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PREFACE



The idea for this book occurred when I was researching material for my previous book, Hell from the Heavens, the story of the destroyer USS Laffey (DD-724). That ship, which battled twenty-two kamikazes off Okinawa in April 1945, often operated in conjunction with other destroyers, and I wondered if there might be a squadron whose exploits offered an equally compelling tale. When my agent, Jim Hornfischer, mentioned the O’Bannon, I examined the squadron of which she was a part and found that Destroyer Squadron 21 more than fit the bill. Not only was the unit the most decorated destroyer squadron of the war, but the ships’ feats from 1942 to war’s end, where they were involved in the Solomon Islands, the Gilberts and Marshalls, New Guinea, the Philippines, Iwo Jima, Borneo, Okinawa, and the Japanese Home Islands, presented a panorama of naval conflict in the Pacific. As I dug deeper into the unit’s accomplishments, I discovered dramatic surface engagements, encounters with aircraft and submarines, shore bombardments, convoy escorting, and antisubmarine patrols.


Mostly I unearthed examples of individuals reacting under the crucible of war, for the book is the story of people rather than of a unit. Inspiring leaders guided crews and ships through treacherous combat, daring sea rescues, and antiaircraft duels with kamikazes. Young sailors shook off the civilian world and blended into top-notch crews, seamen and machinist’s mates ignored their anxieties to perform under fire, and a gridiron hero offered a modern version of Robinson Crusoe in battling the Japanese while stranded on an island. Men managed fears and missed loved ones. They performed their duties during moments of mind-numbing boredom and of intense action, during those dangerous nights rushing up the Slot to meet the Tokyo Express and while operating off Okinawa and its kamikaze-filled skies. They exhibited every emotion, from joy and laughter to terror and fear. And the squadron officers and crews repeatedly demonstrated heroism under fire, whether the opposition came from a Japanese warship, artillery battery, aircraft, or submarine. In telling the story of Destroyer Squadron 21, I am presenting the naval side of the Pacific war.


I have many people to thank. I received superb help from Destroyer Squadron 21 survivors—Russell Bramble, Warren Gabelman, Donald Holmes, John O’Neill, Willy Rhyne, James Setter, Douglas Starr, and Robert Whisler—who during interviews and other correspondence helped me to better understand what war on the waters was like. Dow Ransom Jr. graciously allowed me to digitize the fascinating diary kept by his father, a ship’s physician aboard one of the destroyers. Thomas Chesnutt opened up the diary he kept aboard another destroyer and was most willing to answer the many queries I sent his way. Martin Johnson’s interviews, combined with the compelling wartime letters he made available, proved invaluable. Fortunately, I was able to explore the vast amount of material gathered by the late Dave McComb of the Destroyer History Foundation and presented on his website, which his widow, Meredith, gave me permission to use.


With his editorial comments, Bob Pigeon at Da Capo Press expertly shepherded the manuscript into final form, and he and his team, including publicist Lissa Warren and others, developed the book’s jacket and touted the book’s attractions. Jeffrey Ward’s skilled maps complemented the text. My writing mentor, naval biographer Thomas Buell, and my history adviser at the University of Notre Dame, Dr. Bernard Norling, profoundly influenced me with their advice. Although neither is now with us, their kind words and wise counsel remain with me each day. The support and advice of my extraordinary agent, Jim Hornfischer, helped me attain a dream that otherwise might not have been realized.


I have been blessed with the support of a nurturing family. My older brother, Tom, who served so nobly as a naval aviator during the Vietnam conflict, offers encouragement and exhibits pride in what I do. The memories of my parents, Tom and Grace, and of my younger brother, Fred, prod me to give my utmost. My daughters, Amy, Julie, and Karen, put a smile on my face with their unquestioned love and support for what I do, and make me proud of the people they have become. My four grandchildren, Matthew, Megan, Emma, and Kaitlyn, keep me young at heart with their vibrant personalities and amazing stream of achievements, and help me to remember that my main duty as an author is to make certain that the deeds of a past generation are not forgotten by those that follow. My invaluable companion of more than two decades, Terri Faitel, a marvelous mathematics teacher, scrutinized my manuscript to dig out errors and to make certain the text made sense. I rely on her more than she may realize.


John F. Wukovits  


Trenton, Michigan


June 30, 2016       












PART I


ORIGINS OF A SQUADRON













PROLOGUE



Admiral William F. Halsey had not been this satisfied since before the war. As he looked across the waters of Tokyo Bay on August 29, 1945, from the bridge of his flagship, USS Missouri—the battleship nicknamed the “Mighty Mo”—a conglomeration of battleships and cruisers steamed behind in a long line stretching to the horizon. Those ships, and others like them, had outslugged the Japanese in surface actions and pounded their installations in landings from the Solomon Islands to Okinawa. Farther out at sea, the formidable fast carrier task forces and their swarms of aircraft that dominated the naval war in the western Pacific in 1944–1945 guarded against surprise kamikaze attacks. The United States had won a long, grueling war, largely due to those ships and other weapons sent to the front lines through an uninterrupted pipeline connecting the American military to home-front factories and shipyards.


As one of the two top naval commanders in the Pacific, Halsey played a prominent part in the victory, gaining accolades and winning battles from the first day of war to the last. He became the nation’s darling for his audacious actions, and for four years he looked forward to the moment he would enter the bay, promising along the way to ride Emperor Hirohito’s famous white horse through the streets of Tokyo. Halsey described the entry into Tokyo Bay as “the supreme moment of my career,” and said, “Every man jack among us was looking toward one moment, the moment we would anchor in Tokyo Bay.”1


Halsey might justifiably have placed his Missouri in the first spot, giving the battleship the honor of taking the victorious United States Fleet into Tokyo Bay as conquering heroes come to lay claim on a defeated foe. He instead handed that recognition to a trio of destroyers, O’Bannon (DD-450), Nicholas (DD-449), and Taylor (DD-468), smaller vessels dwarfed in size by “Mighty Mo,” which followed them in line. Halsey’s love of destroyers, the dashing ships whose speed and offensive punch matched his aggressive personality, had started early in his career. He considered himself a destroyerman even when he rose to higher command, for those ships that sliced low through the water, with the wind slapping his face and the sea salt coating his lips, were in his DNA. The crews of 330 officers and enlisted forged a tight unit, something that the Missouri and her crew of 2,700 could not hope to achieve. They were men who leaned on one another when the guns boomed and drank together when the fighting ended. They were his type of men.


Halsey did not choose the three destroyers based upon sentiment, however. He selected them because of the record they had amassed over the previous three years, and because in the bleak months of late 1942, when he most needed a weapon with which to stymie the Japanese in the Solomons, he turned to his destroyers.


O’Bannon, Nicholas, and Taylor were part of Destroyer Squadron 21 (Desron 21), the most acclaimed destroyer squadron of the war. Similar to an Army or Marine company, the squadron operated as a unit, in some ways a seagoing band of brothers. At times all of the squadron’s destroyers barreled into action together, while on other occasions individual ships received separate missions, much as an infantry company dispatches smaller platoons on different assignments.


Desron 21 destroyers could be found with American forces as they steadily advanced up the Solomon Island chain, during the assaults against the Gilbert and Marshall Islands, along New Guinea’s coast, into the Philippines, and north to Iwo Jima and Okinawa before participating in air and naval bombardments of the Japanese Home Islands. The squadron fought in major surface clashes and minor actions, conducted hundreds of patrols, escorted giant battleships and diminutive landing craft, scoured the ocean depths for enemy submarines, and scrutinized the skies for kamikazes. Foes charged the ships on, above, and below the surface. By appearing in almost every major assault of the Pacific war from 1942 to 1945, the squadron’s exploits reflected the history of the Pacific clash itself.


Admiral Halsey wished to recognize those accomplishments by asking the three remaining operational ships of Desron 21 to lead the armada into Tokyo Bay. They had served under his command at Guadalcanal, and to the man the press called the “Bull” it seemed only fitting that they would accompany him at war’s end.


“At daylight, there was my old ship, the Nicholas, getting under way,” recalled Ensign Jack Fitch, subsequently on the Desron 21 staff, “honored to lead the entire armada, which stretched single file over the horizon into Tokyo Bay. It was and is the most spectacular sight I ever saw.”2


In its three years of existence, Desron 21 earned three Presidential Unit Citations, one Navy Unit Commendation, and 118 battle stars—forty-eight by the trio that now steamed at Halsey’s van, in front of the Missouri. The squadron had sunk or helped sink ten submarines and numerous surface vessels, shot down dozens of aircraft, and rescued more than eighteen hundred sailors and downed airmen, but it came with a high cost, as attested to in that only three of the twelve destroyers (counting replacements) remained to operate with Halsey and the three hundred Allied warships at war’s end. Desron 21 ships were torpedoed three times, mined four times, and hit four times by shore batteries, suffering a total of 372 crewmembers killed and many more wounded.


