Gibraltar, which had to run the gauntlet of aerial attack by Focke Wulf Fw200 Condor maritime-reconnaissance aircraft based in occupied France. Six Grumman Wildcats, known initially to the Royal Navy as Martlets, were provided, with no anti-submarine protection at all. Audacity was to survive for just three operations, but her performance was convincing enough, although it seems entirely unsurprising in these circumstances that when the ship did meet her end while on her third convoy escort duty on 20 December 1941, escorting a UK-bound convoy off Portugal, it was to torpedoes from U-751.

By this time, the United States had been brought into the Second World War by the Japanese attack on the US Pacific Fleet at Pearl Harbor. While five escort carriers were being built in the United States for the Royal Navy, the USN hastily ordered a further twenty-five, of which twenty-four were intended for their own use and one for the Royal Navy, as it had been decided to hold back one of the first five, Charger, to provide carrier deck training for the many British pilots being trained for the Fleet Air Arm in the United States.

The next British escort came from the United States, where one of the six C3 hulls purchased by the US Navy was converted. Originally laid down as the Mormacland, HMS Archer was designated BAVG-1, ‘British aircraft escort vessel’, before her transfer under lend-lease and commissioning into the Royal Navy on 17 November 1941. A hangar occupied a quarter of the ship’s overall length, with the wooden flight deck continued forward on open girders to a point just short of the forecastle. Another difference between Archer and the two earlier ships was that she had a hydraulic catapult, known to the Royal Navy at the time as an accelerator, forward, as well as the usual arrester gear aft. A small platform was fitted to the starboard side of the flight deck well forward for navigation and air control. Although designed to carry 85,000 gallons of aviation fuel, the Royal Navy objected to the US practice of replacing used fuel with sea water and determined that permanent ballast be carried to enhance stability, so that her fuel capacity was reduced to around 40,000 gallons.

The British habit of refining the CVEs sent to them by the USN caused considerable irritation, as the USN estimated that there were delays of between twenty-four and thirty weeks between delivery of a ship to the RN and its operational availability. Not only did the Royal Navy not like the layout of the fuel system and objected to using sea water as compensation for spent fuel, they also preferred to ballast the ships, further reducing their aviation fuel capacity. The way in which the hulls of the escort carriers were broken up into watertight compartments was also regarded as being below British standards. One result was that the Americans reproached the British for making poor use of the carriers supplied at some sacrifice to the USN’s own interests. The question was, of course, whether the risk to the crews of the carriers or the risk to merchant shipping and escort vessels on the convoys lacking air cover was the greater? Even with hindsight, this cannot be answered.

Nevertheless, the new infant was essentially the right vessel for the job, and as other ships followed this could be clearly seen. Despite considerable experience of aircraft carrier design on both sides of the Atlantic, the right configuration was also slightly difficult to establish at first. The solution should have been clear enough: simply build a scaled-down and utilitarian version of a full-sized carrier, with arrester wires, catapults, hangars and island. It is impossible to get a new concept right first time, and the real grounds for criticism have to be that the process of experiment and conversion started too late, and the crippling and unsustainable losses of 1942 could have been, if not avoided altogether, much reduced had conversions started earlier. If a dozen of the merchantmen lost in 1942 had been earlier taken up from trade and converted, not only would their fate have been different but that of other ships, and it is fair to suggest that the ships saved would have outnumbered the ships converted several times over. It would have eased pressure on wartime production and the condition of the civilian population in the UK, and saved the lives of countless seafarers. It could even have seen the war end up to a year earlier as Germany struggled to provide yet more U-boats and drained the other services of supplies.

It is a moot point whether the larger US fuel storage reflected a less cautious approach to the hazards of fire and explosion, or whether they wished the escorts to have a secondary ‘oiler’ role for smaller convoy escort vessels. It could also be simply that the United States Navy always planned for longer ranges in its vessels than the Royal Navy, whether this be bunkerage, aircraft fuel or even drinking water, as the British warships often had notoriously short ranges, a reflection on having a vast empire with refuelling stations seldom far apart. The Americans were also well ahead in replenishment at sea, inventing the abeam method of replenishing and refuelling while the Royal Navy used the in-line method, which not only took much longer, but was far more limited in the sea states in which these operations could proceed.

British shipyards were by this time busy building escort vessels for the convoys, often working under heavy air attack with those on the south and east coasts especially vulnerable. There was also much repair work to be done, especially on the west coast ports that were used for convoys to turn round. The ability of American shipyards to mass-produce ships on standard hulls, using many prefabricated parts, meant that setting up a duplicate production line on the eastern side of the Atlantic was unnecessary. The lend-lease terms also made these ships attractive to a nation that was bankrupting itself – effectively the United Kingdom had run out of foreign exchange by the end of 1940 – by the demands of the war, but the lend-lease traffic was not one-way, for in what has been sometimes referred to as ‘reverse lend-lease’, British and Canadian-built corvettes were transferred to the United States Navy for convoy escort duties.

There were to be a small number of British-built or converted escort carriers, however. One reason for this was that the Admiralty believed that riveted construction was better suited to the demands of the Arctic convoys to the Soviet Union than the welded construction favoured by the Americans. In fact, US-built escort carriers do not seem to have suffered unduly from the low temperatures and violent seas.

One of the first British-built ships was HMS Activity, converted from the fast refrigerated cargo ship Telemachus before she was completed. She was one of the few escorts to have a steel flight deck, but lacked catapults and also suffered from having a short hangar, less than 100 feet in length, that limited her capacity to only ten aircraft, while just 20,000 gallons of aviation fuel was carried. Commissioned late in 1942, initially she was used for deck-landing training before seeing service on convoys to Russia and on the North Atlantic, while after the end of the war in Europe she ferried aircraft to the Far East.

Apart from the MAC-ship conversions, many of which were not available until after the more capable escorts had started to appear, which hadn’t been the object of the exercise, there were four more all-British escort carriers: the Pretoria Castle, the two Nairana-class ships Nairana and Vindex, and Campania, the latter resurrecting a name from the First World War.

The urgency of providing more carriers must have been very much in mind when the Admiralty agreed that the Pretoria Castle, pre-war a Union Castle liner sailing between the UK and South Africa which had been converted into an armed merchant cruiser, could be taken over for further conversion into an aircraft carrier. Commissioned in April 1943, she was to be the largest escort carrier in service with the Royal Navy, at 19,650 tons standard displacement, and with a full-length hangar and steel flight deck with a single catapult forward, although the design was hampered by having just a single lift forward, close to the small island, that gave problems in handling aircraft. Armament included two twin 4-inch guns aft, plus ten twin 20mm Oerlikons and four quadruple 2-pdrs, although much time must have been wasted and availability of the ship considerably reduced by the order that the 2-pdrs were only to be used while in the escort carrier role and that when used as a training carrier they had to be replaced by eight single 20mm Oerlikons! Aircraft totalled twenty-one, usually fifteen torpedo-bomber-reconnaissance aircraft, normally the trusty Swordfish, and six fighters.

Nairana and the similar Vindex were both converted from fast refrigerated cargo ships, and again had a full-length hangar and steel flight deck, although both lacked catapults and once again there was just a single lift.

While the Imperial Japanese Navy ignored the escort carrier, the Imperial Japanese Army had seven ships converted from tankers as aircraft transports. The first two lacked a hangar, although there was a lift to bring aircraft up from open storage under the flight deck, while the second two lacked a lift or a hangar, and in fact one was not completed by the end of the war. It seems that only the first two of these ships, Akitsu Maru and Nigitsu Maru, were ever used operationally, but both were sunk by US submarines. Of the following five ships, none was ever used operationally, even as an aircraft transport. Aircraft could be flown off, but could not land on these ships.

THE HYBRID CARRIERS

During the later stages of the war, especially in the Pacific, the shortage of flight decks was felt more intensely in the Imperial Japanese Navy than anywhere else. This was not only a reflection of the poorer industrial capacity of Japan, but of the failure to recognise the potential of the auxiliary aircraft carrier. Seaplane tenders had been rebuilt as aircraft carriers, but there was neither the means nor the time to consider wholesale conversion of battleships. The compromise that was decided upon was, nevertheless, completely wasteful and pointless. Two battleships, Ise and Hyuga, had their aft armament suppressed and a flight deck built over the turrets. Flying aircraft off these ships would have required the provision of strong catapults, with the aircraft recovered onto the flight decks, despite the turbulence that would have come from the superstructure, and the lack of any means of escape for an aircraft that overshot, but they were never used operationally. One image of Ise shows her steaming with an aircraft on the flight deck, but there do not seem to be any images of her operating aircraft.

THE AIRCRAFT

From the 1970s onwards, the performance gap between carrier-borne aircraft and those designed to be operated from shore stations closed. In fact two of the successful combat aircraft of the period, the McDonnell Douglas F-4 Phantom II and the LTV A-7 Corsair II were designed for naval use, operating from aircraft carriers, but were so good that they were adopted by many air forces. So too was the Blackburn, later Hawker Siddeley, Buccaneer jet bomber, but only the South African Air Force proved to be an export customer, and even then political considerations prevented a repeat order being accepted. The Hawker Siddeley Harrier was adapted for naval use as the Sea Harrier, used by the Royal Navy and the Indian Naval Service, but the United States Marine Corps and the Thai and Spanish navies all used the standard Harrier for carrier operations. Unusually, the difference between the Harrier and Sea Harrier was that the former was primarily a tactical ground-attack aircraft, while the latter was primarily a fighter with a secondary air-to-surface role.

It was not always like this. First World War aircraft such as the Sopwith Camel could be operated from flight decks as well as runways, but as aircraft speeds and weights increased, naval aircraft became a breed apart. The Gloster Gladiator was available as a Sea Gladiator, and indeed the early air defence of Malta by the aircraft known as Faith, Hope and Charity, flown by RAF flying boat pilots, was by Sea Gladiators. This was an exception. Many British naval officers believed that high-performance aircraft could not be operated from carriers: this was a penalty of the Royal Navy having lost control of its aviation between 1918 and 1939 as they were out of touch with developments in the United States and Japan.

The result was that the Royal Navy on the outbreak of the Second World War in Europe lacked high-performance aircraft. There were still Gloster Sea Gladiators with the Fleet, while the Blackburn Skua was described as a fighter/dive-bomber, but one wit aptly described it as ‘being more dive-bomber than fighter’. The main attack aircraft was the Fairey Swordfish, a biplane with open cockpits for its three-man crew, and one that struggled to fly at 100 mph when loaded. The most potent British naval fighter was the Fairey Fulmar, which used the same Rolls-Royce Merlin engine as the famous Supermarine Spitfire, but with a two-man crew had a far less sparkling performance. This was part of the problem: the Royal Navy insisted that naval aircraft needed a navigator.

Even when adaptations were made to first the Hawker Hurricane and then the Supermarine Spitfire to produce the Sea Hurricane and Seafire respectively, the aircraft suffered from problems. The Sea Hurricane did not have folding wings, so many carriers could not strike the aircraft down into the hangar deck. It was in any case inferior in performance to the best German and Italian fighters, and would have fared badly against the Japanese Zero. The Seafire was better and had folding wings, but the undercarriage was too weak for the rough life of a carrier-borne fighter and the long nose meant that it tended to bounce on landing and damage the airscrew, or worse, actually come to rest on its nose.

The successor to the Swordfish was the Albacore, another biplane, but with an enclosed cockpit; however, it was so unreliable that the Swordfish remained in service. Finally, Fairey produced a monoplane torpedo- and dive-bomber in the Barracuda, described as ‘a maintenance nightmare’ by one naval rating who worked on it. Still more seriously, it had one fatal failing as a dive-bomber, which was that it had a tendency not to pull out of a dive. It could have been an ideal aircraft for the Kamikazes!

The one worthwhile British carrier-borne aircraft to enter service before the end of hostilities was the Fairey Firefly, although once again it was a two-seat fighter and one cannot but wonder just how good an aeroplane it would have been had its performance not been inhibited by having the extra seat. It offered the usual features expected by this time, including a self-sealing fuel tank, and had a 2,000-hp Rolls-Royce Griffon liquid-cooled engine. It had four 20mm cannon and could carry rockets or a 1,000lb bomb under each wing. Later versions included night-fighters, with the radar operator in the rear cockpit. Performance was considerably better than the Fulmar, but at up to 320 mph it was slower than some of its contemporaries, doubtless because of the extra weight of a two-man crew. Nevertheless, aircraft speeds and especially those of fighters had increased considerably by this time. The Firefly was operational in time for operations against Palembang in 1944, and fortunately losses were reasonably low.

US AIRCRAFT

As the war ended, the British aircraft industry finally had aircraft coming into service that were worthy of the Fleet Air Arm. These included the de Havilland Sea Hornet, a twin-engined development of the highly successful Mosquito and intended for operations over the longer ranges required in the Pacific. Another excellent aircraft was the Hawker Sea Fury, and in the Korean War one of these was to shoot down a MiG-15 jet fighter. Nevertheless, during the period under review, US-built aircraft offered the best performance from aircraft carriers.

Not all of the aircraft in use by the USN when war broke out were perfect, with both the Douglas SBD Dauntless dive-bomber and the Douglas TBD Devastator torpedo-bomber obsolescent, although the latter did gain the back-handed compliment from one member of the USN as being a ‘good aircraft kept in service for too long’.

Both were single-engined. The SBD-3 variant of the Dauntless had a 1,000-hp Wright R-1830 radial engine and two 0.5-inch guns in the wings, with a retractable undercarriage, self-sealing fuel tanks and armour protection. A 1,000lb bomb could be carried. The Devastator had an 850-hp Pratt & Whitney R-1830 radial engine, a three-seat cockpit, and could also carry a 1,000lb bomb. The Battle of Midway was to show the Devastator in a poor light with almost all shot down and the aircraft withdrawn afterwards.

At the outset, the fighter in service was the sturdy Grumman F4F Wildcat, although known initially to the Royal Navy as the Martlet. In 1941, this was the only carrier-borne fighter in service with the USN at the time. A single-seat, single-engined monoplane, an unusual feature was that the undercarriage retracted into the fuselage, as it had on earlier Grumman biplanes! A 1,200-hp Wright R-1830 radial engine gave a maximum speed of more than 300 mph. It had six 0.5-inch guns. Much less manoeuvrable than the Zero, nonetheless the Wildcat scored almost seven enemy aircraft for every one lost, although most of these would have been bombers.

Although still not as fast as contemporary land-based fighters, the Wildcat was nevertheless described as ‘tough and tireless’. Flying from a British carrier, Sub-Lieutenant Eric ‘Winkle’ Brown’s Wildcat had a bent airscrew, but he still managed to chase a Focke Wulf Fw200 Condor into thick cloud, until suddenly he found the aircraft heading straight towards him. Brown, who favoured the head-on attack to compensate for the Martlet’s lack of speed, just managed to press the firing button, sending a stream of bullets into the Condor, shattering the windscreen and blasting bits off the aircraft’s nose, before he had to pull up to avoid a head-on collision, only just managing to miss the aircraft’s tail. He turned back to see the aircraft hit the water so hard that the port wing was torn off. Brown’s experience was not unusual; another pilot on the same squadron had returned to his ship with the W/T aerial from a German aircraft wrapped around his aircraft’s tail wheel. Post-war, Brown was to make the first planned jet landing on an aircraft carrier when he put a de Havilland Sea Vampire onto the deck of the light fleet carrier HMS Ocean. He doubtless found this ship superior to the escort carriers, but no doubt would have liked something bigger and faster than a 24-knot light fleet carrier on which to land a jet fighter.

The Wildcat’s successor was the Grumman F6F Hellcat. As with most aircraft there were many variants, but among the early ones power was provided by a 2,000-hp Pratt & Whitney R-2800 radial engine, which allowed it to reach almost 400 mph. Early versions had six 0.5-inch guns, but later aircraft mounted four 20mm cannon. Rockets could be carried under the wings, or a 2,000lb bomb could be carried under the fuselage. Later versions included a night-fighter with a radar pod under one of the wings.

In time for the Battle of the Philippine Sea in June 1944, two new attack aircraft had also joined the American aircraft carriers. These were the Curtiss SB2C Helldiver dive-bomber and the Grumman TBF Avenger, a torpedo-bomber that could also be used as a bomber.

Again there was a considerable increase in the power available, with the twin-seat Helldiver having a 1,900-hp Wright R-2600-20 radial engine which gave a maximum speed of 295 mph. It could carry a bomb load of up to 2,000lb, although this was halved when operating over the maximum range of 1,165 miles. There were two 20mm cannon, while the observer in the rear cockpit used a twin 0.3-inch machine gun.

The Avenger had a single 1,700-hp Wright R-2600 radial engine and could carry a single torpedo or up to 2,000lb of bombs internally. The cockpit had three seats, including a navigator or observer as well as a pilot and rear-gunner. By the end of the war, Avengers had been equipped for other roles, including some with radar or searchlights, and depth charges could also be carried for anti-submarine patrols.

The next American aircraft was one that was initially rejected as being too heavy for carrier operations, so many were supplied to the Royal Navy that was desperate for high-performance aircraft. Opinions of the Vought F4U Corsair varied widely. Some thought that it was the ‘best US fighter of World War II’, while to others it was the ‘bent wing bastard from Connecticut’. A low-wing, crank-wing single-seat monoplane, engine power varied between 2,000-hp and 2,200-hp depending on the version of Pratt & Whitney R-2800-18W radial engine. The distinctive crank-wing was essential because of the large propeller, believed to have been the largest fitted to a single-engined fighter at the time. While later versions could carry a warload of up to 3,000lb, more usually a 500lb bomb was carried under each wing. There were also six 0.5-inch machine guns. There was armour plating for the pilot and self-sealing fuel tanks. Other safety features included hydraulic activation of the undercarriage and tail hook, both of which would drop if pressure fell, a comfort for a pilot nursing a damaged aircraft back to a carrier. The early versions could fly at up to 400 mph, and later versions took this to 440 mph. One reason why some pilots disliked the aircraft was that the propeller was a long way ahead of the cockpit, and this, with a low sitting position, made taxiing and landing difficult; while the aircraft had a tendency to bounce on landing and with so much weight forward, would be prone to crash forward onto its nose.

JAPANESE AIRCRAFT

Undoubtedly the most famous Japanese aircraft of the war years was the Mitsubishi A6M, known to the Japanese as the Zero but to the Allies as ‘Zeke’. A single-seat, single-engined carrier fighter, the Zero offered outstanding performance and had two 20mm cannon and two machine guns. Power was provided by a 925-hp Nakajima Sakae 12 radial engine which allowed the aircraft to fly at more than 300 mph. Not everything was perfect as the aircraft lacked armour protection for the pilot and self-sealing fuel tanks, but coupled with the much smaller stature and weight of the Japanese pilot, the aircraft was very light and agile. A typical Zero weighed 3,920lb against 6,200lb for a Seafire L.2C.

Later versions of the Zero had more powerful engines, with one found upside down in a swamp in the Aleutians having a 1,300-hp engine.

At the time of its first flight in 1937, the Nakajima B5N, known to the Allies as ‘Kate’, was among the most advanced carrier-borne aircraft. A single-engined bomber and torpedo-bomber, this had all-metal stressed-skin construction, retractable landing gear and power-folding wings, integral fuel tanks and a variable pitch propeller. The 1,000-hp Nakajima Sakae 12 radial engine gave a top speed of 230 mph.

The final aircraft in the trio used at Pearl Harbor was a dive-bomber, the Japanese equivalent of the Junkers Ju87 Stuka. This was the Aichi D31A, known to the Allies as ‘Val’. A low-wing monoplane with a fixed spatted undercarriage, it was manoeuvrable although not very fast, and could carry a single 550lb bomb. It was powered by a single 1,075-hp Mitsubishi Kansei 44 radial engine.

* Squadron-Commander, the Royal Naval Air Service’s equivalent to lieutenant-commander.




Chapter 4

Crippling the US Pacific Fleet – the Attack on Pearl Harbor

For many years, war with the United States had seemed to be inevitable to many Japanese. Young officers entering the Imperial Japanese Navy between the wars were left in little doubt about this, and for their compulsory foreign language many chose English. The Japanese were jealous of American influence in the Pacific, and also jealous of the way in which four European powers, but especially the United Kingdom, France and the Netherlands, had established substantial colonial empires. The British and Dutch were the worst in Japanese eyes as they had the colonies with the natural resources, with oil in the Netherlands East Indies and in Burma, and rubber and tin in Malaya.

American suspicions over Japanese intentions were long-standing. They had seen Japan seize Korea, and even before the intervention in Manchuria, concerns had been raised during the Allied intervention in the Russian Civil War. It was clear that Allied forces in Siberia were hampered by the Japanese, who were following their own agenda. While at first the Americans were reluctant to act, with many in political life advocating a policy of isolationism, but American opinion gradually changed as the extent of Japanese ambitions became clear. Japanese atrocities in China could not be ignored, especially after the rape of the former Nationalist Chinese capital of Nanking which fell to Japanese forces in December 1937. While the United States was unsympathetic towards the colonial powers, there was real concern over the Japanese advance into China, which was militarily weak and divided, while news of Japanese atrocities against the Chinese inflamed American public opinion. It was also known that Japan had set its sights on French Indo-China. The political situation became tense when Japan and the Soviet Union signed a non-aggression pact. In December 1940 the United States imposed an embargo on the sale of war materials to Japan, including scrap metal. This was followed in July 1941 by the freezing of Japanese assets in the USA after Japan invaded French Indo-China. Both the United Kingdom and the Netherlands East Indies government followed the American lead, denying Japan the currency with which to buy oil and raw materials as well as these commodities themselves. This left Japan with a strategic reserve of just eighteen months of fuel oil, some 55 million barrels, unless she could find an alternative source by invading the Netherlands East Indies.

The problem was that many Japanese knew that the country could not win a war against the United States. Those who were opposed to the war included the commander-in-chief of the Combined Fleet, Admiral Isoroku Yamamoto, who had served as the country’s naval attache´ in Washington from 1926. Earlier, he had even attended Harvard between 1919 and 1921, and also spent some time at the US Naval War College. There can be no doubt that Japan had derived the maximum advantage from its First World War allegiances. It seems that Yamamoto was well-disposed towards the United States, despite some cynicism about the peacetime USN, which he regarded as a club for bridge-players and golfers. Nevertheless, Yamamoto more than anyone else in Japan was fully aware of his own country’s weaknesses compared to the United States, and especially in industrial capacity. He knew that Japan could not match the United States, either in the latter or militarily. His view was that Japan could achieve a major victory in the first year of the war, but in the second year the United States would have recovered and moved to the offensive. Although the Imperial Japanese Navy was far stronger than the United States Navy in the Pacific, it could not match the full strength of the combined Atlantic and Pacific fleets.

PLANNING FOR WAR

Planning for war began in 1940, and from then onwards, Yamamoto and his staff considered ways of neutralising the United States Navy. What was required was a knockout blow that would leave Japan with a minimum of six months and ideally even longer, within which to establish its colonial empire, which with conscious irony it named the Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere. The most pressing requirement was to secure supplies of oil and raw materials. It was also inevitable that the aircraft carrier would play a major role in any attack as Yamamoto, unlike many senior Japanese naval officers, was no fan of the battleship, and even when senior officers maintained that only a battleship could sink a battleship, he responded with the old Japanese proverb: ‘The fiercest serpent may be overcome by a swarm of ants.’

Everything pointed to a devastating attack against the US Pacific Fleet by striking at and destroying its main base at Pearl Harbor, on the Hawaiian island of Oahu, in a carefully coordinated aerial attack. The operation was war-gamed, but the fact that this was the right move was confirmed when the British Mediterranean Fleet carried out a devastating attack using carrier-borne aircraft on the Italian fleet in its base at Taranto, putting three of the Italian Navy’s six battleships out of action as well as causing other damage. The Italians removed the remaining warships further north, to Naples, in effect admitting that they no longer regarded Taranto as a safe base. If the base at Pearl Harbor could be destroyed and major fleet units of the US Pacific Fleet sunk, it would take time for the United States to repair the damage and replace the warships.

Planning for the attack involved two Japanese officers in particular: Commander Minoru Genda, who favoured an aerial attack using torpedo-bombers; and his friend, Mitsuo Fuchida, whom Genda selected to lead the attack. Like Yamamoto, Fuchida was a fluent English-speaker. Fuchida did not share Genda’s enthusiasm for a torpedo attack as he felt that the Americans would protect their ships with torpedo-nets, while the water in the anchorage would be shallow at just 40 feet. There was another problem, for if the entire Pacific Fleet was caught in port, many ships would be double berthed and these would be protected from torpedoes by the ship alongside. On the other hand, Genda rightly made the point that bombs would be wasted against armoured decks and guns, simply bouncing off.

One major difference with the Royal Navy’s attack on Taranto was that the Imperial Japanese Navy was to bring a massive concentration of force against Pearl Harbor, with six aircraft carriers instead of one, and 423 aircraft between them instead of twenty-one, with 353 actually launched for the attack and to provide fighter cover.

At the time, the Japanese also had far superior aircraft compared to the Royal Navy. As mentioned earlier, the aircraft included the famous Mitsubishi A6M or ‘Zero’, described by one USN officer as ‘ …  a light sports plane with a 1,300-hp engine’, but it was a single-seat aircraft and its performance was not affected by having to carry an observer. The main strike aircraft was more substantial, the Nakajima B5N, to which the Allies gave the code-name ‘Kate’. This was a single-engined monoplane of all-metal stressed skin construction, power-folding wings and retractable undercarriage, capable of a top speed of 230 mph against the 100 mph or so of the Fairey Swordfish at Taranto. Forty of these aircraft would be in the attack carrying torpedoes, with another 103 carrying bombs. Another attack aircraft was a dive-bomber, the Aichi D3A1, code-named ‘Val’ by the Allies. This was the Japanese equivalent of the German Junkers Ju87 Stuka, and like the Stuka, ‘Val’ was a low-wing monoplane with a fixed spatted undercarriage.

If the aircraft were advanced and capable of holding their own with Western designs, as mentioned in the previous chapter Japanese aircraft carrier design and construction reflected the country’s growing isolation from the Western powers.

For the attack, the six ships of the First Air Fleet under Vice-Admiral Chuichi Nagumo were divided into three carrier divisions. Flagship for the attack was the First Carrier Division’s Akagi, converted from a battle-cruiser, with the Kaga, converted from a battleship. The Second Carrier Division had the smaller carriers, Hiryu and Soryu, which were almost sisters except for the latter having a conventional starboard-side island. The two newest ships were in the newly-formed Fifth Carrier Division, with the large sister ships Shokaku and Zuikaku, which could be described as the Japanese equivalent of the British Illustrious-class, whose lead ship had been behind the attack on Taranto. These were fast carriers, but unlike Illustrious, they had little deck armour, although they were faster with a maximum speed of 35 knots. They included a typical Japanese carrier feature, even on ships such as these with islands, of downward-curving funnels. They had three lifts and could accommodate up to seventy aircraft each.

These ships were escorted by two battleships, Hiei and Kirishima, three cruisers and nine destroyers. This was a light escort for so many carriers that could have been vulnerable to heavy gunfire from the US Pacific Fleet’s battleships or from attack by its submarines.

The date of the attack for the Japanese was 8 December, but for the Americans it was 7 December as the two countries were on either side of the International Date Line. Addressing the aircrew of the Akagi on a visit before the attack, Admiral Yamamoto did not want them to expect everything to go to plan:

Japan has faced many worthy opponents in her long history. Mongols, Chinese, Russians, but the United States is the most worthy of all. You must be prepared for great American resistance. Admiral Kimmel, commander-in-chief of the Pacific Fleet, is known to be far-sighted and aggressive. You may have to fight your way to the target.

In its elements, the initial attack on Pearl Harbor could be presented as a great Japanese victory. Like the North Koreans less than a decade later, the Japanese attacked on a Sunday morning, in the well-justified belief that this would find the defences at a low ebb, with most, if not all, commanders away from their posts and their subordinates at rest. In fact, the army and navy commanders were spending the morning playing golf together, and one cannot but suspect that Yamamoto was expecting something like this. They also had the advantage of surprise, sailing through a tropical storm and launching their aircraft in conditions that would have seen exercises cancelled.

THE ATTACK

Even though the Americans knew that the Japanese fleet was at sea, they had convinced themselves that it was headed for somewhere in South-East Asia. A naval staff conference in March 1941 had considered whether the Japanese would attack Pearl Harbor, but few among the senior officers present thought that this was a possibility. The consensus was that the ‘Japs would never sail into us’. This comment in itself says much about the assumptions being made by the USN, as the idea of a carrier-backed air attack seems to have been discounted and instead an assault by a battle fleet with a heavy bombardment was seen as more likely.

The commanders of the US Asiatic Fleet and the US Pacific Fleet, Admirals Thomas Hart and Husband Kimmel, were warned by the chief of naval operations, Admiral Harold Stark, to expect an enemy attack on 24 November, but with no intelligence to suggest where or when. Stark could only suggest an attack on Guam or the Philippines as possibilities. A last-ditch plea by the Japanese Ambassador to the United States on 26 November that the United States should recognise the status quo in Asia was firmly rejected by the Secretary of State, Cordell Hull, who insisted that Japan must first withdraw from China and French Indo-China before a restoration of normal economic relations could be considered. The following day Stark signalled Hart and Kimmel:

This dispatch is to be considered a war warning. Negotiations with Japan looking for stabilisation of conditions in the Pacific have ceased. An aggressive move by Japan is expected within the next few days  …  Execute appropriate defensive deployment  … 

Kimmel was sufficiently concerned to ensure that his aircraft carriers were not in Pearl Harbor, but still failed to send his main force of battleships to sea or liaise and coordinate his actions with the US Army in Hawaii, produce a defensive plan or even order a state of alert. There was no attempt to defend Guam or reinforce the US Asiatic Fleet in the Philippines. In what would today be described as a ‘deteriorating international situation’, he should have known that the Russo-Japanese War of 1904–1905 had started without a declaration of war by Japan. It was certainly no excuse that he saw the Philippines as the most likely target for the Japanese, since an attack on Pearl Harbor meant that it would be more difficult for the USN to reinforce the Philippines, or anywhere else. The US had a garrison of just 19,000 troops, reinforced by 160,000 locally-raised troops on the Philippines, and so such an attack was not something that could be swept aside, and it was doubtful that the US Asiatic Fleet could have resisted a strong Japanese attack on its own since it was much weaker than the Pacific Fleet and did not have aircraft carriers or battleships. As it happened, the Japanese were already at sea by 26 November, clearly anticipating US rejection of the ambassador’s pleadings.

The detail of the British attack on Taranto was already well-known, but a massed attack by carrier-borne aircraft seems to have been overlooked. One reason for this was at the outbreak of war in the Pacific, the United States Navy had still to acquire the skill of coordinating massed attacks employing aircraft from more than one carrier at once, although this was something that was to be acquired in the months that lay ahead. Meanwhile, even the weather favoured the Japanese. The fleet approached the flying-off position, just 275 miles north of Pearl Harbor, through a tropical storm, so remained undetected. Yet at Pearl Harbor, where the United States Pacific Fleet had its battleships and cruisers in harbour, at peace on a Sunday morning, weather conditions were perfect for an aerial attack.

The absence of preparation reached down through the US forces. There were no fighters on stand-by at the air bases and no warships on reconnaissance or picket duty out at sea. When a radar operator at the radar station on the northern tip of Oahu reported blips, the duty officer, Lieutenant Kermit Tyler, simply replied: ‘Well, don’t worry about it.’ To be fair, he was expecting a flight of B-17 bombers. The radar station itself was about to close down for the day.

Even if Tyler had sounded the alarm, the attack could not have been stopped, but the defences would have been prepared and those men aboard their ships or at their shore stations could have gone to action stations. Fighter aircraft could have got off the ground. The Japanese had expected to have to fight their way to the target and were surprised to find that they reached it unscathed. Despite the rising tension between the two countries and Japan’s known friendliness towards the Germans and Italians, the ships in the harbour did not even have torpedo-nets in place – which the Japanese had expected to find.

Yet, the first engagement in the war in the Pacific had already happened, as a US destroyer had already sunk a Japanese submarine that morning. It was to take until 2002 for the wreckage to be discovered and identified, but the incident would have been reported; however, this did not prompt any action by headquarters staff at Pearl Harbor, let alone an alert to the USAAF. Further west, a misunderstanding had seen Japanese forces jump the gun and start the invasion of Malaya and Siam at 01.15 hours, but communication between the wartime allies on the eve of war was poor, indeed even poorer in the Pacific than in Europe where war was expected and to be declared in the conventional manner.

The attack was to be made in two waves and fighter escorts were provided as the Japanese expected resistance. At 05.00 aboard the Akagi, the first wave aircrew were awakened as their ships ploughed through the aftermath of the tropical storm. As they breakfasted, Mitsuo Fuchida realised that had this been yet another exercise, it would have been cancelled or postponed because of the weather. Although he was an experienced naval pilot, on this occasion he was being flown by Lieutenant Mutsuzaki, leaving Fuchida free to direct the operation. He was approached   by   the   senior   maintenance   crewman   as   he   clambered aboard his aircraft on the carrier’s flight deck, and given a white scarf. ‘All of the maintenance crew would like to go along to Pearl Harbor,’ he told Fuchida. ‘Since we can’t, we want you to take this hachimaki as a symbol that we are with you in spirit.’

Fuchida tied the hachimaki around his flight helmet in the manner of a samurai.

By 06.15, the 183 aircraft of the first wave were airborne and flying in formation towards Pearl Harbor, 275 nautical miles away. As his formation drew steadily closer to the target, Fuchida pushed back the cockpit canopy and let the hachimaki stream out behind him and waved with both arms to the other airmen before closing the canopy again. There were still storm clouds below, which he feared might obscure the target. As the sun rose, he saw its red disc, reminding him of the Japanese naval ensign, which to him seemed like a good omen. He was soon reassured that they would find good weather over the target area by a weather forecast broadcast by a radio station in Hawaii to which Fuchida had tuned in, making good use of his English.

Flying at 10,000 feet, the first wave passed over the northernmost point of Oahu at 07.30; Mitsuo Fuchida, leading the raid, called out ‘Tenkai’, ordering his aircraft into their attack positions. At 07.49, the attack began, Fuchida calling out ‘Tora! Tora! Tora!’ or ‘Tiger! Tiger! Tiger!’ – the code for surprise.

As they drew near to the target, Fuchida fired a rocket signalling that the formation should prepare for the attack, but saw Murata immediately lead the torpedo-bombers down towards the ships in the harbour. He fired a second rocket to alert the fighters, but this was taken to be a warning of enemy fighters by the leader of the dive-bombers, who decided to press ahead with his attack and led his aircraft down towards their targets. The confusion could have resulted in chaos and collisions over the target, but in fact made little difference to the outcome other than to make the attack overwhelming, making the most of the element of surprise.

Below in Pearl Harbor, someone had suddenly realised what was happening. At 07.58 an alert was sounded: ‘Air raid, Pearl Harbor, this is no drill.’ This was better than nothing, but no one was at battle stations and ships’ companies had to race from their accommodation or mess halls to man the guns.

Fuchida himself remained at 10,000 feet throughout the attack. He could see to his disappointment that there were no aircraft carriers, but all eight battleships were there, including the USS Pennsylvania in dry dock. The target ship Utah, which Japanese intelligence believed to be still active, was also present.

Definitely not present were the fighter defences and AA fire that the Japanese aircrew had been led to expect. For a while the Zero fighters, with no fighter aircraft to contend with, raced across the dockyards and the air bases at Ewa, Kaneohe Bay, Hickham and Wheeler Fields, strafing in what the Americans called ‘fighter ramrod’ attacks. The few American fighters that did manage to get into the air were shot down as they left the runway and before they could gain height or speed. Almost 200 USAAF and USN aircraft were destroyed on the ground.

To many senior Japanese naval officers, who like their counterparts in other navies were still adherents of the ‘big gun’ navy, success was to be measured by the scale of the losses suffered by the Pacific Fleet. Along battleship row, the torpedo-bombers flew in so low that observers thought that they would never clear the towering superstructures, so as not to damage their torpedoes as they dropped, and found that torpedo-nets had not been deployed, and as at Taranto in November 1940, the battleships were exposed to the torpedoes. High-altitude bombers flew over the target dropping their bombs, but the first AA fire was starting and the bomber pilots had to maintain a straight and level course through this. Dive-bombers struck at the harbour installations on Ford Island, their bombs causing fires and sending debris into the air. Before long, the clear blue skies of a fine morning were stained by smoke from the explosions of the bombs and the fires they started.

Fuchida’s own aircraft was shaken by a single hit and a near miss, but Mutsuzaki assured him that everything was well. Fuchida made three passes over his chosen target, the battleship California, a practice that was later discouraged as experience showed that even making a second pass was dangerous once the AA gunners had got a measure of an aircraft’s height and speed. On the second pass, his aircraft was buffeted by the blast from the battleship Arizona as she blew up. The previous year, the Arizona had been modernised, fitted with radar and additional AA guns.

Taking on the role later defined by the Royal Air Force as that of the master bomber, Fuchida remained behind after dropping his bombs, waiting for the second wave of 170 aircraft. His main role was not so much to direct the second wave of bombers, but to provide an assessment of the damage for Vice-Admiral Nagumo. There was much to report, with the Arizona on fire, the Oklahoma and Utah both capsized, while both the California and West Virginia were settling in the water. The light cruiser Helena was crippled. The second wave consisted entirely of bombers as torpedo-bombers were regarded as vulnerable once the defences had been alerted. The second wave attack started exactly fifty minutes after that of the first wave. By this time, the Americans had got a number of fighters into the air, and so most of the twenty-nine Japanese aircraft shot down were in the second wave.

Down in the harbour, the commanding officer of the battleship Nevada had decided that his ship would be far safer at sea, as a fast-moving ship would be a more difficult target. This prompted the Japanese attackers to concentrate on the ship, appreciating that if they could sink her in the harbour mouth, they could close the entire base for several months. Despite mounting an overwhelming attack causing serious damage, the commanding officer managed to both save his ship and keep Pearl Harbor open by beaching her in a position where she would not be an obstruction. Meanwhile, other aircraft in the second wave damaged the battleship Pennsylvania and two destroyers in dry dock.

The raid was on a far larger scale than Taranto. The big difference, however, was that three warships blew up, so casualties were extremely heavy aboard the warships. A total of 3,581 USN personnel were either killed or wounded. Many of these were aboard the three warships that blew up, the USS Arizona and two destroyers, while the Oklahoma capsized. The USAAF and USN combined lost 188 aircraft based ashore in the attack.

AFTERMATH

Fuchida eventually landed back aboard the Akagi, finding the flight deck a hive of frantic activity as aircraft that had landed were quickly struck down into the hangars, with any that were too badly damaged or which had been badly damaged on landing being quickly pushed over the side, which cost the Japanese a further fifteen aircraft. Genda was waiting to welcome him, and told him that twenty-nine aircraft had been lost in the attack.

This was a moment when the aircraft carriers of the day were at their most vulnerable and had the US Pacific Fleet’s three carriers arrived within striking distance, the Japanese ships would have been virtually defenceless. The only solution would have been to have kept at least one or possibly even two ships out of the operation so that they could have been able to launch aircraft to defend the ships that were receiving the returning aircraft. This precaution was either not considered or rejected in order to ensure the maximum effort against Pearl Harbor.

Fuchida hadn’t realised it but he had nearly been shot down. The massive blow that his aircraft had suffered had punched a hole in the fuselage, and as he climbed down onto the deck of the carrier, a maintenance man pointed this out, showing the control wire hanging by a thread. Had it gone, his plane would have spun out of control and plunged into the harbour.

His first urgent duty was to report to Nagumo with details of the attack. Nevertheless, Fuchida had seen the damage, but he had also noted that there were still sufficient targets left for a third, and even a fourth, wave attack. The fuel tanks and other harbour installations were still intact, and there were many smaller ships that had been neglected because of the priority placed on larger ships. With the need to present a comprehensive report, he delayed until he had been able to briefly consult his flight commanders, by which time Nagumo, impatient, was demanding to see him.

Fuchida found Nagumo with the Akagi’s commanding officer, Captain Kiichi Hasegawa, and was asked for his report.

‘Four battleships sunk,’ he replied. ‘I am confident of this from my observations.’

‘Four battleships sunk!’ repeated Nagumo, seeming to roll the figure around on his tongue, savouring it. ‘Good! What about the other four?’

‘There hasn’t been time to check results precisely,’ replied Fuchida. ‘But it looks like three seriously damaged, the other somewhat damaged although not quite so badly.’

He completed his report by listing the other ships sunk according to the berthing chart provided by Japanese naval intelligence. Once he had completed his report, Nagumo asked whether or not the US Pacific Fleet would be able to operate out of Pearl Harbor for six months. Fuchida was able to confirm that the battleships would not be able to operate for six months, but pointed out that there were many smaller vessels that were still operational as well as the shore installations, and urged the importance of a further attack. He pointed out that many aircraft had been destroyed ashore on the runways and the aprons, as well as in the hangars, but he suspected that many more remained airworthy.

As the three men conferred, on the flight deck and in the hangar men were hastily re-arming and refuelling the aircraft, with the dive-bombers fitted with torpedoes as these would be more effective against ships at sea. This frantic activity was driven not so much by the need to prepare for a third or fourth wave attack, but by concern that the remaining units of the US Pacific Fleet would be giving chase, and that the aircraft carriers, conspicuous by their absence at Pearl Harbor, would attack.

While Fuchida snatched a hasty lunch of bean paste and rice wafers, there was growing concern over the possibility of an attack against the carriers by land-based aircraft from Hawaii.

There was no attempt to mount a post-attack reconnaissance or to send aircraft to discover the location of the American aircraft carriers. This seems strange, but was justified by the fear that any reconnaissance aircraft would not only be vulnerable with the enemy on the alert, but could also expose the whereabouts of the Japanese carriers. In short, the carrier force had to hit and run. After Taranto, the initial post-operation reconnaissance had been carried out by an RAF aircraft flying from Malta. Bad weather stopped Illustrious sending her aircraft back the following night for a second attack.

Before Fuchida had finished eating, the decision had been taken that there would be no further attack, with Nagumo signalling from the Akagi that the fleet should withdraw to the north-west. Fuchida then did the unthinkable for a Japanese officer, storming off to the bridge and going directly to Nagumo to demand why an attack had not been ordered. Nagumo ignored him, and left Fuchida to be told abruptly by his chief-of-staff, Kusaka, that the raid’s objectives had been met!

When he received a signal notifying him of the decision, Yamamoto knew that an opportunity had been lost and his hopes for a first year of decisive victories were dashed.



Chapter 5

Japan Sweeps Westwards

Pearl Harbor was important, but only to neutralise the US Pacific Fleet. It was not an objective in its own right and even the shore-based aircraft posed little threat as the Hawaiian Islands were out of range of Japan. The real objectives were the Netherlands East Indies, the Malayan Peninsula and Burma, which held the vital fuel and raw materials that Japan needed to survive and to wage war. Before these objectives lay the Philippines, possession of which would deny the United States the chance to block Japan’s lines of communication with its planned empire, and which in any case could also provide much-needed agricultural produce and timber.

Unprecedented in the history of warfare, Japanese forces were heading westwards even while battle raged over and around Hawaii. Landings had already been made at Kota Bharu in Malaya. No single country has ever managed to wage assaults over such a wide area within such a short time.

THE INVASION OF MALAYA AND SIAM

At 01.15 on the night of 7 December, the same day as the attack on Pearl Harbor, the Japanese ‘Southern Expeditionary Fleet’ commanded by Vice-Admiral Ozawa landed the first of 35,000 troops of the Japanese Twenty-Fifth Army led by Lieutenant General Yamashita on the east coast of the Malayan Peninsula, with the first landings at Kota Bharu in Malaya to seize the airfields, with other troops forcing their way into Thailand the following day. Launching their attack from French Indo-China, the Japanese had far fewer ground troops than the British, but were well provided with air power with 560 aircraft against 158, most of which were either obsolete or noted for their disappointing performance, such as the Brewster Buffalo. The British had built many airfields in Malaya ready to repulse an invasion, and much of the army’s role was to defend these airfields. The British Empire had 88,000 troops in the area under the command of General Percival, comprising 19,000 from the United Kingdom, 15,000 Australians, 17,000 Malayans and 37,000 Indians. While the Japanese invasion force consisted of just 35,000 men, they also had 211 tanks while the British had none.

Anticipating action at some stage, the British had a plan, Operation Matador, which relied upon having sufficient advance intelligence of Japanese intentions to invade Siam (now Thailand) and occupy the town of Singora. The British government hesitated to sanction the plans for fear of losing US sympathy by invading neutral Siam before war broke out. Before approval could be given, it was the Japanese who had occupied Singora. The invasion transports had been spotted on 6 December, off Cape Cambodia, but short of attacking them and starting a war, nothing could be done since their destination was not clear, even though the RAF believed that they could sink 70 per cent of an invasion force before any troops could be landed. While Malaya was important in its own right as probably the most viable of all of the colonies with its forests, tin and rubber, it was also the route to Singapore, the key to control of the East Indies. A strong naval base and supposedly also an island fortress, Singapore guarded the Straits of Malacca, the shortest and most direct route between the Indian Ocean and the South China Sea.

Attacking Malaya was strategically sound. The colony was difficult to defend. The terrain consisted of dense jungle, with swamps and mountains, and inevitably, ground communications were poor. Worse still, the British had made a number of strategic errors. They had failed to invade neighbouring Siam, leaving the Japanese to establish a strong presence in the country. British strategy depended on defending the roads and railways running north-south throughout the Malay Peninsula, and so the troops were not trained to fight in the jungles and swamps. The British had also built many airfields for the defence of Malaya, for which there were no aircraft, but then found themselves committed to their defence. Worse, the airfields had been built by the RAF, with no less than three at Kota Bharu, with little thought as to how they could be defended from ground attack.

While the defenders outnumbered the invaders, they were poorly equipped and lacked tanks. Its training had been for the pre-emptive invasion of Siam in Operation Matador, which, had it been put into effect, might just have changed the situation, even though the air component of the defences amounted to just 158 aircraft, less than half the number that the British chiefs of staff had considered necessary, and even less than the number thought essential by the RAF itself.

Too late, the British belatedly tried to advance into Siam, but were pushed back by a combination of Japanese armour and air power. It took the Japanese only until 10 December to push across the Malay Peninsula to the west coast. That same day, an attempt to stop further Japanese troops landing led to the sinking of the new battleship, HMS Prince of Wales and the elderly battlecruiser Repulse, by bombers and torpedo-bombers flying from airfields near Saigon which gave the Japanese complete control of the seas. Had the British been operating these ships as a properly constructed task group with a couple of aircraft carriers, the outcome might have been different, especially if the carriers had high-performance fighters embarked. As it was, they had been intended to operate with just one carrier, the new Indomitable, but she had run aground and was not available and the sole additional protection for the two capital ships consisted of just four destroyers. The force commander, Rear Admiral Tom Phillips, thought that they could attack the invasion fleet off Kuantan, and discounted the threat of aerial attack. He even maintained radio silence which made it difficult for the RAF to offer air cover.

It is sometimes maintained that the Japanese were jungle-trained troops, able to bypass the defenders. In fact, few, if any, were jungle-trained. It was the presence of armour, artillery and air power that made the difference. The defenders lacked good artillery, mobile anti-aircraft units, and, perhaps most telling of all, good anti-tank weapons. The Japanese also improvised, gaining much-needed battlefield mobility by seizing bicycles in captured Siamese and Malay territory.

Pre-war proposals for a series of defensive lines had been rejected on the grounds that they would be bad for morale, indicating to the local population as well as to the troops that not all of Malaya could be defended. Manuals describing how tanks could be knocked out without anti-tank weapons were kept at HQ, and officers were even forbidden to disseminate this essential information to their troops.

After the invasion, successive attempts to establish a defensive line failed. A first stand on the road at Jitra on 11 December was swept aside by Japanese tanks, supported by artillery. The decision was taken to start a general withdrawal, which rapidly became disorganised with many troops being lost in the jungle. Again, an attempt to check the advance on the Perak River failed for the same reasons. When the defenders attempted to make a stand at Kampar and finally succeeded in establishing a strong position, the Japanese used captured small craft to land behind the lines, outflanking the British Empire forces. These moves down the west coast were accompanied by steady progress down the east coast.

When Lieutenant General Pownall arrived on 23 December to take over from Air Chief Marshal Brooke-Popham as Commander-in-Chief of British forces in the Far East, he decided on a new plan, yet another stand, but on this occasion on the River Slim, still some distance north of Kuala Lumpur. This was when the Japanese took to the jungle. They discovered an abandoned jungle track and used this to bypass the roads being covered by the defending forces, allowing the Japanese to mount a surprise attack on the bridge over the Slim River on 8 January.

