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It is well that war is so terrible—we should grow too fond of it.


—ROBERT E. LEE AT THE BATTLE OF FREDERICKSBURG IN DECEMBER 1862
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MAP 1. Western Pacific Theater, 1942.
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MAP 2. Guadalcanal, Florida, and Savo Islands.
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MAP 3. The Slot.
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MAP 4. Battle of Savo Island, August 9, 1942.
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MAP 5. Battle of Alligator Creek, August 21, 1942.
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MAP 6. Bloody Ridge I, September 12–14, 1942.
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MAP 7. Matanikau Offensive II, September 24–27, 1942.
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MAP 8. Matanikau Offensive III, October 7–9, 1942.
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MAP 9. Bloody Ridge II, October 23–26, 1942.
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MAP 10. Carlson’s Raid, November 4–December 4, 1942.
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MAP 11. The Gifu, January 2, 1943.
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MAP 12. Final Offensive, January 26–February 9, 1943.





















Prologue





If I were king, the worst punishment I could inflict on my enemies would be to banish them to the Solomons. (On second thought, king or no king, I don’t think I’d have the heart to do it.)


—JACK LONDON1




MORNING FOG AND THEN A sultry, daylong haze cloaked the powerful US armada’s southerly approach to its target on Thursday, August 6, 1942. Six days earlier the fleet had departed Fiji. Although it had so far eluded detection, the danger was greater now as it neared the Solomon Islands, patrolled by Japanese naval aircraft. The eighty-two warships of Operation Watchtower made up one of the largest naval forces ever assembled. Haze prevented three float planes, sent aloft at dawn from Japanese-occupied Tulagi Island, from detecting the armada.


By sunset the ships, carrying 19,105 Marines, their food and supplies, and 234 Navy combat aircraft, were 120 miles southwest of Sealark Channel. This would be the staging area for the next morning’s landings on Guadalcanal, Tulagi, Gavutu, and Florida Islands—the first US land-sea-air offensive of the eight-month-old Pacific War. Operation Watchtower would also mark the first American amphibious landings since the Spanish-American War, forty-four years earlier.2


During the fleet’s approach to the Solomons the young Marines—the enlisted men’s average age was twenty—killed time by speculating about the enemy they had never met, cleaning their weapons, and sharpening their bayonets. Some men tried to stay fit with wrestling matches or “good, old-fashioned calisthenics.” They played cards and rolled dice. Whenever possible, they went on deck to escape the hot, fetid ships’ holds.


The approach from Fiji was often turbulent. Private Marlin “Whitey” Groft of the 1st Raider Battalion counted himself lucky to not be afflicted with seasickness like many of his comrades, who spent long hours topside at the rail, “heaving their guts into the sea.”


The men were dirty, but their morale was tremendously high; they were patriotic, Depression-era young men used to hard work and few luxuries. At night they jitterbugged to jukebox music, belted out popular songs, and plucked up their courage with forced bravado.


“They say the Japs have a lot of gold teeth. I’m going to make myself a necklace,” said one Marine. Another said, “I’m going to bring back some Jap ears—pickled.” Sunday services had been heavily attended. The Marines knelt in prayer in the galley, temporarily transformed into a church, and sang hymns and took communion.3


As D-Day neared, white mosquito netting was broken out; using strong Navy coffee, the Marines dyed it dark brown in garbage cans on deck. For reasons unknown, however, the netting would never reach ashore. The Marines were issued three days’ worth of “C” rations, their staple food, and “B” rations, which were hardtack crackers.


Rear Admiral Richmond Kelly Turner, a short, balding man who commanded the task force’s amphibious group from his flagship, the transport McCawley, brooded that night over British military historian Liddell Hart’s warning about amphibious operations, inspired by the searing 1915 Gallipoli debacle, in The Defence of Britain: “A landing on a foreign coast in the face of hostile troops has always been one of the most difficult operations of war. It has now become much more difficult, indeed almost impossible, because of the vulnerable target which a convoy of transports offer to the defender’s air force as it approaches the shore.”4


Operation Watchtower had been hastily improvised at the behest of Admiral Ernest J. King, the US fleet’s crusty commander in chief. Beginning in January King, an old sea dog so tough that he reputedly shaved with a blowtorch, had alone argued for a South Pacific counteroffensive strategy, which countered the prevailing Washington orthodoxy of “Europe First.” Mainstream military thinking dictated that a Pacific offensive must wait until early 1943.


King won tepid support for immediate action because of his dire warnings that further Japanese conquests in the South Pacific threatened to sever the sea lanes linking Australia with the West Coast and Hawaii. To protect them, Army and Marine units were sent in the spring to occupy Samoa, the Fiji Islands, New Caledonia, and the New Hebrides. These were remote, malarial, and malodorous subequatorial islands of great physical beauty scattered across the Southern Pacific north of New Zealand and northeast of Australia. An Army bomber group began operating from Efate Airfield. King regarded these new US bases and the airfields under construction in the area as springboards for future offensive operations. Impatient to take the war to the Japanese, King sought a place to begin.