While Desron 21’s achievements were impressive, it was not a squadron of ships that registered an inspiring resume, but the people serving aboard those destroyers. Just as soldiers in an Army battalion seize a hill and Marines in a platoon storm a beach, the officers and sailors of Desron 21 issued the orders and manned the guns. They dropped depth charges and delivered shells to five-inch guns, downed enemy aircraft and rescued military brethren. They put their lives on the line not once or twice but day after day, and emerged victorious despite the worst that the Japanese could hurl at them. The united effort of career Navy officers and civilian enlisted, ship’s doctors and gridiron heroes, swept the once victorious Japanese from their island bastions and rolled them back toward Tokyo. People, not metallic superstructures and hulls, won the battles.


Halsey selected the final three destroyers of Desron 21 because he knew that their endeavors epitomized all that was noble in the conflict. “The history of the Pacific war can never be written without telling the story of the U.S.S. O’Bannon [a key member of Desron 21],” wrote Admiral Halsey in the foreword to a book about the ship and unit. “Time after time the O’Bannon and her gallant little sisters were called upon to turn back the enemy. They never disappointed me. Out-numbered, out-gunned, during the dark days of ’42 and ’43 they stood toe-to-toe with the best the Japanese Fleet could offer—and never failed to send them scurrying home with their tails between their legs.


“No odds were ever too great for them to face,” added Halsey. He said that their actions “derailed the Tokio Express so often that the Japanese admirals ran out of excuses. No medals, however high, can reward the gallant men of the tin-can fleet for their brave deeds. In her [the nation’s] darkest hour their country called. They answered with flaming guns and high courage.”3


So, too, did Donald MacDonald answer his nation’s call.













CHAPTER 1



THE DESTROYERS GO TO WAR


Like most young boys, Donald John MacDonald gave little thought to the military when he was growing up in DuBois, Pennsylvania. Born on July 25, 1908, MacDonald reaped the benefits of a well-to-do family. His father was a business executive who owned a lucrative list of properties, including coal mines and a hotel. His grandfather on the paternal side came to the United States from Inverness, Scotland, and his Scots-Irish maternal grandparents arrived in the heated years leading to the American Revolution. As a representative from New Hampshire, his great-great-uncle Josiah Bartlett signed his name to the Declaration of Independence, three names to the right of John Hancock and three names above John Adams.


At DuBois High School, MacDonald proved his prowess both on the athletic field and in the classroom, where he earned valedictorian honors as well as the distinction of being named class president. Since females found the combination of good looks, brains, and athletic acumen irresistible, the outgoing MacDonald never lacked for girlfriends.


In MacDonald’s senior year, his father contacted a congressman and obtained an appointment for his son to the United States Naval Academy. Being more interested in sports and girls, and never having given the military serious thought, MacDonald took the exams without studying and failed the English portion. When the congressman promised to hold an appointment for him a year from then, MacDonald cracked the books.


He attended the Werntz Naval Academy Preparatory School in Annapolis, a highly regarded preparatory school for the Naval Academy operated by Bobby Werntz, a stern taskmaster. The discipline produced quick results, with MacDonald passing the next year’s exams. He earned the congressman’s appointment and, in 1927, entered the Naval Academy as a plebe.


Once accepted at Annapolis, the athletic MacDonald focused more on extracurricular activities than on classroom work. “I guess I never spent enough time reading books and so forth,” he said. “I was always sort of out playing golf, tennis, and anything else.”1 He lettered in soccer, but had enough natural intelligence to graduate eighty-fifth out of 441 graduates of the Class of 1931. Commissioned an ensign, MacDonald was assigned to destroyers, but he planned to remain in the Navy only until the economy, ravaged by the onset of the Great Depression, improved and allowed him to depart for a promising business opportunity.


After one month’s leave, MacDonald joined his first ship, the USS Hulbert (DD-342), in San Diego. In no time the flustered young officer found himself in authority when the skipper, Lieutenant Commander Frederick D. “Pinky” Powers, handed MacDonald the first watch. “You know,” barked Powers, “I don’t want anyone on this ship who doesn’t carry his own weight, so you’re going to start standing watches right away.”


Although MacDonald at times felt overwhelmed, he claimed that he benefited from Powers, whom he called “a pretty tough hombre.” Powers put him in charge at a time when many of MacDonald’s classmates wallowed at the bottom of the command chain. Instead, he began learning how to supervise men from his first hour aboard the destroyer. “This did really help me and gave me a great boost in connection with confidence.”2


Two years later MacDonald reported to the battleship USS California (BB-44), where he gained additional experience by administering the junior officers’ mess, commanding the Number Four gun turret, and serving as the catapult officer. This lasted until the fall of 1937, when he was assigned to the USS Salinas (AO-19), a Navy oil tanker whose job was to keep the shore-based oil farm tanks full for the Navy’s ships and aircraft. The vessel operated along the East Coast, transporting oil from Houston refineries to a fuel farm.


Being a young, single naval officer had its benefits, and the handsome MacDonald took full advantage of the many opportunities for fun that a life of travel and glamour offered. He was comfortable in the presence of women, popular at parties, and conversant with dignitaries. “Life was very pleasant then for a naval officer. You were accepted wherever you went, not exactly always respected, but at least accepted. Naval officers were almost looked upon as catches for the daughters, because we had a little bit of stability and also independence.”


The ship’s base, Charleston, South Carolina, especially came alive during Christmas season. “I seemed to be very popular,” he said. “I had a very hectic social schedule.” He had just been advanced to lieutenant, junior grade, “and we were very much in demand by the parents of daughters they would like to see marry into the Navy at the time.”3 Debutante balls and parties followed one after the other, with the fun-loving MacDonald on each list.


So far, MacDonald had been exposed to relatively routine matters, but that changed in April 1938 when he received orders to leave Salinas and report to Washington, D.C., to work in the Navy Department’s coding room. For the first time in his young career, as an assistant communications officer for coding arrangements, MacDonald worked closely with the Office of Naval Intelligence and with top naval officials, including the Chief of Naval Operations Admiral Harold R. Stark and his assistant, Rear Admiral Robert L. Ghormley.


It was heady company for an officer only a few years out of Annapolis, but his simultaneous duties as an aide to President Franklin D. Roosevelt at the White House were even more impressive. Roosevelt used MacDonald as a source of information for what came into the decoding room. If MacDonald read anything he judged important, especially pertaining to Great Britain’s struggle with Germany after war in Europe flared in September 1939, he was to send it directly to Roosevelt.


MacDonald deciphered most of the messages darting back and forth from Winston Churchill to Roosevelt, many which related to the president’s desire to help the British at a time when a majority of the people in the United States opposed intervention in what they considered a foreign war. MacDonald was authorized to phone the president directly, so that Roosevelt would have the information as soon as possible. Wherever MacDonald went in Washington, he had to leave his phone number in case an important message needed deciphering. Eleanor Roosevelt sometimes invited him and other aides to dine at the White House, where they engaged in friendly banter while enjoying a top-notch dinner. He once attended a banquet given on behalf of the king and queen of England, and at the request of the president or his wife often appeared at balls and dances hosted for Roosevelt nieces.


“It was a wonderful life. We were there so frequently that they almost got to know us like their own children. We were invited to lots of parties,” he recalled. Long at ease in the presence of beautiful women, MacDonald, splendidly attired in his uniform, moved gracefully from guest to guest; “my social life was very busy in the evenings.”4 He especially looked forward to the times when Colonel George S. Patton, the commanding officer at nearby Fort Myer, hosted an affair, more for the presence of Patton’s daughters than the officer. In late summer of 1940 MacDonald jumped from the social pleasures of peacetime Washington, D.C., to the perils of wartime London when he crossed the Atlantic to be the assistant naval attaché and special naval observer under Ghormley, the naval attaché. He went from deciphering messages sent by a troubled Winston Churchill to the scene of the fighting those messages described, at a time when Churchill could not be certain his nation would withstand Hitler’s assault. A German invasion seemed all too possible, and the German air arm blistered London and other British cities during the Blitz.


“Well, when we arrived there, England was in desperate straits, there’s no doubt about it, and this was when Churchill came on the air with his ‘blood, sweat, and tears’ speech,” said MacDonald. “We’d only been there about a week when he came on the air with that one. They were desperate. They had no way of defending themselves, really, because the military equipment, as far as the Army was concerned, was virtually all left on the beaches of Normandy in the Dunkirk arrangement. It was all left over there, so the only thing they had were the volunteers who were called up to bring their shotguns and a few things like that to stand by. England had a terrible time.” He added, “The atmosphere at the time was that maybe England wouldn’t be able to hold out, so we might not be over there too long.”5


The group stayed at the Dorchester Hotel in a suite of rooms with two bedrooms on the top floor. When German aircraft lumbered toward the big city, rather than hasten to the basement shelters as guests were required to do, MacDonald and the other American military personnel scampered to the roof, where they observed German bombs set fire to warehouses and ships.


After one of the largest German raids, MacDonald visited the official in charge of the fire equipment in London. The man told MacDonald that his department faced nearly 2,500 fires burning at the same time all over London, and that it was impossible to extinguish them all. When MacDonald asked how he handled the situation, the official explained they had no choice but to let some burn themselves out so they could focus on the most threatening conflagrations. Under desperate circumstances the official and his crews assessed what they were able to do and then executed the tasks. MacDonald was impressed with this lesson in crisis management.