Another change of command occurred on 10 January 1942, when General Wavell took over as Supreme Commander. There was also a change of strategy. The gradual fighting withdrawal wasn’t working, and heavy losses were being suffered. Central Malaya was evacuated, with Kuala Lumpur taken by the Japanese on 11 January, while a new defensive line was established with fresh troops from Singapore at the Muar River. Once again, the Japanese bypassed the defensive line, landing at Batu Pahat to cut off the defending Australian and Indian troops. A final attempt to hold the Japanese at Johore failed, and so by 31 January, the remaining British Empire troops fell back into Singapore.

THE FALL OF SINGAPORE

The rout of the defending forces in Malaya meant that Singapore’s garrison was inflated by those troops who had managed to withdraw to the island. This gave Singapore a force of 85,000 troops, of whom no less than 70,000 were combatants. While the original force in Malaya had been poorly equipped, what equipment there had been had often had to be abandoned. Eventual defeat seemed inevitable, no matter how many troops were on the ground, but the British sent additional troops, some of them veterans of Dunkirk. This decision was taken to appease the Australian government, which felt that to abandon Singapore would show that Britain had failed to keep her promises of the inter-war years.

There was no air power left to the defenders at this stage. The 15-inch guns were fired at the Japanese, but their armour-piercing shells had little serious impact on troops. Shells that fragmented would have been more successful, but there weren’t any. These guns were meant to fight off an invading fleet, hitting the battleships and cruisers, and no other situation had been considered.

The key to the island was supposed to be the causeway linking it with Malaya. The Japanese mounted a heavy air and artillery bombardment to damage the defences, before landing 13,000 assault troops along some 8 miles of waterfront. This forced the defenders of the causeway to withdraw, for risk of being cut off by the invaders. The main route into Singapore was now open. Further Japanese landings followed, allowing them to build up their forces to some 30,000 men. A defensive line, the Jurong Line, then had to be abandoned, along with most of the supplies.

It appears that not until the Japanese forces started the siege of Singapore did the British Prime Minister, Winston Churchill, realise how poor the defences were. He described it as a ‘naked island’, which was an exaggeration as well. He issued contradictory instructions to his commander in the field, General Percival, calling both for a ‘scorched-earth policy’ and for the city to be defended to the very end, but retracted when Percival sensibly pointed out that he could have a defence to the bitter end or a scorched-earth policy, but not both.

As the realisation dawned that Singapore could not be defended, Churchill changed his mind again and proposed that the island be abandoned and the garrison evacuated so that they could fight elsewhere. Churchill himself described this as an ‘ugly decision’. The Australian special envoy in London heard of what was proposed and informed Canberra. Churchill’s relations with the Australian Federal Prime Minister were difficult enough, but this time he received a telegram in which John Curtin described any withdrawal from Singapore as ‘an inexcusable betrayal’. There was no alternative but to continue to fight.

More practical minds in the dockyard allowed the commanding officers of warships to take whatever supplies they could, although the wiser and more experienced resisted the temptation to overload their ships with ammunition. The most desirable objects were those that would have transformed dockyards in Australia quickly, but these, the presses and forges, were too heavy to move quickly.

An attempt was then made to defend the city itself, but this could not be sustained due to a shortage of water. On 15 February, General Percival surrendered 130,000 men to the Japanese commander, General Yamashita. By this time defeat was inevitable, for no matter how strong a force remained in Singapore, the island depended on not just water but other essentials, including food, from Malaya. The real question arises over the decision to reinforce the garrison so late in the battle when it should have been clear that defeat was inevitable. Resupply entirely by sea was hardly an option given Japanese control not just of the sea but of the airspace over it.

The loss of Malaya followed by the fall of Singapore, which is believed to have been at the cost of less than 10,000 Japanese troops, established the Japanese in a strong position throughout South-East Asia. It paved the way for the attacks on New Guinea and Burma, which were to mark the limits of the Japanese advance. The Japanese did not seem to want Australia, but India was also to be part of their new empire, even though it would have stretched their forces.

Well before the fall of Singapore, the other British territory in the east, Hong Kong, was taken on 25 December. The fortunate ones were those who managed to escape the short distance to the Portuguese colony of Macao as the fall of Hong Kong was marked by a level of savagery, rape and murder that was exceptional even by the brutal and merciless standards set by the Japanese.

THE PHILIPPINES

By the time Singapore fell, both the Philippines and the Dutch East Indies had fallen to the Japanese advance. Only at Wake Island, some considerable distance to the north-west, were the Japanese rebuffed when they encountered US Marine Corps coastal artillery and aircraft on 11 December, losing two destroyers, but not for long, with a further attempt on 22 December proving successful so that the island fell the following day. This time, in anticipation of American air power, the landings were covered by the two aircraft carriers, Hiryu and Soryu.

News of the attack on Pearl Harbor was sent to the Philippines even as the raid was under way, reaching Manila at 02.30 on 8 December, or, on the other side of the International Date Line, at 08.30 on 7 December, Hawaiian time. Immediately both General Douglas MacArthur and Admiral Thomas Hart alerted their forces. They had in fact accelerated their defensive measures on receiving Stark’s warning on 27 November. Nevertheless, both men had to suffer severe limitations on what could be achieved.

For some time, successive US administrations had regarded a Japanese attack on the Philippines as the most likely start to a war between the two countries. Despite this, and the weakness of the islands’ defences being raised time and again, Congress had shown little inclination to bolster the defences. Part of the problem was, of course, the world economic situation throughout the 1920s and 1930s, when priority for defence expenditure lay in protecting the United States itself, where the money spent would also generate further employment. The large and sprawling island chain, while much smaller than the Dutch East Indies, was also difficult to defend, with many bays suitable for invasion forces to land, while inland communications were often difficult. It is also probable that members of Congress did not fully appreciate the situation, or the implications of the Philippines being lost. Given the forces available to both MacArthur and Hart, the nine-hour warning of attack might just as well have been minutes.

First casualty and the first indication that the Philippines were indeed next on the Japanese list was the loss of a seaplane at 05.30 off the coast of Mindanao. This was an isolated incident, similar to the loss of the Japanese submarine off Hawaii before the attack on Pearl Harbor.

At 11.30, Japanese bombers flying from bases in Formosa struck at airfields on Luzon, destroying bombers and fighters on the ground at Clark, Iba, Nichols and other airfields close to Manila, the capital. Dozens of aircraft were lost, even though at least forty-five minutes before the attack, the headquarters of the US Far Eastern Air Force had received warning that it was on its way, but nothing was done to move the aircraft or get the fighters into the air. Some of the bombers, it was true, had already operated a reconnaissance flight and were on the ground refuelling, but this does not explain the lack of fighter patrols or any attempt to move to airfields away from Manila which would have been safer, at least for a few hours. The Japanese found the aircraft on the ground, parked, and without any anti-aircraft protection. The only reason why the Japanese had taken so long to attack rather than coordinating the attack on the Philippines with that at Pearl Harbor was that the aircraft had been kept on the ground in Formosa by fog. As it was, two squadrons of B-17s were caught on the ground and were among more than 100 US aircraft destroyed for the loss of just seven Japanese aircraft. With such a reduced force and the news of the devastating attack on Pearl Harbor as well as the earlier landings in Malaya and Siam, MacArthur doubted whether he could hold on to the Philippines, and also thought that defence of the Dutch East Indies was doubtful.

While the USAAF in the Philippines was the main target, the Asiatic Fleet did not go unscathed, with ships sunk or badly damaged, and dockyard facilities in Manila destroyed.

So, for the second time within a few hours, US forces were crippled by an overwhelming Japanese attack, but this time, it was no surprise!

The initial landing on northern Luzon in the Philippines, covered by Vice-Admiral Takahashi’s cruisers and destroyers, was on 10 December. General Douglas MacArthur in command of US forces in the Philippines had already mobilised his forces, with 19,000 American troops joined by 160,000 Filipino troops. The Asiatic Fleet had been crippled so MacArthur’s coastal forces consisted entirely of motor torpedo boats, and he had just seventeen heavy bombers and forty fighters, but not all of them ready. In the event, the B-17s were not used against the landing grounds and were withdrawn to Australia on 27 December.

The landings on northern Luzon on 10 December were accompanied by an attack by the Japanese Eleventh Air Fleet on Manila, which destroyed the USN’s store of torpedoes, limiting the role the submarine force could play for the time being. Southern Luzon was invaded on 12 December. Faced with a fight on two fronts, MacArthur deployed his Filipino forces on the coast and concentrated his more experienced and better trained US troops around Manila itself, but the landings were made without encountering any resistance.

On 22 December, the main Japanese force disembarked in Lingayen Gulf, 120 miles north of Manila, with the Fourteenth Army landed from seventy-six transports under Vice-Admiral Takahashi, escorted by Admiral Kondo with the battleships Kongo and Haruna, while air cover was provided by shore-based aircraft. MacArthur decided that he could not defend the city, which he declared to be an open city on 26 December in order to avoid civilian casualties in Japanese attacks. He believed that the Japanese had 100,000 troops, which was an overestimate as Homma had just 57,000 at his disposal, so MacArthur withdrew his forces to the Bataan Peninsula, to constant attack by the Japanese, with 13,000 Filipino troops deserting, leaving him with a force of around 80,000 men. The Japanese commander, General Homma, had failed to cut off MacArthur’s fighting retreat, but the Americans had problems, with 25,000 civilians accompanying them and only sufficient supplies for a month. They lacked mosquito nets and quinine, and malaria made three-quarters of the men unfit to fight within a month. This was also a problem for the Japanese, as many of their troops fell victim to malaria as well, while Homma lost his best troops when a division was taken away for the assault on Java.

Once he had reinforcements, Homma launched his offensive against MacArthur’s forces on 9 January, believing that he was facing just 25,000 men. The early attacks were beaten back with the Japanese suffering heavy casualties, and it took until 23 January to push the Americans back to their reserve positions. Despite American counter-attacks, by 23 February Japanese troops were advancing. On 11 March, MacArthur left by boat for Mindanao, leaving Lieutenant General Wainwright in command.

Homma had to wait for reinforcements, but by the end of March his 3,000 available troops were joined by another 22,000 troops as well as aircraft and artillery. On 3 April he was able to resume the attack, pushing the Americans to the tip of the peninsula. On 8 April, Wainwright withdrew to Corregidor and the remaining troops surrendered. Their fate was the Bataan Death March, which began on 14 April when 70,000 US and Filipino troops were marched 60 miles under the tropical sun. Just 54,000 survived.

The remnants of the Asiatic Fleet had withdrawn to Corregidor at the same time as the land forces had fallen back on the Bataan Peninsula. It was then decided to move the remaining warships to Java.

The loss of the Philippines was an even greater blow than the attack on Pearl Harbor, and while neither Hart nor MacArthur, who was the overall commander-in-chief, would have done much to arrest the Japanese invasion, the situation was made so much worse by the failure to provide fighter cover once it was known that a Japanese bomber force was on its way. That at least could have saved some aircraft and the Asiatic Fleet. Once the landings started, the Asiatic Fleet no longer had the capability of harassing the landing fleet and the USAAF did not have the capability of mounting attacks on the invading troops while they were still on the beaches. In many ways it is tempting to draw a comparison between Malaya and Singapore on the one hand and the Philippines on the other, as both had been neglected in pre-war defence planning and neither had the resources that might have made a difference.

THE DUTCH EAST INDIES

A powerful pacifist movement in the Netherlands between the wars had inhibited Dutch defence spending, while the country had placed great hope that in any future European war it could remain neutral as it had done during the First World War. In fact, the Royal Netherlands East Indies Army was better equipped in many respects than the forces at home, and it provided the air element for the Dutch forces in the Dutch East Indies.

The colonial government of the East Indies was operating without any direction from The Hague after the fall of the Netherlands. This was an advantage insofar as there was none of the uncertainty and weakness that affected the colonial government in French Indo-China who were still under the control of the Vichy regime in France. Realising that the Japanese advance would not bypass the territory, the Dutch put their full weight behind the Allied cause. In January 1942, an Allied combat group consisting of British, Dutch, American and Australian ships was hastily assembled and put under the command of Rear Admiral Karel van Doorman. This was known, ironically as it happened, as the ‘Combined Striking Force’, unwittingly echoing the title of the main attack force of the Imperial Japanese Navy. The command of all forces in the area became known as ABDA, for American, British, Dutch and Australian Command. It was staffed according to the numbers provided by each of the participating countries.

Nevertheless, this was a collection of oddments left over from the battles in and around the Philippines, Malaya, Singapore and the East Indies. There was little time to exercise or train together, or establish any form of cohesion and communication. The Australians and British had close integration between themselves, but not with the Americans, although at least the Royal Navy and United States Navy had worked together in the final stages of the First World War. As for the Dutch, they had not worked with another navy since 1816 when a combined British, Dutch and American squadron had been in the Mediterranean attacking the Barbary pirates. Van Doorman was in command by virtue of being the most senior officer present, not the most experienced and not necessarily with the strongest force.

The first landings in the area were on 11 January 1942 at Menado on Celebes. The landings on the Bismarck Archipelago, which included the islands of Rabaul and Kavieng, followed on 23 January, and were covered by Nagumo with the aircraft carriers of the First Air Fleet, Akagi, Kaga, Shokaku and Zuikaku. Soryu and Hiryu were originally supposed to be involved, but were being replenished and their crews rested after the landings on Wake Island. The carriers were needed because of the Royal Australian Air Force base on Rabaul.

Softening up the defences began the day before when Mitsuo Fuchida was once again the lead pilot, but this time with a force of just ninety fighters and bombers, for the attack on the RAAF base. Even so, he was later to recall that he felt ‘like a hunter sent to stalk a mouse with an elephant gun’ as the advanced Australian bases had just token garrisons. The JNAF aircraft faced little opposition and also found few worthwhile targets, forcing the bomber pilots to jettison their bombs over the jungle rather than risk landing aboard aircraft carriers with live bombs. Afterwards, Fuchida was able to persuade Nagumo that sending such massed forces against minimal enemy resistance was folly, but Yamamoto ordered the carrier force west to Palau, a small atoll at the south-western end of the Marianas.

This left the Second Carrier Division under Rear Admiral Yamaguchi with Soryu and Hiryu to send air strikes against Ambon for the invasion of the Dutch East Indies.

The Allies attempted to stem the Japanese tide by fighting back, although hampered by the limited forces in the area and the lack of air cover, especially carrier-borne air cover, for the forces in the East Indies.

Some distance to the north-east there was a morale-raising early success when two American task forces were assembled around the aircraft carriers Enterprise and Yorktown, escorted by five cruisers and ten destroyers, and attacked Japanese bases in the Marshall Islands on 1 February 1942. While damage was slight, this no doubt reminded the Japanese in no uncertain terms that the US Pacific Fleet carriers had not been caught and remained a force to be reckoned with.

In the East Indies on 4 February there followed an attempt to attack a Japanese landing force in the Straits of Macassar, when Rear Admiral van Doorman took four cruisers and eight destroyers. This force had to withdraw after it was attacked by Japanese bombers, severely damaging the cruiser USS Marblehead and also damaging another cruiser, the Houston.

Nevertheless, these frantic efforts could do little to stem the Japanese advance. Even while they were taking Singapore, on 13 February the Japanese were able to take one of the greatest prizes that awaited them, Palembang on Sumatra in what is now Indonesia, with its oilfields and refineries. This operation was covered by just the aircraft carrier Ryujo and five cruisers. On 18 February, they landed on Bali.

AUSTRALIA’S PEARL HARBOR

While advancing steadily westward, the Japanese nevertheless also turned south at one point to attack Darwin, the port and city in Australia’s Northern Territory. This was something of a diversion, indeed as far as the war was concerned, it was a sideshow. Some have even described the operation as ‘Australia’s Pearl Harbor’, but this is to exaggerate the significance of the attack. The only factor that linked the attack on Darwin with the earlier operation was that the Australians were as unprepared for it as the Americans had been. As with Rabaul, this was an entirely unnecessary operation.

On 19 February 1942, once again Vice-Admiral Nagumo took his carriers, although just four on this occasion, supported by two battleships. The carriers were the Akagi, Kaga, Hiryu and Soryu, while the battleships were the Hiei and Kirishima, supported by three cruisers and nine destroyers. Waiting for them in the harbour were mainly merchant ships, and in the heavy attack by 180 aircraft, led once again by Mitsuo Fuchida, eleven cargo ships, one of which was carrying ammunition and an American destroyer were sunk. The attackers then raced over the town shooting at the buildings, forcing the civilian population to evacuate for a short period. Airfields nearby were also attacked, destroying fifteen US and Australian aircraft. This was scant reward for the resources expended, but when Fuchida once again returned to the flagship to report to Nagumo, he found the vice-admiral anxious to send a second strike!

To Fuchida and Genda, the operation showed the poor understanding of air power among senior Japanese naval officers. To them, the best way to deal with Australia was to cut the country off from the United States, taking Fiji, Samoa and then Hawaii, and seeking a confrontation with the US Pacific Fleet’s carriers. Rabaul and Darwin were cases of using excessive force to no worthwhile end. Once Australia was isolated, a worthwhile target would be Sydney, but not Darwin. Cut off from the United States, Australia would be vulnerable with her long coastline difficult to defend, and even without an invasion, isolating the continent would force the United States to divert considerable resources to maintaining links and keeping the shipping lanes open.

BATTLE OF THE JAVA SEA

Meanwhile, Rear Admiral van Doorman’s mixed ABDA force had been named as the ‘Combined Striking Force’. This was over-optimistic for a force that comprised two heavy and three light cruisers, with nine destroyers but no aircraft carriers at all or even battleships. The heavy cruisers were the USS Houston and HMS Exeter, while the light cruisers were van Doorman’s flagship, De Ruyter, the Java and HMAS Perth. Van Doorman did not even have reconnaissance aircraft and communication between his ships was far from satisfactory. No less serious was the fact the force had neither exercised nor fought together. Ships were in need of refitting and their crews were tired. They had spent some time trying to attack Japanese convoys off the coasts of Java and Sumatra.

At 14.27 on 27 February 1942, while his ships were refuelling, van Doorman heard that a Japanese invasion force had been detected in the Macassar Straits, escorted by two heavy cruisers, Nachi and Haguro, and two light cruisers, Jintsu and Naka, with fourteen destroyers, all under the command of Vice-Admiral Takagi.

Battle commenced at 16.20 with a long-range gunnery duel between the opposing heavy cruisers, with van Doorman aboard De Ruyter trying to close the range so that he could also use his light cruisers. The light cruisers joined the battle at 16.30 as Japanese destroyers raced towards them, led by the light cruiser Jintsu, launching their torpedoes. At 17.08, the heavy cruiser HMS Exeter was torpedoed and badly damaged, losing speed and dropping out of line, but not realising what had happened, the Java, USS Houston and HMAS Perth all followed her. As the Allied line became chaotic, van Doorman attempted to restore order and counter-attack, but soon lost the destroyer Kortenaer, while another destroyer quickly followed. Van Doorman sent Exeter back to Surabaya with the destroyer Witte de With as an escort. Japanese aircraft marked the position of the Combined Striking Force with flares as van Doorman tried to get around the Japanese warships to strike at the invasion fleet. Nevertheless, after sending the four US destroyers back to Surabaya to refuel as they had used all of their torpedoes, the remaining Allied cruisers came under heavy fire from the two Japanese heavy cruisers at 23.00, and this was followed by an attack using twelve torpedoes, sinking the Java at 23.32, followed within minutes by the De Ruyter, with van Doorman aboard going down with his ship. HMAS Perth and USS Houston escaped to Java.

The Japanese troopships reached Java without loss and the landings began on 28 February, with the fifty-six troopships escorted by Admiral Kondo with the aircraft carriers Akagi, Shokaku, Zuikaku, Hiryu and Soryu, plus four battleships, Hiei, Kagashima, Kongo and Haruna, as well as three cruisers and eight destroyers. The cruisers Houston and Perth attempted to break through the Sunda Strait, but that evening they encountered the Japanese invasion force and sank four transports before themselves being sunk by the cruisers Mikuma and Mogami, supported by several destroyers.

The following day, 1 March, Exeter, escorted by two destroyers, attempted to escape westwards, but was caught by four Japanese cruisers and by aircraft from the carrier Ryujo, and all three ships were sunk, a further disaster that ended all Allied naval power in the East Indies until later in the war.

Allied forces on Java eventually surrendered on 9 March. This also marked the end of the brief life of ABDA, a hastily cobbled-together alliance that lacked a command and communications structure or indeed any of the resources required to make it work. As in the Low Countries and France, the Allies had once again found themselves overtaken by events, largely because everyone seemed to deny the prospect of war, first with Germany and then with Japan.

The following day, Japanese landings at Lae and Salamaua on New Guinea were attacked by aircraft from the carriers USS Lexington and Yorktown, sinking one of the transports and damaging a number of others. New Guinea was to be one of the two places where the Japanese advance was finally halted on the ground, along with Burma.

CEYLON

Apart from the disagreements over strategy among the Japanese naval planners and the wasted effort that had been exhibited at Rabaul and then Darwin, the problems of high-intensity operations were also becoming apparent for the Imperial Japanese Navy. In a raid on Java, Kaga scraped a reef and had to return to Japan for repairs. By this time, Japan was also faced with increasingly long distances between its major bases and what might be described as the front line, always a fluid term in naval warfare. Singapore to Japan was a comparable distance to Southampton to New York, and so ships had to be rotated out of operations for far longer than was desirable.

Having gained the oilfields of the Dutch East Indies, next on Japan’s wish list was Burma, seen as a route into India. Burma was too close to the Royal Navy’s Eastern Fleet for comfort, and so the destruction of this fleet was seen as an important prerequisite for any invasion of Burma. The Japanese headed into the Indian Ocean and on 26 March 1942, Yamamoto sent five aircraft carriers, Akagi, Shokaku, Zuikaku, Hiryu and Soryu, to attack British bases on Ceylon, off the southern tip of India.

The British Eastern Fleet was by this time under the command of Vice-Admiral Sir James Somerville and included three aircraft carriers, the modern Indomitable and Formidable and the elderly and small Hermes, by this time more of a liability than an asset as she was unable to keep up with the rest of the fleet, unlike the two fast armoured carriers. Her aircraft complement was just a dozen Fairey Swordfish, meaning that she was of little use other than as an escort carrier, and as such she would have been far better on the Atlantic convoys. Somerville had in fact assembled a reasonably strong fleet with a balance of ships as he also had the battleships Warspite, Resolution, Revenge, Ramillies and Royal Sovereign, all veterans of the First World War.

On 4 April, the advancing Japanese fleet was spotted by an RAF Consolidated Catalina flying boat which managed to transmit a warning just before it was shot down by Zero fighters. The next day, at 08.00, Mitsuo Fuchida led a massed attack against Colombo, Ceylon’s major port, fully expecting a repeat of his success at Pearl Harbor. The Eastern Fleet was absent, but the harbour was very busy with merchant shipping. The RAF put its small force of fighters into the air to protect the port, but the Hawker Hurricane was no match for the agile Zero and almost all were shot down. Japanese bombers were able to inflict serious damage on the port installations, and among the ships hit were an armed merchant cruiser and a destroyer. Nevertheless, effective AA fire also meant that the Japanese suffered their first serious losses in the war.

Alerted to the Japanese advance, but not knowing where and when they would strike, the British had decided that their ships would be safer at sea, and had moved most of their warships out of Colombo and Trincomalee. The two large carriers had gone to Addu Atoll, now known as Gan, where a secret refuelling anchorage had been hastily constructed.

Returning from the raid, Fuchida suggested to Nagumo that they send reconnaissance aircraft to locate the British warships, and on this occasion Nagumo agreed. Fuchida remained aboard his ship while a strong force of aircraft was readied in case a further raid on Colombo proved necessary. At noon, a strong force of more than fifty aircraft from the Soryu discovered the two heavy cruisers, Cornwall and Dorsetshire, without air cover, and in twenty minutes sank both ships.

Hermes had left Trincomalee and headed north, but returned to the port on 6 April. On 8 April, following intelligence reports that Trincomalee was likely to be the next target for the Japanese, Hermes went to sea again, but on this occasion headed south. Early the following day, she was spotted by Japanese aircraft and ordered to return to Trincomalee where it was felt that the heavy AA defences would be able to protect her. Shortly before 07.30, Fuchida led a force of 100 aircraft against Trincomalee, but once again found the British Eastern Fleet missing. Again, the RAF sent its Hawker Hurricanes into battle, but nine of the eleven aircraft were shot down. While Fuchida’s aircraft wreaked havoc on the shore installations and airfields, shooting parked aircraft, only one ship, a merchant vessel, was sunk by the first wave, although further ships were lost to the second wave.

As he returned to the Akagi, Fuchida learned that a British carrier had been spotted. On landing, his aircraft were hastily re-armed and refuelled, while the Akagi was attacked by nine Bristol Blenheim bombers, which failed to hit her. The Japanese planned to attack Hermes with dive-bombers, escorted by Zero fighters in case the carrier put up fighters, while a force of horizontal bombers was fitted with torpedoes in case the initial attack failed. They needn’t have worried. By this time the carrier was unable to operate fighters and in any case Hermes was completely without aircraft that day, and her sole defence, apart from her own AA armament was the Australian destroyer, HMAS Vampire. Fuchida was not in time to lead the attack, which was led by another officer called Egusa, but he arrived in time to find the carrier sinking and the destroyer dead in the water, crippled by explosions from her magazines:

‘The planes seemed to have no fear,’ recalls Donald Farquharson-Roberts, a young Royal Marines officer serving in Hermes. ‘They came in at masthead height and at least one was reported as being below the fighting top  …  Marine Youle  …  told me he was firing downwards  …  I saw a plane coming straight for my gun. I saw the bomb swing clear and come straight for ME. I was standing about 6 feet behind the gun and it hit the deck a foot in front of me … and went straight through the deck!’

Farquharson-Roberts’ gun had jammed before this event, and no doubt with eighty bombers attacking, the guns had overheated. Farquharson-Roberts again:

I never heard the command to abandon ship, although I am told it was given. I took leave of the old girl by stepping into the water on the port side  …  There was then only a drop of about 10 feet. I swam clear but the stern was swinging away from me as she had full helm on and the engines were still going full ahead …

The first bomb had hit the carrier at 10.55 and she sank in less than twenty minutes. Fortunately, the Japanese had failed to detect an Australian hospital ship, the Vita, which arrived shortly afterwards and rescued most of the survivors, while a few had managed to swim the short distance to the shores of Ceylon.

This was a loss for the British, but once again Fuchida felt that excessive resources were being devoted to minor operations, while the losses that were being incurred could not be replaced easily for the major battles that had to lie ahead if the Imperial Japanese Navy was to defeat the Americans at sea. Like many of his fellow officers, Fuchida was impatient for a confrontation with the United States Navy – and he was to have his wish fulfilled even sooner than he expected.




Chapter 6

Striking Back

Japan had swept all before it and between 7 December 1941 and 9 April 1942, just a couple of days over four months, had created an empire that stretched across much of the Pacific, through the Dutch East Indies and the Malay Peninsula, and reached Burma and New Guinea. They were not to realise it at the time, but in New Guinea and in Burma they had met their match and were never to take India or have complete control of New Guinea.

The very size of their empire, known, doubtless with much irony, as the ‘Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere’, was in itself a weakness. It was long and sprawling, difficult to defend and meant that lines of communication and supply were stretched. To have remained in control would have required an effort similar to that mounted by the United States, United Kingdom and Canada combined to protect the North Atlantic convoys, but this was beyond Japan’s resources and also alien to the national temperament.

Caught on the back foot, the British Eastern Fleet had withdrawn westwards into the Indian Ocean with Trincomalee in Ceylon as its most easterly base. The United States was busy reinforcing its Pacific Fleet, but still had its aircraft carrier force intact. There was a compelling desire among US Navy officers to begin the fight back, taking the initiative rather than reacting to events, as in the Marshall Islands and at New Guinea, but the first blow against Japan was the brainchild of a US Army Air Force officer.

SHANGRI-LA

For the Americans, the problem was fundamentally one of distance. The aircraft of the day could not operate from Hawaii, let alone the mainland United States, and take the war home to the Japanese. American pride had been affronted by the attack on Pearl Harbor, but at least the Pacific Fleet’s aircraft carriers had not been present and their survival meant that they were a constant worry to the Japanese naval planners. There was another problem for the Japanese, which was that they had been able to devote most of their resources to attack and largely ignore defence. This fitted in well with the national character and was to prove a fatal weakness as the war progressed with, for example, inadequate resources devoted to convoy protection or to developing fighters that could protect the homeland once USAAF heavy bombers had bases within striking distance.

The naval war in the Pacific was fundamentally a carrier war. Japan could not have attacked Pearl Harbor without the aircraft carrier, and could not have invaded the Dutch East Indies without it, while the Allies could not have fought back without the carrier. It was to be some time before the USAAF could have bases for its heavy bombers that put them within reach of the Japanese home islands. This happened when Saipan was taken in June 1944.

As already mentioned, the first American attempt to strike back at the Japanese was on 1 February, less than two months after the attack on Pearl Harbor. Vice-Admiral W.F. Halsey, who had been at sea aboard the USS Enterprise at the time of the Japanese attack, took this carrier and the Yorktown, escorted by five cruisers and ten destroyers, to attack Japanese bases on the Marshall and Gilbert Islands, causing relatively slight damage but nevertheless doing much for the battered morale of the United States Navy. Further raids were planned as the Japanese continued their advance westwards, taking Singapore on 15 February while landings at Palembang on Sumatra on 13 February were covered by the aircraft carrier Ryujo. Bali was seized by the Japanese on 18 February.

Yorktown was the lead ship of a class of three carriers, which also included Enterprise and Hornet. The first two were constructed under the terms of the US National Recovery Act, which was a measure aimed at lifting the United States out of the depression years by stimulating employment. These ships reflected growing concerns within the United States Navy that its first carrier to be designed and laid down as such, the USS Ranger, was too small at 14,000 tons, and possibly too slow as well. It was decided that 20,000 tons would be a far better figure, and the new class finally weighed in with a displacement of 19,872 tons each, with a speed of 32.5 knots. Unusually, these ships were fitted with arrester wires fore and aft, although the former was seldom if ever used, while in addition to the two catapults or accelerators on the forward flight deck, another was placed athwartships on the hangar deck able to launch aircraft on either side. To the British, the 6-inch thick wooden flight decks of the American aircraft carriers were a weakness and a potential fire hazard. These ships each had three lifts, although in the early designs four were envisaged. At the time of construction, up to ninety-six aircraft were to be carried, but this figure fell as aircraft sizes grew. Yorktown had joined the fleet at the end of September 1937, followed by Enterprise in May 1938 and Hornet in October 1941, much later than the first two as under the terms of the Washington Treaty only these plus the much smaller Wasp could be built, but Hornet was built as an emergency addition to the carrier force as the Washington Naval Treaty had effectively lapsed by September 1939. Building another carrier to an existing design avoided the delays inherent in waiting for a new design to be completed.

On 20 February, a task force centred on the aircraft carrier USS Lexington attempted to attack Rabaul in New Britain, but enemy reconnaissance aircraft discovered the carrier and the attack was not pressed home as the all-important element of surprise had been lost and at this early stage in the Pacific War it was better for the USN to husband its resources. Four days later, Halsey attacked Wake Island, while on 4 March, Marcus Island was bombed by aircraft from the Enterprise. There were further raids on 10 March when Vice-Admiral Wilson Brown used aircraft from the Lexington and Yorktown to attack the ports of Salamaua and Lae on New Guinea.

Putting aside inter-service rivalry, a United States Army Air Force officer, Colonel James ‘Jimmy’ Doolittle, put forward the idea that USAAF bombers should be flown off an aircraft carrier to strike a blow at Japan that would be both a gesture of defiance and also force them to divert resources to the defence of their cities. There was some initial resistance to the plan, which seemed to be virtually impossible since it would mean flying twin-engined North American B-25 Mitchell bombers from the deck of a carrier, bearing in mind that to send a sizeable force would mean that the lead aircraft would have very little deck space. Generalissimo Chiang Kai-shek, leader of the nationalist forces in China, also objected to the operation, fearing that the attack could result in reprisals against the Chinese. Nevertheless, the overwhelming need to strike a blow at the enemy meant that eventually the plan was approved.

Doolittle has been described as having had an aggressive and expansive nature. He had left the then USAAC in the 1930s and had only returned in 1940, anticipating American involvement in the war in Europe.

The USN allocated two carriers to the operation, forming with their escorts Task Force 16. The Hornet was to carry the bombers, while her sister carrier the USS Enterprise was to provide fighter cover and anti-submarine protection. Hornet would be able to do very little to protect herself as the bombers could not be struck down into her hangar and crowded the flight deck to the extent that no other aircraft could be operated until after their departure. The plan was that the bombers would not return to the ship, but fly on from their targets to bases in mainland China; this gave the operation its code-name of ‘Operation Shangri-La’ inspired by the fictional land beyond the clouds. The operation was kept so secret that only seven people knew exactly what was intended until the day before, and even the President of the United States, Franklin Roosevelt, was not given the full information until the head of the United States Navy, Admiral Ernest King, visited the White House shortly before the operation.

When Hornet left Pearl Harbor with sixteen B-25 bombers crowded on her flight deck, everyone assumed that she was simply being used as an aircraft transport – the idea of operational flying seemed to be ridiculous. Her own aircraft were not simply struck down into the hangar deck below, they were ‘stuck down’ as until the deck load of twin-engined bombers departed, it would be impossible to range the carrier’s own aircraft on the flight deck. The Japanese became aware of the approach of the two carriers on 10 April when a radio intelligence unit picked up signals as the two ships attempted to rendezvous. Their presence raised little concern, for two or even three US carriers could be handled by Japanese forces ashore, while a network of picket ships had been established 700 miles off the Japanese islands and the Japanese knew that the carriers would have to come within 300 miles if American naval aircraft were to attack any of the islands. The Twenty-Sixth Air Flotilla’s sixty-nine bombers would be sent against the American ships when they crossed the picket line.

Japanese confidence was in fact excessive, since their main carrier force was still returning from its raids on Ceylon, and would not be back in home waters until 19 April, with another three ships involved in the attack on Port Moresby and only Kaga in Japan, but not operational. Had the Japanese carriers been used more effectively, and so much effort not expended on unnecessary ‘sideshows’, Fuchida’s hopes for a carrier fleet action would have been achieved earlier, and the Americans would have been at a disadvantage with Hornet unable to fight back.

After 10 April, the Americans maintained complete radio silence, depriving the Japanese of any information on their position. The American commander, Admiral William ‘Bull’ Halsey knew about the picket line of ships and assumed that when it was crossed the Japanese would be immediately aware of his position. This timed the operation to take place as soon as the ships crossed the picket line early in the morning of 18 April. The bombers were launched at 550 miles from Tokyo, and the carriers then withdrew. Halsey had taken a wise decision, not hazarding his ships and assuming the worst, but in fact the Japanese had not noticed his ships crossing the picket line, and the first indication that anything was happening came when a patrolling aircraft spotted the sixteen bombers in the air – but its radioed report was immediately rejected as the Japanese knew that the Americans did not have any twin-engined aircraft aboard their carriers! This was a mistake on a par with that of the radar station in Hawaii on the morning of the Pearl Harbor raid.

Led by Doolittle, the B-25 formation penetrated Japanese air defences with ease, missed completely by fighters patrolling at 10,000 feet as they raced across the coast at just 150 feet. No doubt the fighter pilots felt that they were simply going through the motions and that an American attack was highly unlikely. Not one aircraft was shot down. The Japanese response was also marred by a failure to realise that the aircraft would not be returning.

The targets for the bombers included Tokyo, Yokosuka and Nagoya, and they created considerable alarm and panic as they sped across the targets dropping bombs and machine-gunning, and this strafing attack killed two schoolchildren. The aircraft flew on to land in China, but the bases chosen were ill-suited for what were relatively large aircraft, and all of the aircraft were badly damaged or destroyed in crash-landings. By this time, having been assigned different targets, the aircraft had become scattered, and one which overshot its assigned Chinese landing ground to land instead in the supposedly ‘friendly’ Soviet Union had its crew arrested. Unluckier still, another two bombers crash-landed near Japanese-occupied Hankow and when the Japanese commander in Shanghai informed Tokyo of their capture, he was ordered to send them to Japan where they were prosecuted for the deaths of the schoolchildren and executed. It was only when they heard of the crashed bombers that the Japanese realised the nature of the attack, but the presence of prisoners became a propaganda coup allowing the authorities to claim that nine bombers had been shot down.

While the raid was a boost to American morale at a dark period of the war before the major battles that would soon restore national confidence, the raid was also criticised by many Americans as meaningless bravado and a waste of aircraft and experienced aircrew. Chiang Kai-shek was later proved right, as on 21 April the planned advance of the China Expeditionary Army was brought forward and Operation Chekiang launched against Chekiang and Kiangsi provinces, with Japanese troops slaughtering every man, woman and child; 250,000 Chinese in all.

If the raid is to be criticised, the real failure was not to concentrate all of the bombers on a single target, where they could have had a serious impact. As it was, too few aircraft with just 4,000lb of bombs each made little impression on any target. What it did succeed in doing was to change Japanese strategy, which now became more defensive, and naval strategy in particular was to be inhibited for the rest of the war for fears of further raids on the homeland and on the emperor. Had the raid concentrated solely on Tokyo, and especially on the Imperial Palace, it would have had an even more profound impact on Japanese thinking. As it was, Yamamoto now ruled out the more adventurous course of taking first Fiji, then Samoa and finally Hawaii, which would have seriously hampered US efforts and also isolated Australia from the United States. Nevertheless, it also has to be appreciated that the entire operation gave American confidence a tremendous boost, showing that no matter how distant, Japan was not safe from American attack.

BATTLE OF THE CORAL SEA

The Japanese advance had finally been stalled in territories as far apart as Burma and New Guinea, but further landings were planned in the latter as well as an advance northwards to the Aleutians. New bases were planned in the Solomons and at Midway Island. The Aleutians and Midway were seen as important stages in an outer defensive ring. Given the limited range and airlift capability by today’s standards of the aircraft then available, the one strategic asset the Japanese possessed was the mobility of their naval forces and especially the carriers, but it was a strategic asset also possessed by the United States Navy.

Returning from the operations against Ceylon, Nagumo was ordered to detach towards Truk the Fifth Carrier Division under the command of Vice-Admiral Takagi with two of his best ships, Zuikaku and Shokaku, with a total of 125 aircraft to cover the planned strike towards Port Moresby, where the landings would be covered by the smaller Shoho, a converted submarine depot ship of just 13,000 tons. Meanwhile, Admiral Chester Nimitz, the commander in the Pacific, sent Rear Admiral Frank Fletcher with Task Force 17, including the aircraft carriers Yorktown and Lexington with 141 aircraft to the Coral Sea. Both carrier forces had supporting ships; the Japanese with two heavy cruisers and six destroyers, while the Americans had five cruisers and nine destroyers of their own, as well as three cruisers and two destroyers of the Royal Navy. Other Japanese ships were with Shoho for the landings.

On 3 May, the Japanese landed unopposed on Tulagi and Guadalcanal in the eastern Solomon Islands, but on 4 May aircraft from the Yorktown surprised Japanese warships lying off Tulagi and sank a destroyer and three minesweepers as well as destroying several seaplanes. Task Force 17 then turned its attentions to the Port Moresby assault force and set off in pursuit, while the main Japanese force with the two larger carriers entered the Coral Sea the following day.

Both fleets refuelled at sea on 6 May while they were only 70 miles apart, and despite both putting up aerial reconnaissance, remained unaware of each other, although later in the day USAAF aircraft located the Port Moresby assault force and passed this on to Fletcher. The following day, aircraft from both the American carriers found the Port Moresby invasion force including the Shoho, on which they concentrated their efforts. Despite the Japanese carrier circling desperately to avoid the American aircraft, she was sunk within three minutes for the cost of just three USN aircraft, and the Japanese immediately recalled the assault force including the troopships. At much the same time, Japanese reconnaissance aircraft had discovered a destroyer escorting a tanker, and mistook them for an aircraft carrier and a cruiser, prompting Takagi to send no less than sixty bombers to attack both ships, and not surprisingly with such force, both ships were sunk within minutes.

By this time, it was clear to both naval commanders that their opponents had carriers, but their location remained unknown, even though that night the Japanese and American ships were so close that six Japanese aircraft attempted to land on Yorktown in the dark. Finally, on 8 May, reconnaissance aircraft from both fleets discovered each other almost simultaneously while they were some 200 miles apart. The two admirals hastily arranged air strikes, with the Japanese sending ninety aircraft against the Americans, who sent seventy-eight aircraft at much the same time. Zuikaku was able to escape into a rainstorm, but three bombs struck Shokaku forcing her to return to Truk. Lexington’s Devastators dropped torpedoes but failed to hit the Shokaku, largely because US torpedoes at this stage of the war were both slow and unreliable, with one Japanese officer under interrogation later contemptuously claiming that they could ‘turn and run away from them!’

In anticipation of a Japanese attack, Fletcher had arranged fighter cover for his fleet to be standing by, with reconnaissance aircraft sent out to provide advance warning. Soon reports began coming in, with first the Japanese aircraft being right ahead at 60 miles, then at 17,000 feet in four groups of nine aircraft each, with dive-bombers and Zero fighters going ‘awfully fast’, then torpedo-bombers ‘spilling out of the clouds 8 miles out’ at 6,000 feet in a steep dive.

By this time, Lexington was steaming about 2 miles ahead and to starboard of Yorktown, with both ships having a cruiser and destroyer screen. The torpedo-bombers attacked in three groups each of six aircraft, with two groups attacking Lexington from both sides and another attacking Yorktown. Lexington’s commanding officer, Captain Sherman, took evasive action to avoid the torpedoes while his AA gunners put up an intense barrage, blowing up a Nakajima B5N ‘Kate’ torpedo-bomber on its run towards the ship. It has since been claimed as many as eleven torpedoes were dropped before two eventually struck the Lexington, suggesting excellent ship handling at what was still an early stage of the war. The first torpedo struck at 11.20 on the port bow, followed by a second torpedo also on the port side, but amidships, shortly afterwards:

‘I arrived on the main deck – two below the flight deck – to find dust and smoke drifting through the passageways coming from further aft,’ explained Stanley Johnson later, who had been a war correspondent with the Chicago Tribune. ‘In the passageway amidships I found four men who were nearly naked  …  they were horribly burned. A Filipino cook  …  assisted me to get the men on to the cots in the passageway and take off the remainder of their clothes, give them a drink of water and a morphia injection. A hospital corpsman  …  treated their burns with tannic acid jelly and took over their care. Men kept coming in from the 5-inch gun galleries, sometimes alone, others with the help of comrades. We had about twelve men on the cots and during a brief lull I went to the gun galleries to see what had happened. There I saw several bodies, they seemed to have been frozen or charred into grotesque statues.’

A fight was going on to stop the ship sinking, and at first they succeeded:

‘We’ve got the torpedo damage temporarily shored up,’ reported Commander Healey, the ship’s damage control officer, to his CO. ‘The fires are out and soon will have the ship on an even keel. But I would suggest, sir, that if you have to take any more torpedoes, you take ’em on the starboard side.’

These were probably the last words he ever spoke, for no sooner had he completed his report than a blast, far greater than any bomb or torpedo strike, ran through the ship, coming from close to Commander Healey’s central control station and killing him and a large number of men nearby. An aviation fuel tank had blown up. Streams of flame and sparks raced along passageways and through compartments, tearing off watertight doors and opening up decks and deckheads, overwhelming the damage control parties with the destruction. Many more were killed and much more damage followed when a second blast came twenty minutes later, shattering the water mains and ending all hope of fighting the fires, then the electricity failed, plunging the ship into darkness. The only means of communication throughout the ship was by messenger, and a chain of men had to be established so that instructions from the bridge could be sent 500 feet and four decks aft to the auxiliary steering position.

Lexington’s death throes were not apparent to the returning aviators at first, but at 13.45 the smoke over the flight deck was so dense that all operations had to be suspended, and Yorktown had to recover Lexington’s aircraft. In a final desperate attempt to save as many lives as possible, at 14.30 all damage control and fire-fighting parties were withdrawn from the worst areas, leaving the fires to burn behind watertight doors. At 14.45, a further major explosion wrecked the ventilation system for the engine rooms and boiler rooms, causing these areas to be evacuated as temperatures soared. The ship had lost speed due to the damage taken, but now lost almost all movement, yet it was not until 15.00 that other ships were asked for assistance, with the destroyer USS Morris coming alongside. The destroyer’s fire-fighting capabilities were not up to the tremendous task as fuel-fed fires raged out of control, and the order was given to abandon ship. At 20.00 another destroyer, Phelps, torpedoed what was left of the carrier, by this time a floating burning wreck and tomb to 216 of her crew, although, incredibly, more than 2,700 survived the ordeal.

Yorktown was hit just once, by a bomb that exploded close to the island, so that flying operations were unaffected.

On the face of it, in losing one of the two largest carriers in the world, the United States had come off worst in this encounter, but it had sunk the Shoho and caused such damage to the Shokaku that she would not be available for the planned invasion of Midway Island, which was really no more than a small coral atoll. This was to be an important factor. More significant still, the Japanese expansion had come to an end within just five months of the war in the Pacific starting, as they were forced to abandon the assault on Port Moresby. There was now no question of Japan isolating Australia from the United States.

Perhaps the most important fact about the Battle of the Coral Sea was that it was the first major battle at sea when the opposing fleets did not come within gunnery range of each other. The supremacy of the battleship was at an end. From this time on, with one or two exceptions such as the Battle of the North Cape, the battleship would be most useful for shore bombardment and for providing intense anti-aircraft fire to protect aircraft carriers operating with the fleet. The day of the big gun was ending.

Admiral King wrote shortly after the battle to his opposite number in the Royal Navy, Sir Dudley Pound:

The Battle of the Coral Sea was merely the first round of an engagement which will continue, with increasing strength on the part of the enemy, which we shall have difficulty in matching  …  On the whole, we had rather the better of it and we seem to have stopped the advance on Port Moresby for the time being.

King’s assessment was cautious, and with hindsight unduly pessimistic, but intelligence assessments of enemy strength, especially at some future date, have always been notoriously difficult. The fact was that still only five months into the Pacific War, the Japanese had already lost a quarter of the JNAF’s front-line aircraft and had also lost many experienced naval aircrew and lacked the training mechanisms to replace them quickly. This was a consequence of the long period that the Japanese had had to prepare for the war and their experience of air operations over China – there had not been the need to create an organisation that could produce aircrew and maintainers quickly and efficiently. Japanese industry also lacked the resources and manufacturing capability of the United States. Combined, these were to be fatal weaknesses as the war progressed.

There was another factor that may have contributed to King’s pessimism. At this stage of the war, the United States Navy had still to acquire the skill of sending an attack from several carriers at once, coordinating the aircraft from the different carriers. They were not to be long in acquiring this, and later would pass on this ability to the Royal Navy when that re-entered the war in the East.

In short, the Imperial Japanese Navy had finally come to realise that it had failed in its principal objective, to prevent the United States Navy using its main forward base in the Pacific for at least six months. Both luck and sound judgement play an important part in warfare. Nagumo’s serious error of judgement in not sending a third, and perhaps even a fourth, wave of aircraft to attack Pearl Harbor meant that Yamamoto’s objectives for the attack on Pearl Harbor had not been achieved. It was simple bad luck that saw Mitsuo Fuchida succumb to appendicitis shortly before the planned Japanese attack on the small atoll of Midway, so that he was not available to lead the operation and, even more importantly, to oversee the organisation of the reconnaissance. At this time, Fuchida was almost certainly the world’s most experienced and successful leader of a carrier air strike.

DISAGREEMENTS OVER JAPANESE STRATEGY

At the Imperial Japanese Headquarters in Tokyo, opinions were divided over the future course of Japanese strategy. Many still wanted to pursue the original option of driving a wedge south to isolate Australia from the United States, effectively splitting the Pacific in two. They were opposed by those who wanted to establish a defensive line and whose arguments had been both strengthened and influenced by the Doolittle raid. The occupation of Midway fitted into this more cautious strategy, and it was also expected that the move would lure the United States Pacific Fleet beyond the atoll to be destroyed by the Japanese. The assault on the atoll would have its own aircraft carrier, Zuiho, to provide close air support and afterwards join Hosho to escort the main Japanese fleet commanded by Admiral Yamamoto in person flying his flag in the giant battleship Yamato with her nine 18-inch guns. Nagumo’s First Air Fleet was assigned to support the landing from a distance and be ready to attack the US Pacific Fleet once it arrived in the area. Yamamoto’s main fleet would be 300 miles away, and ready to destroy whatever was left of the Pacific Fleet following the attack by Nagumo’s airmen. To distract the Americans, the Japanese also sent a raiding force including the carriers Ryujo and Junyo to attack US forces in the Aleutians, close to Alaska.