THE SOLOMON ISLANDS ARCHIPELAGO IS the South Pacific’s largest island system, with more than nine hundred islands spread over eleven thousand square miles. It was divided into roughly two parts, separated by thirty-mile-wide New Georgia Sound—in American shorthand, the “Slot.”


Three hundred miles below the equator and nearly a thousand miles northwest of New Caledonia lay Guadalcanal, part of the British Solomon Islands Protectorate. Guadalcanal’s nearly fifteen thousand inhabitants were, for the most part, native Melanesians. Until 1942 it would have been hard to imagine a place of less importance to the world’s warring industrial nations.


Volcanic in origin, the remote island was discovered by Spanish explorer Don Alvaro Mendaña in 1568 during an expedition to find King Solomon’s fabled gold mines. Despite Mendaña’s optimism in naming the island chain the Solomons, they yielded little gold and no gems.


Guadalcanal was named for the Spanish hometown of a ship’s officer. Ninety miles long east to west and twenty-five miles wide, it was dominated by riotous jungle. Across its east-west breadth lay a belt of rugged mountains with peaks rising to more than seven thousand feet elevation, punctuated by deep, mist-shrouded gorges.5


On the island’s northern side the mountains tumbled down to foothills and broken coral ridges covered with four-foot-tall kunai grass. Dense jungle growth clogged the stifling hot valleys and the ravines between them. Along the northern coastline a twenty-mile-long strip of level ground extended six miles inland.


Before the war, European companies, the most prominent of them Lever Brothers, operated coconut plantations on Guadalcanal’s coastal plan, harvesting raw copra for processing into coconut oil. On the northeastern coast at Aola, Burns Philp managed a trading station. Marist priests and sisters ran schools in Guadalcanal’s scattered small settlements.


Guadalcanal’s enchanting views of sea and mountains, its misty mornings and brilliant sunsets, and the Southern Cross etched in the night sky above suggested a tropical paradise, but it was illusory. Guadalcanal’s average annual rainfall of more than 100 inches—some areas received 160 inches or more—meant frequent downpours, especially during the monsoon season that lasted from November to May. The rains transformed roads and trails into mires, and the island’s streams and rivers into raging torrents.


When it wasn’t raining, Guadalcanal was oppressively hot and humid beneath its hundred-foot-high jungle canopy, where the stench of decay permeated the air. Sunshine never reached the ground in some areas, the trees dripped water continually, and it was never dry. There were swamps, enormous saltwater crocodiles, spiders as big as a man’s fist, two-foot-long lizards, large land crabs, fire ants, centipedes, giant wasps, tarantulas, leeches, ringworms, and the malaria-carrying Anopheles mosquito; yet poisonous snakes were rare, except for the sea kraits sometimes found on the shores.6


UNTIL SPRING 1942 THE US military had no interest in Guadalcanal. Then on May 1, a Japanese air raid impelled Australian officials to evacuate Tulagi, the British Solomon Islands Protectorate’s capital, across Sealark Channel from Guadalcanal. Two days later, the Japanese Third Special Naval Landing Force—rikusentai, or Japanese marines—seized Tulagi and the adjacent islands of Gavutu and Tanambogo. Before long, more than a dozen Japanese seaplanes were tethered at new shore facilities on the three islands as well as nearby at the much larger Florida Island. Admirals King and Chester Nimitz, the Navy’s Pacific commander, began making plans to take back Tulagi.


Then on July 1, US intelligence reported that Japanese construction troops were building an airstrip on Guadalcanal’s coastal plain. This was electrifying news, as an enemy airstrip would jeopardize the vulnerable oceanic lifelines connecting America and Australia. Nimitz and King quickly expanded their invasion plan to include Guadalcanal.


In Wellington, New Zealand, Major General Alexander Vandegrift, the 1st Marine Division’s commander, was ordered to attack the Tulagi-Guadalcanal area from the sea on August 1. The news came as a shock to Vandegrift, who was under the impression that his division would not go into action until 1943.


Although the amphibious campaign was officially code-named Operation Watchtower, the Marines nicknamed it Operation Shoe String because of its hurriedly assembled landing force—two infantry regiments, an artillery regiment, and assorted battalions drawn from across the Pacific—its hasty planning, and its sketchy logistics. Success would depend on surprise and copious luck, most Marine officers believed.7
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August Part I:
Marine Invasion and Naval Disaster




The enemy force is overwhelming. We will defend our positions to the death, praying for eternal victory.


—LAST JAPANESE RADIO TRANSMISSION FROM TULAGI, AUGUST 7, 19421






The blackest day of the war.