On another occasion Churchill invited Ghormley, MacDonald, and others to join him for an inspection trip to Dover. When they reached the port city, Churchill grabbed high-powered binoculars to gain a view of the German military installations on the other side of the Channel and noticed that the enemy was constructing additional gun emplacements. In a testy mood, Churchill asked the British commander at his side to fire a few rounds across the water, but the officer advised against it. He explained that they had done that before, but the Germans responded with ten times as many shells.


Having deciphered so many of Churchill’s messages to Roosevelt, MacDonald was hardly stunned when the British leader nevertheless ordered a shot fired, nor was he surprised when the Germans indeed sent back ten times as many. MacDonald saw why so many Britons rallied to Churchill’s side: their leader never shrank from the aggressive course. No matter how desperate the situation—and things certainly favored the Germans at this stage of the conflict—Churchill acted with composure and optimism. MacDonald admired that quality and made a mental note of it for the day when he commanded men in battle.


Even more, he admired the resolve displayed by London’s citizenry. Each day men and women left their homes, many residences showing signs of recent bombings, and traipsed to work. Fathers and mothers shook off the numbness that came from bomb-interrupted sleep or from hours spent in bomb shelters, and commenced daily schedules that had long structured their lives. Despite the dangers that had become an all too familiar part of their routines, children attended school and played with neighborhood friends. Almost daily, MacDonald observed examples, not from statesmen or admirals but from men and women, boys and girls, of how to endure under stress.


“The people over here are standing up remarkably well,” he wrote his parents in February 1941. “The morale is still very high. They are quite confident that they will win.”6 Their example profoundly influenced him when he later faced trying situations against Japanese firepower.


MacDonald would have to put those lessons to the test sooner than he assumed. During a visit to friends in the English countryside on December 7, 1941, MacDonald listened to a radio broadcast announcing the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor. He immediately departed for London, where he found Ghormley in his office trying to obtain additional information.


When a telegram shortly after the Japanese attack informed him that his father was seriously ill, in February 1942 MacDonald boarded an aircraft and arrived home in time to visit his father before he succumbed. After the funeral, the young officer contacted people in the Navy to seek a seagoing command. With the mad naval expansion then in place, both in ships and in men, it was not long before he was named the executive officer, the second-in-command, of the destroyer USS O’Bannon, the second of the Fletcher-class destroyers then being constructed at Bath, Maine.


Lieutenant Commander Donald MacDonald was off to war.


“The Deadliest Killer in the Fleet for Her Size”


Navy men have long been charmed by destroyers. Admiral Halsey claimed he owed much of his success to his destroyer commands between the wars, mainly because, like the man, the ships carried a reputation for aggressiveness and action. Although he eventually directed massive task forces consisting of aircraft carriers, battleships, and cruisers, Halsey never lost his fondness for the smaller destroyers.


The craft were originally created in the late nineteenth century to combat torpedo boats, which then wreaked havoc with ships. They slowly transformed into the offensive tool the hard-hitting admiral so loved, first by adding self-propelled torpedoes, which could be launched against surface ships, and then by carrying depth charges, to dispatch submarines during World War I. When aerial threats became more prevalent as the world wound its way toward war in 1939, destroyers enhanced their arsenal with antiaircraft batteries. Originally assigned one task, by World War II destroyers had morphed into multipurpose warships that could attack or defend.


MacDonald was fortunate to join one of the sleek, new Fletcher-class destroyers just then bursting out of American shipyards. Fletcher-class destroyers played a crucial role early in the Pacific war because when Pearl Harbor was attacked, the famed naval architectural firm Gibbs and Cox had already crafted their designs; faced with the instant need for more ships, the Navy turned to those destroyers. Ten were commissioned within nine months, with nineteen more ordered, and a total of 175 left shipyards during the conflict, more than any other class of destroyers. The ships formed the foundation for what would later become Destroyer Squadron 21.


At 376 feet long—the length of almost one and a third football fields—and forty feet across at the widest, the ships were known for speed and offensive wallop. Two turbine engines propelled the ship at top speeds approaching thirty-seven knots (42.6 miles per hour). While the thin-skinned vessels could be vulnerable to bombs and shells, the real value of the Fletcher-class destroyers rested in the array of gunfire and torpedoes they could bring on an enemy, which made them effective in both offensive and defensive modes.


The five 5-inch single-barrel gun mounts led the way. The guns, which could be fired automatically or manually, propelled fifty-four-pound shells at surface targets eighteen thousand yards distant or at incoming aircraft from six miles away.


Five twin 40mm antiaircraft gun mounts, positioned along the ship’s length, supplemented the five-inch batteries. Situated in open gun tubs, the 40mm guns could fire 160 rounds per minute at aircraft to a range of 2,800 yards, or lower their trajectory to pour streams of shells toward close-in surface targets.


Seven single-barrel 20mm antiaircraft guns, capable of firing 480 rounds per minute, stood from bow to stern. They were generally used against aircraft that had closed to within a thousand yards, but in tight situations they could be turned against enemy crew manning the decks of ships that had drawn uncomfortably close. Crew referred to these guns as “revenge guns,” because if the opponent had already pulled within their range, he had most likely already inflicted serious harm to the destroyer.


Two torpedo mounts, with five torpedoes each, carried the destroyer’s main offensive weapon. Boasting five hundred pounds of explosives in their twenty-one-inch diameters, torpedoes could put out of action or even sink a cruiser if placed in a vulnerable location. Multiple torpedo hits could do the same to enemy battleships.


In addition to that firepower, two racks of eight six-hundred-pound depth charges, tasked with demolishing enemy submarines, straddled the fantail to port (left) and starboard (right), and three K-guns, situated forward of the depth charge racks, tossed additional three-hundred-pound depth charges to either side. Smoke screen generators, which emitted thick clouds of smoke to mask the destroyer or the ships she might be escorting, also stood on the fantail near the depth charge racks.


According to Captain Frederick J. Bell, skipper in the Pacific of the destroyer USS Grayson (DD-435), the modern destroyer was “the deadliest killer in the fleet, for her size—because of the tin fish that she carries in tubes on deck.” He added, “She was made for speed; she was designed to carry the maximum fighting power in her slender hull, and there was no wasted space.”7


Noted naval expert Bernard Brodie praised the advantages of the Fletcher-class ships and other destroyers. “Destroyers are multiple-duty vessels,” he wrote. “They screen the battle fleet against torpedo attack and shroud it with smoke to protect it against enemy guns. With their torpedoes they attack the mightiest battleships of the enemy fleet. They protect convoys against the U-boat menace, and by that fact become the mainstay of a nation which must carry on a vast shipping in order to survive.”8


MacDonald was impressed with O’Bannon, which he said “was longer, she was bigger, she was in all respects finer than anything that the U.S. Navy had seen in destroyers prior to this time.”9 He thought the destroyer compared favorably to the small cruisers of twenty years earlier, and he concluded that the vessel’s lighter yet stronger metal could make her more maneuverable and harder to sink than World War I–vintage destroyers. MacDonald never expected, though, that his smaller ship might have to engage enemy battleships and cruisers in a surface duel, where fourteen-inch guns would possess a huge advantage.


“How You Going to Win a War with a Mob Like That?”


The experiences of the first three ships before leaving the United States were shared by every destroyer crew that steamed to war. After shipyard workers constructed their destroyers, a commissioning ceremony preceded the shakedown cruise in the Caribbean, where sea trials tested ship and crew. When complete, they received their assignment to either Pacific or European waters.


After a course at the antisubmarine warfare school in Key West, Florida, where American naval officers studied the Royal Navy’s tactics against German U-boats, in March 1942 MacDonald traveled to Bath to help Commander Edwin R. Wilkinson prepare the O’Bannon for service. Named after Lieutenant Presley O’Bannon, the ship and crew faced a stern challenge in living up to the heritage established by the Marine officer. In 1805 O’Bannon commanded a Marine detachment that charged through heavy enemy musket fire to engage Barbary pirates in bitter hand-to-hand combat at Tripoli. After the victory O’Bannon’s contingent raised the Stars and Stripes over foreign soil for the first time. Their exploits were later commemorated by the verse “to the shores of Tripoli” in the Marine Corps Hymn.


Bath, Maine, had once been a thriving fishing center and the home for whaling captains, but in early March, before warming temperatures had a chance to melt a hard winter’s snowy residue, it left much to be desired. The town resounded to the noise of welders and other shipyard workers, who in their off-hours crowded Bath’s two main streets to do their shopping or seek out food or beverages.


Wilkinson and MacDonald, as did the officers of Fletcher and Nicholas, recognized the challenges they faced. In these lean years the skipper of every destroyer earmarked for the combat zones had to rely on a small core of experienced officers, chiefs, and petty officers to work their magic in molding into a workable crew the youth who came out of Navy training camps. Only four of Wilkinson’s officers had served aboard destroyers before coming to O’Bannon; only four were regular Navy.