Given the ambitions of the Japanese, it seems odd that Nagumo was not party to these planning meetings with his experience of carrier strikes, and was simply ordered to execute them. Even before the Battle of the Coral Sea, a debate was aroused by the plans. Nagumo’s own chief of staff, Kusaka, objected on the grounds that the fleet was not ready for another operation so soon after Pearl Harbor and its support for Japan’s massive push westwards. The ships needed to refit rather than simply refuel and replenish. Aircrew losses needed to be made good, and the new arrivals trained to combat readiness, while the hard-worked veterans needed rest. His misgivings were shared by Minoru Genda, who felt that the pool of experienced pilots was far too low, especially after a number had been withdrawn for other operations after those off Ceylon. An additional concern was that the Aleutian raiding force divided the main fleet. Fuchida had further objections: that the base on Midway was of little use and that the big guns of the main fleet would be too far away to be of any use. Fuchida and Genda were supported, not for the first time, by Yamaguchi, in command of the Second Carrier Division, but they were overruled. Fuchida even tried to reach Yamamoto through one of his staff officers, Commander Akira Susaki, but without success. No one considered consulting these officers with their experience of naval air warfare, and even Fuchida’s concern about the main fleet being too far away were swept aside by senior officers who were convinced that the US Pacific Fleet was already a broken reed. No one seemed to appreciate the value of the heavy ships with their AA armament as close escorts for the carriers.

This sense of complacency, of underestimating an opponent, was all the more serious because the United States had already broken the Japanese codes, unknown to the Japanese, giving them invaluable early warning of enemy movements and intentions. Intelligence assessments apart, the commander in the Pacific, Admiral Chester Nimitz, was convinced that Midway would be the next Japanese objective, and he communicated his concerns to King in Washington. Both men felt that after Midway, Hawaii would follow. This left them with a problem, whether to send their carriers deeper into the Pacific to stop the Japanese at Midway, or to concentrate on protecting Hawaii, a far more important location and in addition to its strategic importance as a major base, the islands had a very large number of American civilians resident. A third option was to divide the still limited forces available. King decided that everything available should be used for the defence of Midway. If necessary, they could fall back on Hawaii.

A final opportunity to learn from the experience of Fuchida and Genda came when a major planning conference was held aboard the battleship Yamato on 28 and 29 April 1942. Here the way in which the objections raised by Genda, Fuchida and others had been treated was all the more surprising as senior officers were anxious to heap praise on the naval aviators for their exploits thus far in the war. They even reviewed the record of Nagumo’s forces to see if any lessons could be learned. This gave Fuchida the opportunity to argue yet again that there should be a single force, with the First Fleet fighting as a single unit under Yamamoto with all six aircraft carriers and the battleship and cruiser force operating closely together. His arguments fell on deaf ears and even the damage to Shokaku at the Battle of the Coral Sea a little more than a week later did nothing to change minds. The Battle of the Coral Sea should have acted as a timely reminder that the United States Navy was far from broken, and indeed was proving to be increasingly potent. The Japanese failure to take everything into account and especially the growing forcefulness of the United States Navy is all the stranger given Yamamoto’s recognition of American industrial superiority. Japanese naval intelligence seems to have been seriously at fault, and this problem was compounded by poor planning and an inability to recognise the strengths and experience of middle-ranking officers such as Fuchida and Genda. It was also by now clear that the Americans were growing in both confidence and competence in the way in which they exercised naval air power.

Not the least of the Japanese assumptions was that the USN had just two aircraft carriers in the Pacific when in fact there were three. Rear Admiral Spruance had Enterprise and Hornet in Task Force 16, while Task Force 17, led by Rear Admiral Fletcher, had the Yorktown.

Even while planning a major operation such as that at Midway, the Imperial Japanese Navy still involved itself in what can only be described as sideshows or distractions. On 30 May, midget submarines were used in an operation in the harbour at Diego Suarez on the island of Madagascar, occupied by British forces earlier in the month. This was the last major invasion handled by the British on their own, taking the island which was seen as important to the Axis forces and finding relatively little resistance, although they had to occupy more of Madagascar than anticipated. At a time when passage through the Mediterranean was all but impossible, the Cape route around South Africa was the long way to supply British forces in Egypt defending the Suez Canal, but it was the only way, and Madagascar was well placed to intercept the convoys if the Axis powers had been capable of doing it. The invasion had been with a small fleet under the command of Rear Admiral Syfret with the aircraft carriers Illustrious and Indomitable, the battleship Ramillies, two cruisers and eleven destroyers.

On 30 May, Japanese midget submarines attacked Ramillies, and while she wasn’t sunk, the elderly battleship was put out of service for twelve months. The following day, a similar operation was mounted in Sydney Harbour, which failed completely.

Had these midget submarine operations been against a major US fleet anchorage or harbour, or even against the Panama Canal, the benefits would have been far greater. As it was, the only distinguishing feature of these actions was that they marked the most westerly and southerly extent of the Imperial Japanese Navy’s operations during the war.

THE BATTLE OF MIDWAY

Sometimes known as the Battle of Midway, the Battle of Midway Island or the Battle off Midway, since all three are correct, this was the battle that marked the turning point in the war in the Pacific, just six months after Pearl Harbor. The Japanese would never have cause for celebration or optimism ever again.

Having broken the Japanese codes, the Americans knew both the objective and the likely date, early June 1942. Information like this meant that Admiral Chester Nimitz, commander-in-chief of the US Pacific Fleet, did not have to spread his forces but instead could risk concentrating them to defend Midway atoll. The Japanese did at least anticipate a strong defence and, apart from the Aleutian raiding force, concentrated the rest of their available naval forces in the hope that this would be the long-sought decisive battle with the Americans. Realising Japanese intentions, the Americans were not too concerned by the activities of the Aleutians raiding force when, on 3 June, Junyo and Ryujo sent aircraft to attack Dutch Harbour, and consciously took the decision to defend Midway even when, two days before the battle began, they temporarily lost track of the Japanese fleet.

The first move by American forces took place on 3 June, when, during the afternoon, United States Army Air Force Boeing B-17 Fortress bombers were sent to attack the Midway invasion force, but the heavy bombers enjoyed little success against ships under way at sea. This was a common problem as ships had time to manoeuvre while the bombs fell, and good bomb-aiming against a ship at sea, and with little idea of wind speed or force, was impossible.

Fuchida had succumbed to appendicitis, then a more dangerous and difficult operation than now. Still aboard Akagi, Fuchida had refused the offer of a destroyer to take him to a naval hospital and had instead placed himself in the hands of the ship’s chief surgeon so that he would be available to advise his superiors. He was still in the ship’s sick bay, deep in the carrier’s hull below the waterline, on 4 June, the day chosen for the main attack. Fuchida had only had his stitches removed the previous day and was still weak from the operation, but was anxious to see his airmen before they took off. This was easier said than done. With the ship closed up for action stations, all of the watertight bulkheads were closed and the only means of access through the ship was by means of the small manhole on each watertight door, which entailed unlocking the manhole using a wheel and then locking it again by the same means after passing through. There were ten manholes between the sick bay and Fuchida’s cabin, where he rested briefly to regain his strength before shaving and changing into his uniform. He then had to get from his cabin to the flight deck, which meant passing through several more manholes.

Despite these difficulties and his still frail state, Fuchida arrived in the ship’s control centre before the aircraft took off. He found that Lieutenant Tomonaga was to lead the attack in his absence, but less happily, he found that the reconnaissance missions were already being flown off and when he was shown their search patterns, he realised that these would leave large areas of sea uncovered. Despite their expectations of a strong American defence, the Japanese seem yet again to have discounted the presence of the Pacific Fleet’s carriers.

The first wave of Japanese aircraft left the carriers at dawn, with more than 100 aircraft heading for Midway to destroy the defences, but while this operation was under way, shore-based aircraft of both the USAAF and USN flew from Midway and, finding the Japanese carriers, attacked, disrupting the formation of the fleet and killing a number of crewmen working on the open decks in strafing attacks. The Japanese mounted an intense AA barrage and scrambled Zero fighters, with these defences accounting for seventeen American aircraft.

‘This is fun,’ exclaimed Fuchida, as a USAAF Martin B-26 Marauder missed the Akagi’s bridge by 30 feet or so and, heading towards Hiryu, plunged into the sea. By this time, Fuchida was on the flight deck, propped up against the base of the island and taking notes.

The Japanese attack on Midway’s shore installations caused considerable damage, but failed to put the airfield or the AA defences out of action. Tomonaga radioed the carriers with a report and Nagumo decided to send a second wave to complete the operation and keep the US forces under pressure. The second wave could not be sent off immediately, however, as the aircraft had been armed with torpedoes expecting to launch an attack against US warships, and these had to be removed and replaced with bombs for the second attack on Midway itself. As this was being done, a reconnaissance aircraft finally discovered American warships, and radioed with a report that there were ten, sufficient to cause Nagumo to change his mind and reverse his order so that the bombs now had to be replaced with torpedoes. At this stage, there was still no indication that the Americans had an aircraft carrier, and because of the lack of fighter cover for the earlier attacks, the Japanese continued to assume that none was present. After consulting his staff officers, it was also decided that the second wave should wait until the first wave, by now returning with aircraft short of fuel, had been safely recovered. Meanwhile, in the hangar decks of the carriers, in their frantic attempts to follow first one order and then the counter-order, the armourers had left the bombs on the decks rather than sending them back to the magazines.

As they waited for the first wave to land, at 09.00 a reconnaissance aircraft radioed that it had seen an American aircraft carrier, which it believed to be the Yorktown.

The first wave finally landed on and the aircraft were struck down into the hangars while the second-wave aircraft were brought up and ranged on the flight decks, ready to take off. None of the Japanese ships had radar and there was no time to react when the first of the American aircraft were spotted. Spruance had put up the entire force from the Enterprise and Hornet while Fletcher had sent half of the Yorktown’s aircraft, making a force of 156 aircraft in all.

Leading the attack in the first wave were forty-one Douglas Devastator torpedo-bombers, seen as the ideal means of attacking ships at sea for, as one American admiral put it: ‘It is easier to get water into a ship from the bottom than from the top.’ Even if the Japanese ships had been fitted with radar, the low-flying torpedo-bombers might still have escaped detection, at least until the last minute. Flying low over the sea towards the Japanese ships, no less than thirty-five of the Devastators were shot down, with their crews having little time to escape before their aircraft crashed into the sea. Most of the aircraft were accounted for by the carriers’ AA defences, but a few Zero fighters managed to get into the air. Worst affected was Yorktown’s VT-3 squadron (VT for torpedo-attack squadron, 3 for the ship’s pennant number), of which just one aircraft escaped. Those aboard the Japanese carriers who had feared a repeat of the Battle of the Coral Sea were jubilant as confidence flowed back and they started to anticipate yet another great victory. They had accounted for more than fifty American aircraft in a single morning. The numbers involved in the first wave did nothing to shake their conviction that there was just a single American carrier present.

Radar would have caught the second wave of American aircraft as they flew high towards their targets, but the Douglas Dauntless dive-bombers remained unnoticed as they approached at 19,000 feet and the Japanese remained distracted by the low-level attack. At 10.22, the first dive-bomber peeled off and began its dive towards the Kaga. Twelve 1,000lb bombs were dropped at the ship, and of these four hit her.

Aboard Akagi, still taking notes, Fuchida was among the first to notice the start of the American attack and yelled a warning to the control centre. Within seconds, the carrier’s AA defences burst into life. From his vantage point, Fuchida could see that the first bomb was going to miss, but guessed that the second pilot would see this and correct accordingly. His judgement was correct, as the first bomb missed its target by around 30 feet, exploding in the sea and creating a large black geyser of water that washed over the bridge and blackened the faces of everyone there.

Anticipating a hit by the second bomb, Fuchida spread-eagled himself on the deck right by the island just before the bomb hit the flight deck, crashing through the amidships lift and into the hangar. A third bomb smashed through the flight deck to port and also went into the hangar. Below in the hangar, the bombs exploded, among the aircraft of the first strike and the bombs intended for the second strike, each of around 1,750lb. The bombs were caught by the explosions from the American bombs and a chain reaction started. Above, on the flight deck, aircraft fully armed and full of fuel exploded in flames from the fires and explosions below, and a second chain reaction started as each aircraft set its neighbour alight. Flames swept across the flight deck while below the hangar had become an inferno.

The full impact of what was happening hit Fuchida as he went to the briefing room, and saw sailors bringing in the wounded but not making any attempt to get them to the sick bay. On asking why this wasn’t being done, he was told that it was impossible.

‘The entire ship is on fire and no one can get through,’ one of the rescuers told him.

The news hit Fuchida like a bombshell. Just a few hours earlier he alone had left the sick bay for his long ascent to the flight deck, leaving thirty-one sick and wounded men behind him. He attempted to reach his cabin in the hope of rescuing some of his belongings, but even this was impossible as fire and smoke turned him back.

Looking out to sea at the rest of the fleet, Fuchida could see that both Kaga and Soryu were in a similar plight, huge balls of smoke and flame. Only Hiryu, steaming well ahead of the other three ships, seemed unaffected. The four 1,000lb bombs that had struck Kaga had exactly the same impact as those that had hit the flagship, while Soryu had taken three 1,000lb bombs from Yorktown’s aircraft in a straight line along her flight deck, with these too smashing their way through into the hangar deck where the same scene of aircraft and discarded bombs awaited. The whole operation had taken just four minutes.

Amid these scenes of chaos and destruction, down in the water, hiding behind a seat cushion hoping not to be spotted by the Japanese ships, was a witness to the destruction, Ensign George Gray, the only survivor of Hornet’s Devastator squadron, VT-8. Later, Gray described the Japanese carriers as ‘burning like blow torches’ when he was rescued by a Midway-based Catalina flying boat after thirty hours in the sea.

The order was given to abandon Akagi, but Nagumo decided that he wanted to go down with his flagship and was only persuaded with difficulty that his real duty would be to continue to direct the battle. He transferred his flag to a light cruiser, Nagara. Fuchida followed, but broke both his legs leaping from the carrier to the light cruiser and had to be taken to the Nagara’s sick bay.

Destruction had been far beyond the worst fears of the Japanese, who were still supremely confident in their abilities. Even Fuchida, who had objected to the operation, had never doubted that Midway would have been taken and that if they found the US Pacific Fleet, it would have been destroyed. Fuchida’s reservations had been centred on whether or not Midway was the right choice, since he doubted its value as a base, and he was also concerned at the number of relatively minor operations, in strategic terms ‘sideshows’, on which the carrier force had been expending its energies, including trained and experienced manpower.

Rear Admiral Yamaguchi immediately ordered a strike against the Yorktown, and the aircraft took off from Hiryu at 11.00. Just eight Aichi D3A ‘Val’ bombers managed to penetrate Yorktown’s fighter screen and intense AA fire, but they succeeded in dropping three 500lb bombs onto the carrier. The first bomb exploded among parked aircraft ranged on the flight deck and set them alight, while the second hit the funnel and blew out the fires for five of the carrier’s six boilers. The third actually penetrated the flight deck and travelled down three decks to ignite an aviation fuel tank. Prompt damage control saw the aviation fuel fire smothered with carbon dioxide while the magazines were flooded as a precautionary measure. It looked as if the Yorktown would survive.

That afternoon after lunch, Yamaguchi ordered his remaining aircraft to make a second attack on Yorktown, sending Tomonaga, who had led the first raid on Midway and then had been one of the few to return to Hiryu after the first strike against Yorktown, with just ten Nakajima B5N Kates and six Zero fighters. By this time the carrier was again operational, refuelling aircraft on deck. When the Japanese aircraft were spotted, refuelling stopped as the aviation fuel system was quickly drained, but this meant that only six Grumman F4F Wildcats were available to provide fighter cover with whatever fuel was left in their tanks:

‘We only had forty gallons of gas apiece,’ recalled Lieutenant (later Captain) J.P. Adams in a BBC documentary, Pilots at Sea. ‘But nonetheless, they wanted to get us off to try to oppose the torpedo attack. Lieutenant Thach (later Admiral) and myself and four others manned the planes .. . All the guns in the Fleet were firing. I vividly remember taking off, trying to crank up my wheels and charge the guns, which we had to do manually and then trying to catch the torpedo planes. I did catch one and possibly another.’

In all, the fighters shot down five torpedo planes, but four managed to get within range of the crippled carrier. Yorktown avoided two torpedoes, but another two hit her on the port side. Three bombs also found their target. Adams saw the torpedoes strike the ship and realised that there was no way he could land on, but nevertheless managed to reach the deck of the Enterprise about 40 miles away with just a few gallons of fuel left in his aircraft’s tanks.

It was now the turn of the Yorktown’s captain to give the order to abandon ship. When Tomonaga reported the hits on the Yorktown, Yamaguchi immediately jumped to the conclusion that a second American carrier had been hit and that there were now no American carriers in the Pacific. Hiryu prepared yet another strike against the Americans, but before this could be flown off, Dauntless dive-bombers from Enterprise and Hornet found her and attacked, with at least four bombs hitting the ship as she manoeuvred in a desperate bid to escape, and another four were near misses. Once again, aircraft burst into flames and fires swept across the flight deck and the hangar.

Later that afternoon Soryu, abandoned and burning, blew up. Fifteen minutes later, Kaga blew up as the fires reached her magazines. Akagi survived the night and was sunk in a torpedo attack by Japanese destroyers at dawn, with a similar treatment dealt out to Hiryu, but the ship remained afloat and also survived an attack by Boeing B-17 Fortress bombers before finally slipping beneath the waves at 09.00 with her captain and Yamaguchi still aboard.

On learning of the loss of all four carriers, Yamamoto abandoned the invasion of Midway and withdrew westwards. Spruance then gave chase, with Enterprise and Hornet, hoping to catch the seven Japanese battleships at sea. On 6 June Mikuma and Mogami, two heavy cruisers from the assault group, collided and were seriously damaged, falling behind the rest of the Japanese fleet. USAAF and USN aircraft from Midway attacked, but caused little damage. Later, US carrier aircraft attacked both cruisers, sinking Mikuma and badly damaging Mogami and two destroyers.

Meanwhile, efforts to save the crippled Yorktown continued with a destroyer providing an escort, but on 7 June, both ships were found by the Japanese submarine I-168 and torpedoed, delivering the coup de grâce to the carrier and also sinking the destroyer.

If the Battle of the Coral Sea had been a close run thing, best described as a tactical victory for the Japanese but a strategic victory for the Americans, there could be no question that the Battle of Midway was a resounding victory in every sense for the USN. They had lost one aircraft carrier, but the Japanese had lost four aircraft carriers and a cruiser, as well as 250 aircraft and, even more important, some 3,500 personnel. Many of the lives lost were experienced pilots, already veterans of the war who would be hard to replace given the poor training structure, and in any front-line arm of any service, the losses among newly-trained personnel were always far higher than for those with experience.

The Americans might not have won the war in the Pacific at Midway, but the Japanese had lost any chance of winning as the tide had changed. The early advantages of surprise attack and superior forces had been lost, as had the impression of Japanese invincibility created in the first few frantic weeks of war as the Emperor’s forces spread rapidly across the Pacific and westwards through South-East Asia and Indonesia. The process of change from aggressor to defender had taken exactly six months!

King was later to write:

The battle of Midway was the first decisive defeat suffered by the Japanese Navy in 350 years. Furthermore, it put an end to the long period of Japanese offensive action, and restored the balance of naval power in the Pacific. The threat of Hawaii and the west coast was automatically removed, and except for operations in the Aleutian area, where the Japanese had landed on the islands of Kiska and Attu, enemy operations were confined to the South Pacific. It was to this latter area, therefore, that we gave our greatest attention.

The Japanese had landed on the Aleutians, between Siberia and Alaska, on 7 June, the day after the great victory at Midway. This was as King had surmised, a sideshow, and yet another instance of the Japanese being distracted by operations that had nothing to do with the main course of the war in the Pacific, but simply wasted personnel and resources. The move would only have made sense had the Japanese intended to invade Alaska. This was never a part of their plans.

With the experience of Midway behind them, American commanders both ashore and afloat realised that Japanese defeat was possible. The Americans had recovered from the trauma of Pearl Harbor and the shock of the attack and had enjoyed retribution, but this was only the start.




Chapter 7

Advancing Across the Pacific

June 1942 saw Japan’s grand strategy in ruins. The hopes for a great victory in the first year had gone no further than Pearl Harbor, and the belief that there would be at least six months and possibly a year free from American interference was firmly dashed. The United States Navy was firmly in control, and increasingly able to dictate events. The Americans wanted to secure the sea lanes, having realised early on that isolating Australia from the United States would be a logical strategic move and one that must not be allowed to happen.

Both at home in the United States and in the armed forces, naturally many Americans wanted the war in Japan to be pursued first, given the nature of the attack on Pearl Harbor which had brought the USA into the war. Nevertheless, others, including both Ernest King and George Marshall, realised that Germany had to be given priority, not only because it was possible to attack Germany directly from bases in Great Britain, but because not until the war with Germany had been won could adequate forces be diverted to finish the war in the Pacific. While King has often been portrayed as seeing the war against Japan as his priority, and to some extent it had to be because of the very real threat Japan posed first to Hawaii, then to the sea lanes linking the United States and Australia, and then to the cities of the west coast of the United States, he never seriously challenged the need to defeat Germany first.

The Japanese had been checked in their ambition to take Midway Island, and were to be frustrated in their efforts to establish strong bases on other islands. Attacks by the United States to prevent Japan building air and naval bases on Guadalcanal in the Solomon Islands that would have enabled the Japanese to threaten communications between the USA and Australia were simply the prelude to a course of island-hopping that would eventually bring the Allies within reach of Japan itself.

The still-new Commander-in-Chief United States Navy, Fleet Admiral Ernest King, described this phase of the war as ‘Offensive-Defensive’, the earlier stage having been ‘Defensive-Offensive’. This was a realistic assessment. In the earlier stage that had really ended at Midway, the Allies, meaning primarily the Americans with Australian and British help, were principally concerned with stopping Japanese expansion, and took the war to the enemy whenever they could and whenever their resources allowed. Midway had started as a defensive battle, as had the Coral Sea before it. Now, the Allies were increasingly well-placed to attack the Japanese, but could still not neglect defensive measures. Officially, however, that is to King and to his Army counterpart, General George Marshall, the offensive-defensive started with the landing on the Solomon Islands on 7 August 1942. King’s strategy was clear. Priority was to be given to holding Hawaii, followed by maintaining communications with Australia, the very line of communication that many Japanese strategists wanted to see broken. This line secured, King advocated a step-by-step general advance through the New Hebrides, Solomons and the Bismarck Archipelago. In fact, both aspects of the strategy were interdependent since Japanese forces would be drawn away from their attempts to isolate Australia from the United States to ward off the American advance. This step-by-step approach, creating a number of strongpoints along the way, also recognised that it was the only way of bringing substantial forces within reach of the Japanese home islands.

King’s approach was cautious and never underestimated the enemy. There were to be no short cuts. A good example of his strategy unfolding was that he was brought under some pressure by General Douglas MacArthur, Supreme Commander of the South-West Pacific Area, to support the capture of Rabaul, for which MacArthur wanted a naval task force including two aircraft carriers, a division trained in amphibious warfare and a very substantial number of land-based heavy bombers. King and Marshall did not favour this plan, mainly because the balance of power was still at this early stage so finely balanced that Rabaul would be exposed to a strong enemy counter-attack, and indeed could prove to be more of a liability than an asset, taking forces that would be better used elsewhere. Another problem was that so soon after American entry into the war, suitable transports for moving troops were not available.

The order of priorities in the Solomons was to be the capture of the Santa Cruz Islands and Tulagi, using a Task Force under the command of Admiral Chester Nimitz, followed by MacArthur taking Lae, Salamaua and the north-east coast of New Guinea, and only then was Rabaul to be taken, along with other positions in New Guinea. This would mean that when it was finally occupied, Rabaul would no longer be exposed and its defence would not tie down unnecessarily large forces. In marked contrast to their opponents, the US strategists were clear about their objectives and did not allow themselves to be distracted by operations that had no strategic purpose. This was an important point as from the outset, the Americans proved themselves consistently to be the better strategists.

By November 1943, after early experience of the pressures of a fast-moving naval and amphibious war, a major change was instituted. The US Pacific Fleet became both the Third Fleet and the Fifth Fleet, depending on who was in command as it was known alternatively as the US Fifth Fleet when under the command of Vice-Admiral Raymond Spruance, and the Third Fleet when under the command of Vice-Admiral ‘Bull’ Halsey. The exact composition of the two fleets could vary from time to time, but in essence the major fleet units were assigned to Halsey as the Third Fleet and Spruance as the Fifth Fleet, the concept being that while Halsey was at sea, Spruance was ashore with his staff planning his next campaign, and while Spruance was at sea, Halsey would be ashore planning in the same way. The respective task forces within the fleets would also change their designation, so that TF38, for example, would become TF58 whenever Spruance was in command.

LANDINGS IN THE SOLOMONS

The Pacific offensive was officially known as Operation Watchtower. After heated disagreements between the United States Navy and United States Army over which service should take the lead in the war in the Pacific, the compromise was to allow General MacArthur and the Army to take the initiative in the new South-West Pacific Command, while the United States Navy and the United States Marines pressed towards Japan. The division was never rigid, and army units could and did become involved with the USN’s campaign, while naturally the army also needed naval support for its plans. The US Army’s demand for the lead in the Pacific was unrealistic as this became a highly mobile naval war. The islands were almost incidental as stepping-stones towards the end objective, the Japanese home islands. This division of responsibility saw the offensive divided into three phases. Phase I was to see the USN responsible for the occupation of the eastern Solomon Islands, starting with Guadalcanal and Tulagi and then followed by the Santa Cruz Islands. Phase II would have MacArthur’s forces land on New Guinea and complete the occupation of the Solomons. Under Phase III, MacArthur’s troops would occupy Rabaul.

Switching from the defensive to the offensive meant mounting a series of amphibious operations on a scale that had never been tried before, and not only were there lessons to be learned, but it also took some time for the equipment used to be refined. This was especially so in the case of the landings in the Solomons, which was the first, so it was not too surprising that many cynics in the invasion force also called the landings ‘Operation Shoestring’ because too much haste and too many short cuts had been taken in its preparation. The Americans had little choice but to press ahead as Japanese plans lent an air of urgency to the exercise. Had the Japanese been able to establish themselves firmly on Guadalcanal, their presence would not only have posed a very real threat to the sea lanes between the United States and Australia, but once firmly established with an operational airfield and a naval base, they would have been very much more difficult to dislodge than while they were still working on these projects.

The landings on Guadalcanal and Tulagi on 7 August 1942 were under the overall command of Vice-Admiral Ghormley, while Rear Admiral Turner commanded an assault force of nineteen transports carrying the 19,000 men of Major-General Vandegrift’s US 1st Marine Division. Vice-Admiral Fletcher provided support for the invasion with Task Force 61 comprising the three aircraft carriers USS Enterprise, Saratoga and Wasp, as well as the battleship North Carolina, six cruisers and sixteen destroyers, with Rear Admiral Crutchley commanding another eight cruisers and sixteen destroyers from the Royal Navy. The USN had acted quickly to retire its Douglas Devastator torpedo-bombers after their poor showing at the Battle of Midway, but the nature of the operation also meant that the Dauntless dive-bomber was going to be of far greater use.

The invasion started with a heavy bombardment at 09.00 on 7 August, and by evening all 11,000 men of the Guadalcanal invasion force were safely ashore, meeting little resistance at first as the Japanese had not anticipated an invasion and most of the manpower on the island consisted of construction workers, most of whom disappeared into the jungle as the first bombs fell. The airfield itself, almost completed, was taken the following day and promptly renamed Henderson Field. Nevertheless, after the initial landings the operation became far more difficult with strong Japanese resistance, while Vandegrift’s marines suffered from limited supplies and at first had just enough to hold their positions rather than continue the offensive against the enemy. The hot and humid climate also made work on completing Henderson Field difficult.

It was not until the night of 8/9 August that any response came from the Imperial Japanese Navy, which turned into a night action off Savo Island when at midnight Vice-Admiral Mikawa attacked the Allied force of five cruisers, including the USS Astoria, Chicago, Quincy and Vincennes and HMAS Canberra, supported by six destroyers lying to the west of Guadalcanal, off Savo Island, to protect the landing fleet. With the benefit of complete surprise from the direction of Rabaul, Mikawa had a hastily-assembled force of seven cruisers and a destroyer. The night action developed rapidly into a short but fierce clash; all five of the Allied cruisers were damaged, with two sinking the following morning and another two capsizing, while of the Japanese ships, only Mikawa’s flagship Chokhai was hit. Having scored a brilliant success, for some reason Mikawa then failed to make the most of his advantage, ignoring the American landing fleet and rapidly withdrawing, only to have the cruiser Kako sunk by an American submarine.

This failure to press home a success was a recurring feature of Japanese operations at sea. There was also a consistent failure to attack troopships and other vessels in the landing fleets before they reached the beaches.

Meanwhile, a different situation arose on nearby Tulagi, where fierce resistance was met by the 6,000 men landed there and who only suppressed the 1,500 Japanese on the island after two days of heavy fighting. After the night action off Savo Island on the night of 8/9 August, the US forces on Tulagi were cut off from their supplies until the Americans were able to start operating aircraft out of Henderson Field on 17 August. Nevertheless, the US marines ashore on Guadalcanal and Tulagi were to also suffer Japanese naval and air bombardment for some time.

Having taken Guadalcanal and Tulagi, the Americans had to defend their acquisitions, as the Japanese managed to land fresh troops on Guadalcanal on 18 August and Henderson Field became the scene of intense fighting. The first batch of Japanese troops were just 915 men, which showed that the Japanese had seriously underestimated the strength of the US forces, and were wiped out in a battle on 21 August. A steady war of attrition was then started by the Japanese, with reinforcements being landed under cover of darkness in an operation dubbed the ‘Tokyo Express’ by the Americans. A somewhat more determined effort to reinforce their troops on Guadalcanal came in late August when the Japanese sent four transports to reinforce their troops on the island, but the four ‘transports’ were really just elderly destroyers and again the total number of troops to be landed totalled just 1,500 men, suggesting that the Japanese were still underestimating the size of the US forces, while many of their larger troopships may have been too far away to be of any use.

What transpired was what the Japanese named ‘Operation Ka’, under which a large naval task force was to engage the United States Navy in the Solomons and regain control of the seas as well as retaking Guadalcanal and Tulagi. To the Americans, this became the Battle of the Eastern Solomon Islands and lasted from 23 to 25 August. The Japanese move found Vice-Admiral Fletcher with TF61 still including the carriers Enterprise and Saratoga, but with the Wasp away refuelling, and with a total of 176 aircraft available. His opponent was Vice-Admiral Nagumo, who had survived the Battle of Midway and had retained his command. Nagumo, who was now responsible for ensuring the safe arrival of the transports, had three aircraft carriers; Zuikaku and Shokaku with 131 aircraft between them, and the small Ryujo with thirty-one aircraft which, with a cruiser and two destroyers, was to act as a diversionary force. Given the small size and number of the transports as well as the relatively puny force of just 1,500 men, Nagumo had a considerable number of surface vessels to protect these and his carriers, with three battleships, Hiei, Kirishima and Mutsu, ten cruisers and twenty-one destroyers in addition to those with Ryujo, compared with Fletcher’s single battleship, North Carolina, four cruisers and eleven destroyers.

The Americans were expecting increased Japanese activity and indeed spotted Ryujo early on, but had then lost track of the Japanese ships by 21 August. On 23 August, American reconnaissance aircraft once again found the Japanese transports, but a strike launched from the US carriers failed to find them. The next day, Saratoga’s aircraft found the Ryujo at 10.00 some 300 miles north of TF61, and this time the strike aircraft promptly sank her using bombs and torpedoes. Meanwhile, Japanese aircraft from Shokaku and Zuikaku found and attacked the USS Enterprise. The carrier’s fighters and AA defences fought off the first wave of Japanese torpedo-bombers, but a second wave of dive-bombers managed to hit the Enterprise three times, starting fires, although these were soon extinguished and the ship remained capable of limited operations.

On 25 August, United States Marine Corps aircraft based ashore on Guadalcanal and Espiritu Santo attacked the Japanese troop transports, sinking the largest one and a destroyer escort, while a cruiser was also badly damaged. By this time, in addition to the ships lost, the Japanese had lost a total of ninety aircraft against just twenty US aircraft, and Nagumo decided to withdraw.

The United States had won yet another battle in the Pacific War, the Battle of the Eastern Solomon Islands. It is hard to see why the Japanese, having put so much effort into escorting such a pitiful reinforcement convoy, had not assumed a more aggressive role, and the only justification could have been that the strategy was one of tying down US forces, but Nagumo’s superior, Admiral Kondo, had been left in no doubt that his primary objective was to eliminate American sea power in the area. Nor did the Japanese cut their losses and abandon the islands, as despite losing the battle, they continued to maintain the ‘Tokyo Express’, while the destroyers engaged on these runs also took the opportunity to shell Henderson Field. Had the Americans had airborne radar at the time, the night-time destroyer runs could have been stopped.

On 31 August, a more substantial force of 3,500 Japanese troops was landed on Guadalcanal, building up their forces to a total of 6,000 men by early September, by which time the Americans had 19,000 men on the island. These Japanese troops were defeated in a night battle on 13/14 September. Vandegrift was given additional reinforcements on 18 September bringing his troop strength up to 23,000 men, but it was at this stage that the Japanese Imperial Headquarters gave top priority to the re-conquest of Guadalcanal. The Japanese reinforcements arrived from Rabaul on 11 October, escorted by Yamamoto and the Combined Fleet, with the night action off Cape Esperance taking place that night. The escort for the convoy carrying the reinforcements was under the command of Rear Admiral Goto, who was also to deploy three cruisers and two destroyers to bombard Henderson Field. The American Rear Admiral Scott, using radar, detected the Japanese force and his four cruisers and five destroyers intercepted the Japanese off Cape Esperance, and with the advantage of complete surprise Goto was killed and his flagship, the cruiser Aoba damaged, while the cruiser Furutaka was sunk along with a destroyer. The cruiser USS Boise was damaged and a destroyer sunk. This was an inconclusive outcome and allowed the Japanese to land their reinforcements, bringing their garrison on Guadalcanal up to 20,000 men, while Henderson Field was subjected to intensive bombing. Having failed to stop the Japanese, Ghormley was replaced by Vice-Admiral Halsey, who had already gained a reputation for being an aggressive and spirited commander.

In the meantime, the USN suffered another blow when the aircraft carrier Wasp was sunk by the submarine I-19 on 15 September, which also sank a destroyer and damaged the battleship North Carolina south-east of Guadalcanal. The loss of the Wasp was felt further away, on the island of Malta, for when serving with the Atlantic Fleet twice the ship had transported fighter aircraft for Malta, flying these off once within flying range of the island and providing the RAF on the island with a total of 100 aircraft. It had taken three torpedoes to sink the Wasp, with these causing serious fires to break out as aviation fuel lines ruptured and the carrier had to be abandoned, finally being sunk by torpedoes from the destroyer USS Lansdowne. The ship’s survival in a major battle was always suspect, as the carrier had been built to fit into total tonnage limitations imposed by the Washington Naval treaty. The United States Navy had just 15,000 tons left under the Treaty provisions for aircraft carrier construction, and while a further vessel of the Yorktown-class would have been the preferred option, the USN had no choice but to ‘build down’, incorporating as many features as possible from the larger carriers, and this, plus the desire to accommodate size of carrier air group, produced a design with some potentially fatal flaws. Her other claim to fame was that the Wasp was the first carrier to have a deck edge lift, a feature that has become very much a characteristic of American carriers since.

The use of United States Marine Corps aircraft at Guadalcanal was at this stage by no means unusual, with a third of the ground-attack aircraft being flown by Marine pilots. It was all the more surprising that the following year, Admiral Chester Nimitz, the commander of US forces in the Pacific, should decide to omit carrier training from the syllabus, especially as the new escort carriers were starting to become available and could have been designated as ‘Marine carriers’.

At the same time, the USMC’s flying had evolved from the original intent of providing an aerial observation post role for forces once ashore. The same process had happened to some extent in the United States Army some years earlier. During the Solomons campaign the USMC had revived the AOP role, borrowing twenty-four Piper O-1 Cub high-wing monoplanes from the United States Army. The aircrew and maintenance personnel for this important task came not from the existing ranks of Marine Corps pilots, but from those marines who had peacetime experience of private flying! Not only did this not denude the combat squadrons of experienced personnel, it also meant that the pilots of the AOP aircraft were often chosen from among those who had the necessary experience of gunnery and so were well placed to help with artillery direction.

It was to take two major naval battles and much fighting ashore before the Japanese finally decided to abandon Guadalcanal, and for the last time in the war managed a successful evacuation of the 12,000 men left on the island during 1–7 February 1943, using destroyers at night and abandoning all of their heavy equipment, having lost 25,000 men during the six-month campaign, more than a third of them through disease and starvation, compared with 1,592 US marines.

BATTLE OF THE SANTA CRUZ ISLANDS

Throughout the war in the Pacific, Japanese intelligence seems to have been faulty, both at the macro and micro levels. At the latter, Japanese reconnaissance would frequently mistake a tanker for an aircraft carrier; at the former, it always seemed to underestimate American strength or exaggerate Japanese successes, with any appreciation of the raid on Pearl Harbor being a good example. Yet another instance of Japanese over-optimism came in October 1942, when the Imperial Japanese Navy received a report maintaining that Henderson Field had been recaptured, meaning that the Americans no longer had aerial superiority in the eastern Solomons. Unaware that the report was inaccurate, Admiral Yamamoto sent the Japanese Combined Fleet to complete the recapture of Guadalcanal, and in one sense, the balance of power was once again with the Japanese, since Admiral Halsey had just two aircraft carriers available following the loss of the Wasp.

The United States Navy’s two aircraft carriers in the area were the Enterprise, recently repaired, in Rear Admiral (later Vice-Admiral) Kinkaid’s Task Force 16 with eighty-four aircraft, and the Hornet in Vice-Admiral Murray’s Task Force 17 with eighty-seven aircraft. Henderson Field had another sixty aircraft, mainly belonging to the United States Marine Corps. The remainder of the US fleet included just one battleship, the South Dakota, six cruisers and fourteen destroyers, many of which were heavily engaged in blocking the ‘Tokyo Express’ operation. Nevertheless, a second battleship, the Indiana, was ordered into the Pacific to give Halsey more firepower.

The Japanese had no less than four aircraft carriers once again, with a total of 212 aircraft. Admiral Kondo in the van of the fleet had Junyo with fifty-five aircraft, supported by the two battleships Haruna and Kongo, five cruisers and fourteen destroyers, while the main fleet under Vice-Admiral Nagumo had the other three carriers, Shokaku, Zuikaku and Zuiho, with 157 aircraft, as well as two battleships, Hiei and Kirishima, five cruisers and fifteen destroyers.

Aware of the approaching Japanese ships, the Americans launched their first strike on 25 October, but failed to find their opponent. Early the following morning, the Battle of the Santa Cruz Islands started in earnest, after US reconnaissance aircraft found the Zuiho, and at 07.30, the USS Hornet sent a strike force of torpedo-bombers and dive-bombers escorted by Grumman Wildcat fighters. Slightly before this at 07.10, anticipating American action, Nagumo had sent a first wave of aircraft to attack the Hornet, with the aircraft reaching the ship shortly after 09.00. Fifteen dive-bombers and twelve torpedo-bombers fell on the Hornet, with one bomb hitting the flight deck before a bomber flew into the island, although it remains unclear whether this was an aircraft out of control, possibly with the pilot pulling out of his dive too late, or a pilot, perhaps frustrated by a bomb being ‘hung up’, attempting a suicide operation. Then two torpedoes hit the carrier on her starboard side, before three 500lb bombs smashed their way through the wooden flight deck and into the hangar. Within ten minutes the ship was ablaze and listing to starboard, her machinery stopped and all communications systems not working. Meanwhile, an American bomb had hit the Zuiho, causing serious damage.

At 09.30 the Shokaku was hit and seriously damaged by five bombs, which while they did not sink her, ensured that she was out of action for nine months. In what was an all-out battle between the two fleets but conducted by carrier-borne aircraft, a second wave of Japanese aircraft found the Enterprise and managed to hit her with three bombs, but failed to put her out of action. In addition to putting up combat air patrols to provide fighter cover, the Americans mounted an extremely effective antiaircraft fire, and it was this that accounted for most of the Japanese losses, with the battleship USS South Dakota alone claiming twenty-six enemy aircraft shot down.

That afternoon a third wave of Japanese aircraft returned to attack the Hornet, which received a further torpedo and two bombs, eventually forcing the crew to abandon ship some six hours after the first attack had started. The Americans then sent destroyers to sink the Hornet with torpedoes, but at this stage of the war American torpedoes were notoriously unreliable, with many not running straight and the nine that did hit failed to explode! The ship was finally sent to the bottom by torpedoes from a Japanese destroyer. All in all, it took four bombs and sixteen torpedoes, American as well as Japanese, to send Hornet to the bottom. She had been in service for just a year and seven days.

Meanwhile, the Japanese had been surprised to find that there were two American aircraft carriers in the area, as they had believed that the Enterprise had been sunk. A hasty decision was made to attack the Enterprise, but while the Japanese managed to score several hits with their bombs, the attack was warded off by the ship’s new anti-aircraft armament and close support from cruisers close by. Despite some damage, the carrier remained operational and was able to launch further air strikes later that day, as well as recovering some of Hornet’s aircraft.

At this stage, it was clear to the Japanese that they had not recaptured Henderson Field and with their heavy aircraft losses, they were forced to withdraw. The loss of the Hornet was a major blow to the Americans, but in intense fighting, they had lost just seventy aircraft compared to the 100 lost by the Japanese.

By the beginning of November, independently both Halsey and Yamamoto decided that the impasse around Guadalcanal had to be broken and that a decisive naval engagement was the answer. Halsey also wanted to reinforce the American garrison on the island so that the last pockets of Japanese resistance could be overcome. The Japanese wanted to land sufficient troops to retake Henderson Field. The scene was set for not one but two naval battles, both at night, off Guadalcanal.

The first battle was prompted by yet another Japanese attempt to land reinforcements in November, with a force of two battleships, Hiei and Kirishima, two cruisers and fourteen destroyers under Vice-Admiral Abe sent to Guadalcanal, both to cover the landings and also to shell Henderson Field. This led to the First Night Battle of Guadalcanal, one of the few in the Pacific War that did not include aircraft carriers. This started on 12 November when Rear Admiral Callaghan heard of the Japanese approach and took the two heavy cruisers San Francisco and Portland, with three light cruisers and eight destroyers. Callaghan had the advantage of radar, but not on his flagship, the San Francisco. His force had not trained together as a squadron and he decided to advance in a single line, but the coordination still necessary for this was difficult to achieve at night. Approaching the Japanese as they shelled Henderson Field, in the darkness, at 01.40 on 13 November, the destroyer Cushing nearly collided with two Japanese destroyers, Murasame and Yudachi, and by this time confused as to which ships were which, the order to fire was not given until 01.45, but the Japanese managed to shell the light cruiser Atlanta and killed Rear Admiral Scott. The Japanese flagship Hiei sank the Cushing and another destroyer, crippling a third. The two American heavy cruisers managed to hit the Hiei and also damaged two Japanese destroyers. After Callaghan gave the order to cease firing at 01.55, the other Japanese battleship, Kirishima hit the San Francisco, killing Callaghan. All in all, the first phase of the battle ended with the Japanese losing one destroyer, Ataksuki, which was sunk and having to abandon the Yudachi, while the Americans lost two light cruisers, Juneau and Atlanta, the former damaged in the battle and sunk later by the submarine I-26, and four destroyers, the Barton, Cushing, Laffey and Monssen. During 13 November, aircraft from Henderson Field accompanied by carrier-borne aircraft from the Enterprise found the Hiei and sank her.

Callaghan’s force was by far the weaker in this engagement, even if his ships had exercised and trained together. This difficulty in entering combat with a force not trained to fight as a squadron, and indeed one that found even steaming in line difficult, highlighted one problem facing the United States Navy having suddenly been thrown into a war by the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor. The necessary training had not been taken, many commanders at all levels were inexperienced, and under the day-to-day pressures of fighting the war, there was neither the time nor the opportunity, or indeed at first the ships, for training in many fleet manoeuvres. On the other hand, as the war developed these became increasingly unnecessary as the burden of the aggressive war fell increasingly upon carrier-borne aircraft and submarines.

During the night of 13/14 November, the Japanese returned to bombard Henderson Field, destroying twenty aircraft. While a further surface vessel action did not materialise, after daylight aircraft from the Enterprise found the cruiser Kinugasa and sank her, after she had earlier been damaged, along with the Izuso, by aircraft from Henderson Field. Enterprise’s aircraft also damaged two Japanese destroyers. Aircraft from Henderson Field then sank seven out of the eleven transports under the command of Rear Admiral Raizo Tanaka taking troops to Guadalcanal, but the survivors continued to press on, expecting cover from a Japanese battle group.

Rear Admiral Lee with the battleships Washington and South Dakota and four destroyers was hastening to the area and was given the position of the Japanese battle group by the submarine Trout. Admiral Kondo in the battleship Kirishima with three heavy and one light cruiser and nine destroyers started a further night bombardment of Henderson Field, and as the Americans arrived a further night battle, the Second Night Battle off Guadalcanal, was started on 14/15 November. In the opening stages in a gunnery duel two American destroyers were crippled and later sunk, with another destroyer badly damaged and sunk later, while the South Dakota suffered a complete electrical failure so that she was unable to use her guns, but was later fortunate to escape being hit in a Japanese torpedo attack. Unnoticed by the Japanese, the other American battleship, USS Washington, used her radar and in a surprise bombardment reduced the Kirishima to a wreck after which she sank. A Japanese destroyer also sank during the conflict. At 00.30 on the morning of 15 November, Kondo pulled his forces out of the battle, but Tanaka pressed on regardless, running his ships aground and landing a further 2,000 men as well as 250 cases of ammunition and 1,500 bags of rice. The transports were destroyed by American aircraft later that morning, by which time it was too late. The reinforcements and supplies landed played an important part in enabling the Japanese forces ashore to continue to fight for another couple of months.

Despite the loss of his transports, Rear Admiral Tanaka made yet another attempt to resupply and reinforce Guadalcanal on the night of 30 November/1 December. On this occasion the Japanese were once again forced to use destroyers rather than transports, but waiting for the eight Japanese ships were Rear Admiral Carleton Wright with a superior force of five cruisers and six destroyers. Using radar, the Americans opened fire in what became known either as the night action off Tassafronga or the night action off Lunga Point. Tanaka’s destroyers pressed home a torpedo attack in the darkness before turning away, with the loss of one of the destroyers. Torpedoes struck the cruisers New Orleans, Northampton, Minneapolis and Pensacola, but none were put out of action.

Once again, the Japanese had shown themselves capable of putting a massive effort into an operation that could not justify the cost in personnel and warships. The Americans remained capable of keeping the Japanese under pressure both ashore and at sea, with a number of naval engagements, many of them involving just cruisers and destroyers. The one remaining success of the Japanese in the Solomons before they finally evacuated their troops from Guadalcanal was the sinking of the cruiser Chicago by a Japanese torpedo-bomber on 29 January 1943, during the Battle of Russell Island.

Tanaka had one last service to give the defenders of Guadalcanal. Early in February 1943, he commanded a series of destroyer operations that enabled the remnants of the garrison, a still-sizeable force of around 12,000 men, to escape from the island, leaving their heavy equipment behind. This ‘mini-Dunkirk’ was one of the very rare occasions in which the Japanese evacuated their troops rather than leaving them to fight to the last man.

Meanwhile, General Douglas MacArthur was taking the initiative having established his South-West Pacific Area Command in September 1942.	His first objective was New Guinea, and during January 1943 his forces captured airfields on the north coast of the large island.

This was the start of a cautious and well-planned step-by-step approach, as anything else would have been risky and foolhardy. On 21 February 1943,	the first step was taken when the US 43rd Infantry Division landed on the Russell Islands, finding that these were unoccupied.

NEW GUINEA AND NEW GEORGIA

It was pointless launching the second phase of Operation Watchtower until Japanese forces in the Solomons had been completely neutralised. For as long as Japanese forces could harass Allied forces in the area, lines of communication were not secure and any further advance would be vulnerable and costly. Occupation of New Guinea, New Georgia and New Britain were all essential to the security of the Allied advance.

Following MacArthur’s successful landings in northern New Guinea, the Japanese sent reinforcements for their garrison in a convoy with eight troopships escorted by destroyers. They were detected and between 2 and 5 March 1943, Royal Australian Air Force and United States Army Air Force bombers struck at the convoy, sinking all of the transports and four of the destroyers, with the Imperial Japanese Army losing an entire division.