—ADMIRAL ERNEST KING, CHIEF OFUS NAVAL OPERATIONS, DESCRIBING THE NAVY’S DEFEAT AT THE BATTLE OF SAVO ISLAND




BEFORE SUNSET ON AUGUST 6 the American fleet divided south of Guadalcanal. Rear Admiral Frank Jack Fletcher, Watchtower’s tactical commander, positioned his air support group a hundred miles south of Guadalcanal; it consisted of aircraft carriers Saratoga (Fletcher’s flagship), Wasp, and Enterprise; the battleship North Carolina; and six cruisers. Meanwhile Turner’s amphibious force proceeded northwest, skirted Guadalcanal’s west coast, and, turning eastward, approached Savo Island in Sealark Channel, where it split again at 2:40 a.m. on August 7 into transport groups Yoke and X-Ray.


Yoke’s eight transports sailed north of Savo toward Sealark’s northern shore to land nearly five thousand Marines and supplies on Beach Blue on Tulagi as well as on Gavutu, Tanambogo, and Florida Islands. X-Ray’s fifteen transports, with fourteen thousand troops and supplies, turned south of Savo and approached Beach Red on Guadalcanal’s northern coast.2


Before sunset, blue-shirted sailors oiled their winches and tested them by swinging the Higgins boats out from their davits. The Marines checked their packs and resharpened their knives and bayonets. The “hushed, tense activity” did not cease until daylight began to fade, a contrast to the more relaxed atmosphere of previous days. D-Day was now hours away. When nighttime arrived with equatorial suddenness, the command to “darken ship” was issued, and in the silence that followed, the men could hear the wind whistling through the rigging.3


At 3:00 a.m. reveille sounded on the transports. After a hasty breakfast in the galley—for many, an apple and two hard-boiled eggs—the Marines made their final preparations prior to climbing down cargo nets to the landing craft. The air was charged with tense anticipation.


Although a handful of officers and noncoms had fought in the distant Great War and the recent Banana Wars, most of the Marines had never fired a shot in anger. Many had learned the “fine points of the art of war,” such as throwing and launching grenades, just recently aboard ship. Boot camp had taught them discipline and how to fire and care for their rifles—older bolt-action Springfield ’03s with five-round magazines. The Navy refused to purchase the faster-firing semi-automatic M-1 Garands for its Marines, although the Army had them. The hasty deployment and World War I weaponry did not dampen the young Marines’ eagerness to meet the enemy.4


Just after 6:00 a.m. the roar of swarming Wildcat fighters, Dauntless dive bombers, and bomb-armed Avenger torpedo bombers from the Saratoga, Enterprise, and Wasp drew the eyes of thousands of sailors and Marines to the skies. Making shrieking dives, the combat planes strafed and bombed the unfinished airfield on the lumpy green land mass of Guadalcanal and struck targets across Sealark Channel. Within minutes, flames and black smoke billowed from fifteen wrecked float planes that never got airborne from Tanambogo, Tulagi, and Florida Islands.5


“Our ships covered the waters below—dozens of them as far as the eye could see,” observed Ensign Harold L. Buell, a dive-bomber pilot flying from the Enterprise.


At 6:14 a.m. Admiral Turner’s cruisers and destroyers opened fire on Guadalcanal and Tulagi, as Turner and Vandegrift watched from Turner’s flagship McCawley, nicknamed the “Wacky Mac.” “The concussion of the firing shook the deck of our ship,” wrote Richard Tregaskis, a lanky International News Service reporter whom Guadalcanal would make famous, “and stirred our trouser legs with sudden gusts of wind, despite the distance.” Flames shot high from a fuel dump hit by the Navy gunners. The air reeked of cordite.


Lieutenant C. Raymond Calhoun, aboard the destroyer Sterett, wrote, “It was probably the biggest show of seapower ever assembled in the Pacific at that time, and it was awe-inspiring.”


“What a good feeling to know we are doing the dishing out this time,” wrote Sterett quartermaster Tim Cleere. “Right now it looks as though we are giving them a surprise party.”6


TWENTY MILES INLAND FROM THE Guadalcanal beaches, amid the high, cold, wet mountain peaks and roaring river gorges, Captain Martin Clemens of the British Solomon Islands Protectorate Defense Force heard the naval gunfire and turned on his radio set. He and his team of natives had abandoned their “coast-watcher” station in Aola, Guadalcanal’s administrative center, and withdrawn into the mountains when Japanese troops invaded Tulagi in May.


The Scotsman, a renowned footballer at Cambridge, for three months had shivered through cold nights in Guadalcanal’s high mountains while faithfully submitting radio reports to the Royal Australian Navy over his bulky, battery-powered radio-telegraph, which operated only intermittently because of the high humidity. He had reported the arrival of Japanese labor troops and materiel and, since July 6, closely monitored the progress of the airfield project. Since late July there had been a sharp increase in allied bombing attacks on the island, and he was told something big was going to happen. Clearly it was happening today.