At least the nucleus crew, the group of experienced officers and enlisted who arrived in Bath to prepare the ship for service, would help. Most had compiled years of service in the Navy and had come to O’Bannon from ships that had been damaged or sunk, mainly at Pearl Harbor. Men such as Chief Quartermaster John T. Sexton and Chief Boatswain Robert J. McGrath provided what MacDonald called the backbone of the ship’s organization during training and in the battles that were to come. MacDonald wondered, though, if service aboard a ship at Pearl Harbor compared with the ordeals he observed in London. “Some of them had been at Pearl Harbor, this had made an impression but, on the other hand, so many of them did not seem to have any idea of what a real war might mean.”10


The officers and nucleus crew spent hours at Bath, familiarizing themselves with the ship and training the few enlisted who were present. They interspersed baseball games, dances, and parties whenever they could.


MacDonald spent his few leisure hours at the Bath home he rented with three other naval officers—Wilkinson and two others from their sister ship, USS Nicholas. The living arrangements came naturally, as for the next year both O’Bannon and Nicholas were built side by side, making them two of the first three Fletcher-class destroyers launched and commissioned. The men played poker and relaxed from the rigors of training, unaware that the two ships and their crews would be inextricably linked throughout the entire Pacific war.


On June 26 O’Bannon’s engines turned over for the first time, and the nucleus crew took her to sea under her own power. Wilkinson set a course south for the Boston Navy Yard, where the rest of the crew would board, the ship would officially join the Navy in an impressive commissioning ceremony, and O’Bannon would depart for her shakedown cruise.


The commissioning ceremony varied little from ship to ship. On the Nicholas, after the invited guests had filed aboard, the Navy accepted delivery of the destroyer from the shipyard, and the captain, Lieutenant Commander W. D. Brown, took command. All eyes focused on the skipper as he issued his first order to his executive officer to set the watch. “Now we had manned a living man-o’-war, United States Ship Nicholas (DD 449), the first of the new fleet destroyers that was an equal match of the enemy,” wrote Watertender 1/c Virgil N. Wing.11


After the ceremony, the Nicholas sailors shuffled below to change into dungarees and begin their first work as a crew. The men added two coats of war paint to the brass fixtures to eliminate the gleam, and scraped paint from bulkheads until they reached metal to reduce the chances in combat of enemy shells igniting the flammable covering.


Aboard O’Bannon, an initial glimpse of the Boston contingent made MacDonald long for grizzled veterans. As occurred aboard the other destroyers, most recruits looked no older than nineteen, and he guessed that few had received more than a handful of hurried weeks of basic training. “An awful lot of them were very inexperienced in everything,” said MacDonald, who believed that “some of them were mere children who had fibbed to the recruiting officer.” However, in those early months of the war, “the services were hard-pressed for men, and a ship had to take what it could get.”12


At least three-quarters had never been to sea. They knew only the rudiments of seamanship, many lacked a high school education, and some had no idea where Japan was. As MacDonald stared at the youths who uneasily stepped aboard, “duffle bags over their shoulders, uncertain which way to turn,” a veteran petty officer with a dozen years at sea muttered, “Look at ’em. How you going to win a war with a mob like that? They don’t know a gun mount from a horse. It’s a sorry-looking crew.”


The astute officer arrived at a different conclusion, though. Although he agreed with his petty officer that these boys required training, “what I saw coming aboard was a cross-section of my country, as it was then—raw and untrained youth that had taken freedom for granted.” He described them as “timid and awkward,” an assortment of “clerks, mechanics and schoolboys, of Catholics, Protestants and Jews, of Irish, Italians, Scandinavians and colored boys,” but remarked that they were “all lovers of their country, would make a great crew.” He believed that at the commissioning, “we were not great fighters then, not by a long shot,” but he was certain that thorough training and sound direction from officers, chiefs, and petty officers would weld them into “great fighters.”13 His crew was green, but MacDonald had also witnessed London’s civilians respond with courage and dignity to the bombings. He was confident this young crew would respond, too.


Fletcher’s executive officer, Lieutenant Commander Joseph C. Wylie, was not concerned about the crew. His military family had showed him that an effective officer could work wonders with novitiates. His South Carolina–bred grandfather had fought nobly for the South during the Civil War, and his two sisters had married military officers, one currently in the Army and the other serving in a submarine. Fletcher’s first executive officer also counted on the talents of the destroyer’s skipper, Lieutenant Commander William M. Cole, like Wylie a Naval Academy graduate. Together they would whip those recruits into shape.


Even though the young crew had been rushed through training camps to man ships, Wylie noticed that most were literate and patriotically motivated. Joining the military neither for career enhancement nor adventure, they had one goal in sight—to smash the enemies who threatened their nation. “Superb,” Wylie said of the crew, “they were highly motivated. They just came to fight.”14 He and Cole could work with that.


“We Have to Cross the Ocean in That Small Thing?”


The transformation from recruit to seaman began almost as soon as the band at the commissioning ceremony sounded its final note. “From this day on,” said MacDonald, “it was nothing but hard work for all hands in getting the ship ready to sail, getting her supplied, and in training.” MacDonald added, “It never stopped, really, the training part.”15


During the first three weeks of July O’Bannon operated out of Boston and New York. Old hands grew frustrated with the young sailors, who were slow in moving to battle stations and ragged in executing drills. Even though they operated within sight of New England’s coastline, the veterans demanded perfection, for they understood more than did these fresh-faced youngsters that once they reached the combat zone, tardiness and errors resulted in men dying.


Seaman 2/c James F. Setter of the Fletcher had left his home in Richmond, Kansas, to volunteer for the Navy two months before Pearl Harbor, thus making him a wizened veteran compared to the stream of untested youngsters the Navy rushed out of training camps to the fleet. Setter had not seen his new ship before the commissioning, and while it lacked the majesty of those mammoth battleships, he liked that he was serving in one of the first of a new class of destroyers. Whether the vessel steered toward Hitler in Europe or the Japanese in the Pacific, he figured he would go to war in style. Setter suppressed a chuckle when he heard the young sailor near him mutter, “You mean we have to cross the ocean in that small thing!”16 He’ll learn, thought Setter.


For the next month Fletcher, often accompanied by her sister ship, O’Bannon, operated off Cuba, conducting antisubmarine drills, air raid alarms, and other exercises that would become an all too familiar part of their everyday lives in the South Pacific. The shakedown “took us into southern waters at a time when the submarine menace was at its peak,” wrote MacDonald. Reports of U-boat attacks frequently interrupted their training regimen, and several times they were ordered to protect “poor defenseless merchant ships against this menace.”


The first time O’Bannon arrived at the scene of an attack, only floating debris remained of what had a few hours before been a ship. Though an escort had already retrieved the survivors, the images of flotsam from the sunken ship made a lasting impression on sailors who had heretofore witnessed nothing more serious than bloody noses and scraped arms. “This was the first realization of war that nearly all my men had ever been confronted with,” said MacDonald. “A ship virtually blown to bits in the middle of the night leaving behind all forms of wreckage floating around in the thick oil.”17


On August 14 O’Bannon and Fletcher plucked out of the water eighty-nine survivors from two British freighters that had been part of a large convoy the pair had been escorting in the Caribbean. The sight of injured sailors and the knowledge that people had died at the hands of the enemy more deeply affected the crew than did debris bobbing in the waves.


A few of the O’Bannon sailors, convinced that their ship would be torpedoed, refused to go below at night, lingering instead on deck in their life jackets. Some came to MacDonald in tears and begged for a transfer ashore. MacDonald talked to each man, trying to help him understand that while no one aboard ship wanted to be there, everyone had a duty to defend their nation. Most listened to his words and worked through their misgivings, but Wilkinson had to transfer one sailor who shot himself in the foot to avoid battle.


Nicholas was the first to embark for the Pacific. After the ship had arrived back in the Boston area after completing the shakedown, crew scuttlebutt focused on the ship’s ultimate destination. Some guessed European waters, where an assault against Hitler was bound to begin sooner than later, while others put their money on the South Pacific, then crying for destroyers and any other vessel the Navy could send. They had their answer on August 17 when Nicholas weighed anchor and the destroyer inched south from the New England coastline toward the Panama Canal instead of east toward Europe.


Their shakedown complete, in mid-August O’Bannon was under way for Boston and final preparations for heading to the Pacific. MacDonald spent as much time as he could with his fiancée, Cecilia, whom he met at one of the numerous social occasions he attended while in Washington, D.C., before his London assignment. Before he left she handed him a medal of St. Christopher, the patron saint of travelers, to keep him safe from what appeared to be a long and bloody war. MacDonald slipped the medal into his left breast pocket, and from then on made certain the keepsake was with him in every action.


In early September O’Bannon, accompanied by the seaplane tender USS Albemarle (AV-5) and her old companion Fletcher, left the Navy Yard at Portsmouth, Virginia, and set course for the Panama Canal. On September 9 the trio passed through the canal and exited into the Pacific. While thousands of miles separated them from the enemy, they now steamed the same waters as the Japanese, and would soon join Nicholas in the South Pacific to meet the urgent situation brewing off Guadalcanal.