While the Japanese landings in the Aleutians were a sideshow, a diversionary force intended to distract the Americans from the action further south, the operation could not be ignored completely. The Battle of the Komandorski Islands (off the coast of Siberia) followed when Vice-Admiral Hosagaya escorted a convoy to the Aleutians with four cruisers and four destroyers. On 26 March 1943, they were intercepted by Rear Admiral McMorris with two cruisers and four destroyers. In a battle completely without air operations or the use of submarines, the two forces fought an old-fashioned naval engagement, line against line, until their ammunition ran out. In the battle, the American cruiser Salt Lake City and a destroyer were damaged, as was the Japanese cruiser Nachi. Without ammunition and expecting an American aerial attack at any moment, Hosagaya turned back with the convoy.

The Japanese could not be allowed to remain in the Aleutians so, on 11 May, another small island fell to the advancing American forces with the recapture of Attu by a force under the command of Kinkaid. The operation was relatively light compared to that further south, with Kinkaid having just an escort carrier as well as three battleships, seven cruisers and twenty-one destroyers and a large number of troopships. By the end of the month, all 2,600 Japanese troops on the island had been overcome. It was not until 15 August that American forces landed on the Aleutian island of Kiska following a two-week bombardment, only to find that a few days before the bombardment had started, the Japanese had quietly evacuated their forces. The American heavy bombardment and the landing of 34,000 shows that they had expected strong, even fanatical resistance, but clearly, the island had no strategic significance as the Aleutian operations had been nothing more or less than a diversionary tactic to fool the Americans at Midway.

This was one of the few instances of the Japanese sensibly making a strategic withdrawal, saving men and equipment. A planned contraction of the Japanese perimeter with improved convoy protection measures could well have made the war last longer, although, of course, once the Americans had bases within reach of the Japanese home islands, and then the atomic bomb, it might have made little difference. All the evidence is that the Japanese had little real idea of how to fight a defensive war.

As so often happens, once a major defeat is suffered, matters go from bad to worse. The Japanese soon saw that their luck had run out. The Japanese once again sent their carriers to Guadalcanal in April 1943, and suffered heavy losses from American aircraft based on the island. The Americans were not only in complete control of the air and the sea around the eastern Solomons by this stage, but they also still had the advantage of knowing the Japanese codes. This was to pay a further dividend that same month, when they were able to intercept and decode the entire timetable for Admiral Yamamoto’s planned inspection of the western Solomons. On 18 April, American fighters took off from Henderson Field and intercepted his aircraft, shooting it down. Admiral Koga was appointed in his place.

This was a significant loss as Yamamoto had been the prime architect of Japan’s strategy. The attack on Pearl Harbor had been his idea, and his faith in the aircraft carrier and scepticism about the value of battleships had not been shared by other senior officers in the Imperial Japanese Navy. He was also well-informed about the United States and its industrial capacity, unlike many of his over-optimistic colleagues.

The United States forces in the Pacific had relatively little major action during the summer and autumn, but with the arrival of cooler weather the offensive in the Solomons was resumed.

On 30 June, the first landings were made on Rendova Island which lay across the straits from a major Japanese air base on New Georgia. The operation was notable for its use of modern landing ships and landing craft for the first time, with the new LST or landing ship tank capable of carrying up to twenty tanks, while the LCT, or landing craft tank could carry three tanks. The infantry equivalent, the LCI, landing craft infantry, could put 400 men ashore. To protect this force from Japanese attack, it was accompanied by two aircraft carriers, three escort carriers, five battleships and a substantial force of cruisers and destroyers. While the landings were unopposed by Japanese naval forces, the resupply operations led to a number of actions at sea. One problem for the Americans was that while many of their ships had the benefit of radar and the Japanese ships hadn’t, the Japanese ships had radar detectors that enabled them to establish the position of the American ships, and sometimes do so before the Americans could be sure that they had the enemy positions firmly fixed.

The main Japanese airfield on New Georgia was at Munda. At the end of June, a substantial Allied force was assembled under Rear Admiral Kelly Turner near Guadalcanal to ferry troops to New Georgia and capture the airfield. The landings on New Georgia were followed by fierce fighting, with 30,000 US troops taking almost two months before the Japanese garrison of about a quarter of that number could be defeated. It was not until 5 August that the airfield at Munda was captured.

There were several night engagements as the Japanese attempted to reinforce their garrison or hamper American efforts. One of the most important was on the night of 5/6 July, when Rear Admiral W. Ains-worth’s battle group with three cruisers and four destroyers encountered Rear Admiral Akiyama’s force of ten destroyers, and in the ensuing night action in the Kula Gulf, two Japanese destroyers were sunk, but at some cost as the cruiser USS Helena was struck by a torpedo from one of the destroyers and sunk. This was followed by a further action involving Ainsworth on 12/13 July, the night action off Kolombangara, when he encountered Rear Admiral Izaki attempting to reinforce the Japanese garrison with a force of a cruiser, Jintsu, and nine destroyers, of which four were carrying troops heading for Vila. Ainsworth had three cruisers, the USS Honolulu and St Louis with HMNZS Leander, and ten destroyers. In the battle, all three Allied cruisers were hit by torpedoes but remained operational, while a destroyer was lost. The Japanese cruiser blew up under heavy gunfire.

The Solomons campaign was by no means finished, however. The decision to avoid island-hopping in the most literal sense meant that American forces would bypass any heavily fortified island, leaving it isolated while they concentrated on advancing as quickly as they could. On 15 August, the same day that US forces landed in force on Kiska in the Aleutians, landings were also made on Vella Lavella in the Solomons by the US III Amphibious Force under Rear Admiral Wilkinson, avoiding the heavily fortified island of Kolombangara.

PRESSING TOWARDS RABAUL

The Aleutians were important, being close to Alaska, that isolated state on the mainland of North America, but incidental to the main strategy based on advances in Micronesia, which was initially to smash through the Bismarck Archipelago and capture the major Japanese base at Rabaul. A new front opened, with General MacArthur landing his VII Amphibious Force on Lae and Salamaua in New Guinea, starting on 3 September with cover from a naval force led by Rear Admiral Barbey. Nevertheless, when Rear Admiral Wilkinson’s III Amphibious Force landed the US 3rd Marine Division at Empress Augusta Bay on the south coast of Bougainville, the most westerly of the Solomons and closest to Rabaul on New Britain, with a garrison of 60,000 men, while it took four months to secure the island, it proved impossible to end Japanese guerrilla resistance in the jungles until the end of the war.

Even as the pressure on Japanese forces increased, resistance continued. On 2 November, a night action arose in Empress Augusta Bay when Rear Admiral S. Omori left Rabaul with two heavy and two light cruisers supported by six destroyers, to attack the landing fleet. This was, of course, far too late as the troops and their equipment would have been safely ashore by this time. Protecting the landing fleet was Rear Admiral Aaron Merrill with four cruisers and eight destroyers. Using radar, the Americans detected the Japanese and opened fire, sinking the cruiser Sendai and a destroyer, while the cruiser Haguro was damaged. The cruiser USS Denver was hit by Japanese shells that failed to explode, while the destroyer USS Foote was hit by a ship in her own flotilla, albeit without serious damage.

On 5 November 1943, the Americans made their first big attack on Rabaul, where the Japanese had been reinforcing their naval units in anticipation of an American attack. Rear Admiral Frederick Sherman with the carriers Saratoga and Princeton, the latter a new light, or in British terms, light fleet carrier, sent ninety-seven aircraft in a surprise attack and damaged six Japanese cruisers, the Agano, Atago, Maya, Mogami, Noshiro and Takao, for the loss of ten aircraft. Six days later, on 11 November, Rear Admiral Alfred Montgomery sent 185 aircraft from the aircraft carriers Essex, Bunker Hill and Independence, damaging the cruiser Agano already damaged in the earlier raid, and sinking a destroyer. A Japanese counterattack from Rabaul was then successfully repulsed by the Americans without a single hit, as were further attacks on the US landing fleet at Bougainville, although two torpedoes hit American cruisers. By this time, although not occupied by the Americans, Rabaul had been neutralised as an operational base.

By this time, the United States Navy was benefiting from the enormous strength of American industry, something that Yamamoto had feared even before the outbreak of war. The United States was capable of mass-producing aircraft carriers on a scale never seen before or since. It could do the same with aircraft, all especially designed for carrier operation. Ships and aircraft are useless without trained manpower, and again, this was not a problem with the USN, churning out aircrew not only for itself, but for the Royal Navy as well as the Naval Air Station at Pensacola in Florida. The Japanese could not replace their losses easily, the Americans could, and as the balance of power changed, American losses became less and less as airmen improved in experience, while the Japanese suffered correspondingly greater losses.

Essex was the lead ship of a new class of carriers, of which Bunker Hill was another. Laid down on 28 April 1941, she had been commissioned on 31 December 1942, despite displacing 27,200 tons. The Essex-class ships were intended to be an improvement over the last pre-war carrier, USS Hornet, with a 10 per cent increase in aircraft capacity and more substantial protection, and, a sign of experience even this early in the war, a 33 per cent increase in aviation fuel. With the outbreak of war, all the old Washington Naval Treaty limits were immediately cast aside. The new ships were designed to carry ninety-one aircraft at the time of their construction. No less than twenty-four of these ships were built, some of them bearing the names of the USN’s early wartime losses, including not only a new Wasp but a new Hornet as well and an Independence-class namesake replacement for the light carrier Princeton, lost at Leyte Gulf. Within a year of the USS Essex being commissioned, another six ships had followed. The ‘arsenal of democracy’ was living up to its name.

Features of the Essex-class included a much heavier anti-aircraft armament, but the changes went far deeper than this, with the machinery displaced so that the damage that could be done by a single torpedo strike was limited and the ship’s survival was more likely. The Essex-class ships were easily identifiable by the ‘pyramid’ shape to the superstructure of the island. Despite lacking the heavy armour protection of the British fast armoured carriers, no Essex-class ships were actually lost during the war years, although a few were so badly damaged that they did not return to full operational duties. This might not have been a reflection of their condition so much as the inescapable fact that post-war the carrier fleet inevitably had to be reduced, and obviously the newest ships and those in the best condition were retained. Had hostilities continued, the badly damaged Essex-class vessels may well have had to return to service. It also seems that the Essex-class was much easier to repair than the heavily armoured British ships, even though, of course, they were also much easier to disable.

TAKING THE GILBERT ISLANDS

Once the Solomon Islands were secured, American attention turned to the Gilbert Islands, also along the sea lanes between the United States and Australia and more than 1,000 miles to the north-east of the Solomons. This major move was delayed until late 1943, and in the meantime, the United States had used its carrier force sparingly, concentrating on building up its new carrier force and training the airmen, handlers and maintenance personnel. The Japanese had also been busy during the year; with just three carriers still operational, they had belatedly turned their attention to training and to rebuilding the much battered First Air Fleet.

In preparing for the assault on the Gilbert Islands, the Americans not only had their two new classes of aircraft carrier, but they also had the escort carriers. The escort carriers were known informally to the British as ‘Woolworth Carriers’ because they were quick and cheap to build, while for the same reasons they were known in the USN as ‘Jeep Carriers’. The cynics took the official USN designation of CVE, for carrier, escort, to mean ‘combustible, vulnerable, expendable’, since hasty construction – it was intended that they could be converted back to merchant ships after the war – and poor armour protection meant that they were vulnerable in battle. Known officially to the British as ‘auxiliary aircraft carriers’, by this time it was becoming clear that the British had a point as the Battle of the Atlantic had been virtually won by late 1943, and the so-called escort carriers that had done so much in this and on the Arctic convoys, were now free for other tasks, acting as aircraft transports, maintenance carriers or providing additional flight decks, usually in support of forces ashore as at Salerno, since their low speed made them unsuitable for fleet actions.

American tactics at this stage were also well-defined. Before mounting any landings, considerable effort would be devoted to ‘softening up’ the target area using carrier-borne aircraft and the heavy guns of the battleships and heavy cruisers. This has since become the standard for any invasion, or indeed even any major assault across a front line. While such efforts obviously alert the enemy to the forthcoming attack, it not only wears him down, it also means that coastal artillery and fortifications, airfields, barracks and communications are all battered, hopefully reducing loss of life in the invasion force and enhancing the chances of success.

For the landings on the Gilbert Islands, Spruance had six large aircraft carriers, five light carriers, five battleships and six cruisers, as well as twenty-one destroyers. The carrier fleet, under Rear Admiral Charles Pownall, consisted of Yorktown, Lexington, Enterprise, Essex, Bunker Hill and Saratoga, with the light carriers being Independence, Princeton, Monterey, Belleau Wood and Cowpens, accompanied by the battleships South Dakota, Washington, Massachusetts, North Carolina and Indiana.

The landings in the Gilbert Islands were preceded by a series of attacks by the 700 carrier aircraft of the Fifth Fleet, starting on 19 November. The main targets were all Japanese airfields within range of Makin and Tarawa, the two islands selected for the initial landings. It took just three days to put most of the aircraft, mainly belonging to the Japanese Navy Air Force, on the Gilbert Islands and the eastern Marshall Islands nearby, out of action. On 20 November, the landing fleet put ashore the US 2nd Marine Division and part of the US Army’s 27th Infantry Division, with some 7,000 men landed on Makin and another 18,000 on Tarawa, which had the main Japanese garrison of some 5,000 troops. Makin was taken on the first day, despite fierce resistance by the Japanese garrison of 800 men. On Tarawa, despite the intensive softening-up raids that continued, a third of the Marines making the initial assault were hit by enemy fire, and it took three days to suppress Japanese resistance which culminated in mass suicide attacks by infantry on the night of 22/23 November.

The landings were not without cost for the United States Navy, which saw the USS Independence crippled by a torpedo dropped by one of the few Japanese aircraft to get airborne on 20 November, putting the carrier out of service for six months. On 24 November the USS Lipscombe Bay, an escort carrier, was torpedoed by the submarine I-175 and sank shortly afterwards.

Nevertheless, by 26 November the US forces had overcome the fierce Japanese resistance and had occupied the Gilbert Islands.

After the Gilbert Islands were occupied, the carrier force was divided into four separate groups that could act independently or come together for major operations. On 4 December two of the carrier groups mounted an attack on Kwajalein Atoll, a major Japanese air base and refuelling point in the Marshall Islands and afterwards, as they withdrew, the new Lexington was struck by an air-dropped Japanese torpedo. Nevertheless, in the final month of the year, American forces from General MacArthur’s South-West Pacific Area Command landed on Arawe on the south coast of New Britain, and on 26 December at Cape Gloucester and on the western tip of New Britain, all the while getting closer to Rabaul.

THE ADVANCE ON TRUK

The year 1944 started with further American landings in New Guinea, at Saidor which lay opposite New Britain on 2 January, this time cutting off a substantial Japanese army.

Between 29 January and 6 February, Vice-Admiral Marc Mitscher took a substantial carrier force, Task Force 58, to attack Japanese airfields in the Marshall Islands, including Kwajalein Atoll, to cover landings by US forces. Mitscher’s ships included the carriers Essex, Enterprise, Yorktown, Intrepid, Bunker Hill and Saratoga, as well as the light carriers Belleau Wood, Princeton, Langley, Cowpens, Monterey and Cabot, with a total of 730 aircraft, as well as the battleships Alabama, Washington, Massachusetts, North Carolina, Indiana, South Dakota, New Jersey and Iowa, escorted by three heavy and three light cruisers and thirty-six destroyers. This was entirely aimed at suppressing the Japanese defences, as the landing on Kwajalein Atoll by the US 4th Marine and 7th Infantry Divisions on 31 January was covered by Vice-Admiral Raymond Spruance with eight escort carriers carrying 190 aircraft, and supported by the battleships Pennsylvania, New Mexico, Mississippi, Tennessee, Idaho, Colorado and Maryland, escorted by nine cruisers and forty-five destroyers. The landings were to take Kwajalein itself as well as the islands of Roi and Namur. A force of 8,800 Japanese troops put up yet another fanatical resistance, but within a week the islands were in US hands, as was the unoccupied atoll of Majuru, seized to provide a good anchorage for the large American fleet.

Even in their most pessimistic moments, the Japanese planners cannot have conceived of being attacked, besieged even, by such substantial forces with a total of more than 900 aircraft between them.

Further south, the advance also continued. On 15 February Rear Admiral Wilkinson was back with his III Amphibious Force, putting the 3rd (New Zealand) Division ashore on Green Island, to the east of New Britain.

If the Japanese forces had swept through southern Asia and across the Pacific in little more than a couple of months in the winter of 1941–42, the American advance was also impressive, given that they had to face fanatical Japanese resistance with often substantial bases. Much has been made of the deficiencies in the Japanese armoury, such as the absence of effective tanks, but this is largely irrelevant since the territory over which battles were being fought was not good tank country, being either mountainous or thick jungle, and sometimes managing to be both.

Any advance has to have a momentum and mustn’t be bogged down. An essential element in the planning is to be able to predict and forestall enemy counter-measures. For this reason, the next stage had to be an assault on the island of Truk, in the Caroline Islands and to the west of the Marshall Islands. Truk was home to substantial Japanese forces. This time it was Spruance’s turn to lead the assault, taking the aircraft carriers Essex, Enterprise, Yorktown, Intrepid and Bunker Hill, as well as the light carriers Belleau Wood, Cowpens, Monterey and Cabot, with the battleships Massachusetts, New Jersey, Iowa, North Carolina, South Dakota and Alabama, escorted by ten cruisers and twenty-nine destroyers. Given the size of these forces, Spruance was disappointed to find that the harbour at Truk was occupied by only the lighter units of the Japanese fleet, although carrier aircraft found and sank the cruiser Naka, while an auxiliary training cruiser, Katori and two destroyers were also sunk by the guns of the American battleships, while between them the aircraft and guns accounted for twenty-six Japanese merchantmen. While the Japanese had been careful to keep their major surface units in the relative safety of the open ocean rather than penned up in harbour, they also lost 300 out of a total of 365 aircraft based on Truk. Combined, these losses meant that Truk had followed Rabaul in being neutralised. Inevitably, given the overwhelming superiority of the forces against them, the Japanese response was muted, and instead of the massed aerial attacks that the Americans had been dreading, just seven torpedo-bombers were able to mount an operation against the carrier USS Intrepid, which was hit by a single torpedo.

Such was the American success that they had by now an abundance of assets, and these were soon put to good use with the reserves earmarked for Kwajalein landed on Eniwetok, the most westerly atoll in the Marshall Islands, on 17 February. After four days of intense fighting, the Japanese defenders were overcome. Meanwhile, two carrier groups were sent to attack Saipan, Tinian and Rota in the Marianas on 23 February.

The Admiralty Islands, off the north coast of New Guinea, were taken next by MacArthur’s troops on 29 February.

After further landings on 20 March at Emirau in the Bismarck Archipelago, American forces had encircled the Japanese at Rabaul, leaving MacArthur free to bypass the remaining Japanese strongpoint in New Guinea.




Chapter 8

God Damn Josephus Daniels! – the Royal Navy Returns to the East

The American successes in the Pacific War had been just that, with the forces deployed overwhelmingly United States in origin, although Australian and New Zealand forces were also involved, and there were a small number of Royal Navy units, usually cruisers and destroyers. Now with the war in the Mediterranean going the way of the Allies and with a growing number of land bases in Italy, and the Battle of the Atlantic over with the German submarine menace neutralised and the remaining major surface units stuck in port, the Royal Navy could send its major fleet units to the East. The operations of the Eastern Fleet had in any case been restricted following the Japanese attacks against Ceylon because of the lack of carrier air cover, and even had carriers been freed from European waters earlier, there would still have been the question of suitable fighters and even suitable bombers, as the Fairey Barracuda, yet another Swordfish replacement, was to prove ill-suited to operations in the tropics and was soon withdrawn and replaced by Grumman Avengers.

It was not just aircraft that were to prove problematic in the hotter conditions of the Pacific. The Royal Navy’s submarines had been adapting to changes throughout the war years. In the Mediterranean, the larger submarines had proved vulnerable, and although the minelayers of the Porpoise-class had shown themselves to be invaluable in carrying supplies to beleaguered Malta on the ‘magic carpet’ runs, something smaller had been needed which proved to be the Unity-class, one of which, HMS Upholder, proved to be outstandingly successful in operations against Italian and German shipping. For the Pacific, something larger was needed but so too was extended range. The answer lay in the new S or Safari-class. Later versions of this class had improved fuel provision by using part of the ballast tanks, and Freon air conditioning was also installed, at a time when this was unknown throughout the rest of the British fleet.

The prospect of increased British involvement in the Pacific was not welcomed by many senior officers in the United States Navy, including Admirals Ernest King, despite his stated desire to see greater use made of the Royal Navy, and Chester Nimitz. There were many reasons for this, some good, some bad.

Many Americans felt that they could finish the job on their own, and in some cases this was also a reflection of national rivalries and even animosity. Indeed, as has been shown already, there was some justification for the American view that this was ‘their’ war, and their victories by spring 1944 were evidence of success. There was also the fact that combining the operations of two fleets, and their aircraft, was in itself a major undertaking. Given the success of the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation in the post-war world, it is hard to realise just how difficult combined operations were, even with the forces of just one nation. International collaboration and exercises, including the creation of joint forces such as the naval standing forces in the Atlantic, English Channel and Mediterranean, had to await the creation of NATO. Had there been anything remotely like NATO combining and coordinating the British, French, Dutch and Belgian armed forces in 1940, the German advance westwards to the North Sea and the Atlantic could have been a very different story.

Even better reasons for American concern were that the British lacked bases in the area, while those of the United States Navy were being operated at full stretch as the rapid massive expansion in the service and the vast spread of ocean over which it was having to operate had placed everything under considerable strain. The British also lacked experience of the kind of massed aerial attack by carrier aircraft that had become something of an American speciality. The Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor had almost twenty times the number of aircraft sent by the Royal Navy against the Italian fleet at Taranto; the operations being conducted by the United States from late 1943 onwards used more than twice the number of aircraft that had been seen at Pearl Harbor. In a very short time, the United States Navy had learnt how to operate large numbers of ships in modern fleet actions close together and do so safely and effectively. Even so, as we will see later in the Battle of Leyte Gulf, different elements of the United States Navy were not where they were supposed to be. In the early years of the war, the Royal Navy, however, had rarely put to sea with a balanced fleet of adequate strength, and this had only happened briefly and relatively late in the war in the Mediterranean. Had this been done earlier in the war, Glorious might not have been lost for want of aerial reconnaissance and battleship or battlecruiser support, or Prince of Wales and Repulse for lack of air cover, or Cornwall and Dorsetshire, or Hermes, caught almost alone with nothing more than a destroyer for company and without fighter protection.

The British point of view was that they did not want to be seen to be leaving an ally on its own, especially given the growing American involvement in the war in Europe. While the continuation of the war in Europe meant that substantial British air and ground forces were heavily committed, the way it was moving also meant that substantial naval forces were effectively surplus and could be put to good use elsewhere. Both Australia and New Zealand had been promised British support in the event of a Japanese attack before the outbreak of the Second World War, not realising that such an eventuality might well find the British under pressure from Germany and Italy! Again, much of the territory overrun by the Japanese was British, and they wanted to make sure that when Japan was defeated, they would get it back. Most important of these territories in economic terms was Malaya with its rubber and tin, but there was also Singapore and Hong Kong, Britain’s foothold on the coast of mainland China, and Burma as well.

While it is true that some Americans did not want to see the British regaining their colonial empire, there were many others who simply felt that they should just finish the job themselves. They had an unlikely ally in Winston Churchill, Britain’s wartime Prime Minister, who did not want to be seen as the junior partner in the war in the Pacific. Churchill would have been content to see the Royal Navy concentrating on regaining Burma and Malaya. His chiefs of staff took the opposing view and even considered resigning en masse. It was important to counter the growing US influence and for British forces to be seen retaking Hong Kong, for example. There were already fears that the dominion navies were falling under US influence. For this reason Australia, which had requested US assistance in 1942 when invasion by Japan seemed a possibility and had been very much the junior partner, also wanted to see the Royal Navy back. Not all Australians were so keen, and many British naval personnel were to recall in later years that they preferred Cape Town (strictly Simonstown, the naval base) to Sydney and that the hospitality there was so much better. South Africa was too far away and ships only called there when on passage to and from the Pacific. In the BPF, Australian warships were fewer than might have been expected as many were operating alongside the USN.

There were also many Americans who would have agreed with the British chiefs of staff, but for a different reason. Their rationale was that the United States had helped to defeat Germany; now it was the turn of the United Kingdom to help the United States defeat another common enemy, Japan. There was certainly much sense in this argument as Germany had been given priority because it could be reached by air from bases in England, and now Japan could take its turn in feeling the full force of American and British attack.

In the midst of a global war, the seeds of a firmer and more formal postwar alliance were being sown, paving the way for the future North Atlantic Treaty Organisation and the less successful South East Asia Treaty Organisation and Baghdad Pact, both of which involved the USA and UK.

ILLUSTRIOUS RETURNS

Prepared for war in the Pacific, the Royal Navy’s Eastern Fleet had the USS Saratoga attached to it so that the Royal Navy could become familiar with American operating practices, but it was also intended that the British Eastern Fleet and the US Fifth Fleet would generally operate in different areas to avoid any problems of coordination and communication. It was to happen that crossover would occur from time to time, but the practice of giving each fleet different zones of responsibility eased operations considerably. When taken to extremes, this is the process known as ‘decon-fliction’, ensuring that the fleet units or aircraft do not come into contact with one another, but Anglo-American collaboration was sufficiently good not to need this. There were many changes that had to take place, not the least of which was that the two navies used different carrier deck landing officer or ‘batsman’ signals, to the extent that certain signals meant exactly the opposite to the other navy’s airmen! In the end, the Royal Navy standardised on the American signals, recognising that the USN was now the larger navy.

In fact, relations between the two navies were cordial, and Rear Admiral Douglas Fisher, in command of the fleet train, the merchantmen of the Royal Fleet Auxiliary, was told that he could have ‘anything and everything that could be given without Admiral King’s knowledge’. Relations were doubtless helped by the availability of alcohol in the wardroom of British warships. There are stories that the Royal Navy even had a brewery ship, but there is little trace of this in the fleet list, and the one ship that might have qualified, HMS Stagpool, is classified as a distilling ship, but this may have been to provide fresh water, while the fleet train included a number of water carriers. Either way, one is as likely to think of a stagnant pool when hearing the name as of a stag drinking thirstily from clear, clean water!

There were, of course, rivalries between the two navies; sometimes friendly, sometimes not so friendly. King’s objections to cooperation with the Royal Navy in the Pacific were overruled quietly by the US President, Franklin Roosevelt, who maintained that the service was no sooner offered than it was accepted. He omitted to mention that he had overruled King.

The story is told of the commanding officer of an American ship being dined aboard a British ship in the CO’s cabin. The American admired the Briton’s drinks cabinet, and asked if he could send his ship’s carpenter across so that he could build a replica. The British officer happily agreed, but then, tongue in cheek, asked the American what he would put over the top of the cabinet, as his had the inscription ‘GOD SAVE THE KING’. ‘Why, I’ll put ‘‘GOD DAMN JOSEPHUS DANIELS’’,’ he replied. Daniels had been Secretary of the Navy in 1914, the US equivalent of First Lord of the Admiralty, and had introduced prohibition aboard US warships, well ahead of the prohibition across the USA in the 1920s, but when that was lifted ashore, the United States Navy still remained dry!

It was decided that aircraft from Illustrious and Saratoga should combine for a raid on Sabang. This was to be the Fleet Air Arm’s first experience of a massed air attack, and was comfortably away from the Fifth Fleet and its aircraft, but at the same time it was undeniably an important and worthwhile target, an island off the northern end of Sumatra with vital port installations and airfields.

For the operation, the Fleet Air Arm had at last what it had needed for years, a powerful fighter-bomber, the Vought F4U Corsair. During development, the Corsair had been the first American aircraft to exceed 400 mph in level flight, and in service it could carry two 500lb bombs. The low-wing, crank-wing monoplane was not everyone’s favourite however, since for every one who described it as ‘the best fighter of World War II’, someone else would describe it as ‘the bent wing bastard from Connecticut’. The main weakness of the Corsair was that it was big, so big that at first it was rejected for carrier service by the USN, which was one reason why so many were available for the Royal Navy. To accommodate heavier armament as a result of lessons learned in Europe, the cockpit was moved back 3 feet, restricting the pilot’s view forward, especially in the crucial final moments before touchdown on a carrier’s deck. The long nose meant that, like the smaller Seafire, this was an aircraft that could bounce and topple forward on landing. On the other hand, it was strong with good protection for the pilot, and had failsafe features, so that for example, if the hydraulic system failed, the undercarriage and tail hook would drop down, making landing possible. In an emergency the undercarriage could be put down using a CO2 bottle. The Royal Navy was also to find not only was the cockpit well laid out, ‘the cockpits of British contemporaries must have been designed by the office cleaner’, according to one British pilot. Maintenance was also simplified, not least because most US aircraft had the various components in the same place, reducing the amount of time maintainers spent scratching their heads and leafing through manuals!

‘ …  They were damnably big fighters for their day,’ recalled Norman Hanson, a wartime Royal Naval Volunteer Reserve pilot aboard Illustrious. ‘They had a vast length of fuselage between the cockpit and the propeller which, together with a rather low sitting position and a not too clever hood (both of which were modified and greatly improved in the MkII version), made for very poor visibility when taxiing and landing.’

On the other hand, the aircraft had its advantages, not the least of which was an injection carburettor that meant the engine didn’t cut out at the top of a loop, a weakness with many aircraft of the time fitted with normal carburettors, and something likely to undermine the confidence of a fighter pilot just at an awkward moment! A Corsair cruised using around 60 gallons of fuel per hour, but this rose to 100 gallons at operational speeds.

The first attack on Sabang was made early on 19 April 1944, with aircraft flying off Illustrious at 06.50. The carrier sent seventeen Fairey Barracudas escorted by thirteen Vought Corsairs. The war in the Pacific was to see the Corsair operate through to the end but the Barracuda, only just satisfactory in the European theatre, was not to remain with the Eastern Fleet for long:

‘My first sight of enemy territory was of a luscious green island, basking in the early morning sunshine,’ Hanson remembers. ‘It was all so very beautiful that when red flashes burst from the deep, verdant green, I felt considerably put out … I was appalled that some vandal should set fire to Paradise. We dived down ahead of the Barracudas, firing enthusiastically at warehouses and quays and suddenly found ourselves at the far end of the harbour, unscathed. We were still green and hadn’t yet learned about targets of opportunity. So we milled around like a lot of schoolgirls and left it to the Barracudas, who made a splendid attack on the harbour and oil installations … returned … with a feeling of anticlimax. We had been to the enemy and had found no opportunity to cover ourselves with glory.’

Indeed, had the Japanese put up a strong fighter defence, the Corsairs would have been embarrassed to be at low level having wasted their ammunition while the Barracudas would have been vulnerable. Tactics needed to be refined at this stage. Strategy was also weak, since Sabang only received occasional attention, giving the Japanese time to repair the damage. Limited resources and more pressing priorities elsewhere were doubtless to blame, but a single day’s outing for two aircraft carriers was not enough. It was to take the arrival of additional ships before the Royal Navy was able to pull its weight in the Far East.

Part of the problem was, of course, the greater difficulty in keeping aircraft carriers resupplied and refuelled compared to a shore base, with some of the busier shore stations in the European theatre having their own railway links to ensure large quantities of fuel and ammunition could be delivered.

As it happened, several of the additional ships were delayed on their way to the Far East, and the Royal Navy in this theatre had a relatively quiet time of it during the second half of 1944. On 24 August, Victorious and Indomitable sent their aircraft to attack Padang, also on Sumatra, and then to attack the airfield at Sabang. The next major operation came during 17–19 October, when aircraft from Illustrious, Indomitable and Victorious attacked targets in the Nicobar Islands, Indian territory off the coast of Burma. Later, in December, there followed an attack on an oil refinery, this time at Pangkalan Brandan in north-eastern Sumatra, about 8 miles inland from the Malacca Straits to which fifty-six aircraft were sent, twenty-eight Grumman Avengers, sixteen Grumman Hellcats and twelve Vought Corsairs, with the raid pressed home in poor weather. These were becoming ever more intensive operations, but were still far short of what was happening further east.

It was decided that the main base for what became the British Pacific Fleet would be Sydney in Australia, with its fine natural harbour. There was also a Royal Australian Air Force base nearby at Nowra which became the air station for Fleet Air Arm aircraft when their carriers were at Sydney. Post-war, Nowra was to become the home base for the Royal Australian Navy’s Fleet Air Arm. In addition to Nowra, the Fleet Air Arm also established Mobile Air Bases, or MONABs, which were to follow the fleet and establish naval air stations ashore as the war moved ever closer to the Japanese home islands.

BRITISH PACIFIC FLEET

After the Japanese air attacks on Ceylon, the main base for the Royal Navy in the Indian Ocean became Kalindi, near Mombasa in Kenya, from April 1942. The Battle of the Atlantic was still at its height and the Royal Navy was hard-pressed protecting convoys across the Atlantic and the Bay of Biscay as well as to Archangel and Murmansk, the westernmost Arctic ports in the Soviet Union. The Mediterranean was effectively cut in two by Axis air power and the Mediterranean Fleet based on Alexandria and Force H based on Gibraltar functioned separately except when desperate attempts were made to break the siege on the beleaguered island of Malta.

The Royal Australian Navy and Royal New Zealand Navy were by this time frequently operating alongside the United States Navy, often with what was known, depending on the commanding admiral, as either the US Third Fleet or US Fifth Fleet, but also with MacArthur’s South-West Pacific Area Command.

While the USN could have taken the war to Japan on its own, the BPF did perform much valuable service, protecting the flanks of the Third and Fifth Fleet and making it difficult for the Japanese to reinforce their air power as the fighting edged steadily closer to Japan.

The United States had assisted the United Kingdom both with lend-lease and with training, and it was the Royal Navy’s Fleet Air Arm that had gained most from US help with training. At first, aircrew training had been provided by the RAF, but as this force struggled to meet the increased wartime demand for pilots, it was difficult to find extra space, aircraft and instructors for the Fleet Air Arm. A measure of the RAF’s difficulties during the war was that British bombers were eventually flown with just a single pilot rather than the two that most were intended to have. The USN’s solution was the ‘Towers Scheme’, named after an American admiral, which saw British student pilots join their USN counterparts at the vast training air station at Pensacola in Florida.

Once qualified, the pilots then went to Royal Canadian Air Force stations in Canada where the Fleet Air Arm instructed them in the Royal Navy’s way of doing things.

While joint operations were conducted over Sumatra by HMS Victorious and the USS Saratoga, this was simply a prelude to the greater involvement of the Royal Navy. The British Eastern Fleet was growing in strength, and before long conducting massed air attacks against the oil refineries in the Dutch East Indies on its own account after being exercised in the use of massed formations of aircraft from more than a single carrier.

The British Pacific Fleet was the strongest and best balanced and supported fleet ever raised by the Royal Navy, although its strength was far inferior to that of the United States Navy. It gathered many Royal Australian Navy, Royal New Zealand Navy and Royal Canadian Navy units that had been operating with the USN. Officially denied USN base facilities, when it was officially formed on 22 November 1944 it used Sydney, in New South Wales, Australia, as its main operating base, with a shore station for carrier aircraft at Nowra. Sydney was too far away for such routine requirements as refuelling, so a forward base was established at Manus, one of the appropriately-named Admiralty Islands and described by one British officer as ‘Scapa Flow with palm trees’. At the same time, the British Eastern Fleet became the British East Indies Fleet and moved back to Trincomalee.

At first India had been considered as a base for the BPF, but growing unrest over continued British rule made it a difficult proposition, even though independence had been promised once peace returned. This meant that Australia was the only practical location for a base, but at the time the country had a population of just 7,000,000, while the BPF was planned to need 675,000 men and women, including the fleet train, hospital ships and shore facilities. The Australian economy and armed forces were already fully stretched, and so personnel and stores for the BPF could only come from taking them from American and Australian forces fighting the Japanese. This problem had not been recognised in London, or if it had, it had not been explained to Admiral Sir Bruce Fraser, who arrived in Sydney on 10 December 1944 believing, wrongly, that Australia had asked for the BPF and had promised to provide for its needs. Two days later the acting Prime Minister of Australia, Frank Forde, announced the allocation of £21,156,500 for the maintenance of the BPF. This was followed in January 1945 by the US General Douglas MacArthur agreeing to release American stockpiles in Australia to support the BPF. This was not sufficient and the Australians soon became concerned at the voracious demands of the BPF works programme, which was criticised even by Australian military leaders. When Fraser publicly criticised the Australian government’s handling of waterside industrial disputes that were holding up British ships in April 1945, a diplomatic incident arose*, but the Australians agreed to allocate £6,562,500 for BPF naval works. Fraser was still not satisfied.

During its existence the fleet grew, and the constituent ships changed from time to time as ships had to be rotated out of the fleet for maintenance or repairs, or, in some instances, because they were lost in battle. Nevertheless, by VJ day and the end of the war it comprised four battleships, eighteen aircraft carriers with 300 aircraft and eleven cruisers as well as many smaller vessels, including destroyers, gunboats and submarines, and support ships such as submarine and destroyer depot ships, repair ships, hospital ships and those of the Royal Fleet Auxiliary, which included tankers, store ships and water carriers.

There can be little doubt that the Royal Navy was ill-prepared for war in the Pacific. Unlike the Royal Navy, many senior USN officers were naval aviators and King was one of them. In the United States, Congress had in fact decreed that all commanders of American aircraft carriers had to be able to fly. They knew about carrier operations, and both the potential and the problems of operating aircraft carriers. Compared to their counterparts in the USN, British warships were markedly short-legged; a legacy of having many conveniently-placed refuelling stations around the world, usually in the colonies or dominions, where fuel, water and food could all be picked up. Although the Royal Fleet Auxiliary dated from the late nineteenth century, in such matters as refuelling when under way at sea the Royal Navy had much to learn.

In short, the concept of extended operations some distance from a convenient shore base was new to a service that had enjoyed the frequent refuelling and replenishment afforded by a vast empire. A large chunk of this empire was now in Japanese hands. At the outset, there were just three tankers for fleet replenishment, although this later rose to five. While the Americans used the now widely accepted method of replenishing with the ships abeam, the British used the much slower method of refuelling astern, which also affected station-keeping and only allowed one ship to be refuelled at a time:

‘I had just come from the USS Lexington, the second Lexington,’ reported David Devine, who was a war correspondent for Kemsley Newspapers and transferred to a British ship. ‘I’d been living in her for a long time. Lexington would fuel willingly in a wind of Force 6 provided the sea wasn’t up to the wind yet. The American tankers could take a ship on either side in that kind of weather. They would have everything aboard, three lines pumping, in twenty minutes  …  KGV (the battleship King George V) went up astern of one rusty old tanker, which appeared to be run by two Geordie mates and twenty consumptive Chinamen and it took us, I think, an hour and a half to pick up a single buoyed pipeline, fiddling around under our bows.’

To be fair, during the war in the North Atlantic, on the Russian convoys and in the Mediterranean, even with the abeam method, refuelling at sea would have been tantamount to giving the enemy a sitting target. Even so, while the RN caught up, it was as well that the USN’s logistics officers took a liberal view of the degree of self-sufficiency that the RN was supposed to display. This was especially true when it came to equipping Manus for its role as a forward base and major anchorage.

Other changes also had to be made. British aircraft markings had already moved from the red, white and blue roundels that had evolved during the First World War to red surrounded by blue, which unlike the three-coloured roundel did not contrast too sharply with camouflage. Unfortunately, the most obvious part of this marking was the bright orb of red, which looked very much like Japanese markings for ships’ AA gunners, perhaps very twitchy after long hours under Japanese attack. The solution was to introduce a further modification to British markings for aircraft in the Far East, with roundels having an outer circle of dark blue with an orb of pale blue in the middle.

THE FLEET

First commander-in-chief of the British Pacific Fleet was Admiral Sir Bruce Fraser who had been C-in-C of the British Eastern Fleet. There was a somewhat inauspicious start as after striking his flag at Trincomalee to take up his new appointment, it was initially transferred to HMS Tarantula, a humble gunboat and possibly the most minor warship ever to have been able to lay claim to the status of flagship. Fortunately, Fraser was soon able to transfer his flag to the battleship HMS Howe, a far more suitable vessel for an admiral.

For ‘British’ one should really substitute ‘British Empire’, as not only did the fleet include ships from all four dominions, Australia, Canada, New Zealand and South Africa, but the ships’ companies were also mixed, with many naval aviators hailing from New Zealand.

Operational command was devolved from Fraser to Vice-Admiral Sir Bernard Rawlings, while Rear Admiral Sir Philip Vian was in command of the carrier force. Depending on whether the USN was operating as the Third Fleet or the Fifth Fleet, the British Pacific Fleet was designed either as Task Force 37 or 57. The Royal Fleet Auxiliary contribution, plus the depot ships, was Task Force 113.

Before the BPF became operational, Vice-Admiral C.S. Daniel was sent to the United States to liaise with the USN over the supply and support of the new fleet. He then continued to Australia to take up the appointment of Vice-Admiral Administration, British Pacific Fleet. This may have seemed to be a cosy ‘behind the scenes’ role, but one commentator described it as ‘if unspectacular compared with command of a fighting squadron, was certainly one of the most arduous to be allocated to a British Flag Officer during the entire war’.

Even before war broke out, the USN had acquired a fleet train including ships of every type that would be required in a fast-moving highly mobile war fought over the world’s largest ocean, and with the constant threat of attack from the air, or under the sea, as well as from surface vessels. It was the world leader in under-way refuelling and replenishment. By contrast, the Royal Navy had to assemble a fleet train from whatever it could find among its own ships, the merchant ships of the Royal Fleet Auxiliary, RFA, or that could be taken up from trade, that is ships operated by merchant shipping companies. In February 1944 the First Sea Lord, Admiral of the Fleet Sir Andrew Cunningham, advised the War Cabinet that the BPF would need no less than ninety-one ships for its support, based on an assumption that the BPF would be active off the Philippines or would have a base there. As it turned out, neither assumption was correct as by March, before the BPF formally came into existence, the main battleground had moved north and King was unwilling (and at the time in any case unable) to allow the RN to have a base there. The ninety-one ships required to support the BPF grew to 158 within a few short weeks. This actually delayed the formation of the BPF. A significant problem facing the British was that there was an acute shortage of shipping due to wartime losses and the number of ships already committed to supporting the armed forces, and while many ships from maritime nations such as Norway or the Netherlands had escaped before their countries were occupied and had fled to British ports, there were many others that were held in occupied territory, but which in peacetime would have also served British trade. One result was that the British government had to balance the needs of the BPF against those of feeding its own people, and ensuring that adequate supplies of fuel and raw materials also reached British shores.

There were also problems with Britain’s warships, which had been more than adequate for service in other theatres, but which found operations in the Pacific a challenge. British warships had less capacity for desalination of sea water and only a third of the food storage and refrigeration capacity of an American warship, as well as the shortage of fuel capacity mentioned earlier. British submariners often grew a full beard, or a ‘set’, the only type of facial hair allowed by the Royal Navy’s regulations, mainly because fresh water was in short supply. American submariners were more often clean-shaven. American aircraft, such as the Corsair, had to have their wing-folding changed so that they could fit into the lower headroom of the hangars aboard British ships, but so too did British aircraft such as the Supermarine Seafire, which had to have its wings ‘clipped’ for hangar stowage.

In a world without NATO standards for equipment, inter-operability was hard to achieve, with even radios and oxygen masks differing.

PALEMBANG

The original plan was for the British Pacific Fleet to appear in force in Australian waters on New Year’s Day 1945, but this was over-optimistic and the morale-boosting arrival of a large fleet was put back to the end of the month. Meanwhile, it was decided that en route to Sydney, Illustrious could attack Palembang, the large complex of oil refineries in the east of Sumatra. This was a decision only arrived at after some soul-searching at the Admiralty, as many senior naval officers felt that the target was beyond the resources and the experience of the Fleet Air Arm at the time.

Palembang was a difficult target as it entailed aircraft flying over 150 miles of enemy-held territory, across mountain ranges and dense tropical jungle, so that the crew of any aircraft in distress would have difficulty baling out, let alone trying to make a forced landing. The area was also home to substantial numbers of Japanese fighters, and a combat training ground for fighter pilots whose instructors included many veterans from the Japanese carrier fleet. On the other hand, Palembang was also a very important target, with two major oil refineries at Pladjoe and Soengei Gerong. Thanks to the actions of American submariners, oil was now becoming a major problem for the Japanese, and that made an attack on Palembang all the more tempting.

By November 1944 the Royal Navy had assembled four of its fast armoured carriers at Ceylon, with Rear Admiral Sir Philip Vian in command of the carrier force, in British terms RAA, or Rear Admiral Aircraft Carriers. The four ships were Illustrious, Victorious, Indefatigable and Vian’s flagship Indomitable. By this time, the aircraft available had changed, very much for the better. The poor performance of the Barracuda had seen it replaced by the potent Grumman Avenger, while another aircraft from the same stable, the Hellcat, was the fighter for the fleet. The Corsair stayed on as a fighter-bomber. A new arrival was the Fairey Firefly fighter-bomber, Fairey’s latest offering to the Fleet Air Arm and a successor for the Fulmar that had been so outgunned and outpaced during the fighting in the Mediterranean.

Navigation in poor weather and radio discipline had proved to be problems with the Sumatra raid in December 1944, and before attacking Palembang, the Royal Navy decided to hold a dress rehearsal.

Before this, on 4 January 1945, aircraft from Illustrious, Victorious, Indomitable and Indefatigable were sent to attack oil refineries in northeastern Sumatra, maintaining the pressure on Japanese oil supplies.

On 13 January, the day of the rehearsal for the raid on Palembang, the British carriers were sent to sea steaming in the Indian Ocean to the east of Ceylon and spent the day making attacks on the island. Both Colombo and Trincomalee were subjected to repeated heavy attacks, while every airfield on the island was strafed by fighters in what became known as ‘fighter ramrod’ operations. The RAF and shore-based Fleet Air Arm units in Ceylon were fully up to strength and were sent up to intercept the carrier-borne aircraft. Every carrier pilot managed at least three sorties, some flew four, and despite the confusion in the air, there were no collisions, something which one naval pilot viewed as miraculous. Unfortunately, under such intensive operations and with pilots becoming tired, complete safety could not be guaranteed.

At 15.30 the four carriers turned for China Bay and by 16.30 the last aircraft were landing on. One Fleet Air Arm Corsair pilot aboard Illustrious, Norman Hanson, was among the last and as he waited, he watched in horror as one of his comrades, Sub-Lieutenant Graham-Cann, ‘normally a safe and dependable deck lander, he made a bit of a mess of this one and drifted up the deck, failing to catch a wire’. The aircraft hit the crash barrier strung across the deck full-on, with the force of being so suddenly arrested unhooking the aircraft’s belly drop tank which swept forward to be cut in two by the propeller. A sheet of flame burst out and was swept aft by the wind over the carrier’s flight deck. Unharmed, Graham-Cann jumped out of his cockpit, stood on the wing as if planning to jump forward but changed his mind and jumped aft, slipped on oil, doubtless from a ruptured pipe on the stricken aircraft, and fell on his back into the flaming aviation fuel. Now burning fiercely, he got to his feet and staggered down the deck, to be caught by the deck party and wrapped in blankets before being taken to the sick bay. He was still alive but horribly burnt as the ship entered harbour, but died just as he was carried up the gangway of the hospital ship.

The impact of this on those still in the air can be imagined. There were at least nine of them, and unable to land until the fire on the flight deck was put out and the wreckage removed. They were now running low on fuel, so Hanson spoke to the ship’s fighter direction officer and requested permission to take the remaining aircraft to the air station at China Bay, where they could refuel and await further instructions. Permission was granted. Their troubles were not over, as on landing they discovered that the monsoon rains had found their way into the station’s fuel tanks, so refuelling had to be done through a chamois leather, a long and tedious process. As they lay on the grass well away from the aircraft and smoked, a despatch rider came up with orders to return to Illustrious. Hanson sent away those aircraft that had already been refuelled, and finally it was his turn and that of another pilot, Sub-Lieutenant Rogers. Rogers took off a quarter of an hour before Hanson. As he approached the ship, Hanson saw a splash off the ship’s port quarter but thought little of it, guessing that an Avenger had dropped a hooked-up depth charge. He landed and as he walked along the deck from his aircraft, Commander Flying leant over his bridge and beckoned to Hanson to come up to him.

‘Hans, how many are there still to come?’

‘None, sir. I’m the last.’

‘What about Rogers?’

‘Left just – well, ten or fifteen minutes – before me, sir.’

‘Then he’s the one.’

‘One what, sir?’

‘The one who’s just crashed. Went in on his approach turn.’

The splash that Hanson had seen had been Rogers’ aircraft after he had lost flying speed on his approach turn. The much-needed exercise had cost the Pacific Fleet two pilots within an hour.