The initial three ships paved the way for the other destroyers of Desron 21, which were either just beginning shakedown cruises or were gathering for the North African landings. The trio hurried to the Pacific before the rest for one reason—the Navy and Marines at Guadalcanal needed them as soon as possible.


One day after O’Bannon passed through the Panama Canal, the official record of Admiral Chester W. Nimitz, Commander in Chief, Pacific Fleet, stated that Japanese forces “for the counter attack on Guadalcanal are now approaching the area. If our information is correct, they can be expected to arrive there in great strength.”18 He needed everything he could lay his hands on now, not later.


At the same time, Admiral Ernest J. King, Commander in Chief, United States Fleet, and Chief of Naval Operations, wanted destroyers for a scheduled North African landing. Holding the reins of power, King allowed O’Bannon, Fletcher, and Nicholas to join Admiral Ghormley, then in command of the South Pacific, but retained the other new destroyers emerging from the nation’s shipyards, including those that would ultimately constitute Destroyer Squadron 21, for use off North Africa. Ghormley would have to wait for more significant reinforcements until after the North African landings.


The first three of the sparkling Fletcher-class destroyers, MacDonald’s O’Bannon, Cole and Wylie’s Fletcher, and Wing’s Nicholas, hastened westward toward unknown perils, the vanguard of what would eventually be the most honored destroyer squadron of the war. For the last three months of 1942 this trio operated in the South Pacific maelstrom, where American and Japanese forces fought a no-holds-barred battle to gain supremacy in that part of the world. The three would implant a standard of excellence and would establish the criteria with which other squadron ships measured themselves for the duration of the war.


With their early arrivals in the South Pacific, the officers and crew of O’Bannon, Fletcher, and Nicholas would gain valuable experience that they could share with the ships that followed. There was one problem, though: once in a war zone dominated by the Japanese, would they still be afloat to welcome those destroyers?


They would find out near an island little known before the war—Guadalcanal.


As soon as O’Bannon and Fletcher left the Canal Zone on September 11, bound for Bora Bora, 4,600 miles away in the Society Islands of French Polynesia, drills intensified. Aboard the Fletcher, the crew griped about the incessant calls to battle stations for antiaircraft tests, abandon-ship exercises, and every imaginable drill possible, but knew that Cole and Wylie had their best interests at heart. “We had the best skipper and exec in the Navy,” remembers Ensign Fred Gressard. “Capt. Cole was a wonderful person, beloved by the entire crew, who had a marvelous relationship with our XO [executive officer] Wylie. They were two of the best officers I ever met and they really had our crew trained well in such a short period of time.”19


O’Bannon matched suit. With the destroyers steaming at 13.5 knots, Wilkinson’s piercing black eyes scrutinized every exercise as he looked for imperfections that might, against the enemy, cause death or injury. Taking lessons from his coaches, the former football player believed that endless repetition created a successful rhythm that was crucial for victory. He sounded the klaxon at any hour of the day or night, sending his crew to battle stations five or more times each day.


The ships arrived at Bora Bora on September 25, completing a tricky passage between coral reefs that challenged the navigating skills of MacDonald and Wylie. They remained in the beautiful lagoon for three days, refueling and replenishing supplies, before embarking on the weeklong voyage to Noumea, New Caledonia, 950 miles east of Australia. Upon arrival, crews lined up to port and starboard as the destroyers entered the blue-green waters of the massive lagoon, but were disappointed when, instead of a tropical island replete with palm trees and jungles, they viewed what Wyle called “sort of a drab colony.”20


Large enough to hold a major portion of the Pacific Fleet, the lagoon would become a vital naval base for operations in the coming months, but at this stage of the war, ship navigators had few charts to guide them in. MacDonald had already maneuvered through the coral reefs at Bora Bora, and he was now “leery about how to get into this place.”21


Fortunately, Ensign Perry Hall, the junior officer-of-the-deck aboard USS Sterett (DD-407), noticed O’Bannon and Fletcher headed directly toward a minefield protecting the harbor. Hall informed another officer, who shouted to O’Bannon over the “talk between ships” radio (TBS), “Reverse your engines—you are standing into danger!”22 Wilkinson ordered an immediate reversal, and both destroyers backed away from the minefield until Sterett could guide them into the harbor. Hall’s quick action prevented the possible loss of both O’Bannon and Fletcher, two new destroyers whose absence over the next few months could have adversely affected the naval balance off Guadalcanal.


After the narrow escape, Wilkinson and MacDonald made the usual call on the Commander South Pacific, MacDonald’s comrade from London, Vice Admiral Ghormley. Ghormley shared the most recent reports coming from the fighting off Guadalcanal, and told MacDonald that he was “trying to hold our foothold in the Solomon chain with a shoestring against very strong Japanese forces.” Ghormley added that he expected help would arrive, “but none seemed very close.”23


MacDonald was surprised both by his friend’s pessimism and when Ghormley said, “You know, Donald, I don’t have any fighting admirals out here.”24 Maybe O’Bannon and Fletcher could help alter that condition.


Traveling ahead of O’Bannon and Fletcher, Watertender Wing had experienced a similar Pacific crossing aboard Nicholas, with drills filling the hours. “Held drills and battle problems all day,” he added to his diary for September 11. “I held plant drills during the battle problems. What-would-you-do-if? Some practices in thwarting disaster, because in emergencies your thoughts are scrambled and unreliable.”25


When later that month the ship pulled into Tongatabu, part of the Tonga Islands, 550 miles southwest of Samoa, Wing chatted with the crew of other ships then in port and learned that four heavy cruisers had been lost in the August 9 Battle of Savo Island.


The sour tidings continued at their next stop, Noumea. One afternoon Wing crossed the moored ships to the USS Manley (DD-74), where he found an old Navy friend, Clyde Hynes, stretched out on a canvas cot. Wing sensed a different demeanor in the man, who had been known for his “energetic and tough” deportment during service on cruisers in the 1930s. “He was shook up and said so,” wrote Wing. “He had been in the initial assault landing at Guadalcanal and Tulagi.” Over the last month Hynes and Manley had ferried troops and supplies each night to the Marines on Guadalcanal, taking shelter by day underneath jungle overhang in island coves to evade enemy aircraft. Wing thought that a visit to Nicholas, with her guns and “our first-class equipment,” would bolster his friend, “but he didn’t have any of the spirit I knew in him before—his comments were feeble” after examining Nicholas. “He had changed. It was like hearing a whimper from Jack Dempsey.”26


Wing could fairly easily dismiss ship scuttlebutt, but he could not ignore this evidence of war’s toll. If an experienced sailor such as Hynes, a man Wing knew and trusted, could be so affected by the hazards off Guadalcanal, how might the inexperienced hands of Nicholas and the trailing tandem react?


“The Site of a Life-and-Death Struggle”


Wing’s concerns were justified, as the operation that had begun off Guadalcanal in early August had within one month dissolved into disappointing land battles and disastrous naval encounters. September and October 1942 off Guadalcanal, a part of the Solomon Islands chain, 1,100 miles northwest of Australia, rivaled that of the December 7 catastrophe.


“We have been unable to prevent the Japs from bombarding our positions and from landing troops on either flank of the Marine Guadalcanal position,” assessed Admiral Chester Nimitz’s Command Summary on October 1. The summary concluded that the Japanese had been building their forces for almost two months in preparation for a major assault, with Guadalcanal as the likely target. “The enemy’s most probable next moves are the recapture of the Southern Solomons, and the extension of control in New Guinea.” The summary stated that the Japanese moves would be done by “a gradual infiltration followed by a major assault.”27


Pessimism in the United States mirrored the military’s uncertainty in the South Pacific. Newspaper columnists and military analysts, including the New York Times’s esteemed Hanson Baldwin, cautioned as far back as January that the nation was ill-prepared for the losses that lay ahead and warned that the United States could lose this war. “Is Guadalcanal to be the story of a desperate adventure?…” asked Charles Hurd in an October article appearing in the New York Times. “Brief Navy communiqués now indicate that the island is the site of a life-and-death struggle.” Hurd was certain that “the tropical island is the focal point of an intent and apprehensive American interest in the war.” He explained that if the Japanese triumphed and held Guadalcanal, “it would be the southern anchor of a battle line extending all the way from the Asiatic coast and a point of departure for a dangerous drive on our supply lines.” However, “in Allied hands it would be a base from which to begin the task of rolling back the Japanese.”28


While O’Bannon and Fletcher hunted German U-boats in the Atlantic during their shakedown, over in the Pacific, Operation Watchtower, as the military designated the August 1942 Guadalcanal landings, suffered a series of setbacks. Meant to halt the Japanese thrust toward Australia and New Zealand and to establish a base from which the United States could eventually launch its own offensive, US naval and Marine forces instead scraped for their lives.


In the Battle of Savo Island, in early August, the United States Navy suffered the worst defeat in its history when it lost four cruisers and more than 1,000 dead to a surprise Japanese night surface engagement, leaving Vice Admiral Ghormley only one capital ship and one carrier, Hornet, remaining in the South Pacific. Major General Alexander A. Vandegrift’s Marines maintained a slim hold on Guadalcanal, centered on the vital fighter strip at Henderson Field, but the battle’s outcome would depend upon which side could rush in enough reinforcements and supplies to withstand the other.


Some Marines on Guadalcanal compared the situation to that of their Marine compatriots who had had to surrender at Wake Island and Guam. Hanson Baldwin wrote, “We are, indeed, fighting a major war on a shoestring,” and he noted that the fighting to date indicated “that the Japanese will never quit until they are killed or utterly crushed.” He concluded that action off Guadalcanal “has developed into a battle for the Southern Pacific. The battle is a sprawling, intermittent sea, air and land action in which the stakes are high—perhaps eventual victory itself.”29


Optimism infested the other side. By early May leading Japanese militarists concluded that the United States, badly reeling from its losses at Pearl Harbor and in the Philippines, could not mount a major counteroffensive until at least the second half of 1943. The Japanese thrust southward toward the Solomons seemed to be progressing as they had hoped, and it appeared that before long, the Japanese would solidify their position in the region and threaten US supply lines to Australia.


A headline in Japan’s Asahi Shimbun in August 1942 proclaimed, “Japan Leads the World,” and an official boasted, “Soon we will be calling the sea between New Guinea and Japan the Sea of Great East Asia—the Mediterranean of the Far East.”30 Captain Hideo Hiraide, the Japanese navy’s spokesman and also a popular radio personality, went so far as to announce in one broadcast that Japan was planning a naval review off New York Harbor.


Rear Admiral Matome Ugaki of the Navy’s general staff tempered his enthusiasm after the blows inflicted by US surface and air forces at the May Battle of the Coral Sea and the June calamity at Midway, where US aircraft sent four Japanese carriers to the ocean’s bottom. “Unless we destroy them promptly,” he wrote on August 7, the day American Marines landed at Guadalcanal, “they will attempt to recapture Rabaul, not to speak of frustrating our Moresby operation. Our operations in that area will become extremely unfavorable. We should, therefore, make every effort to drive the enemy down first, even by putting off the Indian Ocean operation.”31


The focused attention to Guadalcanal handed the advantage to the Japanese and created a desperate situation for the crews of O’Bannon, Fletcher, and Nicholas. “Danger lurked at every turn,” MacDonald said of their arrival in the South Pacific.32















CHAPTER 2



INITIATION AT GUADALCANAL


The officers and crews knew enough about the Pacific war to realize the Navy rushed them to waters dominated by their foe. The Japanese had already sunk three aircraft carriers, four cruisers, and an alarming number of destroyers. Risks had to be taken if they were to reverse the situation and prevent the Japanese from dominating in the South Pacific, and risks meant death and injury.


O’Bannon, Fletcher, and Nicholas were tossed into the action as soon as they arrived in the South Pacific. For much of October the new arrivals escorted transports and other vessels along the main supply route, six hundred miles from Espiritu Santo to Guadalcanal and the nearby island of Tulagi. The task, which called for shepherding supply ships across waters heavily infested with Japanese submarines, was so dangerous that American sailors christened the area “Torpedo Junction.”


“Dawn quarters is a lot more serious in this area—no laggards at all,” Watertender Wing, aboard Nicholas, entered in his diary for October 1, about escorting the transport Formalhaut across prime hunting grounds for enemy submarines that lay in wait for the shipping they knew would be ferrying men and supplies to the United States Marines on Guadalcanal.1 The next day, three days before O’Bannon and Fletcher entered Noumea, New Caledonia, one thousand miles to the south, Lieutenant Commander William D. Brown, skipper of Nicholas, guided his destroyer and Formalhaut into Lengo Channel, the southern entrance to Savo Sound, which separated Guadalcanal from Tulagi. While the crew had safely traversed Torpedo Junction, they now operated off Guadalcanal, within range of Japanese aircraft and surface ships.


In those early weeks on Guadalcanal, both sides engaged in a frantic race to build up their forces. A pattern became maddeningly familiar to every destroyer crew operating in those dangerous waters. The skippers maintained Condition Two, with half the guns manned and half the crew at battle stations, while escorting transports to the Solomons, and upped the vigilance to Condition One, with all stations and guns manned, when nearing Guadalcanal and while guarding the transports as they unloaded their cargoes. If enemy aircraft appeared, the destroyers moved the transports to sea while US fighters from Henderson Field engaged the Japanese, and returned to Guadalcanal to resume unloading when the aerial battles terminated.


Three times in the next two days Nicholas and Formalhaut had to retreat from the area due to enemy air attacks, but Formalhaut delivered her entire complement. Once finished, the two ships turned south, where they again entered the dangerous waters of Torpedo Junction for the jaunt to Noumea, New Caledonia. Both ships safely arrived at their destination, but instead of relaxing, of necessity Brown and his crew shifted their attention to the next of many transports waiting to be escorted to Guadalcanal.


The unrelenting state of readiness taxed officers and crew. Day and night, cooks made available coffee, sandwiches, and soup, and even delivered the items to crew manning their posts. The crews often felt as if they worked on gigantic yo-yos as their destroyers ricocheted from harbor to harbor to keep supplies and reinforcements flowing to the island. The destroyers zigzagged north to Guadalcanal, south to Espiritu Santo, east to Samoa, southwest to Noumea, back to the Solomons, again to Noumea, and so on. Destroyermen prefer offensive action, but their ability to shepherd convoys across Torpedo Junction, to sweep the harbor entrances at Espiritu Santo and Noumea, and to search for enemy submarines took precedence over what MacDonald and most officers considered the primary role of a destroyer—launching torpedoes against enemy ships in a surface action. Their desire to operate in an all-destroyer group and so engage the Japanese had to wait.


Complicating matters was that at the same time, the Japanese engaged in their own rush of men and matériel to Guadalcanal. The aptly labeled Tokyo Express operated most nights in late summer and fall. Normally consisting of one or two cruisers escorted by a handful of destroyers, the convoys departed the Japanese stronghold at Rabaul, seven hundred miles to the northwest, in the afternoon and entered Savo Sound, to Guadalcanal’s northwest, two nights later, where they bombarded Henderson Field and Marine lines before dropping off supplies for their own forces ashore. After completing their delivery, the ships scurried northwest before daylight to be out of range of US aircraft operating during the day.


With the Japanese gone, the United States Navy took over by day. Wilkinson and Cole timed their arrivals to enter Lengo Channel east of the Marine perimeter around 5:00 a.m. to reach Lunga Point by daylight. While the destroyers searched the waters for enemy submarines and the skies for Japanese aircraft, the transports unloaded ammunition, rations, construction materials, and other items to Vandegrift’s forces ashore. At dusk they retired south near San Cristobal Island, not far from Guadalcanal, and waited until the early morning, at which time they returned to Guadalcanal for another day of unloading.


Most crews hated pulling away from the island at night, which exposed the Marines on Guadalcanal to terrifying bombardments, but the Navy had to protect its sparse resources. Vandegrift complained about the torturous nighttime bombings, but Ghormley did not yet feel strong enough to challenge the enemy at night.


“I’ll never forget the humiliation of slinking down Lengo Channel each evening in October and letting the Japs come in at night and bombard the shit out of the Marines,” said Lieutenant John Everett of the Nicholas. “Americans are not accustomed to having the shit kicked out of them; it was very hard to take.”2


It was difficult to swallow back home, too. In the New York Times, Charles Hurd described the actions off Guadalcanal as “the game of hide-and-seek being played by the opposing air and naval forces around Guadalcanal.” Hanson Baldwin cautioned his readers only three days after O’Bannon and Fletcher had escorted Copahee to Guadalcanal that “the news from the Solomons of the last few days again showed that this campaign is likely to be bitter, unrelenting and protracted and will probably continue to involve a considerable portion of the naval strength of both sides.”3


“I Daily Hoped for Relief”


Confident of victory, the Japanese poured in fresh commanders, troops, and supplies for a mid-October push. On October 9, Lieutenant General Harukichi Hyakutake, a brilliant tactician with experience in the jungles of New Guinea, arrived to direct the offensive. Within a week four thousand Japanese reinforcements joined the forces already on Guadalcanal. The Japanese expected to attack on October 22, by which time almost seventy ships from the Combined Fleet, including four aircraft carriers, would have arrived to keep Nimitz’s fleet at a distance. Lieutenant General Masao Maruyama, commander of the crack Sendai Division, admonished his troops that they were to either defeat the Americans or die.