The day of the attack on Palembang arrived. On 24 January 1945, at 06.00 on a dark and unpleasant morning with occasional squalls of rain, Hanson found himself strapped into his Corsair at the head of the aircraft ranged on the flight deck. He noticed a burst of black oily smoke as the engine room personnel flashed up additional burners to increase the carrier’s speed. Commander Flying, ‘Wings’ to Fleet Air Arm personnel, called on the tannoy: ‘Fighters start up!’

The Corsair pilots simply had to press their engine starter tits, and as the engines revved up in clouds of blue smoke, Illustrious turned to starboard into the wind. Then it was time to go. Within five minutes fighters, fighter-bombers and bombers were in the air and milling around as they got into their formations.

This was the Royal Navy’s second massed aerial attack after the raid on Sumatra on 4 January. The British Pacific Fleet was to the west of Sumatra off Engano Island. There were a small number of aircraft that didn’t get into the air, mainly from Victorious and Indefatigable, but all in all there were forty-three Avenger bombers, each with a 2,000lb bomb load, with a top cover fighter escort of sixteen Corsairs and below them a middle cover of sixteen Hellcats and eight Corsairs, with another escort of twelve Fireflies ahead of the main force, and finally a stern escort of eight Corsairs, led by Norman Hanson. All in all there were 103 aircraft, already a smallish force by the standards of the day.

As the aircraft climbed to cruising altitude, three Avengers suffered technical problems and had to return to HMS Victorious. Altitude was essential as the aircraft had to cross a 10,000-feet high mountain range on their way to the target. All in all, they had to fly some 200 miles. The Avengers with their heavy bomb loads were slow in the climb, and the fighters had some trouble waiting for them, throttling back to 150 knots. Realising that as they climbed they could well appear on Japanese radar, Hanson took his eight Corsairs out of line to allow them to build up their speed so that if they encountered Japanese fighters, they would not be sitting ducks. As the Avengers reached the required altitude, Hanson was shocked to find that the Fireflies were missing and that his aircraft comprised the entire low cover for the bombers. He couldn’t break radio silence to discover the whereabouts of the Fireflies, who were supposed to be providing forward or bow cover. In fact, a starter problem on the leading aircraft had held up everything behind it ranged on the deck, but the Fireflies were later to catch up.

Flying at 13,000 feet with the bombers, the aircraft flew over dense jungle broken only by the mountain ridges running down into the vegetation. The fighter pilots kept sweeping the sky with their eyes looking for Japanese fighters. Then, suddenly, they could see the massive oil refinery, the size of a town, straight ahead.

The radio silence was broken by top-cover warning of fighters: ‘Rats!! Eleven o’clock up!!’

The Avengers were by this time getting into position for their bombing runs as the fighters wheeled round to tackle the oncoming Japanese fighters. Hanson turned towards a Japanese fighter and fired, although he was never sure whether or not he had hit the enemy aircraft. Then there was a further warning of ‘Rats, three o’clock up!!’ This time two Japanese fighters came streaking in, and one flight of four Corsairs turned on one of them while Hanson led his flight towards the other, and was pleased to see bits falling off the Japanese aircraft before it fell downwards. The loss of the Fireflies was being felt by this time, for not only did this place extra pressure on the other fighters, but part of their role was to race in ahead of the Avengers and shoot down the barrage balloons tethered over the target area. They did arrive, nevertheless, to take part in the air battle that was soon in full flood.

The Corsair pilots were kept busy, mainly by ‘Oscar’ and ‘Tojo’ fighters – Nakajima Ki43 and Ki44 – of the Japanese Army Air Force, but their efforts were not in vain as they kept most of the fighters from the bomber formation. The defences would have put up even more fighters, but a fighter ramrod attack by Corsairs across an airfield destroyed thirty-four Japanese aircraft on the ground. As the fighters turned to regroup for the flight back to the carriers, heavy black smoke was starting to obscure the target – the bombers had done their work well. The Japanese fighters continued to press home attacks as the attack force withdrew, but the constant harrying fell away as the formation reached the sea. There was relief all round as they came upon the fleet, with the four carriers in a square formation around the two battleships, and already turned into the wind waiting to receive the returning aircraft. This was another hazardous operation as two aircraft could easily approach the ship from different directions and, while turning as they started their approach, fail to see each other as they banked.

Of the aircraft that reached Palembang, six Corsairs, two Avengers and a Hellcat were lost. This was not bad for a target that had been well defended.

The original plan had been to make a second strike at Palembang on the following day, but bad weather once again intervened and delayed the operation. Each morning the tannoy would burst into life at 01.00 and announce that the operation had been postponed for another twenty-four hours. It was not until 29 January that the aircraft were once again climbing away towards the mountains. The intervening period had not been wasted, as the squadron commanders carried out a post mortem on the first operation. One of the main complaints was that the fighters in middle cover should have given better protection to the bombers instead of looking for fighters to engage in combat. This was also a criticism made of the Luftwaffe’s fighters by bomber crews in the Battle of Britain – the temptation to look for a duel rather than simply warding off fighters and stopping them from breaking up the bomber formation. Once again, it was stressed that it was vital that the barrage balloons be shot down before the attack developed. Poor radio discipline once silence was broken was yet another point. Even so, on the second raid, two Avengers were lost when their wings caught barrage balloon cables.

Overall, during the two strikes on Palembang, the Fleet Air Arm lost a total of forty-one aircraft, of which sixteen were lost in air-to-air combat, another eleven ditched near the fleet, including Hanson’s aircraft returning from the first strike and as a result of which he was judged medically unfit for the second strike, while another fourteen aircraft were lost in deck-landing crashes. Against this, it was estimated that thirty-eight enemy aircraft had been destroyed on the ground and another thirty had been shot down. Most important, while Palembang was not completely destroyed, production was seriously affected for some months.

* The incident was sufficiently momentous for the post-war Prime Minister of the United Kingdom, Clement Attlee, to feel obliged to express his regret for the misunderstandings to the Australian government on 8 August 1945.



Chapter 9

Leyte Gulf – the Largest Naval Battle

Meanwhile, almost 3,000 miles to the east, the United States Navy advance towards Japan was gaining momentum. On 30 and 31 March 1944, Vice-Admiral Marc Mitscher sent carrier aircraft to attack Japanese airfields in the Palau Islands, inflicting further heavy losses on the enemy for the cost of twenty-five US aircraft. When the actual landings at Hollandia in New Guinea took place on 22 April, Mitscher then provided air cover for the invasion force and there were further attacks on Japanese airfields. The landings themselves were covered by Kinkaid with the Seventh Fleet, with eight escort carriers and five cruisers, while the 24th and 41st Infantry Divisions were put ashore. A week later, the carriers made a further attack on Truk, losing twenty-six aircraft to the ninety Japanese losses. Further landings took place on 17 May at Wakde, a small island off the north coast of New Guinea, and on which the Americans established an airfield after overcoming light resistance. Ten days later, Biak, another island further west, was also invaded by the 41st Infantry Division, although this time resistance was more determined and it took a month to subdue the island.

Not all of the action was taking place in the skies at this time. Between 19 and 31 May 1944, the destroyer USS England sunk six Japanese submarines in just twelve days, setting a record for a single ship that stands to this day.

Preparing to attack the Marianas, Mitscher divided his carrier fleet, now known as TF58, into four groups to destroy Japanese shore-based aircraft over 11–17 June, while Japanese attempts at a counter-attack were unsuccessful. During this period, on 15/16 June, two carrier combat groups were sent to attack the Bonin Islands, halfway to Japan, to ensure that further reinforcements could not be sent to the Marianas. Despite determined Japanese aerial counter-attacks against the fleet, TF58’s aircraft succeeded in destroying 300 Japanese aircraft for the loss of just twenty-two American aircraft.

On 15 June, TF52 under Vice-Admiral Turner landed V Amphibious Corps under Lieutenant General H.M. Smith on Saipan at the southern end of the Marianas chain. Smith had the US 2nd and 4th Marine Divisions with the 27th Infantry Division in reserve, using a landing fleet of 550 ships, while cover was provided by eight escort carriers with 170 aircraft and another four escort carriers had reserve aircraft. The battleships Tennessee, California, Maryland, Colorado, Pennsylvania, New Mexico and Idaho were escorted by eleven cruisers and fifty destroyers. Believing that there would be underwater obstacles to prevent an invasion, the Americans sent in frogmen but no obstacles were found. Nevertheless, resistance by 22,700 Japanese soldiers and 6,700 sailors was especially intense as the defenders expected the Imperial Japanese Navy to intervene, as indeed it did, so that on 19 and 20 June, one of the major battles of the Pacific war, the Battle of the Philippine Sea, known to the Americans as the ‘Great Marianas Turkey Shoot’, took place.

THE ‘GREAT MARIANAS TURKEY SHOOT’

Opposing each other were the US Fifth Fleet under Admiral Raymond Spruance and the Japanese Combined Fleet under Vice-Admiral Jisaburo Ozawa. Spruance had 890 aircraft in his carrier fleet, TF58 commanded by Mitscher, with ships including Hornet, Yorktown, Bunker Hill, Enterprise, Wasp, Lexington and Essex, and the light carriers Cabot, Cowpens, Belleau Wood, San Jacinto, Langley, Bataan, Monterey and Princeton, supported by the battleships Iowa, New Jersey, Washington, North Carolina, South Dakota and Indiana, as well as eight heavy and thirteen light cruisers and sixty-seven destroyers. At this stage in the war, the Japanese could no longer compete with the United States, even though Ozawa had a far stronger carrier force than had been sent to Pearl Harbor with Taiho, Shokaku, Zuikaku, Junyo and Hiyo, and the light carriers Ryuho, Chitose, Chiyoda and Zuiho, but with a total of just 430 aircraft between them, supported by the battleships Yamato, Musashi, Haruna, Kongo and Nagato, with eleven heavy and two light cruisers and twenty-eight destroyers.

Possibly the best measure of the increasingly desperate state of the Imperial Japanese Navy was that in April 1944, the Japanese Navy Air Force had fewer than 100 pilots available for duty in the central Pacific, not simply because of the predations of American fighters but also due to sickness, especially malaria. When 500 new pilots and 500 radio operators graduated from the training school at Kasumigaura, their training was still incomplete and, of course, they lacked combat experience. The new airmen were sent to Admiral Ozawa to continue their training, but he was running short of airfields and his carriers, based at Tawi Tawi in the Sulu Islands, seldom went to sea for fear of attack by US submarines. While there were still nine Japanese carriers left following the completion of the new Taiho on 7 March, both Shokaku and Zuikaku were badly battered and in need of a refit. Most of what remained were best described as light carriers, although some approximated more to escort carriers.

Nevertheless, those ashore defending the Marianas were right in believing that the IJN would be coming to their aid, as the Japanese planned a strong counter-attack using both carrier and shore-based aircraft.

In the days before battle was joined, Ozawa moved his fleet to a position east of the Philippines, ready to relieve Saipan, while the Americans were positioned west of the Marianas in order to cover the landing fleet. Ozawa’s plan was to get the US Fifth Fleet between his carriers and the Japanese Army Air Force bases in the Marianas so that the Americans could be attacked from both sides. He anticipated his aircraft striking at the Americans and then continuing to land at Guam and Rota to refuel and rearm, so that they could then mount a second strike on the Fifth Fleet on their return to the carriers – in effect a short-range version of what became known in the later stages of the air campaign in Europe as ‘shuttle bombing’. Ozawa divided his carrier force into two, with Force A under himself including the new Taiho, Shokaku and Zuikaku with 207 aircraft, while Force B had Junyo, Hiyo and Ryuho with 135 aircraft, and Kurita had a van force with Chitose, Chiyoda and Zuiho and eighty-eight aircraft.

Both navies sent submarines into the Philippine Sea, although only the American submarines saw action, engaging Japanese warships and also providing additional reconnaissance.

Japanese reconnaissance aircraft first sighted the American carriers during the afternoon of 18 June, but at this stage Mitscher was still unaware of the exact position of the Japanese carriers.

The following morning, realising that he was vulnerable to Japanese attack, Mitscher had most of his fighters prepared and either in the air on combat air patrols or ranged on deck ready for take-off at an early hour. It was not until 10.00 that the first Japanese attacks came, but these were shore-based aircraft from Guam. Additional aircraft were launched from the carriers to reinforce the CAP and in the fierce dogfights that ensued, just twenty-four out of the sixty-nine Japanese aircraft sent against the Fifth Fleet survived. The next wave consisted of 130 aircraft, of which ninety-eight were shot down. These attacks were followed by the first of four waves of carrier-borne aircraft, but anticipating an attack, Mitscher had positioned his fighters 50 miles ahead of the fleet, and once again the Japanese suffered heavy losses, with those aircraft that managed to evade the fighters being caught by the intense anti-aircraft fire put up by the ships. Just twenty or so aircraft managed to press home their attack, and hits were scored on the battleship South Dakota and the carriers Wasp and Bunker Hill, but no ship was badly damaged and all continued in action. There were also near misses on a number of other ships, including the Indiana and a cruiser. These strikes continued for five hours, but most of the aircraft in each successive wave were successfully repulsed by the fleet’s fighters before they could reach the ships. Even those aircraft that managed to reach the shore bases in Guam were attacked and destroyed by American fighters as they landed, a time when combat aircraft were always vulnerable. Ozawa had viewed Guam as an unsinkable aircraft carrier, a view often taken of islands packed with airfields; unsinkable perhaps, but it lacked the manoeuvrability of a ship at sea! There was another problem, as increasingly Japanese pilots lacked experience with so many of the original pilots dead by this time.

AMERICAN SUBMARINES FIND THE CARRIERS

While the American aircraft were attacking the airfields in Guam, the Japanese carriers were themselves under attack but from below the waves. At 09.11, just after the Japanese aircraft had taken off, the submarine USS Albacore torpedoed the Taiho, Ozawa’s flagship but which enjoyed a very brief operational career as aviation fuel fumes from a fractured pipe filled the whole vessel and after six hours, a gigantic aviation fuel explosion destroyed the ship and killed half her crew. Just over three hours later at 12.20, another submarine, the USS Cavalla, put three torpedoes into Shokaku, at one time with Zuikaku, pride of the Imperial Japanese Navy, and three hours later, she also blew up as aviation fumes ignited and sank. To make their misery complete, during the afternoon just 100 aircraft returned to the Japanese carriers. Ozawa meanwhile had moved his flag to the cruiser Naguro.

The Americans had successfully deployed their carrier fighters using 300 Hellcats in rotation to provide constant air cover and remaining capable of sending up reinforcements when required. At one time, alerted by the radar aboard the battleship Alabama of an incoming Japanese attack, Mitscher managed to get 200 aircraft into the air:

‘So, we got word that a great number of Japanese planes were being staged into Guam,’ recalled Butch Voris, an American fighter-bomber pilot. ‘We immediately launched half of our ready strike force for Guam, to intercept them and try to destroy them there before they could get to our fleet. So we sent the first wave out . .. that first wave caught the aeroplanes both landing and on the ground re-arming and refuelling. I happened to be in … the second strike … I guess that we were about 225 miles from Guam.’

Butch took off and climbed to 20,000 feet, but suddenly the aircraft in his wave had an emergency recall, implying that the fleet was about to come under attack.

It was a major wave and I would think that it would be somewhere around two to three hundred Japanese fighters and dive-bombers and torpedo planes. A major strike against our carrier force. And they were at high altitude  …  somewhere between 25,000 and 30,000 feet. Now that’s way above our normal operating altitude in those days, and so as we climbed up to intercept them  …  we saw them coming  …  they had already started their run in  …  and were heading downhill picking up speed. And I remember the fighters criss-crossing over the dive-bombers, and the attack, and the torpedo planes, and we just went full throttle and came right on top of ’em  …  right on down  …  we were able to work the attack force for a period of about a hundred miles and we just started as you will, one at a time, dibbling them away and by the time they had traversed that last 100 miles I don’t think more than a dozen  …  ever reached our task force.

Japanese tactics when attacking ships at sea differed little from those of the Americans, which was not surprising since the nature of the aircraft dictated how the mission should be flown. Torpedo aircraft attacked low, at no more than 200 feet, while the dive-bombers remained at medium altitude ready to start their dive onto the selected target. Above it all remained the fighters. Voris recalls having to go for the fighters and yet not forget to destroy the strike aircraft:

We had to get a fighter on the way through and then keep going after … main body of the striking force . .. I couldn’t get through the fighters  …  I got tied up with a fighter immediately and I couldn’t disengage … in fact we got right into anti-aircraft range of our own forces before we got the last ones.

Having lost three-quarters of his aircraft and two of his largest carriers, Ozawa had little option but to withdraw, and after darkness fell started to steam slowly to the north-west. Mitscher realised that this could be a major opportunity. By this time, many of his carriers were low on fuel but he made the most of this problem by leaving these behind to neutralise enemy air power on Guam. Mitscher sent three carriers under Rear Admiral Clark in pursuit of Ozawa’s fleet.

CHASING THE ENEMY

Reconnaissance aircraft from TF58 were launched starting at 05.30 on 20 June. Despite reports from American submarines that had spotted the Japanese fleet, looking for ships even as large as aircraft carriers in the vast reaches of the Pacific was akin to searching for a needle in a haystack, and it was not until 15.00 that an American aircraft located the retreating Japanese. At this stage, Ozawa’s ships were at extreme range from the pursuing American carriers.

Butch Voris was among those sent looking for the Japanese, taking part in the first search that had involved him flying 350 miles from his ship, the USS Hornet, and then flying 50 miles on a cross leg before returning to his ship. His day had started at 02.30 and at 15.00 he was dozing in his bunk, convinced that the Japanese were out of reach and had escaped. He was awakened by the sounding of an emergency flight point, the signal that every aviator had to man his flight quarter stations immediately. He checked the teletype and saw that it contained a contact report of the Japanese fleet on a bearing of 330 degrees at a distance of 225 miles. The distance was wrong; the Japanese were much further away.

This was Mitscher’s opportunity. He immediately ordered an attack on the fleeing Japanese. Butch in his Hellcat was among 200 aircraft that were sent that afternoon to attack the Japanese ships, but as he sat in his aircraft, its engine roaring, waiting to take off, he happened to see the ‘talker’ holding the blackboard standing in the wind, with the message that the new enemy position was 350 miles away! It was his turn to take off, but as he raced down the deck and into the air, his thought was ‘how can we do this?’ Nevertheless, Voris and everyone else knew that this was a great opportunity to inflict major damage on Japan’s ambitions.

The American aircraft struggled to use as little fuel as possible, with their pilots flying them on as lean a mixture as possible and taking a full two hours to reach the Japanese fleet. They had plenty of time to think about the difficulty of operating at full pressure over the combat zone and then returning to their ships, and if they didn’t manage to conserve enough fuel, in all probability having to ditch in the sea at night, hoping to be rescued by the advancing fleet. This prospect dominated their thinking far more than the reception that they could expect from the Japanese. The pilots and navigators on the torpedo planes believed that they could not hope to return to their carriers, while their comrades in the dive-bombers considered that it would be touch and go. The fighter pilots thought that they could do it, if only they didn’t use too much fuel in a dogfight or find themselves forced to operate at full power for too long. Part of the problem was that even the fighters were carrying bombs, increasing their weight and spoiling their performance with their drag, because everyone was expected to take a shot at a Japanese ship, even if they had little or no bombing experience. Then, of course, there was the unspoken question mark hanging over the position of the enemy ships: would they be exactly where they were expected to be, or would fuel be wasted searching for them?

Flying at 18,000 feet the strike force was in bright sunshine, although most reckoned that down on the surface, it would be sunset. Looking ahead, Voris could see a large cumulus cloud, and beneath it he spotted ships that seemed to be turning. It was the Japanese carriers turning into the wind to launch their fighters. Seeing that the Japanese were aware of their presence, the leader of the strike broke radio silence and started to issue instructions:

‘We held our altitude in case we ran into Japanese Zeros,’ recalls Voris. ‘Then just rolled over and just came straight down because that increases your accuracy  …  don’t have to compute for slant range and angle of attack … I just remember saying ‘‘boy, that’s an awful small target when you’re that altitude’’ … you see the flight deck get larger … I could see an anti-aircraft screen … magnificent .. . bursts of purple, and green and lavender  …  and then coming back real quickly to realise that if I end up in one of those it’s all over …’

Unlike the Allies, the Japanese used different coloured powder in their ammunition, something that distracted many of the American pilots and perhaps reduced the sense of threat from enemy AA fire. For those who hadn’t bombed a Japanese ship before, there were also the different deck markings, another distraction! The Japanese were heavily dependent on AA fire for their survival, as Ozawa had just thirty-five fighters left to protect his fleet.

One problem with dive-bombing was that pilots could not see whether or not their bombs had hit the target as they would have to pull back the control column as they released the bombs, allowing themselves enough height above the target for the aircraft to bring its nose up – the steeper the dive, the more room needed to pull up and climb away – this was another danger for the inexperienced, especially in the fading light.

After the attack, the aircraft had to reassemble for the long flight back to the carriers. The fighters needed the navigators carried by the torpedo- and dive-bombers. As he prepared to rejoin the main force, Voris was nearly caught by a Zero but as he turned to attack it, his flight commander ordered him to get into formation before he could shoot it down. Certainly, the small number of Japanese fighters was another memory the American pilots had of this operation, while one also recalled that the Japanese fighter defence showed little organisation.

Down below, the carrier Hiyo was so badly damaged that she sank within two hours in yet another fuel vapour explosion. Two of the fleet’s precious tankers were also sunk. Of the other carriers, Zuikaku, Junyo, Ryuho and Chiyoda were all badly damaged, as was the battleship Haruna and a cruiser. Just twenty American aircraft had been shot down in the attack.

The attackers turned for home, flying at 7,000 feet to conserve fuel. Flying in the darkness, the steady drone of the aircraft engines was interrupted from time to time as one pilot after another called that they were running out of fuel and would have to ditch. Eventually all of the torpedo-bombers were in the water, and then it was the turn of the dive-bombers as they flew the last 100 miles to the carriers, coming at full speed towards them. Homing beacons guided the aircraft towards the carriers, but the ships themselves were blacked-out and the pilots could not see them until Clark ordered searchlights to be shone onto the sea:

‘I saw the three lights of the landing signal platform,’ Voris remembers. ‘I made my left turn and started in towards the 180-degree turn to the … stern of the ship and as I got right in and the landing signal officers used two great wands, that was all you could see, about three foot long and at first I remember a high and then an Okay and then a frantic wave off, the ship wasn’t right into the wind yet, it was still 40 degrees turning … had I gone straight on I’d have run right into the island so I made an emergency turn away  …  the next time  …  I landed and I stopped right behind a number of four 5-inch turrets, and had I missed a wire I’d have been killed.’

His wingman was next down, missing all of the wires in the dark and then hitting the barriers, destroying all five of them and wrecking his aircraft, which was immediately pushed over the side so that nothing would delay the following aircraft, all desperately short of fuel. There was no time to replace the wrecked barriers and everything depended on Hornet’s remaining aircraft catching the arrester wires. Inevitably, another aircraft missed all of the wires and hit the AA guns on the port side of the flight deck.

Eighty aircraft had been lost of the return flight after running out of fuel. Mitscher wanted the pursuit to continue, but on hearing of the losses, Spruance forbade it. In any case, even though the fighters could carry small bombs, it was the torpedo-bombers and dive-bombers that would be needed to inflict real damage on the Japanese and almost all of these had been lost. Combined, the attack and the homeward run saw forty-nine American aviators killed with most of those ditching being rescued, which was an achievement bearing in mind that most of the aircraft were torpedo- and dive-bombers with a two-man crew. Nagumo, whose career seems to have been marked with missed opportunities and failures, finally committed hara-kiri ashore on Saipan when he learned of the defeat. At least one Japanese admiral and some of his staff officers also seem to have committed suicide, although there is some doubt about this as it may have been an accident.

The temptation to strike at the Japanese and finish the job started on 19 June was understandable, but flying off aircraft at extreme range was a desperate measure not justified by the results, and especially not justified by the loss of so many aircraft so far from home. Destruction of the Japanese fleet could have waited for another day, and indeed the Americans could have closed the gap overnight and struck in broad daylight the following day, with greater chances of success and without the loss of so many aircraft on the return flight. In fairness, it can only be argued that perhaps neither Clark nor his superior Mitscher may have realised just how slowly the Japanese were moving. This was probably the worst tactical error made by the United States Navy in its push towards Japan, as even the massive support mechanism of the Americans could not replace so many downed aircraft immediately.

Japanese aircraft losses were so high that the Americans promptly described the Battle of the Philippine Sea as the ‘Marianas Turkey Shoot’. Ozawa had lost three aircraft carriers and 400 carrier-borne aircraft, as well as another fifty aircraft based ashore. American losses overall were 130 aircraft and seventy-six aircrew.

On 24 June Mitscher took three of his four carrier groups to Eniwetok for refuelling and replenishment, while Clark took the fourth group to attack Iwo Jima and the Pagan Islands. It was not until 9 July that Japanese resistance on Saipan ended, and on 21 July the Americans landed on Guam with Task Force 53 under Rear Admiral Conolly putting III Amphibious Corps ashore with the support of many of the battleships and escort carriers involved in the landings on Saipan, while Mitscher’s carriers sent their aircraft to attack Japanese bases within range of the Marianas to prevent them from harassing the invading troops. The escort carriers involved in the Guam landing for the first time sent their aircraft on close air support sorties to support the troops ashore. It took several weeks for Japanese resistance on Guam to be broken, but the island then became the major US base in the western Pacific.

Landings on Tinian followed next on 24 July, when Task Force 52 put V Amphibious Corps ashore, with US Army heavy artillery ashore on Saipan joining the battleships in providing heavy fire support.

Command of the fast naval force, the Third Fleet, passed from Vice-Admiral Ghormley to Admiral William ‘Bull’ Halsey, who had acquired his nickname because of his short temper. Halsey had been in overall command of the carriers involved in the Doolittle raid in 1942. The Third Fleet was given the task of further weakening Japanese air power to help the next set of landings. Halsey started his campaign with attacks by carrier aircraft on the Bonin Islands between 31 August and 2 September, and then on 7 September starting four days of air-raids on Japanese forces in the southern Philippines when Mitscher’s redesignated Task Force 38 sent all of its aircraft to attack airfields and naval installations, finding resistance to be light. This was followed by attacks on the central Philippines on 12/13 September, before the fleet withdrew to prepare to support the next round of landings.

Meanwhile, on 15 September landings were made on Morotai when General MacArthur’s VII Amphibious Force landed the 31st Infantry Division, finding the island to be lightly defended. The capture of Morotai finally brought the US Army Air Force into the war in the Pacific after a period when their main effort had been attacking Japanese forces in Burma using Consolidated B-24 Liberators, an aircraft known for its long range. The eastern islands in the Sundra Group were now within USAAF range.

Between 15 and 23 September, Rear Admiral Wilkinson took Task Force 31 to land III Amphibious Corps on the Palau Islands, an important stepping-stone between Guam and Saipan and the Philippines. No less than twelve escort carriers were used on this operation, as well as the battleships Pennsylvania, Tennessee, Maryland, West Virginia and Mississippi, with eight cruisers and twenty-seven destroyers. The undefended Ulithi Atoll was also seized and a forward naval base constructed. At the same time, on 21 and 22 September TF38 attacked Manila Harbour, sinking three destroyers and twenty merchantmen, as well as causing extensive damage to harbour installations and to airfields ashore. This was followed by attacks on Japanese shipping and airfields in the central Philippines on 24 September, destroying 1,200 Japanese aircraft, many of them on the ground, and a further thirteen ships, all for the loss of seventy-two USN aircraft. The attacks showed that the defence of the Philippines was far weaker than the Americans had expected, and led them to advance the date for the first landings from December to October. General MacArthur, who had been in command of the defence of the Philippines when the Japanese invaded, had pressed to be given command of the liberation force, and the ships and landing-craft of the newly-formed Central Pacific Command under Admiral Nimitz were placed under MacArthur’s overall command, leaving Halsey’s Third Fleet to operate independently.

However, the Americans first wanted to take the vital island of Formosa, close to the coast of China and also within easy range for heavy bombers heading for the Philippines and for the Japanese island of Okinawa, as well as Japan itself. Formosa also sat comfortably close to the shipping lanes between Japan and its empire, or more importantly, the resources that the empire could send home to Japan.

THE PHILIPPINES

Leaving the Philippines after the Japanese invasion, General Douglas MacArthur promised that ‘I shall return.’ It was a promise that he intended to keep even while he struggled to push the Japanese out of New Guinea. Because of this promise, the Americans found themselves pushed to retake the Philippines first, rather than invade Formosa, closer to Japan and off the coast of China.

As with the other major landings during 1944, the invasion of the Philippines was preceded not just by a heavy aerial assault on the islands themselves, but by heavy attacks on those Japanese airfields within range of the landing forces, including those on Formosa. The Battle of Formosa started on 10 October with Halsey sending 340 aircraft to attack Okinawa, and he followed this with a diversionary attack on Luzon, the main island in the Philippines, before attacking Formosa itself. While most of the Japanese air power in the Philippines had been neutralised, it was known that Formosa would not be an easy action, with very heavy Japanese forces occupying the island including the Japanese Navy Air Force’s powerful 2nd Air Fleet, under Vice-Admiral Fukudoma, based ashore.

Recognising the growing threat to Japan’s communications posed by the American advances, Imperial Japanese Headquarters had ordered a series of war games so that the best strategy could evolve. It was decided that this would be for all available aircraft to be evacuated to Kyushu so that they would remain available for the later defence of the home islands. Not for the last time, the plan was wrecked by the failure of the commander in the field to follow his orders as Fukudoma gave battle. A persistent weakness among even such senior Japanese officers throughout the war seems to have been a failure to appreciate broader strategic considerations.

Once again Mitscher’s Task Force, by now TF38 with seventeen aircraft carriers, was divided into four carrier task groups, each with supporting battleships, cruisers and destroyers. Vice-Admiral McCain commanded TG38.1, with the Hornet and the new Wasp with the light carriers Monterey, Cabot and Cowpens, while TG38.2 was led by Rear Admiral Bogan, with Bunker Hill, Hancock and Intrepid, and the light carrier Independence. Rear Admiral Sherman had Mitscher’s flagship Lexington as well as the Essex and the light carriers Langley and Princeton, while Rear Admiral Davison had Enterprise and Franklin, and the light carriers Belleau Wood and San Jacinto.

On 12 October aircraft from all seventeen carriers attacked Formosa and an intense air battle developed, with the Japanese losing 160 aircraft to the Americans’ forty-three. The next day the emphasis of the American attack switched to the airfields and port facilities on Formosa, while the Japanese attempted a counter-attack against TF38, but succeeded only in putting a single torpedo into the heavy cruiser USS Canberra, the only US warship to be named after a foreign city and a compliment to HMAS Canberra, lost in the night battle off Savo Island. On 14 October the pattern of attacks was repeated, although on this day operations were also mounted against targets in northern Luzon, and again the Japanese counter-attacked, putting a torpedo into the heavy cruiser Houston. The heavy air battles resumed on 15 October as the Third Fleet attempted to withdraw, with the unfortunate Houston suffering yet another torpedo, but still the Japanese failed to sink the ship. By this time, during the period beginning 10 October, the Japanese had lost 600 aircraft in Formosa, Luzon and Okinawa compared with the ninety lost by the Americans. The Japanese estimates of their losses were lower than those of the United States, at 312 aircraft.

Japan’s propaganda machine remained undamaged by the losses with yet another great victory proclaimed, but one that relied heavily on the ignorance of naval matters among the mass of Japanese people. One can see just how out of touch the population was allowed to become when the Asahi newspaper was able to publish on 19 October a list of enemy warships lost: ‘sunk, eleven carriers, two battleships, three cruisers and one destroyer; damaged, eight carriers, two battleships, four cruisers and thirteen unidentified ships …’

According to the wild claims of the propaganda department, the Americans had suffered more carriers lost and damaged than had been deployed!

THE SEARCH FOR A CLASSICAL NAVAL ENGAGEMENT – LEYTE GULF

Following their success over Formosa, the United States was ready to retake the Philippines. The operation called for one of the biggest efforts so far. On 20 October General MacArthur’s forces went ashore for the first time, with Kinkaid’s Seventh Fleet of 300 landing ships and transports landing Lieutenant General Krueger’s Sixth Army at Tacloban on Leyte, one of the smaller islands in the Philippines. As on previous landings, heavy fire support was given by six battleships and nine heavy and light cruisers, supported by fifty-one destroyers and with no less than eighteen escort carriers with aircraft to provide close air support and fighter protection, all under the command of Rear Admiral Oldendorf. The eighteen escort carriers were commanded by Rear Admiral Sprague and were divided into three groups known as ‘Taffy One’, led by Sprague himself, with subordinate commanders leading ‘Taffy Two’ and ‘Taffy Three’. Japanese airfields on Luzon and in the central Philippines were kept under constant attack by aircraft from Halsey’s Third Fleet, with Mitscher still in command of TF38 with its four carrier groups with eight fleet carriers, Lexington, Wasp, Hornet, Hancock, Intrepid, Essex, Enterprise and Franklin, and another eight light carriers, Monterey, Cabot, Cowpens, Independence, Langley, Princeton, Belleau Wood and San Jacinto, supported by six battleships, fifteen cruisers and sixty destroyers. The Third Fleet’s carriers had 1,000 aircraft between them.

Even so, despite the earlier heavy raids on airfields in northern Luzon, the Japanese managed to counter-attack and a torpedo was put into the cruiser Honolulu and a bomb found the cruiser HMAS Australia.

Given MacArthur’s commitment to their liberation, it might be tempting to consider the Philippines as being symbolic to the Americans, not least because they were the sole instance of US-occupied territory to fall to the advancing Japanese. Tempting, but wrong. The Philippines were not simply a matter of American pride as their possession would enable US forces to cut the sea lanes between Japan and its ‘Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere’, its new empire. Japan would have to fight the remainder of the war without access to fuel or rubber as well as other raw materials including timber, and would once again become dependent on whatever food it could grow itself or obtain from Korea or its territory in China. In short, it would face the same wartime predicament with which the British were familiar, but without the well-established convoy system and certainly without the help provided by the United States Navy and the Royal Canadian Navy and Air Force.

The dangers were obvious to the Japanese high command, which could finally see defeat looming. It was no longer a case of losing a battle, but of losing the war. It would be impossible to keep the failure from the population as a whole as starvation was inevitable. This was to be the background against which was set the Battle of Leyte Gulf.

Not surprisingly, in contrast to the propaganda fed to the masses at home, the reality was that Japanese anxiety reached its peak with a desperate plan calling for four aircraft carriers, the recently-repaired Zuikaku and the light carriers Zuiho, Chitose and Chiyoda, with just 116 aircraft, still commanded by Vice-Admiral Ozawa, and a total force of nine battleships, nineteen cruisers and thirty-five destroyers. This was a small number of aircraft by any estimation, but it was partly due to a decision to leave as many aircraft as possible ashore in Formosa to counter the expected invasion. On Luzon itself, the Japanese Naval Air Force and Japanese Army Air Force had another 300 aircraft based ashore.

The primary objective was to finally bring the Japanese battleships, which had enjoyed a quiet war as fleet clashes had become the preserve of carrier-borne aircraft, into action. Senior officers brought up to have the ‘big gun’ mentality wanted to prove what these wasted assets could achieve. The result was that Leyte Gulf was to be what many have described as the greatest battle in naval history. It was to be in four parts, with an air-sea battle in the Sibuyan Sea on 24 October followed by a night battle in the Surigao Straits on 24/25 October, with a battle off Samar and an air-sea battle off Cape Engano that same day. Every Japanese ship in the area was put into the battle with the fleet divided into four, with Ozawa having the carriers, two battleships, the hybrid Ise and Hyuga, with a flight deck in place of the after armament but with no aircraft, three cruisers and nine destroyers, with the task of luring the Third Fleet to the north, away from Leyte. To the west of Luzon, Vice-Admiral Shima was to head south from Japan with three cruisers and seven destroyers, while from the west would come Vice-Admiral Kurita’s First Striking Force with five battleships, including the giants Yamato and Musashi, twelve cruisers and fifteen destroyers and, to the south of Kurita, Vice-Admiral Nishimura with two battleships, four cruisers and four destroyers. These force dispositions show just how depleted the Imperial Japanese Navy had become, with limited air power available and none at all to the west of the Philippines.

Japanese desperation did not stop ambitious and increasingly unrealistic plans being prepared, with even more ridiculous names being coined for these strategies. The grand design was called ‘Operation Sho-Go’, meaning ‘to conquer’. Whatever impact this might have had on the hotheads, the more realistic among Japan’s planners and senior officers knew that the best that could be managed would be to inflict such unacceptable casualties among the Americans and their allies that some form of compromise could be negotiated between Japan and the Allies. Belatedly, the Japanese had come to realise that they could no longer look for and expect to win any air-to-air combat, and that a classic ship-to-ship naval engagement was not to be expected, but that the only hope of success lay in attacking American troop transports before they reached the landing areas, while they were still at sea and where the loss of life would be greatest.

Throughout the long chain of defeats, the Japanese had managed to maintain a strong propaganda effort aimed at convincing their own people that all was well. This went beyond censorship of correspondence from those in the front line, with the survivors from the worst defeats detained in barracks on return to their home ports, and kept there until they could be posted abroad or to their next ship. At higher levels, including the upper echelons of the armed forces, there was an incredible inability to face the facts as they presented themselves and instead refuge was taken in self-delusion. For these people, ‘Sho-Go’ was not a plan to stave off defeat, but instead a plan to defeat the Allies and give Japan the victory that she had anticipated from the outset of the war.

Part of the problem was that from the Doolittle raid onwards, there was no bombing of the Japanese home islands until after the American conquest of the Marianas in June 1944 had brought the United States Army Air Force bases within reach of Japan. The air-raids on Japan started that autumn, for while the home islands were a tempting target, US strategists realised that there were other priorities even for the vast resources available to the United States. Mine-laying operations and submarine warfare also had a tremendous impact, so that between March 1944 and August 1945, the volume of shipping through the Shimonoseki Straits fell from more than half a million tons to just 5,000 tons. By August 1945 the daily ration could provide just 1,400 calories, and many believe that had the war continued for another year, as many as 8,000,000 Japanese could have died from malnutrition. The initial USAAF bombing sorties from the Marianas concentrated on Iwo Jima, softening up the island ready for the next invasion, and it was not until November 1944 that the Japanese began to suffer the start of a heavy bomber campaign against their cities.

The emerging American threat to the Philippines should have concentrated Japanese minds wonderfully because the loss of the islands would sever the route between the vital oil supplies of Sumatra and the rubber of Malaya and Japan itself. In fact, a few minds were so concentrated but not enough, even though the Americans were expected to invade through Leyte.

The Imperial Japanese Navy organised war games in anticipation of a major battle, while the remaining carriers were hidden and camouflaged in the Inland Sea. There were six carriers left, Zuikaku, Zuiho, the converted submarine tenders Chitose and Chiyoda and the new sisters, Unryu and Amagi, little enough to counter the ever-stronger US Third Fleet which now outnumbered the Japanese in the number of ships, but even worse there were few aircraft left and even fewer well-trained and experienced pilots. A strategic decision was taken to keep most of the available shore-based aircraft in Formosa, ready to counter the expected invasion there, but there would be 300 Japanese aircraft on Luzon drawn from both JNAF and JAAF units.

The action that the Japanese were anticipating was known to them as the Second Battle of the Philippine Sea, and to the Americans as the Battle of Leyte Gulf. At the outset, Kurita was pessimistic:

‘ …  the enemy transports would have to be destroyed completely,’ Kurita recalls, remembering the action at Guadalcanal. ‘My opinion at the time was that, in view of the difference in strength of the opposing forces, our chance for a victory after the sorties would be about fifty-fifty. I had also thought that the aerial support would fall short of our expectations.’

While Kurita was right about the need to destroy the invasion transports, repeatedly the Japanese failed to achieve this and when they did, it was too late and they pressed home their attack after the invasion fleet had discharged the men and most of the supplies. The strategy would only have worked if the ships had been caught and sunk on their way to the invasion beaches. That might also have ensured that the casualties would have been sufficient to force a negotiated settlement, although given the level of anger towards Japan in the wake of the attack on Pearl Harbor before any declaration of war, such a scenario would have been most unlikely.

THE FLEETS CLASH

The Japanese effort got off to a bad start when, on 23 October 1944, two American submarines, Dace and Darter discovered the First Striking Force and torpedoed three heavy cruisers including Kurita’s flagship Atago, which sank almost immediately as did the Maya. Kurita’s orders were to be off Leyte on 25 October, but fighting had started the previous day when aircraft based on Leyte attacked the most northerly of the American carrier groups in the Battle of the Sibuyan Sea. This attack was intended to involve Ozawa’s carrier-borne aircraft, so that the US Third Fleet would be drawn away and leave Kurita with a clear run at the transports, but the aircraft failed to find the American ships and, running short of fuel, attempted to fly to bases on Luzon and many of them were intercepted by American fighters on the way. Being short of fuel, they were easy prey for the Americans.

Aboard the USS Langley Lieutenant John Monsarrat, the fighter direction officer, had spotted Japanese aircraft on his radar screen and ordered four of the ship’s Grumman Hellcats to intercept and immediately asked Essex to send reinforcements. The larger carrier promptly ordered eight patrolling Hellcats to join those from Langley. Very unhappy at sending four fighters to intercept what seemed to be sixty Japanese aircraft, Monsarrat then called to his fighters, ‘Help is on the way, coming up close behind you.’ The Hellcats for the Essex were indeed close behind, and between them the twelve fighters accounted for half the Japanese aircraft. The American pilots noticed the tail hooks on the Japanese aircraft, and took this to mean that they had come from a carrier.

Meanwhile, the shore-based aircraft managed to hit just one of the American carriers, the USS Princeton. It was to be a lucky shot for the Japanese. A single 550lb armour-piercing bomb shot straight through the flight deck just forward of the aft elevator, punching a neat hole in the flight deck as it continued down into the ship, eventually reaching the ship’s bakery, where it exploded and killed everyone present.

The explosion reached up into the hangar deck where six aircraft were being refuelled and re-armed, setting them alight and the heat caused their torpedo heads to explode. This was the result of what had at first seemed a minor matter to the ship’s commanding officer, Captain William Buracker: ‘I saw the hole, which was small, and visualised slapping on a patch and resuming operations.’

A rather more realistic assessment of the situation soon came from the flight deck, where Ensign Paul Drury was standing by his Grumman Hellcat of the carrier’s fighter squadron VF-27. He felt the shock of the explosions below, and later recalled that: ‘I knew that there was no way we were going to get airborne under those circumstances.’

The bomb had struck the ship at 09.35, and at 10.10, it was no longer a case of damage control but Salvage Control Phase 1, as the fire threatened the aviation fuel. Two-thirds of the ship’s company of 1,570 were ordered to abandon the ship, leaving behind fire-fighters and AA gunners, but the latter were also ordered to leave once the ship’s AA ammunition started to explode in the heat. A destroyer came alongside and took the men away. Despite the damage with burning aircraft and exploding ordnance, the fires were slowly brought under control and the ship remained on an even keel without any hull damage. It looked as if she was going to be saved. By 13.30, the only part of the ship still ablaze was that near to the aft magazine. The light cruiser USS Birmingham was ordered alongside to provide further fire-fighting assistance and then to provide a tow, but this was delayed until 15.30 by alerts over attacks by enemy aircraft and as a Japanese submarine was also reported in the vicinity. The cruiser drew alongside with many of her crew on her decks, either helping the fire-fighters or simply watching, and it was then, without any indication of what was about to happen, that the aft magazine exploded, tearing off the carrier’s stern.

There was a terrible staccato of metal-on-metal as shrapnel of all shapes and sizes – pieces of Princeton – raked across Birmingham’s exposed decks:

‘like the deadly grapeshot canisters fired from the cannons of yesterday’s sailing ships,’ recalled one eyewitness. ‘The effect was the same. Hundreds of men instantly fell dead or horribly wounded. Within seconds, the ship’s scuppers ran red with blood as it poured forth from thousands of grotesque wounds, and severed limbs lay about the blood-smeared deck like the casual droppings on a slaughterhouse floor.’

Princeton was lost, although the coup de grâce had to be delivered by a destroyer’s torpedoes, but while the Birmingham survived, the casualty list told a different story. On the cruiser, 233 men were killed and 211 were seriously wounded, with just twenty-five having minor injuries. Aboard the carrier 108 were killed, mainly fire-fighters and 190 wounded. One of the seriously wounded was the carrier’s next commanding officer, Captain John Hoskins, who lost a foot but had the presence of mind to use a length of rope to quickly tie a tourniquet. Later, when a new Princeton was built, a much larger Essex-class carrier, Hoskins managed to persuade the United States Navy to allow him to become her first commanding officer, despite having an artificial foot fitted.

While the Princeton’s tragedy was being played out, two of the other US carrier groups had found Japanese warships steaming through the Sibuyan Sea. The carriers sent four waves of aircraft throughout the day and the giant battleship Musashi, with Yamato one of the two largest warships in the world at that time with the heaviest main armament, 18.1-inch guns, was hit by eleven torpedoes and nineteen bombs, so badly damaged that she eventually sank, slipping beneath the waves as she steamed slowly in circles, her steering gear jammed. Her fate had been sealed once her commanding officer, Rear Admiral Toshihira Inoguchi, refused permission for her gunnery officer to use her 18.1-inch guns to fire large anti-aircraft rounds, similar in concept to large shotgun cartridges, because these had been found to damage the gun barrels which had to be kept for the expected battles off Leyte. Too late, permission was finally given as the repeated torpedo attacks flooded an engine room and when all nine 18.1-inch guns fired at once, those aboard thought that the ship had been hit again, so great was the recoil. Saving the guns for the expected naval battle was pointless. Shrapnel flew through the sky, but not one American aircraft was damaged, while one of the gun barrels was later found to have been damaged.

Damage on a battleship from a direct hit by a bomb tended to be rare, as bombs usually bounced off armour-plating but even in this, Musashi was ill-starred:

‘One bomb detonated directly on the pagoda-like tower housing the command bridges,’ recalls an eye-witness. ‘The damage was extensive and for a brief time it appeared that no one was in command of the ship. Then Inoguchi’s voice emanated from a speaking tube, saying that all personnel on the main bridge had been killed and that he was shifting to the secondary bridge. Moments later, another series of explosions rained heavy shrapnel on Musashi’s command tower. This time Inoguchi was not so fortunate. His weakened voice echoed in the brass speaking tube, saying, ‘‘Captain is wounded. Executive Officer, take command.’’’

Other Japanese ships were badly damaged, with the heavy cruiser Myoko forced to turn back. The other giant battleship, Yamato, was also hit as was another battleship, Nagato, but both managed to remain operational. Vice-Admiral Nishimura’s force to the south of Palawan Island was also found by American carrier aircraft and attacked, but while several ships were damaged, none was sunk.

Faced with such an onslaught, Kurita reversed course, a tactical manoeuvre that Halsey misread as a victory, and while carrier group TG38.1 refuelled, he took the other three groups and gave chase. This was a mistake and against the plans prepared by the Americans before the battle, which called for the Third Fleet to guard the San Benardino Straits while the Seventh Fleet guarded the Surigao Straits against the Japanese Southern Force. With the San Benardino Straits open, Kurita was able to reverse course yet again and pass his ships through them under cover of darkness.

During the night of 24/25 October, Nishimura’s Southern Force was attacked by American motor torpedo boats, although only one ship, the light cruiser Abukuma, was damaged. At 02.00 the US Seventh Fleet mounted a torpedo attack by destroyers, sinking the battleship Fuso and three Japanese destroyers. It was not until 04.20 that a classic naval gunnery engagement got under way, with Nishimura’s flagship, the battleship Yamashiro, suddenly blowing up and splitting into two, with the two halves of the ship burning furiously and no survivors, and the cruiser Mogami damaged. USAAF aircraft attacked shortly after daybreak, sinking the crippled Abukuma, and this was followed by an attack by aircraft from the Seventh Fleet’s escort carriers which sank the Mogami and the remaining destroyers. Two heavy cruisers managed to escape.