The Marine commander, General Vandegrift, pleaded for additional men and supplies to alleviate the dire conditions. While he possessed a significant force of Marines, he explained that because of the ceaseless combat and inadequate rations, more than half were physically unable to mount protracted operations against such a skilled enemy. On frequent visits to the front lines, Vandegrift saw repeated examples of his men’s ability, but also detected signs that they teetered on the brink of collapse. Malaria-infected men remained at their posts in the unfamiliar jungle terrain, where they fought in temperatures reaching 103 degrees. They suffered from a lack of food and sleep and watched in mounting frustration as enemy ships steamed at leisure in the strait off Guadalcanal, untouched by an absent United States Navy. “I daily hoped for relief by the Army,” wrote Vandegrift of the difficult September and October weeks.4


While Japanese submarines intensified their efforts in Torpedo Junction, on October 13 Japanese battleships lambasted Henderson Field with their mammoth twelve-inch and fourteen-inch guns, which hurled toward the Marines on Guadalcanal shells that Vandegrift later described as “monsters.” The Navy’s inability to prevent the bombardment infuriated the Marine commander, whose men suffered nightly while the enemy boldly steamed offshore, free to wreak havoc on Guadalcanal. “I could do nothing to disrupt the raid,” Vandegrift wrote. “We owned no night fighters; our artillery could not reach the ships. Like everyone else in the perimeter I sat out the bombardment, hoping against a direct hit on my dugout.”5


Vandegrift sent a priority dispatch to Nimitz and Ghormley. He argued that the situation called for “two urgent and immediate steps: take and maintain control of the sea areas adjacent to Cactus [code name for Guadalcanal] to prevent further enemy landings and enemy bombardments such as this force has taken for the last three nights; reinforcement of ground forces by at least one division in order that extensive operations may be initiated to destroy hostile forces now on Cactus.”6


Two days later, again in full view of incensed Marines, the Japanese unloaded more troops and supplies off Tassafaronga. Admiral Ugaki confided to his diary on October 13, “I think a chance of turning the tables has been grasped at last. It has been a long struggle and effort, indeed.”7


The apparent Japanese advantage rested upon a cracked foundation, however. Admiral Isoroku Yamamoto, Commander in Chief, Combined Fleet, who had visited the United States earlier in his career and witnessed that country’s astounding productivity, doubted that the Americans would relinquish their slim hold on the island. They had already sacrificed the lives of many Marines and sailors, and they would continue to fight until a massive infusion of men, ships, and matériel from the United States reached Guadalcanal. He feared that optimism among the Japanese high command overlooked American determination and industrial capabilities. Yamamoto argued that the Japanese army had foolishly sent small numbers of reinforcements to Guadalcanal—fifteen hundred in August and another three thousand in September—and contended that such a piecemeal approach would allow the United States to close the military gap in the South Pacific.


Yamamoto’s qualms mirrored the anxiety felt in Washington, D.C. On October 16 reporters asked Secretary of the Navy Frank Knox if Vandegrift could hold the island. The secretary declined to offer a prediction but replied, in words that were less than reassuring, that he hoped Vandegrift could resist until additional help arrived.


Both sides prepared for the decisive phase around Guadalcanal. By night the Japanese continued to rush men and supplies to the island while bombarding Vandegrift’s forces, while during the day the American ships shuttled in reinforcements to those Marines and Army infantry who would have to battle Hyakutake’s units.


“We have been racking our brains these days to think of some plan to destroy the enemy fleet,” Ugaki wrote in his diary on October 18. Both Knox and Ugaki understood that the stakes were high, and that whichever side grabbed the upper hand at Guadalcanal would take a huge step toward controlling the South Pacific. As a captured Japanese document stated, “It must be said that the success or failure in recapturing Guadalcanal Island, and the vital naval battle related to it, is the fork in the road which leads to victory for them or for us.”8


Fortunately, a dramatic turn of events ushered in a new commander for the South Pacific, an aggressive leader who, with sheer audacity and by the nature of his powerful personality, uplifted the Marines on Guadalcanal and invigorated the crews of his ships. A destroyerman by background, he would again turn to those vessels, including O’Bannon, Fletcher, and Nicholas, to help turn the tide.



“The Fightingest Admiral in the Navy”


Military visitors to Admiral Ghormley’s headquarters in Noumea sensed it within minutes. Instead of originality and optimism, crucial to bolstering the Marines fighting on land and the sailors at sea, desperation prevailed in the South Pacific’s central command post. The admiral and his staff rarely left the sweltering confines of their offices aboard the tender Argonne, a depressingly small ship that Ghormley’s staff had nicknamed the “Agony Maru.” Mounds of paperwork shoved sleep to the side. Frantic calls for planes, ships, and men replaced measured communiqués. Ghormley, the man who should have been a source of reassurance, was far from assured himself.


Reporters saw it, too. At Pearl Harbor Admiral Nimitz asked Hanson Baldwin, fresh from a trip to the Solomons, how he assessed the South Pacific commander. “He was really completely defeatist,” the correspondent recalled of Ghormley. “He was almost despairing.” Baldwin added that Ghormley was overworked, and that the admiral wondered how he could mount a successful operation when he lacked the required resources. “We’re just hanging on by our teeth,” Ghormley had remarked to Baldwin.


Baldwin left the Argonne convinced that Nimitz needed to find a replacement for a man he saw as a timid commander. Instead of hesitation, the crisis called for aggression, “because here was a time when you needed tough, hard, almost ruthless men. He was a miscast, in my opinion. He should never have been in that job.”9


MacDonald noticed it when he first visited his London comrade upon arriving in the South Pacific and Ghormley complained that he lacked aggressive commanders. MacDonald was too polite to point out the obvious—that if an officer failed, it fell to Ghormley, the commander in the South Pacific, to replace him with someone who could succeed.


Nimitz flew to Noumea on September 28, where his concerns deepened when neither Ghormley nor his staff could adequately answer Nimitz’s queries about the lack of progress at Guadalcanal. As Nimitz talked, Ghormley’s chief of staff at the time, Rear Admiral Daniel J. Callaghan, walked in with a dispatch. Rather than delivering a measured reply, Ghormley exclaimed, “My God, what are we going to do about this?”10


During a trip to Guadalcanal the next day, Nimitz found a refreshing contrast in Vandegrift’s optimism. The Marine general said he could defeat the Japanese units converging on Henderson Field, especially if he received additional men and supplies and if the Navy became more aggressive around Guadalcanal. Vandegrift needed fighting sea commanders not only to help stall the Japanese momentum but also, and more important, to provide evidence for his Marines on the island that the Navy was willing to risk everything on their behalf.


Nimitz had no alternative but to replace Ghormley. He did not have to search for the right man, for he was then in the Pacific, a commander whose actions had already made him one of the nation’s first naval heroes. The men aboard O’Bannon, Fletcher, and Nicholas were about to be tossed into action by a man the press loved to call the “Bull.”


Vice Admiral William F. Halsey was two days into a tour of the South Pacific when Nimitz ordered him to cancel plans and report to South Pacific headquarters at Noumea. When his aircraft set down in the harbor’s waters at Noumea, a member of Admiral Ghormley’s staff handed him a missive. Halsey ripped open the envelope, marked “Secret,” and read its contents, which named him Ghormley’s replacement as commander of the South Pacific. “Jesus Christ and General Jackson!” he bellowed to his staff intelligence officer, Marine Colonel Julian P. Brown. “This is the hottest potato they ever handed me!”11


The combative Halsey was accustomed to handling hot potatoes, though, as his long tenure in the Navy had proven. He had spent the early portion of his career perfecting destroyer tactics that he, along with a handful of similarly minded officers, boasted were the best in the Navy. Halsey employed a dynamic approach in which his destroyers barreled at flank speed through tricky maneuvers, ignoring heavy seas and biting winds alike. If ever a ship reflected her skipper’s attributes, for Halsey it was a destroyer, a vessel that darted and raced about in search of an opponent to fight.


He added to his daring reputation from the war’s opening moment. On a day that saw American battleships settling to Pearl Harbor’s mud and aircraft smoldering on pockmarked runways, Halsey was aboard the aircraft carrier Enterprise scouring the seas around Hawaii in search of the enemy. Although he failed to locate the Japanese carriers, before day’s end he had muttered, to everyone’s delight, that before the war ended, “the Japanese language will be spoken only in hell.” Even though Halsey now commanded from aircraft carriers, according to a reporter familiar with the man, “he never lost the sense of speed and dash that the ‘tin cans’ develop in an officer.”12


For his deeds at Pearl Harbor, as well as for raids against Japanese-held islands in early 1942, Halsey quickly became the darling of the home front. Newspaper headlines shouted his triumphs and called his actions salve for an ailing nation. He had restored an optimism badly shattered on the Pacific war’s first day, and then shown to the military and the public alike that the Navy, though hit hard at Pearl Harbor, retained plenty of sting.


Sailors aboard ships about Guadalcanal and Marines on land welcomed Halsey’s appointment, for they knew that a fighter now stood at the helm. Marines slapped each other on the back, and some claimed that having Halsey in charge was like adding three aircraft carriers to the fleet. Military correspondents, accustomed to filing disheartening reports of the fighting, shared in the jubilation. “The effect on the men of the fleet and those ashore at Guadalcanal was electric,” wrote Gilbert Cant. “Halsey had the reputation of being the fightingest admiral in the Navy.”13


Contemporary newspapers and magazines conveyed the impact on the home front of Halsey’s appointment. “New South Pacific Chief Aggressive Commander,” proclaimed a Los Angeles Times headline. The New York Times joined in with “Shift to Offensive Is Seen in Washington Selection of ‘Fighting’ Admiral Halsey as Commander in the South Pacific.”14


Time magazine placed Halsey on its November 2 cover. A lengthy article examined the importance of the South Pacific, where O’Bannon, Fletcher, and Nicholas had only recently arrived. “It has become the vortex of a naval whirlpool which may easily engulf either adversary,” the magazine concluded of Guadalcanal. The profile added, “If the U.S. loses Guadalcanal, the Japanese can press on with relative ease, take the whole chain of islands down through the New Hebrides to New Caledonia, and then have only the narrow moat of the Coral Sea between them and Australia. But if the U.S. holds Guadalcanal, and can force its way up the chain as far as Rabaul, then the Allies will have a series of bases from which to build a major offensive against the Japs.” The article explained that the results Halsey achieved with his bag of tricks, which prominently featured those destroyers he loved, “can mean the difference between vigorous offense and weary defense in the Pacific, perhaps between beating the Japs in two years and in ten.”15


Halsey, a man accustomed to quick action, faced three crucial tasks—to reinforce the Marines on Guadalcanal, to prevent the enemy from reinforcing their own troops on the island, and to destroy a Japanese navy that dominated the waters around Guadalcanal. Unfortunately, he had few resources with which to execute his missions. A handful of surface ships, including O’Bannon, Fletcher, and Nicholas, either plied the waters or would soon be there, but he needed more of everything if he was to reverse the situation at Guadalcanal. Unfortunately for him, the United States’ first land assault against Hitler, the November invasion of North Africa, took priority, and Halsey would have to make do with what he had to contain the Japanese until additional help arrived.


Five days after being named commander, Halsey met with Vandegrift in Noumea. The Marine officer described the deplorable conditions under which his Marines fought, and emphasized that while he was confident his units could hold, he needed more air and ground reinforcements than he had been receiving. Halsey promised to immediately send whatever resources he had.


True to his word, Halsey located and tossed men into action and diverted ships to the Solomons. “You can’t make an omelet without breaking eggs,” he said. “You can’t fight a war safely or without losing ships.” When one Army division arrived in the South Pacific, its commanding officer told Halsey that he needed three weeks to combat-load his transports and prepare his men. Halsey laughed and remarked, “Your division is leaving for Guadalcanal tomorrow.”16


Halsey may have been short of crucial items, but until he possessed the tools, he would substitute attitude and grit to invigorate his forces. Halsey’s Third Fleet War Diary bemoaned the paucity of South Pacific resources “in men, material, ships, planes,” but boasted that the sailors under his command lacked “everything but guts.”17 This sense of urgency spread throughout the forces operating in the South Pacific in the coming months, dictating much of what MacDonald, Wylie, and the other officers and enlisted aboard the trio of destroyers would do to strike back at the Japanese and begin the long road to victory.


“Even more than the hit-&-run disaster at Pearl Harbor,” intoned Time magazine three weeks after Halsey assumed command, “even more than the defeat in the Philippines, the prolonged Battle of the Solomons had brought the U.S. people face to face with a great and bitter truth of war. To most nations in all wars have come days filled with a succession of campaigns that were costly and not going well. Now, more than at any time since 1863, America knew such days.” The magazine concluded, “In their concern, the people hoped for the best, prepared for the worst, gloomed at the sinkings and took courage from their heroes.”18


Among those heroes were the first three crews of what would eventually become Desron 21.



“I Was Just a Country Boy”


MacDonald sensed a change right away. Destroyers, historically built to launch torpedo attacks, engaged in everything but that. Lacking items in every crucial area, including warships, in the early weeks and months Halsey utilized his destroyers as his jack-of-all-trades.


Halsey sent O’Bannon, Fletcher, and Nicholas straight to the Solomons, where the officers and enlisted enjoyed no breather in escorting ships north from Espiritu Santo to Guadalcanal, back to Espiritu Santo, down to Noumea, and northward again to Espiritu Santo and Guadalcanal. “The Guadalcanal Shuttle was in full operation,” wrote one destroyer officer of those desperate weeks in the Solomons. “Every trip to the objective area brought about a quick turnaround. It was never-ending, escorting cargo ships one time and assault transports with reinforcements the next.”19


Crews had to remain at their stations for long stretches because of the constant threat from enemy submarines and aircraft. “We had to be on alert pretty much all the time,” said Seaman 1/c Robert Whisler of O’Bannon, “because the air cover was not complete until Guadalcanal was secure.”20


At the same time, the Japanese upped the pressure. In late October, Emperor Hirohito issued a rescript to his military stating, “We believe the war situation is critical. Officers and men, exert yourselves to even greater efforts.” Hirohito then said to an adviser, “Guadalcanal is the focal point of the war and an important base for the navy. So don’t rest on small achievements. Move quickly and recapture it.”21 The outcome in the South Pacific, and with it possibly the future of the war itself, boiled down to what unfolded off Guadalcanal.


Every voyage across Torpedo Junction, the stretch of the Coral Sea connecting Guadalcanal to Espiritu Santo and Noumea, was rife with peril. Radarmen scrutinized the water’s surface and the skies for enemy ships and aircraft, while their compatriots in sonar kept watch on the ocean’s depths for Japanese submarines that silently prowled below.


No one could relax. Aboard O’Bannon, when he was not at his battle station as a trainer on one of the ship’s five-inch guns, Seaman Whisler scrubbed decks or tended to his other duties. Whisler had only recently joined the ship in Espiritu Santo from the USS McCalla (DD-488) and now operated in a hotly contested battle zone, all while being, at age seventeen, the youngest member of the crew.


“I was just a country boy,” said Whisler years later. He was born October 1, 1924, in Hobbs, Indiana, and his family moved to Michigan five years later. “I quit my senior year in high school to join the Navy in March 1942,” he recalled. His grandmother gave him a silver dollar as a parting gift, saying it was for good luck. He placed the coin in his pocket, mostly as a way of maintaining an attachment to someone with whom he was close, but he figured it could not hurt in the luck department. He needed good fortune as the O’Bannon threaded her way across Torpedo Junction in late October and early November. “They kept us busy all the time with missions, training, drills, and regular watches,” explained Whisler.22


The Tokyo Express mirrored their movements by rushing in from the north their own reinforcements and supplies. Nearly every night a cluster of Japanese destroyers escorted transports to Guadalcanal, “almost in accordance with a time table,” according to MacDonald. “These nights were very hectic as we were constantly on the alert and we were maneuvering in waters which were then somewhat unfamiliar.”23


Officers and enlisted learned that around Guadalcanal and in Torpedo Junction, each day brought its challenges. Late October for Nicholas was typical of what the three destroyers faced. Early in the morning of October 22 the ship anchored off Guadalcanal, where Brown called general quarters to provide protection while the transport, Kopara, unloaded its cargo. In midmorning three Marine officers boarded to direct fire for a bombardment of enemy positions near Marine lines on the island. From a range of 11,500 yards, Brown navigated Nicholas on four alternating east-west runs off Guadalcanal, each time moving the destroyer closer to shore until the gap had been cut in half. The five-inch gun crews fired more than a thousand rounds during the two-hour bombardment, creating a thrilling spectacle with the fiery explosions ashore.


Shortly after, three enemy bombers attacked. Brown’s five-inch guns fired for six minutes to repel the bombers, but two minutes later three more planes charged Nicholas. While Brown maneuvered the destroyer to avoid the bombs, the 40mm and 20mm crews joined in, pumping almost a thousand shells skyward. Over the next twenty minutes streams of gunfire coughed from Nicholas’s guns to divert the enemy pilots. The Japanese fled after dropping two bombs that splashed harmlessly fifty yards to port.


When the all clear sounded at 1:45 p.m., sailors were surprised at their fatigue. The air attack had lasted only half an hour, yet they felt as if they had been fighting all day. As calm settled in, the men understood how excruciating even a brief attack could be. Given that, what must a major surface engagement be like?


Thirty-five minutes after the air attack, a Japanese shore battery opened fire at Kopara. The five-inch crews again jumped into action, tossing almost two hundred shells against the position; the American barrage silenced the offending guns.


As dusk set in, Brown escorted Kopara out to sea for the night, as he did on the following two evenings. “At sea, steaming as before in company with Kopara on course 176° True, speed 11.5 knots,” Virgil Wing wrote in his diary on October 24. “0450 Dawn alert, but I was already on watch.” With a final destination of Noumea, Brown had his men tidy up the ship. “We don’t get any cleaning done in the disputed area due to full time on watches of one kind or another,” added Wing.24


The next afternoon Brown received orders to leave Kopara, which would continue to Noumea, and join Task Force 64 to meet a reported Japanese surface force west of Savo Island. The battleship Washington led an imposing array of three cruisers—Atlanta, Helena, and San Francisco—and nine destroyers, including Fletcher. With Nicholas joining as a tenth, the unit formed a powerful countermeasure to the reported enemy force.
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