At 06.45 on 25 October, American reconnaissance aircraft discovered Kurita’s battle fleet east of Samar, a large island to the north-east of Leyte. Just thirteen minutes later the Battle of Samar began, with Kurita’s Centre Force battleships discovering and starting to shell Sprague’s ‘Taffy One’ group of escort carriers, the most northerly of the force. The escort carriers, with only AA armament, were unable to respond so Sprague ordered all of the aircraft to be flown off and withdrew his ships to the south. A number of the escort carriers were able to put up smoke, while the remainder attempted to improvise a smokescreen by changing the fuel-air mixture for their boiler fires, but this was a dated tactic as the Japanese flagship Yamato now had radar, as did some of the other ships. In desperation, the Americans mounted another destroyer torpedo attack, damaging the cruiser Kumano and causing her to withdraw, but at the cost of three US destroyers:

‘That morning I had a duty on the flight deck,’ recalls George Smith who was a maintainer aboard an escort carrier. ‘ …  yelled at me and said you’d better get your helmet on and your Mae West – your life belt – because here comes the Japs and about that time I heard an explosion on the fantail. First I thought it was one of our own planes exploding back there and I looked up and saw all this tin foil falling, this tin foil to jam our radar and of course GQ (General Quarters) and everybody manned GQ stations and then they started shooting  …  trying to get our range, our skipper turned the ship .. . zig-zagged it, as we were trying to escape from the Japanese  …  Then we started laying down smoke  …  trying to blind the Japanese  …  and they pulled pretty fast on us, they caught one of our carriers back there and they sank it  …  they got so close we could even see the Japanese flags flying  …  of course we were opening up with everything we had  …  this was running battle of about two hours  …  we were going between these two islands and the Japanese decided that it was leading to a trap … so they broke off the engagement.’

The escort carriers were like sitting ducks and this was the best opportunity the Japanese ever had of destroying part of the American carrier fleet. Aboard the ships, those without any role were left trying to take what shelter they could. The aircraft that had been flown off attempted to attack the Japanese ships, but this had little effect as they were either loaded with fragmentation bombs for use against Japanese ground troops or simply had their guns, with which they attempted to strafe the warships hoping to catch crew members in exposed positions such as the flying bridges. Inevitably, there were some without any ammunition who could only hope to distract the Japanese, and many were short of fuel having been scrambled with whatever was in their tanks, often just the remains of the previous day’s final sortie. Some of the aircraft did run out of fuel and their pilots ditched close to the fleeing carriers, hoping to be picked up, but no one dared stop.

The escort carrier sunk was the USS Gambier Bay, but another three, Fenshaw Bay, Kalinin Bay and White Plains, were damaged. Then it all ended as the Japanese broke off the one-sided engagement and turned away.

Kurita was convinced that he was heading into a trap, but once again, Japanese naval intelligence was lacking, as instead of escort carriers he was convinced that he was attacking standard fleet carriers which, with their much higher speed, would take some time to overtake. This conclusion was strange indeed, since it meant that Kurita, an experienced senior naval officer, thought that the escort carriers were withdrawing at 30 knots or more, double their maximum speed! A second group of escort carriers ahead of him was also mistaken for further fleet carriers. Expecting further American carriers to approach from the north, Halsey’s Third Fleet, he decided that it was safer to do battle in the open sea rather than in the confined waters of Leyte Gulf.

‘Taffy Two’, the second group of six escort carriers, was next to receive the unwanted attentions of the Japanese, as the first properly-planned Kamikaze attacks started. Four aircraft from shore bases dived onto the Second Escort Carrier Group, hitting both Suwanee and Santee, with the second ship also being hit by a torpedo from a Japanese submarine. As Kurita returned to the east of Samar there were further Kamikaze attacks, blowing up the escort carrier St Lo and damaging both Kalinin Bay and Kitkun Bay in ‘Taffy One’. Kurita was unaware of the Kamikaze attacks, and certainly knew nothing about their successes. This was the man who had signalled to his ships the previous day: ‘Braving any loss and damage we may suffer, the First Striking Force will break into Leyte Gulf and fight to the last man.’ Yet, at noon he ordered a withdrawal, having failed completely in his mission to destroy the American transports, scuttling three of his heavy cruisers, while another two, although badly damaged, were considered to be capable of returning safely to Japan.

It was not until later that the Americans realised that they were the targets for suicide attacks. The first few aircraft were seen either as having crashed out of control or having been deliberately flown into the ships by pilots who were frustrated after their aircraft had been badly damaged. After all, in the days before ejection seats, escape from a fast low-flying aircraft was well nigh impossible:

‘We thought they was [sic] dropping bombs on us because one of the carriers off the port side took a direct hit from a Kamikaze,’ George Smith explained. ‘They hit this carrier just dead centre and as we went by men were abandoning ship  …  and as we got beyond it the whole ship just seemed to explode  …  there was nothing there. And about that time on our ship a Kamikaze came in on us  …  just like regular landing I guess he was trying to sneak in on us like one of our own planes  …  And he started to drop in and of course the skipper seen what was going on so he turned the ship hard port  …  the men on the starboard side were banged against there, they swung our guns round and shot across the flight deck hitting the Kamikaze and the Kamikaze he winged over and dropped on the other side  …  into the water and exploded.’

The senior officers in both navies were confused and unaware of the true situation. Both Nimitz and Kinkaid believed that Halsey was working to plan and safeguarding the San Bernardino Strait, and then had to send signals demanding to know his true position once they realised that he had left the Strait open to the Japanese. Halsey was then ordered to return south. Had he sent part of his force northwards, Halsey could have covered the Strait with his remaining force.

Meanwhile, Mitscher’s reconnaissance, using an aircraft from the light carrier Independence, had located the Japanese Northern Force at 02.08, and later discovered that this had divided into two. Halsey sent TF34 forward, with the battleships and cruisers ahead of the carriers:

‘The Commander Third Fleet’s plan for pushing strong surface forces ahead of his carrier groups and toward the enemy was a logical piece of tactics …,’ explained the official US Navy report on the battle. ‘Our expectation, based on past achievements, is that in an exchange of carrier attacks between fleets, it will be our enemy’s fleet that takes the worst of it, and starts retiring while still at a distance many times greater than gun range. The only possibility then of closing and capitalizing on our gun power is to overtake cripples or ships of naturally low speed.’

In short, as with the Japanese plans for the battle, Halsey wanted to use his battleships and cruisers.

At 08.00 Mitscher sent the first of six waves with a total of 527 aircraft to attack Ozawa’s Northern Force with its four aircraft carriers to the east of Luzon. This was to become the Battle of Cape Engano. Against the overwhelming American attack Ozawa had just twenty fighters left, and these were shot down almost as soon as the attackers arrived. The light carrier Chitose was sunk quickly, slipping beneath the waves at 09.37, with Zuikaku, Zuiho and Chiyoda and a light cruiser all damaged, with Ozawa moving his flag from Zuikaku. The three remaining carriers, now with no fighter defence at all, inevitably fell victim to the succeeding waves, with Zuikaku on fire and burning out of control after the third wave of 200 aircraft had attacked. By the afternoon, she too had sunk. Another light cruiser was crippled and finished off by an American submarine, while three destroyers and a tanker were also sunk.

Halsey then turned his attentions to Kurita’s Centre Force, which he should have encountered earlier. Taking his flagship, the battleship New Jersey, at first he was unlucky but later that day and on 26 October, carrier aircraft from the Third and Seventh Fleets found the Centre Force and attacked, sinking two cruisers including one that was not one of Kurita’s ships, but was instead escorting a Japanese transport to Leyte.

Overall, the Japanese had lost three battleships, four aircraft carriers, six heavy and four light cruisers, eleven destroyers, a destroyer transport and four submarines, while the Americans had lost a light carrier and two escort carriers as well as three destroyers. The Japanese had lost 150 aircraft, both shore-based and carrier-borne, compared to 100 US aircraft. Some 10,000 Japanese had lost their lives compared with 1,500 Americans.

Obviously this was another American victory and yet another Japanese defeat. Kurita had failed to make the most of his opportunities, but Ozawa’s strategy had worked, drawing Halsey northward and giving Kurita an opportunity, except, of course, that Ozawa did not have sufficient aircraft even at the outset to ward off a determined American attack.

The big failing at Leyte went far beyond the question of who won the naval battles. The objective had been to catch the American transports at sea and inflict such heavy losses among them that the United States would be forced to think again. Yet, the battle did not develop until several days after the first landings on 20 October, and even had Kurita followed his plan to the letter and finally found himself among the transports, it would have been far too late. The transports had done their work unchallenged. The day for the attack should have been 19 October as the transports neared the Philippines with their troops. Once again, it was a case of too little, too late. The Americans were now setting the agenda.

Halsey does not come out of this without criticism. His belief in not dividing his forces was a nonsense given the overwhelming strength at his disposal, and in disobeying orders and leaving the San Bernardino Strait unguarded he had left the vulnerable escort carriers and transports at the mercy of Kurita’s force, and it was only the Japanese officer’s bungling that saved the situation. If he had been determined to give chase, he could at least have communicated his decision to the Seventh Fleet and given Kinkaid the opportunity to take the necessary measures to safeguard his flank. Of course, the reason for not letting Kinkaid know was simply that Halsey realised that Nimitz in turn would have got to know and would have ordered him to return to his position. Halsey was simply fortunate that his luck remained good and that Kurita failed, for all of his bravado before the battle, to press home his attack. Believing that he was heading into an American trap does not come out as a good excuse for withdrawal, as even a quick glance at a map beforehand would have shown the dangers. The irony is that had Halsey stayed in position, Kurita would have found the naval battle that so many Second World War admirals on both sides were looking for, but it would have been even more conclusive as without air power, Kurita’s major surface units would have been at a disadvantage. If Kurita had really believed that he was facing the full might of the US Third Fleet, he should have withdrawn even earlier to save his ships.

The Imperial Japanese Navy was by now a spent force. It had lost its aircraft in the First Battle of the Philippine Sea and its ships in the Second Battle of the Philippine Sea. The fact that Japan had decided to resort to suicide attacks on American warships spoke volumes about the course of the war, and about the outcome.

There is a nagging suspicion that during the war in the Pacific, the Japanese were let down by their commanders, both afloat and ashore. There were repeated failures of army commanders to adhere to carefully prepared plans for the defence of territory. The best justification for disobeying orders is success, indeed, it is the only justification, but the generals concerned did not enjoy success. Nagumo’s failure to send a third and even a fourth wave of attackers to Pearl Harbor was an early example of poor leadership. He may have been concerned at being found by the American carriers, but good reconnaissance would have reduced the risk. The failure to listen to the experienced carrier officers before Midway was yet another example, as was the poor reconnaissance pattern mounted beforehand, or the indecision that led to aircraft being re-armed and disarmed, and the failure to keep one of the four available flight decks free to launch fighters; all showed poor leadership. Yet, this was a navy with an uninterrupted control of its own aviation.

Yet again, attacking the American carriers may well have been a worthy objective, but the real priority was to attack the transports before they could land troops and equipment. Looking for a traditional naval engagement so that the wasted assets of the battle and cruiser fleets could justify their existence was another example of commanders failing to have any strategic sense and being unable to comprehend just how naval warfare had moved on, when the two roles that these heavy ships could undertake were ignored. These roles were, of course, operating close enough to the Japanese aircraft carriers to provide additional and desperately needed anti-aircraft fire, and heavy bombardment of Allied forces ashore, including transports, especially those on the resupply operation.

On 15 December 1944 US forces landed on Mindoro, a small island to the south of Manila, with three battleships, six escort carriers and seven cruisers providing support. At this time of year, the Pacific was not nearly as calm as its name suggests, and three days later Halsey’s Third Fleet was struck by a typhoon, often referred to as ‘Halsey’s Typhoon’, while still providing support for the landings on Mindoro by mounting heavy air attacks on airfields on Luzon. Halsey has been blamed for the damage inflicted by the typhoon as he did not heed warnings of bad weather. The typhoon sank three destroyers and damaged three of the light carriers, and caused serious damage to the forward end of the wooden flight decks on two of the Essex-class fleet carriers, while also destroying 146 aircraft that were either washed overboard or smashed in their hangar decks.

Luzon itself was finally invaded on 9 January 1945, again with support from the US Third Fleet that allowed MacArthur’s I and XIV Army Corps on the island, once again with close support by Kinkaid’s Seventh Fleet. As at Leyte, there were eighteen escort carriers providing close support, as well as the battleships Mississippi, West Virginia, New Mexico, California, Pennsylvania and Colorado, plus eleven cruisers. Once again, Kamikaze attacks were launched at the invaders, with damage to several ships and the loss of an escort carrier as we will see in the next chapter, but by 12 January, the US Third Fleet’s carrier-borne aircraft had destroyed all Japanese air power on Luzon.

Close air support of an invasion fleet had seemed to be the natural role of the United States Marine Corps’ air squadrons. But when Nimitz decided to omit carrier training from the syllabus for aspiring USMC pilots in 1943, the USMC found itself increasingly on the sidelines in the major campaigns of 1943 and 1944. This was an unaccountable decision, since the Marines had become proficient at ground-attack operations and when required were able to mount strafing, bombing and rocket attacks on enemy positions as close as 75 yards away from friendly troops. Early 1945 was to see the USMC’s welcome return to these operations.



Chapter 10

Kamikaze

‘Because Japan is an Imperial Domain,’ wrote Lieutenant Yukio Seki to his parents, ‘I shall carry out a ramming attack against a carrier to repay the Imperial Benevolence. I am resigned to this.’

Seki was writing at the start of the Battle of Leyte Gulf which had seen the first Kamikaze attacks. Kamikaze, or ‘Divine Wind’, had its origins in the storm that had sprung up in 1274 and which wrecked the Mongol emperor Kublai Khan’s fleet as it was poised to invade Japan. It did not necessarily mean suicide, as it had even been adopted as the name for a distance record-setting aircraft of the 1930s. Nor indeed did Kamikaze necessarily involve aircraft, as, lacking effective anti-tank weapons, Japanese soldiers with satchels of explosive had thrown themselves under American tanks during some of the fiercest land battles of the Pacific War. There had even been Kamikaze commando raids.

Many believe that the Kamikaze pilots were driven by their belief that the Emperor was a divine being, but in fact many of those involved in the war were Christians*, and Seki was one of these, hence his reference to the ‘imperial benevolence’.

Part of the problem was that Japan, today seen as a leading exploiter of technology, lagged behind the other industrial powers at the time. The highly acclaimed Zero fighter was described in a post-war evaluation by one American officer as a ‘sport plane’, meaning that it depended on its success for the fact that it carried a pilot of small stature and low weight rather than any technical merit, and being smaller it was also more manoeuvrable. Its early successes were due to the poor quality of the fighter aircraft deployed in the Far East by the British and the Dutch, and their limited numbers.

Whereas the Germans countered heavy anti-aircraft fire with remote-controlled glider bombs used for the first time against the Allies at Salerno, the Japanese used suicide aircraft. As American bombers flew ever higher, the Germans invented the rocket-powered Messerschmitt Me163 interceptor, but the Japanese simply stripped everything out of their fighters to save weight and sent their pilots to fly head-on into the American bombers in another manifestation of the Kamikaze concept. That Japan and Germany were allied as fellow members of the Axis amounted to not very much in practice, as little technology was transferred and there was no military collaboration and coordination. Even if there had been a liaison process, by late 1944 Germany was also broken and heading for defeat; the only question was when, and to some extent, how, the Third Reich would fall. One could even argue that liaison would have become increasingly difficult given the distances involved, and the fact that Germany had no clear or uninterrupted route to Japan. Hitler had indeed hastened his own downfall by declaring war on the United States when that country declared war on Japan in response to the attack at Pearl Harbor – but it could be said that Hitler had simply provided the Americans with an excuse, as given the growing United States support for the British war effort, it is doubtful whether the USA would have stayed out of the war with Germany for much longer. American neutrality had been heavily biased towards the democracies, not simply providing equipment under the Lend-Lease Scheme, but providing training at American bases and refitting badly damaged British ships, such as HMS Illustrious after her savaging off Malta in January 1941, and allowing her own nationals to volunteer for service with the British armed forces, especially the Royal Air Force.

KAMIKAZE OR HORNET?

Suicide attacks mean exactly that: a strategy in which those involved are sent on an operation with the deliberate aim of killing themselves to ensure that the attack is pressed home. In many armed forces there have been instances of men being sent on a mission with scant chances of survival, or of those who have been badly wounded crashing their aircraft onto a target, but in none of these cases was suicide part of the strategy. The attack by the destroyers Ardent and Acasta on the German battlecruisers Scharnhorst and Gneisenau was hopeless and risky in the extreme, and indeed both destroyers were sunk, but it was not a suicide attack and many of those aboard were alive to abandon ship afterwards. Much the same could be said about a further attack on these two battlecruisers, when six Fairey Swordfish had made their desperate attack on the two ships with the cruiser Prinz Eugen during the celebrated ‘Channel Dash’ in February 1942.

Even the Japanese were reluctant to resort to Kamikaze attacks at first when these were suggested by Admiral Arima. The proposals were rejected and Arima informed that his superiors were only interested in attacks in which the pilot returned alive. Arima refused to be discouraged by official rejection and raised the idea anew each time the Americans inflicted a further defeat. Much further down the Japanese officer class, Ensign Shoichi Ota of the Naval Air Technical Depot began the design of a human bomb following the American invasion of the Marinas. The human bomb was designated the ‘Okha’, one of the Japanese terms for cherry blossom, because cherry blossom falls at the height of its beauty and to the Japanese symbolised the young warrior dying in battle.

The Okha first appeared in September 1944, and was intended to allow the Japanese to mass-produce a disposable aircraft for Kamikaze use rather than waste standard aircraft. It also had the advantage that once in the Okha, the pilot was committed to carrying out his attack and could not return. Powered by five rockets and of flimsy construction, the single-seat Okha had to be carried to within range of its target by a land-based bomber, and after being released it could fly under power for up to 11 miles before diving or gliding onto its target with its 2,600lb of explosive. Usually the pilot would fly in the mother aircraft and then climb down into the Okha before release, but occasionally the hapless pilot had to spend the entire flight in the aircraft. The big weakness of the concept, apart from the flimsy construction and poor manoeuvrability of the Okha, was that the mother aircraft had to get close to the target, well within range of Allied radar and fighters, and as fighters increased in numbers and their pilots in experience, the mother aircraft was extremely vulnerable.

Of necessity, the Okha had to be launched from a land-based bomber, but oddly enough, there were fifty of these aircraft aboard the new aircraft carrier Shinano, converted from the uncompleted third battleship of the Yamato-class when she was sunk by six torpedoes fired by the submarine USS Archerfish on 29 November 1944, just ten days after the carrier had been launched. Possibly the ship, the largest aircraft carrier ever built outside the United States, was acting as a transport or was intended to launch twin-engined ‘Betty’ bombers in a Japanese version of the Doolittle raid. The ship sank seven hours after being torpedoed, partly due to poor damage control and her crew still being unfamiliar with her as much as to the torpedo attack. It was not until much later that the Americans believed the commander of the submarine!

Another Japanese officer to advocate Kamikaze attacks was Captain Eichiro Jo, who put the idea to his commander Admiral Jisaburo Ozawa who had so conspicuously failed at the Battle of Leyte Gulf, and who passed it on with his recommendation to Admiral Toyada, the new commander-in-chief of the Combined Fleet. Toyada in turn passed the idea to Mitsuo Fuchida for comment. Fuchida was by this time a staff officer with the rank of captain. He was unenthusiastic about the idea, not from any humanitarian principles, but because he doubted whether inexperienced pilots could handle the project effectively as they would have no strategic sense. Indeed, many of the Kamikaze pilots were not simply inexperienced, but as the pressure on Japan grew, often their training was limited to the bare essentials that would enable them to get the aircraft or flying bomb to the target.

At this early stage the name ‘Kamikaze’ had still to be chosen, and one alternative name was that of a specially trained and selected ‘Hornet’ Corps; the rationale being that when a hornet attacks, both the insect and the victim die. Eventually the name ‘Kamikaze’ was chosen by Vice-Admiral Takijiro Onishi.

Fuchida was also concerned that relatively small numbers of aircraft would not be able to inflict sufficient damage on the enemy. He had seen enough to realise that the American strength had been in massed attacks that caused the defences to divide their fire and which swept aside all resistance. It was not to be until the massive air battle off Okinawa that the first massed Kamikaze attacks were to occur, at a time when the Japanese were finding it difficult to mount any other form of massed air attack of their own. Had Kamikazes been used in massed attacks against American troop transports, they might indeed have inflicted the terrible casualties that many Japanese senior officers believed would force the United States to seek a compromise solution.

Certainly most Kamikaze pilots were senior ratings or very junior officers, and as well as experience, strategic sense was lacking. Usually Kamikaze pilots would aim for a destroyer or escort carrier and only one at a time. Their preferred spot when attacking a carrier was the join between the island and the flight deck, which often caused considerable loss of life but the lifts, even on the armoured British carriers, would have been more vulnerable, not only putting ships out of action but with the very real possibility of setting aircraft in the hangar below on fire, and starting a chain of events that could end in the loss of a carrier.

Pressure to introduce Kamikaze attacks grew, and soon Fuchida was on the receiving end of a considerable correspondence and increasing pressure to support the idea. In what seems to have been the typical Japanese fashion by this stage of the war, it was left to Takijiro Onishi to introduce the concept on his own initiative after he became commander of the Fifth Base Air Force in the Philippines on 19 November 1944, so once again a local commander ignored the wishes of his superiors and pressed ahead, regardless of the waste of life or equipment. Onishi started the Kamikaze attacks using Zero fighters, which were manoeuvrable indeed, but could only carry a bomb of 550lb (250kg), and were completely wasted on vessels with armoured decks.

Later, when the concept received official backing, it became known as Operation Sho.

Meanwhile, in an attempt both to prove the concept and to force the pace of decision-making, Admiral Arima himself flew the first officially recorded Kamikaze mission on 13 October 1944, crashing his aircraft into the carrier USS Franklin. It was also at this time that volunteers were called for from 201st Air Group based in the Philippines at the base known to the Americans as Clarke Airfield. In calling for volunteers, the Japanese commanders made it clear that they were looking for men without family commitments; nevertheless, the entire unit volunteered, becoming the 1st Special Attack Force or Tokhai Tai.

THE DIVINE WIND OF DESPERATION

Lieutenant Yukio Seki was given command of the first group of twenty-three petty officer pilots. At first, the aim was that every attack should secure a hit, but Seki himself had to fly four missions before finding a suitable target. This was an option open only to those flying modified aircraft as the pilots of the Okha flying bombs had no chance of turning back. In fact, those around him noticed that his enthusiasm waned with each unsuccessful sortie.

Tactics varied. Provided that the Kamikaze managed to evade the increasingly experienced and effective fighter defences, the pilot could either opt for an attack from high altitude, around 20,000 feet, or make a lower approach at around 3,000 feet. The high-altitude attack meant that the aircraft could not dive at a very steep angle for fear of losing control, making accuracy difficult, but from 3,000 feet a steep dive was possible. Either way, the final stages were through heavy and accurate AA fire. Manned suicide aircraft were never as accurate as one might imagine.

The general idea has always been that a weakness of suicide missions was the absence of any feedback on the grounds that it is impossible to debrief a dead pilot, but this was not the case. The anti-ship Kamikaze missions were usually escorted by fighters, who as well as fighting off the Allied fighters were also expected to report back on the success of the mission. Unfortunately, there was a consistent tendency to report back that the missions were far more successful than was in fact the case. This tendency to exaggerate may have been because the fighter pilots had indeed been so preoccupied with US and British fighters, or it may have been a subconscious desire to laud the performance of those who had died, and perhaps a sense of guilt or failure that they had not volunteered for a Kamikaze mission? On the other hand, once again this could have been because of poor intelligence and poor ship recognition, with tankers often mistaken for escort carriers and destroyers for cruisers. It is also a point that the fighters would have been engaged in air-to-air combat while still at some distance from the target.

The more cynical historians believe that one duty of the escorts was to discourage any Kamikaze pilot who had second thoughts and wished to return. There could be some truth in this as not all of the ‘volunteers’ seem to have been genuine and others seem to have signed up under peer pressure as when entire units ‘volunteered’, and those who were reluctant to volunteer were sometimes found dead after an air-raid. On the other hand, many Kamikazes did turn back, either because they couldn’t find a suitable target or because of technical difficulties with their aircraft.

While the Kamikaze pilots maintained that they were fighting in the tradition of the ‘Bushido spirit’, there were many other Japanese who maintained that they were mad men. Even Christian Japanese airmen volunteered for Kamikaze missions, maintaining that it was their duty to die for the Emperor.

Japanese propaganda, able not only to put a gloss on the worst defeat but even distort it completely out of all recognition, naturally enough claimed that every Kamikaze sank a ship, but this was completely wrong and no more than wishful thinking. Possibly the poor grasp of aerial warfare shown even within the Imperial Japanese Navy assumed that in a suicide attack every aircraft got through, whereas the increasingly heavy anti-aircraft barrage put up by Allied warships destroyed most of the suicide aircraft that had not been shot down by fighters. Even so, at Leyte Onishi’s men were successful enough to cause the United States Navy great concern. At the outset, one senior US naval officer, Admiral Morison, thought that the Japanese had ‘sprung a tactical surprise that might prolong the war another year’. At Leyte four escort carriers were damaged by Kamikaze attack and a fifth, USS St Lo, sunk. It seems that one in four Kamikaze inflicted damage, while one in thirty-three sank a ship. Even so, the United States imposed tight censorship on reports of Kamikaze attacks so that the Japanese could not discover how much damage they were doing, while it was also important not to place too much stress on the attacks because of their impact on American morale.

Certainly the Kamikaze attacks gave the Americans serious concern, despite the very heavy volume of anti-aircraft fire that American warships could put up at this stage of the war:

‘We didn’t see him until he was about 8,000 yards away,’ recalled Lieutenant Harry Stanley, a gunnery officer aboard one of the American warships. ‘He came in low and fast, how he missed all the stuff we threw up at him, I don’t know.’

The frustration and helplessness that the Americans felt at this new type of warfare was almost beyond description:

‘Every time one country gets something, another country soon gets it,’ commented one senior officer. ‘Whether it is a new kind of engine, or a new plane, another country soon gets it, but the Japanese had the Kamikaze and no one else is built like that.’

On the other hand, another American officer maintained that: ‘If that son of a bitch has the nerve to die in here, then we’ve the guts to fight back.’

In November 1944, the second month of Kamikaze attack, while the US Third Fleet was operating east of the Philippines, suicide attacks sank a destroyer as well as damaging the aircraft carriers Essex, Franklin, Hancock, Intrepid and Lexington, and the two light carriers, Belleau Wood and Cabot. The attacks reached a peak on 25 November. By this time on Japanese-held airfields aircraft had to be scattered around and hidden under trees to avoid detection and destruction by the USN, which enjoyed complete aerial supremacy. Five bases each contributed five aircraft, suggesting that ordinary squadron pilots had been expected to ‘volunteer’, but this time using bombers rather than the lightweight Zero fighters, including some of the new Nakajima B6N ‘Jill’ bombers, while seventeen Zero fighters were sent along to escort and observe.

The Kamikaze force found the Third Fleet at sea, 150 miles off Manila. Leaving the escorts to tackle the American fighters, the suicide pilots selected their targets ready to dive onto them. Hancock was the first target, but the Kamikaze was shot down by intensive AA fire; even so, as the aircraft broke up, burning debris struck the deck and started fires while a single large item knocked out an AA position.

Worse was to follow as the Kamikaze aiming for Intrepid managed to avoid the protecting curtain of AA fire and crash into one of the AA gun positions and then through the carrier’s deck into the hangar, before exploding and bending the deck upwards. Then a second Kamikaze hit the ship, once again crashing through the flight deck and into the hangar where it too exploded. The large carrier was out of action and her crew busy fighting fires while her aircraft had to be recovered by other ships.

Cabot was also the target for two Kamikaze, with the first scoring a direct hit on the flight deck. The second Kamikaze was shot down and crashed into the sea, but still caused some damage as the aircraft exploded close to the ship. Essex was luckier, for although the Kamikaze struck her flight deck its bomb failed to explode.

The attacks on Intrepid and Cabot were among the most successful Kamikaze attacks on major warships and suggest that the pilots had been more experienced aircrew than was usual for such operations, not only managing to dodge the AA fire, but also selecting a part of the ship where the most damage could be inflicted. It is also noteworthy that more than one aircraft attacked the same ship in each case, for another problem with many Kamikaze attacks was that they did not concentrate their efforts on a single ship, but instead tended to look for individual targets and so were unlikely to cause enough damage to put a ship out of action, let alone sink her. Even so, sending twenty-five aircraft was hardly enough to cause severe damage on such a large fleet so well-defended, and was in fact akin to a series of pinpricks by the demanding standards of this stage of the war, when massed aerial attacks to overwhelm the defences had become the order of the day. As it was, out of the combined total of forty-two fighters and Kamikaze aircraft sent against the Third Fleet that day, sixteen returned to their bases despite some of the fighters having been shot down, indicating that some at least were Kamikaze. Even when large numbers of US ships were at sea, Kamikaze pilots did return claiming that they hadn’t been able to find a target, while others returned because of technical problems with their aircraft.

The bomb that didn’t explode on the Essex was to prove to be a far more commonplace incident than might have been expected. The Kamikaze pilots flying aircraft rather than flying bombs were under orders not to prime their bomb until after they had selected their target. This was because the early Kamikaze pilots had often primed their bomb early, and if they couldn’t find a target either had to waste their bomb by dropping it into the sea, or even crashing into the sea themselves, or risk landing with a live bomb under the aircraft. In the stress of pressing home the attack, many pilots forgot to arm their bombs and so any damage was left to the speed of the aircraft and the impact, as well as any fuel left in their tanks.

By late November it was clear that the original attacks at Leyte had not been a one-off, possibly an expression of the frustration and despair felt by the pilots of a single unit, but that instead it had been the start of a concerted campaign. It was also clear that the larger carriers were vulnerable as well as the lightly-built escort carriers. It soon became apparent that the different structures of American carriers with their superstructure wooden flight decks made them more vulnerable than the armoured British ships. Several large American carriers had to be taken out of service for heavy repairs after receiving Kamikaze attacks. There were many casualties among those working on carrier flight decks or in the hangars and among those manning the AA defences.

While the aircraft carriers seem to have been prime targets for the Kamikaze attacks, they were far from the only targets. Lightly armoured cruisers and destroyers could be very vulnerable, especially in confined waters with little room for manoeuvre. As in any other type of attack, most vulnerable of all were merchant vessels, especially ammunition ships. On 28 December 1944, a Kamikaze hit the ammunition ship USS John Burke, which blew up killing every man aboard.

Following the American landings on Luzon, one of the largest of the Philippine Islands, on 9 January, Kamikaze attacks built up to a new peak. The escort carrier Ommaney Bay was sunk and three others damaged, as were two battleships, New Mexico and California, and four cruisers. All in all, around 100 American warships were damaged or sunk, with 4,000 casualties. Vice-Admiral Onishi’s First Air Fleet also supported the Kamikaze attacks with their own raids from airfields in Luzon. When all seemed lost in the Philippines, Onishi evacuated the remaining Kamikaze pilots, but left the ground crewmen to fight to the end as infantry.

A fresh Kamikaze unit was formed on 18 January 1945 ready for action against US warships off Taiwan. The Essex-class aircraft carrier USS Ticonderoga, which had commenced her service in the Pacific only the previous November, was hit twice. The first hit penetrated the flight deck and started serious fires which were soon burning out of control in the hangar, while the second, about an hour later, severely damaged the island. Skilful damage control, helped by the commanding officer manoeuvring the ship to minimise the effects of the prevailing wind on the fires and ordering the port side of the ship to be flooded, helped to put out the fires and protect the magazines. Despite the damage, ‘Tico’, as she was known to her crew, was repaired and back in service during April, able to take part in the attacks on the Japanese home islands. Her aircraft took part in the sinking of the battleships Haruna, Hyuga and Ise, as well as the new carrier Kaiyo.

Off Iwo Jima on 21 February 1945, Kamikaze aircraft sank the escort carrier Bismarck Sea which was hit by two of them, and the Saratoga was hit no less than six times, although she was not the only American carrier to be hit this often, and the ship’s company had to struggle to save her. Later, the prolonged Kamikaze offensive off Iwo Jima that started on 6 April is covered in detail.

As mentioned, the Ticonderoga was not to be the last American carrier to suffer grievously from the pressure of Kamikaze attack. The attacks on 21 February 1945 caused considerable damage to the USS Saratoga, one of the former battlecruisers converted to an aircraft carrier as a result of the conditions imposed on the United States Navy by the 1922 Washington Naval Treaty and commissioned in her new form in 1927. ‘Sara’ was hit six times, but four of the aircraft inflicted the real damage. The first aircraft went into the hangar deck causing a violent explosion, while the second struck the ship on the starboard side below the waterline. Two more Kamikazes added to the earlier damage. The fifth nearly missed her altogether although heading for the island, but managed to carry away the signal antennae, while the sixth, the last to hit the ship, struck her on the starboard side. In addition to this, a number of bombs also struck ‘Sara’. Badly crippled by this onslaught, the elderly carrier withdrew and headed for Puget Sound where she was repaired at Bremerton, a yard which had earlier repaired the carrier following a torpedo strike from the submarine I-6 off Pearl Harbor in January 1942. Saratoga seems to have been unlucky, as a further attack by the Japanese submarine I-26 on 31 August 1942 had seen three boiler rooms flooded and other damage that left her immobilised, having to be taken in tow for urgent temporary repairs before she could steam to Pearl Harbor for permanent repairs. On the other hand, while she was unlucky, she was not so unlucky as to be sunk!

It was in March 1945 that the first serious attacks by the Okha piloted bombs began. The initial operations were mounted by a so-called ‘Thunderbird’ unit, although the aircraft was known to many Japanese, doubtless the more cynical and realistic of the Emperor’s men, as the Bako, or ‘Fool’s Plane’. It seems to have been an apt description and foolish indeed. In the first attacks, all of the Mitsubishi ‘Betty’ bombers carrying the flying bombs were shot down. The aircraft would have been a relatively easy target for the American fighters at the best of times, but lumbered with the Okha flying bombs, the aircraft were vulnerable.

At all times, the Kamikaze attacks were just one aspect of the increasing desperation with which the Japanese were fighting the war. Following the invasion of Iwo Jima, just 200 out of the 22,000 Japanese troops ashore survived. The fanaticism of the Japanese took its toll on US forces ashore, with 6,000 Americans killed on Iwo Jima and another 17,000 wounded.

LIFE UNDER ATTACK

By spring 1945, the carriers of the British Pacific Fleet were working alongside the American fast carrier force as Task Force 57, indicating that the US force had been re-titled the Fifth Fleet. Although operating with the Americans, the British carriers were still set their own targets, which were the three islands of the Sakishima Gunto: Miyako, Ishigaki and Iriomote. TF57 had to neutralise the airfields on these islands to prevent the Japanese from flying reinforcements and replacement aircraft for the defence of Okinawa.

The routine aboard these four ships was that aircrew, hangar and flight deck parties were awakened at 03.30 and the ship closed up to action stations at 05.00, prepared for Kamikaze attacks. The ships had three states of readiness, of which the lowest was yellow, with fighters on standby; blue, meaning fighters at readiness; and red, meaning that fighters had to scramble.

On 1 April HMS Victorious was attacked by a Kamikaze that had passed over the ship before going into a near vertical dive. Once he was committed to his dive the Kamikaze pilot was unable to manoeuvre, and the ship’s commanding officer turned her to port leaving the Kamikaze to crash into the sea just off the carrier’s starboard bow.

The armoured deck of the fast British carriers was now to show its worth:

‘There was a scream of a diving aircraft passing over us,’ recalled Norman Hanson, who was still aboard Illustrious. ‘The hell of a bang followed as a suicider slammed into Indefatigable, sailing parallel to us about 300 yards on our starboard side. She took the blow in the worst possible place – in the angle between flight-deck and island – and casualties in dead, wounded and missing were heavy. The armour-plated deck protected the hangar from damage, but itself suffered a dent from the sheer impact  …  Quick-drying cement was poured into the depression and levelled off. Within a few hours Indeft was operating her aircraft as though she had experienced nothing more than a slight hiccup.’

Later that day it was the turn of Illustrious, although the aircraft missed the ship after blowing up when shot down by her AA gunners, one of whom was Lieutenant Bob Finlay, the Captain’s secretary:

‘The wind was from the starboard side and we were immediately inundated with a shower of crankshafts, pistons, sections of fuselage and assorted pieces of Mitsubishi manufacture,’ Hanson remembers. ‘The pilot’s dinghy, a gaudy red and yellow affair, flew lazily across the deck, inflating itself in transit, and fetched up on the port aerial mast. The pilot’s own skull was the first object to land on the deck, to be gathered up quickly by the medical profession.

Bob opened up again, but had to cease fire momentarily to flick away, somewhat petulantly, something which partially obscured the ring-sight. He didn’t feel very well two minutes later when he realised that what he had removed so peremptorily was a slender strip of Japanese flesh, about half a rasher  … ’

At the start of the attack, the carrier had had two Corsairs ranged on the flight deck, ready to take off. One of the pilots forgot to switch off his engine as he left the aircraft, and when the Kamikaze crashed into the sea, exploding with such force that at first some of those aboard thought it had been a torpedo attack, the chocks holding the aircraft were dislodged and with the vibration from the heavy AA fire, which on these ships also included sixteen 4.5-inch guns in eight turrets, the aircraft started to move. As the Corsair rolled towards the side of the flight deck, with great courage and considerable presence of mind, one of the ship’s electricians ran from the island, jumped into the cockpit and hit the foot brakes before switching the engine off. Then, despite the battle raging all around him, sat in the cockpit until two of the flight deck crew ran across with a set of chocks. Despite his courage, the young rating was simply mentioned in despatches, a disappointment for Hanson who thought he deserved much better and tried to get him the Distinguished Service Medal (DSM).

In such tense conditions, aircraft returning to their carriers were liable to be fired at by their own anti-aircraft gunners, keyed-up after a long period at readiness and having endured repeated enemy attacks. While poor aircraft recognition was part of the problem, another was that British markings could at a distance be mistaken for the red disc carried by Japanese aircraft - see p. 112 for details and resolution of this issue.

THE END OF THE KAMIKAZE

While many Japanese regarded the surrender following the use of atomic bombs against Hiroshima and Nagasaki in August 1945 as a national humiliation, so much so that some considered a coup d’e´tat, few found it harder to accept than the men of the Kamikaze units. These men had been prepared to make the supreme sacrifice and treated even the very concept of surrender with contempt: it was not for Japanese warriors. In fact, scarce fuel had been set aside for a mass Kamikaze attack of 5,000 aircraft against the expected Allied invasion fleet, although how effective this would have been is open to doubt since many of the aircraft were unsuitable, often elderly trainers, and many of the pilots had only enough training to get into the air.

The commander of the remaining Kamikaze units was Admiral Ugaki, who took off in the leading aircraft of a formation of eleven bombers intending to make a final attack against US forces in Okinawa. Four hours later he sent a final message:

I alone am to blame for our failure to defend the homeland and destroy the arrogant enemy. The valiant efforts of all officers and men of my command during the past six months has [sic] been greatly appreciated.

I am going to make an attack on Okinawa where my men have fallen like cherry blossoms. There I will crash into and destroy the conceited enemy in the true spirit of Bushido, with firm conviction and faith in the eternity of Imperial Japan.

I trust that members of all units under my command will understand my motives, will overcome all hardships of the future, and will strive for the reconstruction of our great homeland that it may survive forever.

Tenno heika. Banzai!

This was denial at its best – ignoring the fact that Japan had started the war and invaded a whole string of territories across the Pacific and Asia and accusing the Americans of arrogance and conceit! In fact, four of the eleven aircraft returned claiming mechanical difficulties. This might sound like a happy coincidence, but it is possible that given the shortage of spares and trained mechanics, for these too had been lost when the carrier fleet had been destroyed, that the aircraft were none too reliable as the war ended. That night Admiral Onishi, who had effectively started the Kamikaze campaign, committed hara-kiri, the Japanese means of committing suicide. Having made the ritual cut across his abdomen with his short sword and then brought the weapon up, he tried to cut his own throat but failed. Weakening from loss of blood, he lay back and waited for the end. He was found the following morning by a servant lying in a pool of blood, weak but still conscious. Onishi refused offers of medical assistance and asked to be left alone to die – but it took him until 18.00 that evening.

* Interestingly, Mitsuo Fuchida was also a Christian, a Methodist.



Chapter 11

The Submarine War

Earlier, in Chapter Nine, some of the successes by American submarines against the Japanese aircraft carriers were mentioned, yet the role of the submarine in the Second World War usually centres on the German U-boats and the Battle of the Atlantic. To be fair, many British naval historians also highlight the successful campaign by the Royal Navy in the Mediterranean, typified by the exploits of Lieutenant-Commander Wanklyn and his boat, HMS Upholder. In the Pacific theatre, the role of the submarine always seems to have been played down. In part this was due to senior naval officers preferring to highlight the more glamorous and higher profile role of the aircraft carrier, while some cynics also suggest that the higher manpower of the aircraft carrier also played better with the admirals than the lower personnel strength needed to crew submarines. It is also true that the man in the street doesn’t like submarines or submarine warfare – people can be squeamish about how they are defended.

There was another reason, however. In the Pacific the United States Navy practised unrestricted warfare against Japanese merchant shipping, even while the Allies criticised the German Kriegsmarine for doing exactly the same thing in the North Atlantic. The Allies did not want their public to know this, although even with hindsight many might doubt whether the civilian population of the United States in particular would be too bothered, given the nature of Japan beginning hostilities without a declaration of war. One difference between the USN’s handling of its submarines compared to the Germans was that submarine commanders had substantial freedom of action, while in the North Atlantic the German system of wolf-packs and constant radio communication helped the Allies to track down the U-boats and also divert convoys away from them.

JAPAN FAILS TO UNDERSTAND SUBMARINE WARFARE

Having prepared for war, the strength of the Imperial Japanese Navy was substantial and largely well-balanced with a strong submarine fleet. The surprise has to be that with the emphasis on aggressive warfare rather than defence, the submarines were seldom used effectively. At the same time, the Imperial Japanese Navy did not seem to appreciate just what a threat submarines posed to the country’s very extended lines of communication. Too little attention was given to the establishment of a convoy system. Even when convoys were organised, as many as eight merchantmen were escorted by a single destroyer. British and American experience had been that larger convoys suffered proportionately lower losses than smaller convoys, provided that they were given adequate protection. When the mighty First Fleet had the chance to provide cover for a convoy, the request was refused on the grounds that its independence of action must not be compromised!

In Japan, provision for anti-submarine warfare was almost non-existent on the outbreak of war. Under pressure, ships were made available, but training in techniques was ignored. The officers and men were often those brought out of retirement, or considered unfit in some way for service with the First Fleet. Typically, a Japanese escort vessel would chase down the track of a torpedo to find the American submarine rather than use its sonar, and depth charge technology was primitive. Japanese sonar technology had been as good as any at the start of the war, but as in other fields failed to advance as the war progressed.

In addition to having a strong fleet of submarines, the Japanese ‘Long Lance’ torpedo was the world’s best and most potent at the time. By contrast, at first the USN suffered from torpedoes which wouldn’t run straight, and when they did, persistently ran deeper than intended to shoot under the target, and when they did hit it, failed to explode! An outstanding example of what this could mean in practice occurred on one occasion. An American submarine, the USS Tinosa, was forced to break off an attack on a Japanese whale factory ship, the Tonan Maru, after expending no less than fifteen torpedoes, none of which exploded, although one did a somersault after hitting the ship!

JAPAN’S SUBMARINES

Jane’s Fighting Ships 1939 showed just what assets the Japanese had at their disposal. The Imperial Japanese Navy was shown as having twenty-four large submarines classified as ‘ocean-going’, and the same again classified as ‘sea-going’. The inference was that the ‘ocean-going’ submarines were superior to their ‘sea-going’ counterparts. The ‘sea-going’ submarines were certainly a force to be reckoned with, since some of them had an operational radius of 16,000 miles. This meant that, even without being extended through the use of refuelling at sea, such vital operational zones as the San Diego naval base in California and the Pacific portals of the Panama Canal were well within range.

In addition to this, the Japanese had aircraft-carrying submarines, others for mine-laying and coastal submarines as well. The tighter security doubtless enjoyed by the Japanese may well have meant that Jane’s understated the position to some extent, and a great deal can happen between a reference book closing for production and publication. The Japanese still had plenty of time before they attacked the United States Pacific Fleet at Pearl Harbor, and submarine-building continued apace. In addition to the conventional submarines, the Japanese ignored the unfortunate British experience with the aircraft-carrying submarine and created a fleet of these boats, for submarines are boats, not ships, able to carry one, and in some cases two aircraft. The Type A2 submarine had an endurance of ninety days.

Some of the aircraft-carrying submarines lost their hangars and aircraft when modified to carry Kaitan suicide midget submarines; the submarine equivalent of the Kamikaze suicide aircraft. Before the outbreak of war, the Imperial Japanese Navy had allocated just 200 vessels to the protection of merchant shipping. Many believe that this force was no more than a tenth of that required. Of these 200 ships, just ten were destroyers and the rest were smaller craft. By contrast, Allied convoys were escorted by cruisers and later by aircraft carriers. These were in addition to the inevitable and very necessary destroyers, frigates and corvettes. Late in the war, plans were laid for a class of frigates, the Kaibokan, but although 263 were planned, these were still too little and too late.

A lack of understanding over sonar performance, even without the complications imposed by different density layers in the sea – since different levels of salinity, water pressure or layers of different temperatures could all affect the performance of sonars – was yet another Japanese weakness. The urge to attack was so strong in the Japanese psyche that even once a submarine was detected, the escorts would give up rather than persist with the hunt over the period of several days which it might demand.

Japan began the war with a merchant fleet of 2,528 ships, of which 40 per cent were allocated to Army and Navy use, leaving a number barely adequate for the communications needs of a vast and growing empire, or for the losses which should have been seen as inevitable. In fact, the total tonnage of the merchant fleet was 6,340,000 tons, and the civilian share was just 2,440,000 tons, giving the military 60 per cent of the tonnage, with the larger ships handed over to them. Captured vessels as the empire expanded helped to compensate for the shortfall in shipping to some extent.

No one took responsibility for the protection of shipping. By spring 1942, less than six months after the war started in the Pacific, losses were so high that something had to be done. The First and Second Escort Groups were formed and the first convoys introduced. As mentioned earlier, these would hardly have been recognised as convoys by the Allies – a single destroyer and perhaps eight merchant ships. Losses continued, reaching 172,000 tons of merchant shipping in September 1943, then 300,000 tons in November and 350,000 tons in January 1944. That year saw a total of 3,900,000 tons of Japanese shipping sunk.

By this time, the Japanese had started to withdraw many of their convoy routes. Allied carrier raids forced the withdrawal from the route between Truk and the Marshall Islands in December 1943, while Allied advances also saw Truk-Rabaul end that same month. Even the route to Shanghai lost its escorts in January 1944, although shipping continued unescorted as escorts were transferred to the vital route between Japan and Formosa. The Hong Kong route lost its escorts in August 1944, so that protection could be increased on the Singapore route, but that had to be abandoned in January 1945 because of a shortage of tankers before Allied submarines virtually closed Singapore off from many of the other territories in South-East Asia. Before the end of the war, even services linking the home islands were at the mercy of the submarine. When the war did end, Japan’s total tanker tonnage was just 250,000 tons, but even this figure disguises the true state of affairs, since more than half the ships were out of action.

The consequences of Japan’s failure over the submarine meant that Japanese shipping, merchant and naval alike, was left largely unprotected from this potent weapon. The Americans learned as the war continued. They improved their equipment, especially the torpedoes, but they also experimented with tactics, including allowing commanders to operate on their own initiative, abandoning firm target directions and operating a looser form of the wolf-pack tactics favoured by the Germans for a short period. The Japanese had needed the raw materials of the conquered territories, including fuel, rubber and food, and had an empire which stretched from beyond Tokyo to Singapore, itself a distance of more than 3,000 nautical miles, but took little care to defend its communications.

As the end of the war approached, Japan was desperately short of fuel and had to conserve stocks to have enough for the final grand Kamikaze attack being planned for the invading American and British forces. The population was starving and malnutrition was widespread.

AMERICAN SUBMARINE SUCCESSES

The popular belief, especially in Europe, is that the Germans were the masters of submarine strategy and tactics during the Second World War. At least, until escort carriers and longer-range maritime-reconnaissance combined to make operations hazardous. This is wrong. The Royal Navy also had its successes, especially in the Mediterranean, but the greatest run of successes belonged to the Americans. The United States Navy could not at times believe its own success, as when the USS Archerfish sank the new aircraft carrier Shinano, the pride of the Japanese fleet and the largest aircraft carrier built outside the United States.

America exercised its powerful industrial capacity to the full during the war years. The submarine service benefited as much from this as did any other branch of the armed forces. At one stage, five submarines a month were being completed and these craft were reliable and had up-to-date radar and night-vision equipment. Racing ahead at this pace meant that long before the war was over, construction programmes could be scaled down. The Japanese targets were disappearing as the ‘empire’ contracted to the home islands and the main merchant shipping routes were abandoned. This did not stop US submarine activity, however, as the Shinano was sunk while in the Inland Sea and soon communications between the Japanese home islands were threatened.

As with other American warships, long range, good sea-keeping and crew comfort (at least by the standards of other navies) were characteristics of the American submarine. The United States Navy had in mind the long distances between bases in the Pacific and the often storm-tossed nature of the world’s largest ocean.

Oddly, American attitudes to submarine warfare could be ambivalent. President Hoover had attended the London Naval Conference of 1930, and advocated exempting ships carrying food from submarine attack. In doing so, he not only seemed to forget that during the American Civil War, the Confederate States had been starved by a Unionist blockade, but also overlooked the impossibility of enforcing such a measure in wartime. It would also be wrong to pretend that the United States Navy was a wholehearted adherent of the submarine, just as it would be to suggest that every Second World War USN admiral was a fan of the aircraft carrier. The Americans had their share of believers in the supremacy of the ‘big gun’ battleship. It took changes to the command of the submarine service before it was taken seriously by other naval departments, including the Ordnance Department who were responsible for rectifying the problems of torpedo reliability.

American submarines packed a big punch. While the Royal Navy’s ‘T’-class with ten 21-inch torpedo tubes might have led the field, eight tubes were more usual in British submarines. No less important, many American submarines also had two 5-inch guns (as opposed to the 4- or 4.5-inch guns of British destroyers) as well as an anti-aircraft armament of either a 20mm Oerlikon or a 40mm Bofors. These craft usually had two periscopes, but some had three, and the radar was periscope-mounted. A Plan Position Indicator meant that submarine commanders could control night operations from inside the conning tower rather than from the bridge, using the PPI’s guidance to avoid firing at too great a range – a pitfall of night attack using night vision.

Nevertheless, American success in the war beneath the waves did not come easily or quickly. The problems with torpedoes early in the war were just one aspect of this. In 1941 and 1942 many American submarine commanders were insufficiently aggressive. Far too many were deployed to observe shipping off major Japanese ports and naval bases, while command was divided and submarines were kept out of one of the best hunting grounds, the Luzon Strait, for fear that they might strike at US warships by mistake. The appointment of Vice-Admiral Charles Lock-wood saw greater attention given to resolving the torpedo issue, although this was not resolved until autumn 1943, while more aggressive submarine commanders were selected.

It is not often appreciated that the Second World War changed the perception of the role of the submarine. Until the war, most navies saw submarines as not operating on their own, but as an extension of the surface fleet, providing reconnaissance and attacking the enemy’s major warships. In the Royal Navy, even after the experience of German U-boat activity during the First World War, there were still steam-powered submarines joining the fleet because these could keep up with other warships when on the surface they proved to be a disaster. Fortunately, the United States Navy had the largest number of submarines in the Pacific on the outbreak of war, with no less than fifty-five large submarines and another eighteen medium submarines, known as the ‘S’-boats. The requirement to operate with the surface fleet had two big advantages: the submarines were designed with long range and the facilities to operate in the tropics, with air-conditioning and good water distillation facilities.

The Royal Navy had had a substantial number of submarines as part of its China Station, but these were withdrawn in 1940 to reinforce the Mediterranean Fleet and at the time this made the best use of them. The fifteen British submarines at Hong Kong had been modern, but the Netherlands, which also had fifteen in the Dutch East Indies, had boats that were for the most part obsolescent.

Not surprisingly, given the failing to appreciate the importance of the submarine was the consequent inability to inflict real damage on the Americans, especially early in the war when mines laid outside Pearl Harbor and the Panama Canal could have done much to impede the revival of the USN’s forces in the Pacific. Mines or a submarine blockade at other important places such as the San Diego naval base and the commercial port at San Francisco could have done much harm. It might not have won the war for Japan, but it would have provided the six- to twelvemonth breathing space which Japanese strategy demanded.

When the Japanese did use their aircraft-carrying submarines, they confined themselves to two bombing attacks on the forests of Oregon, a heavily forested state on the West Coast of the United States. The idea was to cause a forest fire, but it failed. Perhaps the bombs didn’t go off, or perhaps the autumn attack found the forests too damp, but the impression which remains is that this was a futile attempt and feeble as well.

In this, as in other examples, the Japanese failed to make use of the advantages at their disposal. The potential was there, but it was neglected. Usually the reason was that the commanders did not encourage originality of thought or individuality in their subordinates, while the traditionalists held sway over those versed in more modern warfare. Throughout the war, the IJN was obsessed with the need for a major fleet action, a repeat of Tsushima, but only on a larger and far grander scale. They tried to arrange this at Leyte Gulf and failed. The truth, which they could not recognise, was that the days of capital ships engaging each other in a naval gun battle were long over. Fleets no longer met, their aircraft did, or they encountered one another’s submarines.

THE SUBMARINE WAR

On 7 December 1941, just six hours after the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, the commanders of US warships were ordered to ‘execute unrestricted air and submarine warfare against Japan’. The US Pacific Fleet’s submarines had emerged completely unscathed from the attack on Pearl Harbor, while the US Asiatic Fleet in the Philippines was also fully operational. Unfortunately, pre-war planning had not envisaged a role for the submarine. There was no attempt at mine-laying or of attacking enemy shipping as it left port, and the Asiatic Fleet submarines were not used to hamper the invasion of the Philippines. The Imperial Japanese Navy had missed many opportunities but in this instance, so too had the United States Navy.

A combined British, Dutch and US submarine force was hastily assembled to attack the Japanese ships with the invasion force for Malaya, but enjoyed little success. Five Dutch submarines managed to attack the invasion fleet in December 1941, sinking two Japanese merchantmen and damaging four others, but three of the submarines were sunk. The remaining two withdrew to the Dutch East Indies where they were joined by two British boats that had been transferred from the Mediterranean Fleet. The US Asiatic Fleet’s boats sank twelve Japanese ships for the loss of three out of the twenty-seven submarines in the fleet. It withdrew to Fremantle in Western Australia and remained there for the rest of the war, where it was a wasted asset given the limited Japanese operations in the Indian Ocean.

US submarines were sent to finish off the damaged Japanese aircraft carrier Shokaku after the Battle of the Coral Sea, but failed to find her. Japanese attempts to sink a US submarine before the Battle of Midway enabled the USN to detect the advancing Japanese fleet, although they also had intelligence about Japanese plans having broken their codes.

It was during 1943 that the submarine became an important weapon in the Allied armoury. That was the year that the USN finally rectified the problems with its torpedoes and the appointment of more aggressive commanders began to take effect. The benefits of these changes started to appear in 1944. Much of the credit for improving the operations by US submarines in the Pacific belongs to Vice-Admiral Charles A. Lockwood, the contemporary COMSUBPAC, or Commander-in-Chief, Submarines, Pacific Fleet, during 1942–1943. In the Battle of the Philippine Sea, US submarines sank the Japanese aircraft carriers Shokaku and Taiho, and also attacked three Takao-class cruisers at the Battle of Leyte Gulf. That year saw the battleship Kongo and the aircraft carrier Shinano sunk by US submarines as well. The latter has been mentioned already as the report by the commander of the Archerfish was not believed at first. The ship remains the largest ever sunk by a submarine.

The submarine war continued right up to August 1945, by which time the Japanese merchant fleet was less than a quarter by tonnage of what it had been in December 1941 as a result of US submarines sinking 1,300 Japanese merchant ships, as well as around 200 warships.

One of the most successful of the US submarines was the USS wahoo. Like most US submarines of the period she was named after a fish, in this case an edible species found in the Caribbean. She arrived at Pearl Harbor on 12 August 1942, three months after commissioning, under the command of Lieutenant-Commander Marvin ‘Pinky’ Kennedy. She was to make seven patrols before being lost in October 1943.

Apart from reconnaissance of landing beaches, submarines were also used to rescue downed US airmen, US submarines rescuing 504 aircrew members.

Although an effective force of British submarines was assembled in August 1943 for operations in the Indian Ocean, apart from the Straits of Malacca there were few large Japanese ships to attack. Nevertheless, British submarines did provide reconnaissance and interrupted Japanese attempts to resupply their forces in Burma. By October 1944 the British Eastern Fleet’s submarines had sunk a Japanese cruiser, three submarines, six other naval vessels and merchant shipping totalling 40,000 tons, as well as 100 or so small vessels.

In late 1944 the British Eighth Flotilla, with eleven British and Dutch submarines, operated in the Java Sea as part of the US Seventh Fleet. There was also the Fourth Flotilla at Ceylon, which was soon joined by a newly-assembled Second Flotilla. The Royal Navy’s submarines had control of the Straits of Malacca by March 1945. The following month there were thirty-eight British and Dutch submarines in the Indian Ocean and the Pacific, with five more boats on their way from Europe. The most spectacular success of the British submarines was when HMS Trenchant torpedoed the Japanese heavy cruiser Ashigara in the Banka Strait, with the loss of 1,200 Japanese troops. After a successful early career in the Mediterranean, another British submarine, Truant was assigned to operate in the Far East, against Japanese shipping in 1942. She torpedoed and sank the Japanese merchant cargo ships Yae Maru and Shunsei Maru and the Japanese army cargo ship Tamon Maru No. 1. She also attacked the Japanese light cruiser Nagara, but the torpedoes missed their target, and she also took part in the Battle of Badung Strait. A sister boat, Torbay, arrived in May 1945, and under the command of Lieutenant-Commander C.P. Norman, Torbay continued to cause losses among enemy shipping. She sank two Japanese sailing vessels and a coaster, and damaged a second coaster, before the end of the war.

British and Dutch submarines also rescued airmen, landed special forces and on nine occasions used their deck guns to shell enemy installations.

In Europe the Royal Navy had been attracted to the idea of the midget submarine, and extended these activities to the Far East. The Fourteenth Flotilla was provided with six XE-class midget submarines and these arrived in Australia in April 1945. It was almost disbanded the following month for want of suitable targets, but in June it was decided that underwater telegraph lines would provide a suitable target, while there was also a Japanese heavy cruiser at Singapore. On 31 July XE4 cut the Singapore-Saigon telegraph cable near Cape St Jacques in French Indo-China, and her sister boat XE5 cut the Hong Kong-Saigon cable near Hong Kong’s Lamma Island. While this was in hand, XE1 and XE3 moved into the Straits of Johor where they caused considerable damage to the heavy cruiser Takao using limpet mines.

Naturally there was a cost in this activity, with the loss of three British submarines, Porpoise, Stonehenge and Stratagem to the Japanese.

THE WAR RECORD OF THE USS wahoo

One of the most successful American submarines was the USS wahoo, a Gato-class submarine commissioned in mid-1942. In many ways her record on seven patrols tells the story of the Pacific Fleet’s submarines. In the brief period before she was sunk one can see the growing aggressiveness of her commanding officers, with the first replaced after the second patrol, and the recurring problems with defective Mk14 torpedoes.

wahoo’s first patrol started on 23 August 1942, looking for Japanese shipping west of Truk. Her first attempt at sinking a Japanese ship failed when the ship turned towards the submarine so that all three torpedoes missed. With the waters west of Truk proving unrewarding, she moved south and attacked a large Japanese cargo ship, but the attack appears to have been unsuccessful. Off Ulul Island in early October, wahoo missed two very important targets due to the still limited skill of the commander and a lack of aggressiveness. These were the seaplane tender Chiyoda, at the time acting as a mother ship for midget submarines and later to be converted to an aircraft carrier, and an unidentified aircraft carrier. This first patrol ended on 17 October.

The second patrol began on 8 November 1942, with wahoo operating around the Solomon Islands. An attack on a merchantman had to be abandoned because of a poor approach. Success finally came on 10 December, when three torpedoes fired at a tanker all hit, although it took two hours for the Kamoi Maru to sink. The submarine then had to dive deep as an escorting destroyer began a depth charge attack, apparently dropping forty without causing damage. The submarine could then have attacked a second merchantman or the destroyer, but let them go and sought a new patrol area. On 14 December wahoo sunk the Japanese submarine I-15. The second patrol ended in Brisbane, Queensland. The commanding officer, Kennedy, was replaced for failing to be sufficiently aggressive, and Lieutenant-Commander Dudley ‘Mush’ Morton, who had been on the patrol as a prospective commanding officer, replaced him.

The third patrol commenced on 16 January 1943, beginning with sonar trials off Australia in Moreton Bay with the destroyer USS Patterson before proceeding to Wewak, a Japanese supply base. Unfortunately wahoo had not been issued with a chart of the harbour, and Morton had to make use of a cheap school atlas one of the ratings had bought during their stay in Australia. On 24 January Morton spotted the destroyer Harusame with RO-class submarines, and fired three torpedoes as the destroyer began to gather way, but despite firing a spread, all missed. A fourth torpedo also missed and caused the destroyer to turn and head towards wahoo, but Moreton fired a fifth torpedo which struck the destroyer amidships and broke its back. The Harusame was beached and repaired. On 25 January Morton set course for Palau, and the following day spotted smoke from two ships. Two torpedoes were fired at the first ship, and then another two at the second. The first two struck the Fukuei Maru and sank her, while the fourth torpedo struck the second ship. Two more ships were then discovered with one, a large transport, the Buyo Maru, being selected by Morton who fired a three-torpedo spread of which two struck, stopping the ship dead in the water. The second ship of the original two was heading towards wahoo which fired two torpedoes at close range to stop her, with the second torpedo hitting but not stopping the ship, although she lost her steering. It took two more torpedoes to sink the transport, with the second blowing her apart. The crippled ship was by this time alongside a tanker which was helping it move away.

Morton allowed the two ships to disappear over the horizon before surfacing to allow wahoo to recharge her batteries. There were about twenty lifeboats full of Japanese sailors and soldiers. What followed was controversial, with the USN maintaining that those in the lifeboats fired on the wahoo, while others suggest that the men in the lifeboats were targeted by the submarine. Others claim that the wahoo was attempting to get the men to abandon the lifeboats. Later, wahoo moved away to chase the two remaining ships, attacking the tanker first as she was undamaged. Two of the submarine’s last four torpedoes were fired, with the second hitting and breaking the tanker’s back. The last two torpedoes were fired at the damaged merchantman, sinking her. Morton then set course for Fais Island. Strangely, post-war wahoo was credited with just three sinkings.

Without torpedoes, wahoo could only attack using her 4-inch deck gun, but on discovering a convoy of eight ships on 27 January, any attempt to attack was foiled by a Japanese destroyer which dropped six depth charges. This led Morton to signal: ‘Another running gun battle today. Destroyer gunning, wahoo running.’ The next day, off Fais Island, Morton spotted a phosphorite refinery and planned to bombard it using wahoo’s deck gun, but the appearance of a steamer forced him to dive.

The patrol ended early at Pearl Harbor, having been at sea for just twenty-three days instead of the more usual sixty to seventy-five days because she had expended all of her torpedoes. While British submarines ending a patrol flew a ‘Jolly Roger’ with symbols detailing the actions during the patrol, Morton had to make up his own symbols. He chose a broom tied to a periscope to indicate a clean sweep, something first used in the Anglo-Dutch naval wars of the seventeenth century, and had eight small Japanese flags flying from the signal halyard, one for each Japanese ship sunk.

After a refit and further sea training, the wahoo commenced her fourth patrol on 23 February, heading via Midway Island where she topped up her fuel before aiming for the northern reaches of the Yellow Sea, close to the Yalu River and Dairen. This was an area previously not covered by US submarines, largely because the sea was shallow, with an average depth of just 120 feet. Most of the outward voyage was on the surface because not a single enemy aircraft was spotted on the way. Her patrol area covered the shipping lanes between Formosa and both Nagasaki and Shimonoseki.

On 19 March a single torpedo broke the cargo ship Zogen Maru in two, sinking with no survivors. Just four hours later two torpedoes were fired at the cargo ship Kowa Maru, with one blowing a large hole in her side, but the second did not explode. Two more torpedoes were fired, but the ship managed to avoid them.

Patrolling off the coast of Korea, on 21 March wahoo sunk a large freighter, the Hozen Maru, with three torpedoes, one of which struck amidships. Four hours later another freighter, the Nittsu Maru was spotted and a spread of three torpedoes fired with two hitting, sinking the ship with just four survivors who refused to be rescued.

Morton then started a patrol on the surface, and on 23 March in the Laotiehshan Channel, known to Allied seamen as ‘Sampan Alley’, found the collier Katyosan Maru and torpedoed her, with the ship sinking in a cloud of coal dust. On 24 March Morton fired three torpedoes at a large tanker, the Takaosan Maru, but two exploded early and the third missed, as did a fourth. The tanker began firing at wahoo, which raced ahead of the tanker, dived and fired another three torpedoes with one hitting the engine room so that the ship went down in just four minutes.

Two more torpedoes exploded prematurely on 25 March as wahoo attacked the cargo ship Satsuki Maru, so Morton surfaced and took wahoo close to the target to use her deck guns, raking the ship with 20mm shells before holing her with almost ninety rounds of 4-inch, setting the ship on fire before she sank. Guns were also used the following morning when wahoo encountered a small diesel cargo ship which tried to ram the submarine, but Morton steered clear and his gunners continued firing until the ship was ablaze, dead in the water. A trawler was next, later that day, and again deck guns were used, but the three 20mm cannon jammed, leaving the submarine to go alongside while the crew threw improvised Molotov cocktails onto the trawler, leaving her ablaze. The 20mm guns were working again by 28 March for the submarine to wreck two motor sampans.

On 29 March the cargo ship Yamabato Maru was attacked using torpedoes fired from the two stern tubes with the first sinking the ship, while the second missed as the ship had been stopped by the first. After this wahoo surfaced and headed to Midway, to find that naval intelligence was able to report that the Japanese were convinced that a submarine wolf-pack was operating in the Yellow Sea, and all shipping movements had been suspended. wahoo had set a record for the number of ships sunk on patrol.

Arriving at Midway on 6 April, wahoo was refitted and further training exercises were conducted before she started her fifth patrol on 25 April. American forces were preparing to invade Attu and the Japanese were planning to intercept the invasion, so wahoo was despatched to the Kuril Islands to intercept the Japanese ships. Air cover was provided for the submarine as she headed on the surface for her latest patrol area. One of her tasks was reconnaissance, and at Matsuwa she took photographs of enemy installations.

It was not until 5 May that the first target appeared, the seaplane tender Kamikawa Maru, wahoo submerging to fire a spread of three torpedoes, one of which hit and damaged the ship which turned away. She was to be sunk on 29 May by another submarine, USS Scamp. Meanwhile, wahoo returned to her patrol of the Kurils.

On 8 May two ships were spotted off the Benten Saki coast. Two torpedoes were fired at the leading ship and a spread of four followed for the escorting vessel. The first torpedo broke the back of the Tamon Maru, sinking her, but the escort managed to avoid all four torpedoes and fled the scene. Later that day wahoo encountered two escorts and a large naval auxiliary, but of three torpedoes fired, two exploded early and the third failed to explode, leaving wahoo to dive deeply to avoid the escorts.

During the night of 9 May, radar found two targets, a large tanker and a cargo ship, in line astern. A three-torpedo spread was fired at the tanker, and then the same treatment was applied to the cargo ship. Both ships, the Takao Maru and the Jinmu Maru were sunk. Another two-ship opportunity came on 12 May and wahoo dived to attack. Four torpedoes were fired but only one hit, and then Morton fired his last two torpedoes, with the first of these missing and the second hit but seemed not to explode. Both ships got away, leaving wahoo to return to Pearl Harbor having made ten torpedo attacks on eight different targets, but defects in the torpedoes had meant that half the targets had got away. Nevertheless, in three patrols wahoo had sunk 93,281 tons of Japanese shipping and damaged another 30,880 in just twenty-five days on station.

Arriving at Pearl Harbor on 21 May 1943, Admiral Nimitz came aboard the following day to present medals to the crew. On 24 May wahoo set course for the Mare Island Navy Yard to commence a major refit. More medals were presented on 20 July by the flotilla commander, Captain John Griggs Jr, before wahoo started her return to Pearl Harbor on 21 July. She arrived on 27 July, leaving again on her sixth patrol on 2 August, once again calling briefly at Midway to top up her fuel on 6 August.

The sixth patrol took wahoo to the Sea of Japan on 14 August, where she came across three medium-size cargo ships, firing a torpedo to the last of them but it missed. She started to trail the three ships, but the following day found a larger ship coming in the opposite direction. Morton had the submarine surface before submerging again and beginning the attack. The first torpedo hit but failed to explode, and the next two torpedoes missed. The submarine swung round to bring her stern tubes to bear, but the torpedo fired exploded before reaching the ship, after which the submarine had to let the target go as a torpedo boat arrived. Moving to the Hokkaido-Korea shipping lane, on 16 August wahoo fired a torpedo at a cargo ship but missed, and suffered the same bad luck twice the following day. While trailing one target, Morton turned his attention to two other ships, but again a torpedo missed. In just four days, twelve targets had been spotted, but the nine attacked were all unsuccessful. ComSubPac, the commander of submarines in the Pacific, ordered wahoo to return.

On the return voyage, a ship was spotted on 19 August, but soon turned out to be Soviet and therefore an ally. The following day wahoo surfaced to open fire with her deck gun on a sampan, reducing it to a blazing wreck with the crew of six taken prisoner. Later that day, another two sampans received the same treatment, but the crews resisted rescue. wahoo reached Midway on 25 August and Pearl Harbor on 29 August.

Morton immediately requested another opportunity to patrol the Sea of Japan. This time he was given the new Mk18 electric torpedoes which he hoped would be more reliable than the Mk14 steam torpedoes that wahoo had been using. Once again wahoo went via Midway, refuelling there on 13 September. If on schedule, she was supposed to enter the Sea of Japan again on 20 September, with the USS Sawfish following her a few days later. She was due to start her return on 21 October and report by radio after passing the Kurils, but there were no further signals from wahoo.

It is believed that she sank the 8,000-ton Konron Maru on 5 October while off the west coast of Honshu, and post-war it was estimated that she had also sunk another three ships with a total tonnage of 5,300 tons. Post-war, Japanese records showed that an oil slick from a submarine was spotted on 11 October by an aircraft on anti-submarine patrol, and ships and aircraft converged on the area for a depth charge attack, sinking wahoo with all hands. She was declared overdue on 2 December 1943. Some believe that she may have struck a mine or been hit by one of her own torpedoes going astray. Her loss, and the heavy depth charge attack endured by Sawfish, brought an end to submarine forays into the Sea of Japan until June 1945, by which time American submarines were fitted with mine-detecting equipment.




Chapter 12

Formosa and Okinawa

With Japanese air power in the Philippines finally defeated, Halsey took the Third Fleet into the South China Sea, attacking harbours and shipping over an area of sea stretching from Saigon in French Indo-China, now Vietnam, and Formosa over the period 10–21 January 1945. The carriers’ aircraft met little resistance and 200,000 tons of enemy shipping was sunk. The Kamikaze re-emerged, however, and both Ticonderoga and Langley were hit. Nevertheless, by the spring most of the southern Philippines were controlled by American forces.

The Japanese were left in no doubt now that the net was tightening around them. On 16 and 17 February, with the fleet redesignated the Fifth Fleet once more and under the command of Admiral Raymond Spruance, Mitscher took the sixteen carriers of what was now Task Force 58 with nine battleships, fourteen cruisers and seventy-seven destroyers, to launch the first large-scale attack by the United States Navy on the Japanese home islands. The primary targets were Japanese airfields, against which the Navy’s fighters and fighter-bombers could be more effective than the USAAF’s heavy bombers which were concentrating on the cities. In the operation more than 500 Japanese aircraft were destroyed against eighty-eight of the strike force and its fighter cover. The cruel reality of Japan’s predicament was by this time clear for all of the population to see, as there could be no disguising the impact of the bomber campaign, which used incendiary bombs that proved highly effective against the largely wood and paper construction of Japanese homes.

The attacks by the long-range bombers on Japan from their bases in the Marianas were thought to be vulnerable to Japanese fighters, although this problem was to ease considerably with the introduction of the high-flying Boeing B-29 Superfortress. Meanwhile, to provide fighter cover for the bombing raids, bases were needed for the fighters much closer to Japan itself, and the island of Iwo Jima was seen as ideal. On 19 February the first American forces landed on Iwo Jima, covered by the Fifth Fleet with TF58’s carriers. The actual landing saw Vice-Admiral Turner’s TF51 with 500 ships put Lieutenant General Smith’s V Amphibious Corps ashore, with direct support provided by seven battleships, eleven escort carriers and five cruisers. Ashore, there were 20,000 Japanese troops in well-defended positions. The Kamikaze attacks on 21 February against the Bismarck Sea and Saratoga have already been mentioned in the previous chapter. It took a month and 23,000 American dead and wounded for Japanese resistance to be broken.

Having established a strategy of attacking Japanese airfields within reach of the next landing objective, it was necessary for TF58 to attack Japan once again before the landings on Okinawa, a measure of the island’s proximity to the home islands and the air bases which could have sent aircraft to attack the invasion fleet. On 18 and 19 March carrier aircraft once again struck at airfields and naval bases in Japan itself, using 1,200 aircraft from the carriers Hornet, Bennington, Enterprise, Franklin, Essex, Bunker Hill, Hancock, Yorktown, Intrepid and Wasp, as well as the light carriers Belleau Wood, Bataan, San Jacinto, Langley, Independence and Cabot. The carriers were supported by the battleships Massachusetts, Indiana, North Carolina, Washington, South Dakota, Wisconsin, New Jersey and Missouri, as well as the battlecruisers Alaska and Guam, plus sixteen cruisers and sixty-four destroyers.

Ashore in Japan, Vice-Admiral Ugaki organised a counter-attack, including his own Kamikaze force, with hits on the aircraft carriers Franklin, Enterprise, Intrepid, Yorktown and Wasp. Of these, Franklin suffered most, with 1,000 casualties among her ship’s company after just two 550lb bombs had penetrated her flight deck, smashing their way into the hangar and exploding among armed and fully-fuelled Avengers, Helldivers, Hellcats and Corsairs waiting to be taken up to the flight deck for a further strike. The carrier was put completely out of action by the chain of explosions and the holocaust that followed, and was the only Essex-class carrier to come near to being lost. Nevertheless, in an outstanding feat of damage control, the ship was saved and was taken to Pearl Harbor for major repairs. The fact that she never returned to service after rebuilding and recommission-ing but was eventually scrapped was largely due to the normal peacetime reduction in naval strength post-war.

THE BATTLE FOR OKINAWA

At the end of March 1945 the US 77th Infantry Division was landed on the Kerama Islands, finding them lightly defended, and a forward naval base was quickly built ready to support the forces that would be tackling the toughest objective encountered so far, Okinawa. Battling through heavy seas and high winds on their way to the beachheads, US forces landed on Okinawa on 1 April 1945 to find Lieutenent General Ushijima and almost 80,000 troops, as well as a further 10,000 naval personnel based on the island who were also pressed into service. The defenders had well-prepared positions, especially on the south of the island. The landings were once again covered by the US Fifth Fleet under Admiral Spruance, and within this force was both Mitscher’s TF58 with its ten large and six light carriers, and TF57, the British Pacific Fleet under Vice-Admiral Sir Bernard Rawlings with its force of 220 aircraft aboard four carriers under Rear-Admiral Sir Philip Vian. The British also had the battleships King George V and Howe, five cruisers and escorting destroyers. While TF58 was to suppress Japanese air power on Okinawa, TF57, as already mentioned, was to protect the left flank of the US Fifth Fleet and stop the Japanese moving aircraft across the islands of the Sakishima Gunto. There was also TF51 under Vice-Admiral Turner with 430 transports and large landing ships, with close cover provided by the battleships New Mexico, Maryland, New York, Arkansas, Colorado, Tennessee, Nevada, Idaho, West Virginia and Texas, eighteen escort carriers with 540 aircraft, and thirteen cruisers. These ships were only the spearhead of the assault, as the Fifth Fleet also included tankers, aircraft transports (escort carriers with replacement aircraft), vessels that were floating workshops and ocean-going tugs.

The initial landings were by the US Tenth Army, under Lieutenant General Buckner, on the west coast of the island and at first resistance was very light. In fact, once again the Japanese response initially seems to have been slow in coming, and it was not until 6 April that a battle group consisting of the giant battleship Yamato, sister of the ill-fated Musashi, put to sea heading for Okinawa escorted by a cruiser and eight destroyers, while at the same time, a fresh Kamikaze offensive began. The following day, Mitscher sent 280 USN aircraft to find and attack Yamato, sinking the battleship and the cruiser as well as four of the destroyers, leaving just four to escape. Nevertheless, the Kamikaze attacks proved to be the most concentrated of the war with 2,000 pilots sacrificed by the Japanese, with the campaign lasting for six weeks, and no less than twenty-six Allied ships were sunk although none of them larger than a destroyer, while another 164 ships were damaged. Those ships damaged included the aircraft carriers Intrepid, Enterprise, Franklin and Bunker Hill as well as the British Formidable, Indefatigable and Victorious and the battleships Maryland, Tennessee and New Mexico.

Enterprise was hit by a suicide aircraft on 11 April, and was forced to suspend flying operations for forty-eight hours:

‘When a Kamikaze hits a US carrier, it’s six months repair at Pearl,’ commented an American liaison officer surveying the after-effects of a Kamikaze attack aboard a British carrier. ‘In a Limey carrier, it’s a case of ‘‘Sweepers, man your brooms!’’’

This might have been an over-generous appraisal of the situation, but it was certainly true that the Royal Navy’s six fast armoured carriers proved the value of their armoured flight decks and hangar sides and decks during the Kamikaze campaign.

Command of the Japanese air counter-attack was in the hands of Admiral Soemi Toyoda, and his air offensive was timed to coincide with the start of the sustained Kamikaze attacks on 6 April. Out of the 900 aircraft that attacked the US Fifth Fleet on that day, 355 were Kamikaze. TF58 claimed to have shot down 249 aircraft and of the 182 estimated to have struggled through the fighter cordon, 108 were shot down. The terms ‘claimed’ and ‘estimated’ have to be used, since sometimes more than one fighter pilot or AA gunner would claim to have shot down an aircraft, and despite rigorous checking by intelligence officers afterwards, completely accurate figures can be difficult to find. It is conceivable, for example, that a fighter pilot having seen an aircraft heading downwards in flames would claim it as one of his score, while if the aircraft continued towards a ship and was then caught in its AA fire, that would also claim it as part of its score.

This was by now a war of attrition. Between 6 April and 29 May, 1,465 aircraft from one of the Japanese home islands, Kyushu, were used in ten massed Kamikaze attacks. Of these aircraft, 860 came from the Japanese Navy Air Force’s Fifth Air Fleet and the remainder were from the Japanese Army Air Force’s Sixth Air Army. Another 250 aircraft appeared from Formosa, now Taiwan, with around 80 per cent of these being from the JNAF. In addition, the JNAF mounted a further 3,700 conventional sorties and the JAAF a further 1,100.

The operations of the Fifth Fleet demonstrated considerable flexibility. On 9 April, with the need for additional sorties over Okinawa, TF57 was called upon to attack airfields in the north of the island, while its role of keeping the airfields on the Sakishima Gunto under constant attack was taken over by the escort carriers of TF51. The Admiralty Naval Staff History of the campaign referred to TF51 as having to do all of the odd jobs, describing this as:

… the backbone of the attacks against the defence installations, and provided the close support for the assault of the western islands … It was apparent that this force realised what was required of it far better than did the fast carrier force, and its pilots were far more assiduous in engaging concealed defences.

After Okinawa fell, the Allies were able to examine the Okha flying bombs for the first time, including the later version, the Okha III, powered by three rockets and with a 4,500lb explosive charge which had it hit a carrier, even an armoured British carrier, would have almost certainly inflicted fatal damage.

ABOARD TF57

TF57 was back on duty off the Sakishima Gunto later in April, and after being rotated out of the battle area for replenishment, by 4 May was off Miyako, one of the islands in the group. The carriers were especially vulnerable on this day as the battleships, capable of mounting such an intense AA barrage around them, were away shelling coastal targets on Okinawa following a request from the forces ashore. It was not long before a Kamikaze attacked HMS Formidable. It was witnessed by Geoffrey Brooke, the ship’s fire and crash officer, and his reactions were recorded in John Winton’s book, The Forgotten Fleet:

It was a grim sight. I thought at first that the Kamikaze had hit the island and those on the bridge must be killed. Fires were blazing around several piles of wreckage on deck and a lift aft of the island and clouds of dense black smoke billowed far above the ship. Much of the smoke came from fires on deck, but as much seemed to be issuing from the funnel, which gave the impression of damage deep below decks.

The carrier had been hit at 11.31 by a Kamikaze that managed to put a 2-feet dent in the flight deck, although without bursting through into the hangar. The flight deck had been crowded at the time as aircraft were being ranged ready for launching, so eight men were killed and forty-seven wounded, many of them with severe burns. It could have been even worse. The ship’s medical officer had decided to move the flight deck sick bay from the Air Intelligence Office at the base of the island where the Kamikaze had struck. As it was, two officers were killed in the AIO and the others with them all horribly burned.

Five days later, on 9 May Formidable was hit yet again, and this time the Kamikaze hit the after end of the flight deck and ploughed into aircraft ranged there. This was made even worse than it might have been, as a rivet was blown out of the deck and burning aviation fuel poured into the hangar where the fire could only be extinguished by spraying, causing damage even to those aircraft not on fire. Seven aircraft were lost on deck and another twelve in the hangar, leaving the ship with just four bombers and eleven fighters.

Worse was to come, with the nautical equivalent of an ‘own goal’ on 18 May. After having refuelled and taken on board replacement aircraft, in the hangar an armourer working on a Corsair failed to notice that the aircraft’s guns were still armed. He accidentally fired the guns into a parked Avenger, which blew up and set off another fierce fire, this time destroying thirty aircraft. Yet, the ship was operational again by that evening.

American misgivings about the Royal Navy’s state of preparedness for intensive operations in the Pacific have been mentioned earlier. The concerns were not without foundation.

Before leaving Sydney for Okinawa to replace Illustrious, many of Formidable’s ship’s company had seen a film, Fighting Lady, about an American aircraft carrier in the Pacific:

‘I came to the unpalatable conclusion that our fire-fighting equipment was totally inadequate and was shocked to discover that there was no more left in the dockyard store,’ recalls Geoffrey Brooke. ‘In some trepidation I went and bearded Captain Rocke-Keene, who, hardly looking up from his papers, said ‘‘Are you sure? Then buy some!’’ Knowing better than to ask how, I took myself off to the largest store in Sydney and asked for the fire-fighting department. To my surprise there was an excellent one, full of the latest American gear, I ordered a variety on approval, and had a field day testing them on the flight deck and invited the skipper to a demonstration of the choicest items. On completion, he said, ‘‘Come ashore with me in half-an-hour,’’ and I found myself the rather embarrassed third party to a verbal meal, with much table thumping, of the Captain of the Dockyard. By the end of it he was only too glad to get rid of us by underwriting the expenditure of many thousands of pounds.’

The pressures of the Pacific War did have a beneficial impact on operations. At one stage HMS Implacable was able to land aircraft on with an average interval between aircraft of 31.8 seconds, which required great confidence in the deck landing officer, the ‘batsman’, excellent airmanship, and well-trained and energetic deck parties, including someone who was a dab hand at raising and lowering the barrier so that aircraft that had hooked on could taxi forward to the deck park and leave the after end of the flight deck free for the next aircraft.

At the end of the Okinawa campaign, ‘Operation Iceberg’, the British Pacific Fleet, aka TF57, had been at sea for sixty-two days apart from eight days’ replenishing at Leyte. Strikes had been flown from the carriers on twenty-three days, giving a total of 4,691 sorties, dropping 927 tons of bombs and firing 950 rocket projectiles. The number of Japanese aircraft destroyed has been estimated at between seventy-five and 100, while airfields and shore installations also received attention. While twenty-six aircraft had been shot down by the enemy, another seventy-two were lost in accidents, including no less than sixty-one while landing on. Another thirty-two aircraft had been accounted for during the Kamikaze attacks, as well as the thirty lost in the wholly unnecessary fire.

OVER THE SAKISHIMA GUNTO

The wartime Royal Navy had an especially heavy New Zealand presence in its Fleet Air Arm, due entirely to the fact that the Royal Navy had a recruitment office in New Zealand, while the Royal Air Force did not. Any ‘Kiwi’ wishing to fly therefore had the choice of signing on for the Fleet Air Arm or of making his way to the UK to join the RAF, which was not an easy task in wartime. The Royal New Zealand Air Force was relatively slow at building up its strength at first, due largely to the country’s very small population and also the lack of an aircraft industry, which meant that new equipment for expansion had to come a long way. One of these New Zealand fliers was Lieutenant Donald Cameron, who joined as a volunteer reservist although later switching to become a regular officer in the postwar Royal Navy. Cameron was serving in HMS Victorious during the attacks on the Sakishima Gunto, and he was involved in one especially unlucky operation.

During the afternoon of 9 May 1945, Cameron was due to lead a flight of four Corsairs to escort a raid by a squadron of Avengers against airfields on the island of Miyako. If no enemy fighters were encountered, after the raid the Corsair pilots were encouraged to look for targets of opportunity.

The fighter flight was dogged by ill-luck from the start. When it took off at 15.30, it left behind one of the aircraft with engine trouble, and as they escorted the Avengers, another aircraft had to return to Victorious because of low oil pressure, leaving just Cameron and his wingman. No fighters were encountered and the Avengers carried out their raid successfully and started to return to the carrier. The airfield at Ishigaki appeared busy and Cameron and his wingman, who had a 500lb bomb under each wing, decided to attack. Cameron suggested that his wingman, No.4, choose a target and let him know when he was prepared to dive so that he could accompany him and force the airfield’s AA fire to be divided between the two aircraft:

‘‘‘Going in now, 501,’’ my No.4 called, and we both winged over together,’ recalled Cameron. ‘At about 2,000 feet I pulled up to port in a skidding climbing turn and see-sawed my way back to 15,000 feet. No sign of No. 4. I called again, but no reply. Slowly circling I saw a large fire burning amongst the hangars of the airfield. That had to be No. 4 …’

He looked around the airfield, still hoping to see No. 4 flying around below. He saw what appeared to be a large aircraft at the corner of two hangars. Cameron dived down once again at more than 400 mph and reached the airfield at about 45 degrees to the main east-west runway, and at low altitude raced across the airfield as the hangars rushed towards him. He had a fleeting glimpse of men running and jumping down from an aircraft outside a hangar before he was climbing again and over the sea. He decided to repeat the exercise, despite the fact that this was definitely not recommended, as not only were AA defences alerted by the first pass, but the gunners would also have adjusted to the high-speed low-level run across the airfield:

I streaked up the runway at nought feet and as I passed the hangars at the far end there was a terrible bang and the aircraft seemed to jump sideways. Bits of cowling shot over the hood and the cockpit filled with smoke.

Keeping low I shot the hood back with my left hand and the airflow enabled me to see ahead. I was by this time out to sea … the aircraft still handled normally apart from the burning smell … no oil pressure at all .. . cylinder head temperature was off the clock.

I eased the throttle back, eased the nose up a little and tried to get what height I could. At about 2,500 feet I called ‘Mayday, Mayday, 501 ditching 20 miles west of Ishigaki.’

He repeated the call, held the hood back and prepared to ditch, with the aircraft splashing down tail first into the sea:

Off harness, out on wing, reach in and tear dinghy off bottom of parachute, turn on a small CO2 bottle, the dinghy inflates, and I jump into the sea with it.

Now comes the hard part, trying to get in the small dinghy. I had to let the air out of my Mae West and after repeatedly tipping the dinghy over onto myself managed to hold one end under water while I got the top of my body on top by kicking my legs, raising my behind, and pulling towards my knees with both hands, I finally flopped into the bottom of the dinghy . ..

Cameron was unlucky as the Japanese found him before his own ships could, and he spent the rest of the war in a PoW camp, suffering barbaric treatment from his captors. In some ways he could count himself lucky as he did survive, while many Allied airmen were shot on discovery by the Japanese. It became the practice for the senior officers of naval air squadrons to disguise their real rank in case they were shot down and taken prisoner, when they could expect especially harsh treatment as the leaders of a raid.

AFTER OKINAWA

It took until June before Okinawa could be regarded as occupied after much bloody fighting, and at a cost of 48,000 US servicemen dead and wounded. There were few major objectives left ahead of the US Fifth Fleet, apart from Japan itself. Meanwhile, some of the tidying-up and infilling saw Amphibious Group 8 landing the 24th and 31st Infantry Divisions on the west coast of Mindanao on 17 April.

Further west, the British Eastern Fleet had sent the battleships Queen Elizabeth and Richelieu, the latter a Free French ship, to bombard Sabang once again, with just two escort carriers, two cruisers and five destroyers as the main force had moved further east in the creation of the British Pacific Fleet. On the night of 15/16 May, British destroyers torpedoed the Japanese heavy cruiser Haguro as she steamed through the Malacca Straits.

A modern battleship with eight 15-inch guns in two forward turrets, Richelieu had been completing at the time of the French surrender, but the Marine Nationale had managed to get her away to Mers-el-Kebir in Algeria and safety, or so they thought. She was subsequently moved to Dakar, where she was damaged on 8 July during an attack by aircraft from HMS Hermes and two cruisers. Later that year on 23 September, in a further attack on the French ships at Dakar she became involved in an exchange of fire with British ships, damaging a battleship and a cruiser. Nevertheless, while much ill-feeling was caused, especially among the French, by these attempts to prevent the French warships falling into German hands after the Allied invasion of North Africa, those ships in North Africa and some that managed to escape from Toulon after the Germans advanced into what had been Vichy territory, eventually joined the Free French forces. She was sent to New York for a refit, with her main rangefinder having to be removed so that she could get under the East River’s Manhattan Bridge. She joined the British Eastern Fleet to provide anti-aircraft cover for the joint Anglo-American operations against Sabang by HMS Illustrious and the USS Saratoga before being refitted briefly at Gibraltar and returning to join the British East Indies Fleet in April 1945.

On 27 May Halsey took over the Fifth Fleet from Spruance and the designation changed back to Third Fleet once more, with the same adjustment to the numbers of the task forces. Command of the American carriers also changed, with Vice-Admiral McCain taking over from Mitscher as commander of what now became TF38.

With Okinawa secured, between 14 and 18 July the Third Fleet returned to heavy aerial attacks on the Japanese home islands. While the airmen attacked airfields and harbours and coastal shipping, the battleships were sent to bombard industrial targets along the coast for the first time. After refuelling and replenishment, Halsey took the Third Fleet back to Japan to resume its attacks between 24 and 30 July, this time giving priority to bases on the Inland Sea. The new aircraft carrier Amagi was sunk, along with three battleships, Ise, Hyuga and Haruna.

An indication of the state of Japan by this stage of the war can be gained from the fact that the daily ration for the population was down to 1,400 calories. The volume of shipping passing through the Shimonoseki Straits was down from more than half a million tons monthly in March 1944 to a mere 5,000 tons by August 1945.

During the night of 9/10 March 1945, the USAAF mounted a major fire-raid on the capital, Tokyo. The raid lasted just two hours, with the incendiary bombs setting off a firestorm which produced gale-force winds of more than 75 miles per hour and swept through the city devastating an area of 16 square miles, destroying around 267,000 buildings, some 25 per cent of the total in the city, killing 83,783 people with another 50,000 or so seriously injured, and more than 1,000,000 homeless. Having seen the effect of similar attacks on other cities, the Japanese had attempted to minimise the impact of such a raid by creating firebreaks through bulldozing thousands of homes, but it was to no avail.

The dropping of the atomic bombs on Hiroshima on 6 August and on Nagasaki on 9 August did not produce an immediate Japanese surrender, so again the Third Fleet returned to the attack between 8 and 14 August. During these attacks the British Pacific Fleet also operated against targets in Japan. On 9 August, Lieutenant Robert Hampton Gray, a Royal Canadian Navy Volunteer Reservist was leading a strike of Corsairs of 1841 and 1842 Naval Air Squadrons from HMS Formidable when he came under heavy AA fire from five warships as he attacked a destroyer in the Onagawa Wan. He pressed home his attack despite his aircraft being badly damaged, and succeeded in sinking the destroyer before his aircraft crashed into the harbour. He was awarded a posthumous Victoria Cross, Britain’s highest decoration.

NO SURRENDER!

It took fourteen days after the dropping of the first atomic bomb for Japan to accept the Allied surrender terms, but it was not until 2 September that the documents were signed and the war in the Pacific was formally over.

This still astonishes many people today, and there are those who maintain that dropping a second bomb was unnecessary. It is true that the impact of the two atomic bombs dropped on Japan cannot be underestimated. At Hiroshima within seconds 78,000 people were dead, another 51,000 were injured and 176,000 were homeless with more than 70,000 buildings destroyed. Three days later at Nagasaki, while Japan’s leaders still debated Truman’s call of 6 August to surrender or face complete ruin from repeated attacks by the new weapon, 50,000 people were killed and 10,000 injured, a lower figure than that at Hiroshima since Nagasaki’s hilly terrain and the use of a ground-burst weapon rather than air-burst as at Hiroshima offered protection for many buildings in valleys which shielded them from the burst.

While Japan accepted the Allied surrender terms on 20 August, the formal date for surrender was set for 2 September. The surrender only came after much debate, and even an attempt at a coup d’e´tat by those military leaders opposed to surrender.

The use of two atomic bombs was a matter of cruel necessity. Many, not just in Japan, have complained about the short interval between the dropping of the two bombs, but despite this it took another eleven days before the signing of the surrender. Hiroshima and Nagasaki, important military and industrial targets as they were, were chosen rather than Tokyo partly because of the devastation which had already been visited upon the capital, and partly because of the need to leave both the government and the emperor alive to surrender and enforce that surrender on the Japanese commanders in the field.

The strength of the ‘no surrender’ movement should not be underestimated. By this time Mitsuo Fuchida, who had led the attack on Pearl Harbor, had risen to the rank of captain and was not at sea where he might have been useful, but in a staff job. Fuchida and his old friend, Mindoru Genda, found themselves both caught up in the emotion that swept through the Japanese military, with Fuchida banging his fist on his desk and chanting ‘no surrender’ in unison with others.

Elsewhere, two planes carrying negotiators to the peace conference were forced down, with casualties, before eventually one was repaired and the Japanese delegation resumed its journey.




Chapter 13

What Might Have Been

Speculating on the war in the Pacific as in any other theatre of war consists of a steady stream of ‘what ifs?’ In fact, these start even before the outbreak of war. Did Japan’s strategy in China and then French Indo-China need to be so aggressive as to alert the United States and then the United Kingdom? In short, was war really inevitable? Had the democracies and the British in particular not ceded so much to Hitler during the late 1930s, the Japanese might have made extensive gains without it coming to war. After all, largely due to French reluctance to go to war with Italy, British plans to stop the Italian campaign in Abyssinia had to be abandoned, even though closure of the Suez Canal to Italian shipping was both possible and effective. The Royal Navy had already laid plans for an attack on the Italian fleet at Taranto in anticipation of war breaking out.

The fact is that appeasement had not worked and had been clearly shown to be unworkable, so neither government was prepared to be easy on the Japanese. The initiative was American, but the British were willing followers, possibly hoping for a closer relationship with the US that would lead to the country entering the war. It is hard to believe that no one foresaw that in a deteriorating international situation, Japan would turn to war, and in fact the signals sent to the United States Navy and Army commanders in the Pacific did warn of the eventuality.

That the commanders on Hawaii were so negligent as not to have ordered that all possible precautions be taken is hard to believe in retrospect. It is not just a case of hindsight always being blessed with 20:20 vision. They thought that a Japanese attack was possible and even speculated over where it might be, and whether it were to be the Philippines or Guam, or anywhere else, in some respects was immaterial as an attack meant war. Failing to recognise the potential for a carrier-borne aerial attack showed a complete lack of imagination in a navy that had had an uninterrupted control of its air power and itself possessed a strong carrier force. Reconnaissance flights to the north of Hawaii would have been one possible means of saving the situation, but even better a line of submarines able to attack the approaching aircraft carriers. That would have meant that  the  United  States opened  hostilities  and might  not have  been acceptable, but a force of six aircraft carriers steaming towards the US Pacific Fleet’s main base was a threat that could not be ignored.

The politicians and diplomats do not come out of this with any credit either, as they should have recalled that Japan attacked Russia in 1904 without a declaration of war.

Had the base at Pearl Harbor been prepared for an attack, it would have failed in its objectives. There would have been much less loss of life, fewer ships sunk or damaged and fewer aircraft lost. The American carriers could have been directed to intercept the Japanese fleet. That would have stopped Japan’s expansion across the Pacific before it had started, and immediately put the country onto the defensive. It would not have meant an immediate end to the war as the United States would have had difficulty in carrying home the war to the Japanese home islands, but it could have meant that Japan would have had to bow to American demands to end the campaign in China and leave French Indo-China.

On the other hand, had Nagumo sent a third or even a fourth wave of aircraft to attack Pearl Harbor, more damage could have been done, and while Japanese losses would have been heavier as the Americans would have been expecting an attack, the damage inflicted on the bases and the US Pacific Fleet would have been even greater.

The fact that the US aircraft carriers were at sea meant that the attack was in any case a strategic failure.

MISSED OPPORTUNITIES AND OVERSTRETCH

Given the Japanese nature, it is surprising that the substantial submarine fleet was not put to better use. The glaring failure was to ignore the importance of the Panama Canal, which saved the Americans considerable time and distance when sending reinforcements from the Atlantic Fleet to the Pacific. A line of submarines could have created great difficulties for the Americans. Mines could have been laid at the western end of the canal. A commando raid with blockships, similar to that at St Nazaire, could have closed the canal for a period. It could even be argued that closing the canal was still more important than destroying the base facilities at Pearl Harbor, especially since the American aircraft carriers were not there.

The Imperial Japanese Navy failed to mount a submarine campaign that could have crippled the American advance across the Pacific. The submarines could have tied down much of the US Navy in attempting to send convoys through to Hawaii from the United States. The Japanese had the best torpedoes in service at the time, and a successful submarine campaign could have left Hawaii isolated and even vulnerable to invasion or a heavy bombardment from the IJN’s substantial force of battleships.

The other objective that could have done much to improve Japan’s chances would have been attacks on the aircraft manufacturing plants, many of which were in Washington near Seattle, and others in California.

These important opportunities seem to have passed the Japanese naval planners by. They recognised the superiority of the United States Navy and the importance of not having to deal with the entire combined strength of the Atlantic and Pacific fleets, and were also aware of the superior industrial capacity of the USA, but their approach to these problems was blinkered and all was placed on one decisive strike at Pearl Harbor and the supporting air bases in Hawaii.

The lessons of naval history also seem to have been overlooked. One of the prime duties of any navy in wartime is the protection of trade, not because of the profit it engenders but for the survival of the nation. For a nation so lacking in natural resources and with a high population density, safeguarding supplies of raw materials, fuel and food was an essential, but one that did not suit the aggressive mentality of the Imperial Japanese Navy. Any British or American sailor could certainly have assured the Japanese that convoy protection was never a soft option. War is not always a question of taking the offensive, and although wars are not won by being on the defensive, there are times when defence is vital.

The attack on Darwin was unnecessary and did nothing to help the Japanese war effort. It simply wasted fuel and ammunition that could have been expended more usefully elsewhere. Wasting manpower, aircraft and ships on the Aleutians was another instance of the Japanese allowing themselves to be distracted from the main objectives. The United States did not respond immediately to the seizure of the islands because they realised that they were not important and could wait to be liberated. They would only have made sense had the Japanese intended to invade through Alaska, but this was never a realistic option.

One even has to ask why the Japanese overreached themselves in both Burma and New Guinea, especially the former. Burma may have been seen as the gateway to India, but was there any merit in taking India other than dealing a blow to the prestige and standing of a major colonial power? India could not provide food or raw materials and was further away than anywhere else in the so-called ‘Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere’. Its one asset was manpower, but while many Indian prisoners of war joined the Japanese-sponsored Indian National Army, many did not and of those who did, it was almost certainly no more than a desire to escape the brutality and starvation rations of the PoW camps. The Indians did not want to swap one colonial power for another, especially having extracted the promise of independence once the war ended. In any case, given that substantial forces were tied down in China, did the Japanese really want the same to happen over the vast distances of the Indian subcontinent?

The comparison that comes to mind is with Hitler’s decision to divide his forces after the successful start of Operation Barbarossa, the invasion of the Soviet Union, which was one of the several contributory factors in the failure to achieve a decisive victory in the east before the winter weather set in. The Japanese would have held on to their new empire rather longer had they concentrated on the Malay Peninsula and the Netherlands East Indies, plus French Indo-China which at least provided air bases for the attack on Thailand and Malaya, and the Philippines were also useful as without them the sea lanes between Malaya and the East Indies and the Japanese home islands would have been vulnerable. These were territories of considerable strategic value, while Thailand, Malaya and the East Indies provided oil, rubber, tin and timber as well as food, which could also be taken from the Philippines and Indo-China.

FAILURE OF COMMAND AND CONTROL

Once the die had been cast, Japan was committed to fighting a defensive war against the overwhelming might of the United States, augmented by that of its allies, and Japanese leaders knew that they could not expect to win the war but only hope to force a negotiated settlement that would enable the country to retain as much of its ‘empire’ as possible.

Since outright victory was impossible, the only way forward was a war of attrition that would inflict losses on the Allies that their own people would not stand.

One way of doing this would have been to inflict damage on the invasion fleets, sinking convoys of troopships with the loss of as many of those aboard as possible. Yet, one consistent theme was that while the Imperial Japanese Navy appreciated the importance of attacking the troopships and the other ships carrying supplies and equipment for the invasions, this was always too late, after the landings had started. Every senior officer must have known what their American counterparts did, which was that landings are only successful if those aboard the ships are put ashore as quickly as possible. The failure to do so had been a contributory factor in the British landings at Gallipoli. The Americans were aware that the quicker the men and mate´riel were off the ships and the more territory they could gain before they encountered opposition, the greater the chance of success and the less risk of serious casualties.

If this wasn’t bad enough, time and again the commanders ashore ignored orders and implemented their own strategy, which never worked. At Leyte Gulf, Kurita failed to keep to his plan and withdrew when he could have attacked the escort carriers providing air support.

The many islands and island groups were defended at great cost by the Japanese and inflicted heavy losses on the Allied forces, but all too rarely did the Japanese move their garrisons away before the invasions. The resupply operations to islands where fighting continued were costly and additional troops were landed as reinforcements, simply delaying defeat; meanwhile ships and aircraft as well as experienced personnel continued to be lost.

Japanese intelligence was also faulty and failed to improve as the war progressed. The Americans moved quickly to round up people of Japanese descent following Pearl Harbor, prompting many to protest that they were ‘Americans too’, and whether or not they had planted spies among this population, there should have been a growing appreciation of the different types of ship deployed by the Allies. Yet, right to the end of the war, Japanese naval officers could not tell an escort carrier from a full-sized attack carrier, and even on occasion confused tankers with aircraft carriers.

The decision to waste resources and squander lives in Kamikaze attacks was made worse by the inability to train the pilots to select their targets more carefully or to use massed attacks. The Imperial Japanese Navy was the first in the world to mount a massed aerial attack from aircraft carriers when it struck at Pearl Harbor, yet failed to apply the same tactic of massed aerial attack for Kamikaze operations on most occasions. Shorter and more concentrated attacks rather than spreading these out over several days would have made this terrible weapon far more effective.

The problem was also that the aircraft used were frequently too small and with too small a warload to be effective. Using the Zero as a suicide bomber was the waste of an aircraft as well as its pilot. Heavy bombers tended to be at a disadvantage when used against ships under way at sea, as the Americans discovered when they tried to use theirs in the run up to the Battle of Midway. They could be effective against ships in port or landing troops and supplies onto a beachhead. Yet, Japan did not have a true heavy bomber, with the most potent being what would be considered by the British and Americans as medium bombers in the Japanese Army Air Force. The dive-bombers and torpedo-bombers were useful and for as long as experienced pilots were available, were used well but it was the element of surprise that made Pearl Harbor such a successful first strike. Against a prepared enemy with growing levels of experience and expertise, Japanese attacks faltered. It seems clear that operations against weakly-defended China had not prepared Japan’s armed forces for war with a sophisticated enemy.

This might seem to be a harsh judgement, even glib. Nevertheless, the Japanese met little resistance in French Indo-China and the British were ill-prepared and badly-equipped in Malaya and Singapore. The Dutch in the East Indies were no better. In the Philippines, the United States based much of its defence on locally-raised forces with little loyalty to the USA, and the American troops had to contend with harsh tropical conditions which worsened once Japanese forces invaded and the supply chain was severed.

A comparison between the state of Japan’s armed forces in the early 1940s and those of the British Empire in the 1890s could be made. Both had been accustomed to fighting colonial wars against poorly trained and badly equipped opponents. For the British, the wake-up call came with the Boer War when they found themselves fighting other Europeans and for the first time becoming involved in highly mobile warfare. For the Japanese, reality struck when they encountered the full force of the United States once mobilised.

OVER-AMBITIOUS

It is hard to escape the conclusion that this was a war that could not be won by Japan. The objectives were over-ambitious, but this was known to Yamamoto even before war broke out. No doubt many of his political masters were banking on Germany maintaining its gains in Europe and thus putting pressure on the Allies, but the Allies were capable of fighting a war in two theatres. In fact, Japan might have seen a reversal in its fortunes much earlier had those Americans who favoured giving priority to the war against Japan prevailed. Whether or not final defeat would have come earlier is doubtful as it took two atomic bombs to shake the Japanese body politic sufficiently to consider surrender. Even then, there was a strong anti-surrender movement, despite the fact that there was little fuel left and the mass of the population was starving, with all of the major cities either flattened by atomic bombs or razed to the ground as a result of incendiary bombing raids. The fuel that was available was stored for a final act of desperation by 5,000 Kamikaze pilots and their aircraft.

The most that Japan could have expected was a return to the negotiating table as a result of massive and unsustainable casualties by the Allies, and especially the United States. The failure to intercept and destroy the invasion fleets as the Allies advanced ever closer to Japan meant that this was never a realistic option. Treating human life as cheaply as they did, the Japanese probably never really understood just how determined to fight and to win the Americans were after the attack on Pearl Harbor.



Chronology

1939

3 September: The United Kingdom and France declare war on Germany after an ultimatum to withdraw German forces from Poland expires.

1940

11/12 November: Twenty-one Swordfish from Illustrious, including some aircraft from the crippled Eagle, attack the Italian fleet at Taranto. For the loss of just two aircraft, three battleships are disabled, a number of minor warships damaged and a seaplane base and oil storage depot also damaged.

1941

7 December: Aircraft from the Japanese carriers Akagi, Kaga, Shokaku, Zuikaku, Hiryu and Soryu send 353 aircraft in two waves to attack the US Pacific Fleet in its forward base at Pearl Harbor in Hawaii, with five battleships sinking, capsizing or blowing up, as well as a number of smaller vessels.

8: Ozawa's Japanese 'Southern Expeditionary Fleet' lands troops on the Malay Peninsula.

10: Battleship HMS Prince of Wales and battlecruiser HMS Repulse under command of Rear Admiral Phillips tries to attack Japanese force off Kuantan, but attacked by Japanese aircraft flying from Saigon and both ships sunk.

Japanese troops land on northern Luzon with cruiser and destroyer support.

11: Japanese attempt to land on Wake Island, but USMC coastal artillery and aircraft repel invasion with loss of two destroyers.

12: Japanese landing on southern Luzon.

17: Admiral Chester Nimitz appointed Commander-in-Chief, US Pacific Fleet.

22: Japanese land on Wake Island, covered by aircraft carriers Hiryu and Soryu.

23: US garrison on Wake Island surrenders.

21-24: Japanese land in force on Luzon from the Lingayen Gulf, using a fleet of seventy-six transports under Vice-Admiral Takahashi, covered by Admiral Kondo with battleships Haruna and Kongo with escorting cruisers and destroyers and air cover from shore-based aircraft.

25: Japanese take Hong Kong.

1942

January: In Dutch East Indies, a combined naval force - ABDA, American, British, Dutch, Australian - is created under the Dutch Rear Admiral Karel van Doorman.

11: Japanese land at Menado on Celebes.

23: Japanese forces land in the Bismarck Archipelago, covered by the aircraft carriers Akagi, Kaga, Shokaku and Zuikaku.

1 February: Two US task forces centred on the aircraft carriers Enterprise and Yorktown attack Japanese bases in the Marshall Islands, although damage caused is slight.

4: Rear Admiral van Doorman takes four cruisers and eight destroyers to attack Japanese landing ships in the Straits of Macassar, but forced to withdraw after two cruisers damaged by air attack.

7-15: Japanese take Singapore.

13: Japanese landings on Sumatra are covered by the carrier Ryujo.

18: Japanese take Bali.

19: Japanese forces mount heavy air attack on Darwin, using aircraft from Akagi, Kaga, Hiryu and Soryu, sinking eleven freighters and a destroyer.

27: Battle of the Java Sea, between van Doorman and Takagi, as Allied force encounters Japanese invasion fleet. Two Dutch light cruisers and two destroyers sunk, while other Allied ships withdraw.

28: Japanese forces land in Bantam Bay, western Java, covered by Akagi, Shokaku, Zuikaku, Hiryu and Soryu, and battleships Haruna, Hiei, Kirishima and Kongo under Admiral Kondo. Cruisers USS Houston and HMAS Perth attempting to escape through Sunda Strait and sink four transports after running into landing fleet, in turn are sunk by two Japanese cruisers.

1 March: Cruiser HMS Exeter and two destroyers sunk while attempting to escape westwards by four Japanese cruisers supported by aircraft from Ryujo.

9: Allied forces on Java surrender.

10: Japanese landings on New Guinea at Lae and Salamaua attacked by aircraft from Lexington and Yorktown, sinking one troopship and damaging others.

5-9 April: Akagi, Shokaku, Zuikaku, Hiryu and Soryu send aircraft against Ceylon, finding the carriers HMS Indomitable and Formidable are away. Colombo Harbour attacked on first day. On the last day manage to sink Hermes and attack Trincomalee Harbour.

18: USS Hornet, escorted by Enterprise, sent sixteen USAAF North American B-25 Mitchell bombers to attack Japanese cities including Tokyo.

3May: Japanese make unopposed landing on Tulagi and Guadalcanal in the eastern Solomons.

4: Aircraft from USS Yorktown attack Japanese ships off Tulagi, sinking a destroyer.

8: Battle of the Coral Sea with the Shokaku and Zuikaku sending 125 aircraft against USS Yorktown and Lexington with 141 aircraft, while the light carrier Shoho covers landings at Port Moresby. In the battle, Lexington is lost and Yorktown damaged, while Shoho is lost and Shokaku is badly damaged and out of action for some time. Nevertheless, the Americans stop the invasion of Port Moresby.

5-8: British forces land at Diego Suarez on Madagascar, covered by HMS Illustrious and Indomitable.

30: Japanese midget submarines torpedo and damage battleship HMS Ramillies and a tanker at Diego Suarez.

1 June: Japanese midget submarines attack shipping in Sydney Harbour, sinking an accommodation ship. All four submarines sunk.

3: Vice-Admiral Hosagaya takes Ryujo and Junyo with ninety aircraft to attack Dutch Harbour in the Aleutians, but this Aleutian Assault Group does not fool the Americans who are expecting an attack on Midway.

Boeing B-17s from Midway detect and attack Japanese landing fleet, but high altitude bombing is ineffectual.

3-7: Battle of Midway occurs as Japanese attempt to seize the island with its airfield. Japanese ships are Akai, Kaga, Hiryu and Soryu with a total of 270 aircraft, while the USN has Enterprise, Hornet and Yorktown. Poor reconnaissance and decision-making by the Japanese see all of their carriers sunk, while the Americans lose Yorktown.

7 August: Saratoga, Enterprise and Wasp cover initial US landings on Guadalcanal and Tulagi.

8/9: Night action off Savo Island. Four US and one Australian cruiser with six destroyers are guarding the western flank of the Guadalcanal landing fleet. At 24.00 Vice-Admiral Mikawa attacks from Rabaul with seven cruisers and a destroyer with the element of surprise and manages to damage all of the Allied cruisers, with two sinking the next morning, including HMAS Canberra. Mikawa does not reach the landing fleet and withdraws, but on 9 August, the cruiser Kako is sunk by a US submarine.

23-25: Battle of the Solomon Islands. Four troopships take reinforcements for the Japanese garrison on Guadalcanal with Vice-Admiral Nagumo providing air cover from the carriers Shokaku and Zuikaku which have 131 planes, as well as the battleships Hiei, Kirishima and Mutsu, ten cruisers and twenty-one destroyers. A diversionary force consists of the carrier Ryujo with thirty-seven planes, a cruiser and two destroyers. The Americans have 176 planes aboard USS Enterprise and Saratoga, led by Vice-Admiral Fletcher.

23: US reconnaissance aircraft fail to find the Japanese.

24: Aircraft from Saratoga sink Ryujo using bombs and torpedoes while at the same time Enterprise is attacked by Japanese carrier-borne aircraft, causing damage and starting fires, but these are extinguished and she resumes limited operations.

25: Land-based US bombers from Guadalcanal and Espiritu Santo attack the Japanese troopships, sinking one and a destroyer. The Japanese abandon the operation after losing a carrier, a destroyer and ninety aircraft while the US has lost twenty aircraft.

September: General Douglas MacArthur appointed Supreme Allied Commander, South-West Pacific Area.

9: Yokosuka E14Y1 seaplane flown from Japanese submarine I-25 bombs the forests of Oregon, without any noticeable effect.

15: USS Wasp torpedoed and sunk by Japanese submarine I-19 off Guadalcanal.

29: Yokosuka E14Y1 seaplane flown from Japanese submarine I-25 conducts further raid.

11/12 October: Night action off Cape Esperance. Rear Admiral Goto commands cruisers escorting troopships for Guadalcanal, with some of the ships intended to bombard the US base at Henderson Field. Rear Admiral Scott has four USN cruisers and five destroyers and surprises the Japanese force, sinking a cruiser and a destroyer as well as damaging Goto s cruiser and killing him. The USN loses a destroyer and a cruiser is damaged. The airfield bombardment is abandoned but Japanese troops land.

26/27: Battle of the Santa Cruz Islands. Japanese believe that Henderson Field on Guadalcanal has been recaptured and send Shokaku, Zuikaku, Zuiho and Junyo with 212 aircraft, plus the battleships Hiei and Kirishima, against Enterprise and Hornet with 171 aircraft and the battleship South Dakota. Japanese suffer further heavy losses in aircraft with Zuiho and Shokaku badly damaged, but USN loses Hornet.

12/13 November: First night battle off Guadalcanal. Japanese ships bombard Henderson Field and the USN sends ships to counter the attack. Vice-Admiral Abe has the battleships Hiei and Kirishima, a cruiser and eleven destroyers, while Rear Admiral Callaghan has five cruisers and eight destroyers. The two forces blunder into each other in the darkness and a close-quarter fight ensues. American losses include Admirals Callaghan and Scott, the cruiser USS Atlanta and four destroyers, with the cruisers Juneau and Portland damaged, while the Japanese lose two destroyers and Hiei is left drifting.

13: Hiei is sunk by land and carrier-based aircraft, while Juneau is sunk by the Japanese submarine I-26.

13/14: Another night bombardment by Japanese ships destroying twenty aircraft at Henderson Field.

14: Aircraft from Enterprise sink the cruiser Kinugasa as she attempts to escape.

Henderson Field-based aircraft sink seven out of eleven troopships in a Japanese convoy, but the remaining ships continue their course to Guadalcanal.

14/15: Second night battle off Guadalcanal. The Americans have the battleships Washington and South Dakota under Rear Admiral Lee, with four destroyers, while the Japanese have the battleship Kirishima, four cruisers and nine destroyers, under Admiral Kondo. After dark the South Dakota is badly damaged by Japanese fire, but the Japanese fail to notice Washington, which uses radar to sink Kirishima and a destroyer. Three American destroyers are also sunk. The four surviving Japanese troopships are beached, and destroyed by US aircraft on 15 November.

30 November/1 December: Night action off Tassafronga, sometimes known as Lunga Point. Eight Japanese destroyers under Rear Admiral Tanaka attempted to carry supplies to Guadalcanal, but are intercepted by Rear Admiral Wright with five cruisers and six destroyers and with radar were able to open fire. Tanaka's destroyers fired a torpedo salvo and then turned away. A Japanese destroyer was sunk, but the torpedoes damage the cruisers New Orleans, Pensacola, Minneapolis and Northampton. Despite the US coming off worst in the engagement, the Japanese are unable to support their troops ashore.

1 December: Aircraft from Enterprise sink cruiser Kinugasa.

1943

January: Allied forces capture airfields on the north coast of New Guinea.

29: The cruiser USS Chicago sunk west of Guadalcanal by a Japanese torpedo-bomber.

February: Starting at the beginning of the month, Rear Admiral Tanaka evacuates 12,000 Japanese troops from Guadalcanal by destroyer.

2-5 March: Japanese send eight troopships escorted by destroyers into the Bismarck Sea to reinforce the garrisons in New Guinea. USAAF and RAAF bombers attack the convoy, sinking all the transports wiping out an entire Japanese division, also four destroyers.

26: Battle off the Komandorski Islands. A Japanese convoy for the Aleutian Islands is escorted by four cruisers and four destroyers under Vice-Admiral Hosagaya, and attacked by two US cruisers and four destroyers under Rear Admiral McMorris. A traditional line-against-line naval battle evolves until both sides exhaust their ammunition. The USS Salt Lake City and a destroyer are damaged, as is the Japanese cruiser Nachi, and the convoy turns back expecting air attack.

April: The JNAF suffers heavy losses in raids against Guadalcanal.

18: Admiral Yamamoto shot down by US aircraft after his movements have been discovered. Admiral Koga replaces him.

11 May: Attu in the Aleutians recaptured by US task force under Kinkaid with an escort carrier, three battleships, seven cruisers and twenty-one destroyers as well as troopships.

30 June: First use of modern landing ships for US landings on Rendova Island despite the Japanese having an air base across the channel in New Georgia. To ward off Japanese attack, there are two aircraft carriers, three escort carriers, five battleships, cruisers and destroyers.

5/6 July: Night action in the Kula Gulf. Rear Admiral Ainsworth s battle group of three cruisers and four destroyers encounters ten Japanese destroyers under Rear Admiral Akiyama and sinks two of these, although the cruiser USS Helena is torpedoed and sinks.

12/13: Night action off Kolombangara. Rear Admiral Izaki attempts to reinforce the garrison at Vila using a cruiser supported by nine destroyers, but intercepted by Rear Admiral Ainsworth with three cruisers and ten destroyers. The Japanese cruiser Jintsu blows up in a gunnery exchange, but Japanese torpedoes damage the USS Honolulu and St Louis and HMNZS Leander and sink a destroyer.

5 August: US forces take Munda on New Georgia.

15: USN lands 34,000 men on Kiska in the Aleutians after a two-week bombardment, only to find that the island had been evacuated much earlier.

US landing on Vella Lavella in the Solomons, bypassing Kolomban-gara which is heavily fortified.

3 September: Start of US landings on Lae and Salamaua. Rear Admiral Barbey takes MacArthur s VII Amphibious Force ashore in the Gulf of Huon in New Guinea and captures the adjacent Japanese strongpoint.

1 November: US forces land in Empress Augusta Bay on the south coast of Bougainville, western Solomon Islands. Japanese troops hold out in jungle until the end of the war.

2: Action in Empress Augusta Bay. Two heavy and two light cruisers under Rear Admiral Omori sail from Rabaul to attack the US invasion force under cover of darkness, which is guarded by Rear Admiral Merrill with four cruisers and eight destroyers. The US ships use radar and sink the cruiser Sendai and a destroyer, as well as damaging the cruiser Haguro.

5: US carriers send ninety-seven aircraft to attack Rabaul from Saratoga and Princeton. Six Japanese cruisers badly damaged for the loss of ten US aircraft.

11: Repeat raid on Rabaul with 185 aircraft from Essex, Bunker Hill and Independence, sinking a destroyer and damaging a cruiser, while a Japanese counter-attack is beaten off. Rabaul became too dangerous to remain a Japanese base.

19: Start of US air attacks preceding landings on the Gilbert Islands, covered by 700 aircraft from Yorktown, Saratoga, Lexington, Enterprise, Bunker Hill, Princeton, Monterey, Independence, Cowpens and Belleau Wood.

20: Independence is damaged by a torpedo dropped by a Japanese bomber.

US 2nd Marine Division and part of the US 27th Infantry Division land on Tarawa and Makin in the Gilbert Islands. Rear Admiral Turner s landing fleet consists of twenty troopships and supply ships as well as two of the new dock landing ships. Eight escort carriers have 216 aircraft to provide cover for ground forces, while the operation also includes the battleships Colorado, Idaho, Maryland, Mississippi, New Mexico, Pennsylvania and Tennessee, six heavy and two light cruisers and thirty-eight destroyers. Makin falls on the first day, Tarawa three days later.

24: CVE Liscombe Bay is sunk by a torpedo from I-175 in the Gilbert Islands.

4 December: Aircraft from two out of the four US carrier groups attack Kwajalein Atoll, with the new Lexington damaged by an air-dropped torpedo.

15: US South-West Pacific Command troops land on the south coast of New Britain.

26: US 1st Marine Division lands on the western end of New Britain at Cape Gloucester.

1944

2 January: US troops landed on Saidor on New Guinea, cutting off strong Japanese forces in the east of the island.

12: Imperial Japanese Army aircraft transport Nigitsu Maru sunk 700 miles east of Formosa by the US submarine Hake.

29 January-6 February: US Task Force 58 mounts extensive attacks on the Marshall Islands, with 730 aircraft from Yorktown, Saratoga, Intrepid, Essex, Enterprise, Bunker Hill, Princeton, Monterey, Langley, Cowpens, Cabot and Belleau Wood.

31 January: US 4th Marine and 7th Infantry Divisions landed on Kwajalein in the Marshall Islands, using around 100 troopships and landing ships, supported by eight escort carriers with 190 aircraft, the battleships Colorado, Idaho, Maryland, Mississippi, New Mexico, Pennsylvania and Tennessee, as well as nine cruisers and forty-five destroyers. The battleships bombard the landing sites at Roi, Namur and Kwajalein, and a week later US forces have full control.

15 February: 3rd New Zealand Division landed on Green Island, to the east of New Britain.

17-18: Assault on Truk begins, using the carriers Yorktown, Intrepid, Essex, Enterprise, Bunker Hill, Monterey, Cowpens, Cabot and Belleau Wood, supported by the battleships Alabama, Iowa, New Jersey, North Carolina, Massachusetts and South Dakota, ten cruisers and twenty-nine destroyers. In the main harbour there is nothing larger than a cruiser. Aircraft sink the cruiser Naha, the training cruiser Katori and two destroyers are sunk by gunfire from the battleships, while twenty-six Japanese merchant ships are sunk and they lose 300 out of 365 aircraft, against twenty-five US aircraft. Seven Japanese torpedo-bombers counter-attack and a torpedo hits Intrepid.

22: US landings on Hollandia supported by eight escort carriers, while the main carrier force attacks bases on Palau Islands.

23: US carriers attack Saipan, Tinian and Rota in the Marianas.

29: US 1st Cavalry Division of South-West Pacific Command land on several islands off the north coast of New Guinea, and over the next month succeed in capturing Manus, needed as a naval base because of its deep harbour.

20 March: US forces take Emirau, part of the Bismarck Archipelago, closing the ring around Rabaul.

30/31: Vice-Admiral Mitscher s carrier force attacks the Palau islands, ready for the landings on Hollandia, inflicting heavy damage on Japanese air bases for the loss of just twenty-five aircraft.

14 April: Ammunition ship explodes in Bombay Harbour, destroying twenty ships totalling 100,000 tons and fires burn in the port for two weeks.

19: Aircraft from HMS Illustrious and USS Saratoga attack Sabang on Sumatra.

22: US 24th and 41st Infantry Divisions land on Hollandia with air cover by Mitscher s carriers while the landings are supported by Kinkaid with the US Seventh Fleet, which includes eight escort carriers and five cruisers.

29-30: Carrier aircraft attack Truk, destroying ninety Japanese aircraft against twenty-six US. MacArthur s troops take several small islands as they advance westwards.

17 May: US troops landed on the small island of Wakde, west of Hollandia, where an airfield is built.

Joint RN and USN Operation Transom with carrier air attacks against Surabaya on Java.

27: US 41st Infantry Division landed on the small island of Biak, west of Wakde, but strong resistance means that the operation takes a month to complete.

19-31: Destroyer USS England sinks six Japanese submarines in twelve days, setting a single ship record for the war.

11-17 June: Further attacks on Marianas by US carrier aircraft of Mitscher s TF58, destroying Japanese air defences.

15/16: Two carrier groups attack the Bonin Islands, midway between the Marianas and Japan to prevent these being used as a staging post for reinforcements, costing 300 Japanese aircraft against twenty-two US.

15: Landings on Saipan in the Marianas covered by eight escort carriers with 170 aircraft, plus the battleships California, Colorado, Idaho, Maryland, New Mexico, Pennsylvania and Tennessee, eleven cruisers and fifty destroyers, with four escort carriers carrying spare aircraft. Underwater demolition teams sent in. Japanese expect to be rescued by the Combined Fleet, so resistance is stiff.

18: Japanese aircraft spot US fleet.

19/20: Battle of the Philippine Sea, or 'Marianas Turkey Shoot', sees Yorktown, Wasp, Lexington, Hornet, Essex, Enterprise, Bunker Hill, San Jacinto, Princeton, Monterey, Langley, Cowpens, Cabot, Bataan and Belleau Wood pitched against Taiho, Shokaku, Zuikaku, Junyo, Hiyo, Zuiho, Ryuho, Chitose and Chiyoda, with both Taiho and Shokaku falling victim to the US submarines Albacore and Cavalla respectively, while US aircraft sink Hiyo and two tankers, and damage Zuikaku and Chiyoda, while the Japanese also lose 450 aircraft.

24: Rear Admiral Clark takes the 4th Carrier Group for raids on Iwo Jima and the Pagan Islands, while the other three groups head to Eniwetok to replenish.

21 July: Rear Admiral Conolly's TF53 lands III Amphibious Corps on Guam, with support by the escort carriers and some of the battleships seen at Saipan. The escort carrier aircraft provide the first close air support of an invasion force. Vice-Admiral Mitscher with TF58 attacks Japanese bases to prevent aerial attacks on the landing force.

24: TF52 lands US V Amphibious Corps on Tinian with a heavy shore bombardment by the fleet and from US Army heavy artillery on Saipan. It takes just a few days to overcome the Japanese defence.

25: HMS Victorious and Illustrious send aircraft to attack Sabang on Sumatra, while their escorts shell the harbour area.

4/5 August: Mitscher s two carrier groups attack Bonin Island, destroying twenty-five aircraft and a Japanese convoy of five destroyers and seven merchantmen.

24: HMS Victorious and Indomitable attack Padang and Sabang on Sumatra, with Sabang also bombarded by the British Eastern Fleet.

31 August-2 September: US carrier group attacks Bonin Islands.

7-10 September: All of TF38 's aircraft attack southern Philippines, with the emphasis on airfields and naval facilities.

12/13: Central Philippines attacked by US Third Fleet, mainly in the Manila and Visayas areas.

15: South-West Pacific Command's VII Amphibious Force lands the US 31st Infantry Division on Moratai, finding it poorly defended. The island brings the Sunda Islands within range of land-based USAAF aircraft.

15-23: Rear Admiral Wilkinson s Task Force 31 lands III Amphibious Corps on the Palau Islands, with support from twelve escort carriers and the battleships Maryland, Mississippi, Pennsylvania, Tennessee and West Virginia, plus eight cruisers and twenty-seven destroyers. While the US 1st Marine Division lands with little resistance, a ridge in the centre of the island is held by the Japanese for two months. US 8th Infantry Division finds little resistance on Angaur, and Ulithi Atoll is undefended and becomes an Allied naval base.

21-24: Manila Harbour is attacked sinking three destroyers and upwards of twenty merchantmen, while Japanese shipping offshore is also attacked. For the cost of seventy-two US aircraft, 1,200 Japanese aircraft are destroyed.

10-16 October: Battle of Formosa, Halsey with the Third Fleet sends 340 aircraft to attack Okinawa, and heavy air battles follow over the next few days against Vice-Admiral Fukudoma s strong Japanese 2nd Air Fleet.

12: The seventeen aircraft carriers of TF38 attack Formosa and in a desperate air battle, the Japanese lose 160 aircraft against forty-three of the USN and USMC.

13: US aircraft attack airfields and naval installations. Japanese forces counter-attack and an air-dropped torpedo hits the cruiser USS Canberra, the only US warship to be named after a non-American capital.

14: US aircraft strike at Formosa and northern Luzon. Again Japanese forces counter-attack and an air-dropped torpedo hits the cruiser USS Houston.

15: Intense air combat over northern Luzon between the US Third Fleet s aircraft and those of the Japanese 1st Air Fleet. Houston hit again by a torpedo. Over seven days the Japanese lose 600 aircraft against ninety US.

17-19: Victorious, Indomitable and Illustrious send their aircraft to attack the Nicobar Islands in the Indian Ocean.

20: Kinkaid commands a landing fleet supported by the US Seventh Fleet, using 300 troopships and landing ships to land Lieutenant General Krueger s US Sixth Army ashore on Leyte. Rear Admiral Oldendorf has a fleet of elderly battleships with cruisers and destroyers to provide heavy fire support. The Third Fleet under Admiral Halsey provides air cover, but the Japanese torpedo the cruiser USS Honolulu and bomb HMAS Australia.

23-26: Battle of Leyte Gulf, divided into four stages with an air-sea battle of the Sibuyan Sea; night battle in the Surigao Straits; a battle off Samar and air-sea battle off Cape Engano. As a prelude to the battle, the US submarines Dace and Darter discover the Japanese Centre Force, led by Vice-Admiral Kurita, north of Palawan and torpedo three of the cruisers, sinking two, Kurita's flagship Atago and Maya, but in pursuing the damaged third cruiser, Takao, Darter runs onto a reef and has to be abandoned. Japanese carriers Zuikaku, Zuiho, Chitose and Chiyoda face large US carrier force, but hope to bring their major surface units to action. The US Third Fleet has Wasp, Lexington, Intrepid, Hornet, Hancock, Franklin, Essex, Enterprise, San Jacinto, Princeton, Monterey, Langley, Independence, Cowpens, Cabot and Belleau Wood, while the Seventh Fleet covering the landings has eighteen escort carriers. In the ensuing battle, Princeton is hit by a bomb and eventually blows up, also inflicting many casualties on the cruiser USS Birmingham. Later Gambier Bay and St Lo are sunk and six other CVEs damaged, but the Japanese lose all four carriers as well as the battleships Musashi, Fuso and Yamashiro, plus six heavy and four light cruisers, and eleven destroyers as well as 150 aircraft, compared to the loss of one American light carrier and two escort carriers, plus three destroyers as well as 100 aircraft. This battle also saw 10,000 Japanese killed against 1,500 Americans.

27 October-27 November: US Third Fleet operates east of the Philippines to support land forces on Leyte, shooting down 800 Japanese aircraft and a troop convoy is destroyed, while the cruisers Nachi, Kumano and Kiso plus thirteen destroyers are sunk for the loss of 150 US aircraft.

October/November: First massed Kamikaze attacks. Aircraft carriers Essex, Franklin, Hancock, Intrepid, Lexington, Belleau Wood and Cabot hit.

15 November: Imperial Japanese Army aircraft transport Akitsu Maru sunk by the US submarine Queenfish off Kyushu.

21: Japanese battleship Kongo sunk by the US submarine Sealion.

27: US submarine Archerfish sinks the new Japanese aircraft carrier Shinano, for many years the largest aircraft carrier outside of the USN. The USN initially refuses to believe this report.

15 December: US landings on Mindoro, an island south of Manila, supported by three battleships, seven cruisers and six escort carriers.

18: While supporting the landings on Mindoro by sending air strikes against Luzon, 'Halsey s Typhoon strikes Third Fleet, with three light carriers and two Essex-class carriers badly damaged, while 146 aircraft are washed overboard or damaged beyond repair.

19: US submarine Redfish sinks new Japanese carrier Unryu.

1945 

4 January: In the Indian Ocean, the British aircraft carriers Illustrious, Indefatigable, Indomitable and Victorious send aircraft to strike at the oil refineries in north-eastern Sumatra.

9: US landings on Luzon supported by Halsey s Third Fleet with attacks on airfields. The 600-strong Third Fleet includes the battleships California, Colorado, Mississippi, New Mexico, Pennsylvania and West Virginia. Kamikaze missions sink several ships including the CVE Ommaney Bay and damage several more, including the USS California, Mississippi and New Mexico.

10-21: Operations in South China Sea also face Kamikaze attacks, with aircraft carriers Ticonderoga and Langley damaged.

24 & 29: Operating in the Indian Ocean, HMS Illustrious, Indefatigable, Indomitable and Victorious send aircraft to strike at the oil refinery at Palembang in Sumatra.

Late January: US Amphibious Groups 8 and 9 land two divisions on the north and south of Manila Bay and by mid-February, the Bataan Peninsula and the island of Corregidor are under US control. During the spring, most of the southern Philippines are retaken.

16/17 February: Fifth Fleet sends fast carrier force of sixteen carriers under Vice-Admiral Mitscher, accompanied by nine battleships, fourteen cruisers and seventy-seven destroyers for the first full-scale assault on the Japanese home islands, destroying 500 aircraft for the loss of eighty-eight US aircraft.

19: US landings on Iwo Jima, to give US bombers attacking Japan from the Marianas fighter protection with the landings conducted by Admiral Spruance s Fifth Fleet, while Vice-Admiral Mitscher provided carrier support with TF58 with sixteen carriers, and the landing force had cover from eleven CVEs. It takes a month to break Japanese resistance, creating heavy US casualties.

21: Kamikaze attacks off Iwo Jima sink CVE Bismarck Sea, while Saratoga is hit six times but saved.

10 March: Amphibious Group 6 lands US 41st Infantry Division on the south-western tip of Mindanao.

18/19: 1,200 carrier-borne aircraft strike at Japan aiming for naval bases and airfields around the Inland Sea, operating from Bennington, Bunker Hill, Enterprise, Essex, Franklin, Hancock, Hornet, Intrepid, Wasp and Yorktown and the light carriers Bataan, Belleau Wood, Cabot, Independence, Langley and San Jacinto, accompanied by the battleships Indiana, Massachusetts, Missouri, New Jersey, North Carolina, South Dakota, Washington and Wisconsin, the battlecruisers Alaska and Guam, plus sixteen cruisers and sixty-four destroyers. In Japanese counter-attacks, Enterprise, Intrepid, Wasp, Yorktown and Franklin are damaged, with the last-named suffering 1,000 casualties.

Late March: US 77th Infantry Division lands on the poorly-defended Kerama islands, where a naval base is built.

1 April: US landings on Okinawa, with Admiral Spruance 's Fifth Fleet including Mitscher's TF58 strong carrier force and the landing fleet's eighteen escort carriers, plus aircraft transports, supported by the British Pacific Fleet under Vice-Admiral Rawlings with the carriers Illustrious, Indefatigable, Indomitable and Victorious with 220 aircraft, supported by the battleships King George V and Howe, plus five cruisers. The landing fleet, TF51, under Vice-Admiral Turner has 430 troopships and large landing ships, plus the battleships Arkansas, Colorado, Idaho, Maryland, Nevada, New Mexico, New York, Tennessee, Texas and West Virginia,with eight escort carriers with 540 aircraft, and thirteen cruisers. US Tenth Army lands on the west coast of Okinawa to find resistance is light at first.

6: A prolonged Kamikaze offensive with some 2,000 aircraft lasting six weeks begins, eventually sinking twenty-six US ships of destroyer size and below, while among the 164 ships damaged are the carriers Bunker Hill, Enterprise and Intrepid, and the British carriers Formidable, Indefatigable and Victorious also being hit. The battleship Yamato puts to sea with a cruiser and eight destroyers.

7: USN aircraft attack and sink the giant battleship Yamato as well as the cruiser and four of the destroyers.

11: In the Indian Ocean the British Eastern Fleet, including the battleships Queen Elizabeth and the French Richelieu, with two escort carriers, two cruisers and five destroyers, bombard Sabang on Sumatra.

17: Amphibious Group 8 lands the US 24th and 31st Infantry Divisions on the west coast of Mindanao.

8/9 May: Germany surrenders and the war in Europe ends.

15-16: British destroyer flotilla sinks the Japanese heavy cruiser Haguro in a night torpedo attack.

27: Vice-Admiral McCain takes over command of the US carriers (TF38/58) from Mitscher.

June: Japanese resistance on Okinawa ends.

14-18: US carriers carry out heavy attacks on Japanese airfields, harbours and shipping, while battleships start to bombard industrial targets.

24-30 July: US carriers and battleships resume attacks on Japan to soften up the landing sites. No major units of the Imperial Japanese Navy survive, and in this final round of attacks, the aircraft carrier Amagi and the battleships Haruna, Hyuga and Ise are destroyed.

31: British midget submarine XE4 cut the Singapore-Saigon telegraph cable near Cape St Jacques in French Indo-China, and her sister boat XE5 cut the Hong Kong-Saigon cable near Hong Kong s Lamma Island. Later, XE1 and XE3 damaged the heavy cruiser Takao using limpet mines.

6 August: First atom bomb is dropped on the Japanese city of Hiroshima.

9: Second atom bomb is dropped on the Japanese city of Nagasaki.

9-14: US carriers and battleships resume attacks on Japan.

15: Japan surrenders.

2 September: Official end of war in the Pacific.
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The fleet at peace. The heavy cruiser HMS Cornwall and the aircraft carrier HMS Hermes on the China Station in 1935. Both ships were sunk by the Japanese in April 1942.
(US Naval Historical Records Centre)
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The Australian light cruiser HMAS Hobart under way in 1939. She had formerly been HMS Apollo before being transferred from the Royal Navy. 
(US Naval Historical Records Centre)
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The attack on the US Pacific Fleet at Pearl Harbor at its height. 
(US Naval Historical Records Centre)
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Admiral Husband E. Kimmel, who was blamed for not putting effective precautions in place as the threat from Japan became stronger. The photograph was taken shortly before the attack. 
(US Naval Historical Records Centre)
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The USN’s Commander-in-Chief after Japan attacked the US Pacific Fleet was Admiral Ernest King, who had previously commanded the Atlantic Fleet. (US Naval Historical Records Centre)
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Dockyard personnel working to clear up the debris after the attack, but Pearl Harbor was never put out of action, even though the Japanese had hoped to keep it closed for at least six months. 
(US Naval Historical Records Centre)
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The blame for failing to complete the task at Pearl Harbor lay with Chuichi Nagumo, who failed to send a third and fourth wave of aircraft to attack. He was also in command at the debacle at Midway. (US Naval Historical Records Centre)
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Kondo was in command when Japanese forces stormed first Thailand and then Malaya and Singapore. He took over the Combined Fleet when Japan’s fortunes were on the wane. 
(US Naval Historical Records Centre)

[image: image]

Commander-in-Chief of the Japanese Combined Fleet was Yamamoto, who knew that Japan could not hope to match the United States militarily or industrially. (US Naval Historical Records Centre)
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The furthest west reached by the Japanese surface fleet was off Ceylon, modern-day Sri Lanka, in April 1942, sinking the small British aircraft carrier HMS Hermes, the first ship to have been designed as a carrier from the keel upwards. (US Naval Historical Records Centre)
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In May 1942, the Battle of the Coral Sea was officially a draw, but the Japanese advance was stalled, even though the USS Lexington was lost. She is seen here before sinking beneath the waves. 
(US Naval Historical Records Centre)
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Commander-in-Chief in the Pacific, Admiral Chester Nimitz is seen here on the right in tropical kit with the British Vice-Admiral Sir Henry Bernard Rawlings, Commander-in-Chief of the British Pacific Fleet. (US Naval Historical Records Centre)
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In the Battle of the Coral Sea, Vice-Admiral Frank Fletcher stopped the Japanese advance on Port Moresby. He was not promoted to admiral until he retired, possibly because many believed him to be over-cautious. (US Naval Historical Records Centre)
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Raymond Spruance was commander of the US Third Fleet and led some of the most important carrier campaigns of the war. (US Naval Historical Records Centre)
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Weakened by ships damaged in the Battle of the Coral Sea, the Japanese were defeated at Midway in June 1942, losing four aircraft carriers in just one day, one of which was the Hiryu, seen here with much of her deck blown away. She was one of just two carriers to have port-side islands. (US Naval Historical Records Centre)
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By contrast, the US Pacific Fleet lost just one carrier at Midway, the USN Yorktown, seen here under heavy aerial attack.
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Aboard Yorktown, her crew found it increasingly difficult to keep their footing on the deck as a serious list developed. (US Naval Historical Records Centre)
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Many Japanese carriers did not have islands at all, and instead had the bridge under the flight deck, which must have added to the problems of control. Typical of ships of this type was Ryujo. 
(US Naval Historical Records Centre)
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One of the more conventional Japanese aircraft carriers was Unryu, seen here. Note the smoke from the downward-facing funnel - a distinctive feature of many Japanese carriers. 
(US Naval Historical Records Centre)
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Commander of the US Third Fleet was Admiral William ‘Bull’ Halsey, so named because of his short temper. He was also impetuous, allowing himself to be lured away from his assigned position at Leyte Gulf by a Japanese decoy force. (US Naval Historical Records Centre)
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Depending on who was in command, the designation of the US fleet in the Pacific alternated between the Third Fleet and the Fifth Fleet, so the carrier force also alternated between being TF38 and TF58, but was usually under the command of Vice-Admiral Marc Mitscher. (US Naval Historical Records Centre)
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The Japanese failed to make good use of their submarines against the Allies and their landing forces, or even the supply convoys. This submarine is 1-68, although later redesignated I-168. (US Naval Historical Records Centre)
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The Japanese had the largest leet of aircraft-carrying submarines, and some could carry two aircraft. Apart from a raid on the forests of Oregon they were not used, although an attack on the Panama Canal was planned. They are seen here alongside a depot ship. (US Naval Historical Records Centre)
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More use was made of the Japanese midget submarines, several of which are seen here. An attack was made on British warships at Diego Suarez on the island of Madagascar after the British invasion, damaging the elderly battleship HMS Ramillies, but an attack on shipping at Sydney failed completely. (US Naval Historical Records Centre)
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When the Royal Navy returned to the east in force, the USS Saratoga and HMS Illustrious operated together for a while to ensure that both navies could collaborate and mount joint operations. These were successful, but for the most part they operated as distinct fleets with their own operational area and assigned targets. The two ships are seen here at Trincomalee, or ‘Trinco’, in Ceylon. (US Naval Historical Records Centre)
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Saratoga as seen from 1llustrious with a Grumman Avenger strike aircraft in the foreground. The Royal Navy had been short of high-performance aircraft, but this failing was largely remedied by the supply of US aircraft such as the Avenger under Lend-Lease. (US Naval Historical Records Centre)
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One of the many differences between the two main Allied navies was the batsman’s signals and these had to be standardised. Here a Vought Corsair approaches Illustrious at a tight angle. The gun turrets almost flush with the armoured deck are twin 4.5-inch AA guns. (US Naval Historical Records Centre)
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The Japanese battleship Hiei in Tokyo Bay, 11 July 1942. Earlier, she was part of the escort for the carriers assigned for the attack on Pearl Harbor that brought the United States into the Second World War. (US Naval Historical Records Centre)
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This is the Japanese heavy cruiser Haguro under heavy Allied air attack at Rabaul in November 1943. She was later sunk by British naval aircraft off Singapore. (US Naval Historical Records Centre)
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A Japanese torpedo-bomber crashes in flames after encountering heavy AA fire. The torpedo can be seen falling away under the aircraft. (US Naval Historical Records Centre)
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Both the Royal Navy and the United States Navy suffered from Kamikaze attacks as they drew closer to Japan. The armoured steel decks of the British carriers, such as HMS Formidable seen here, offered greater protection than the wooden decks of the American carriers. (US Naval Historical Records Centre)
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HMAS Canberra leaving Wellington, New Zealand, for Guadalcanal, where she was lost in August 1942. In recognition of her struggle against Japanese attack, the USN named a new heavy cruiser USS Canberra, one of the few instances of an American ship being named after a foreign city. 
(US Naval Historical Records Centre)
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One of the Lend-Lease aircraft supplied to the Royal Navy was the Vought Corsair, which many regarded as the best fighter-bomber of the war. It was a large aircraft and found the hangar decks of the British carriers a tight fit. (US Naval Historical Records Centre)
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The battleship USS Nevada bombards Iwo Jima in February 1945. The Pacific naval war was so much a war between aircraft carriers that the battleships were used mainly for coastal bombardment or to provide anti-aircraft protection for the carriers. 
(US Naval Historical Records Centre)
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Another battleship, the USS New York, during the bombardment of Iwo Jima. Note the effect of the 15-inch guns on the surface of the sea. 
(US Naval Historical Records Centre)
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The US fleet off the Marshall Islands in February 1944. This was a force that the Japanese could not rival, and even before war broke out their admirals knew it. The ‘pyramid’ islands of the Essex-class ships can be clearly seen, while an Independence-class light carrier is in the foreground. (US Naval Historical Records Centre)
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The Imperial Japanese Navy also needed to find a role for its battleships, although it did try to use them at Leyte Gulf. Here battleship 1se has had a half-conversion with a light deck instead of her aft turrets, an impractical solution. 
(US Naval Historical Records Centre)
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February 1945 sees the battleship USS Missouri in the Pacific under dark skies. 
(US Naval Historical Records Centre)
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September 1945, and a Grumman Hellcat from the USS Essex lies over Japan unchallenged. 
(US Naval Historical Records Centre)
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