Clemens listened on his radio set to air traffic controllers on American carriers talking to their pilots. He could see scores of ships in Sealark Channel, plastering Guadalcanal’s north shore from Kukum to Tasimboko.


Clemens had also kept a diary, and in it, on Friday, August 7, he recorded his elation over what he was seeing and hearing: “Wizard!!! Calloo, callay, oh, what a day!!!” As Allied planes roared overhead he “could not resist waving madly and giving the chaps in the air a cheer.”7


IT WAS SWELTERING ON THE transports despite the early hour. Even before they began climbing down to the Higgins boats, most of the Marines were dripping with sweat. The Marines wore the new sage-green herringbone twill cotton jacket and trousers issued in November 1941 to replace the decades-old issue. On the jacket’s four bronze-finished steel buttons appeared in relief the words, “U.S. MARINE CORPS.” Stenciled on the jacket pocket was the famous emblem and the letters “USMC.”


More conspicuous and nearly as ubiquitous was the new “steel pot” M1 helmet, which covered more of the head than the shallower World War I “Doughboy” helmet, the M1917. Because not all of the old helmets had been replaced yet, some Marines still wore the antique headgear.


As the Marines prepared to descend the cargo nets into the landing boats, “Our sailor friends came by, and shook our hands as if we would all be dead before the day was over,” wrote Private Sid Phillips.


The George F. Elliott rocked in the gentle waves as Private Robert Leckie and his First Marines platoon negotiated the swaying net. “My rifle muzzle knocked my helmet forward over my eyes. Beneath me, the Higgins boats wallowed in the troughs.” Weighed down by fifty pounds of gear, the Marines dropped the last three feet from the end of the cargo net into the flat-bottomed boat, known in military parlance as the LCVP (landing craft, vehicle, personnel). It was one of thousands made by Andy Higgins on a roped-off New Orleans street in front of his shop.


Expecting hostile gunfire and casualties on the beaches, the Marines were not talkative as the boats made ready to head for shore, although on Sergeant Jim McEnery’s boat the men sang “Roll Out the Barrel” to relieve the tension. The stream of Higgins boats emerging from the transports pleased dive-bomber pilot Buell. “From my grandstand seat in the sky, everything appeared to be proceeding in good order and as planned.” From the stern of each boat snapped a three-by-five-foot American flag; the line of flags “seemed to reach to eternity,” wrote Phillips.8


TASK FORCE YOKE, ITS OBJECTIVE Blue Beach (Tulagi), Florida Island, and the two adjacent flyspecks, Gavutu and Tanambogo, landed its Marines first. At 7:40 a.m. B Company of the Second Marines, 2nd Marine Division, became the first unit to invade Japanese-occupied territory during World War II. Private Russell Miller was the first Marine ashore. The assault troops had to jump over the gunwales; the newer Higgins models featuring a bow ramp were earmarked for Operation Torch, the North Africa landings scheduled in the fall. Miller and his comrades entered Haleta Village on Florida Island without a hostile shot fired.9


After fifteen fighters, fifteen dive bombers, and navy gunfire pummeled Tulagi, now wreathed in clouds of smoke, Colonel Merritt Edson’s shock troops, the 1st Raider Battalion, approached the shore at 8:00 a.m. They had covered their M1 helmets with squares of burlap issued the previous night to blur their headgear’s domed shape and dim its reflection. As expected, none of the landing craft reached the beach; the assault’s planners had avoided Tulagi’s deep-water harbor because it was too obvious. They had chosen a remoter, less likely landing spot, which was guarded by offshore coral formations. Without exception the Raiders’ LCVPs became hung up on coral reefs thirty to one hundred yards from shore, and the Raiders had to wade through waist- to armpit-deep water to get to dry land. No one fired on them, and they might have briefly dared to hope that the Navy’s preliminary bombing and shelling had wiped out the defenders. If Edson’s 828 carefully selected and trained Raiders or the 2nd Battalion, Fifth Marines behind them entertained such a notion, their hopes would soon be dashed.


Tulagi was a hilly, heavily wooded island dominated by a long, 350-foot-high ridge that, as developments would prove, was honeycombed with caves ideal for defense. Bitter fighting would erupt shortly. As the Raiders came ashore near the small island’s northwest tip, the Japanese radioed a last message from Tulagi to Rabaul before destroying their radio equipment: “The enemy force is overwhelming. We will defend our positions to the death, praying for eternal victory.”10


Three miles away at Gavutu the 1st Parachute Battalion landed at noon amid a torrent of machine-gun fire. The parachutists, like the Raiders armed lightly for hit-and-run missions, could have used heavier firepower. As it was, they had only 60mm mortars, light machine-guns, and their ’03 Springfield rifles to counter the heavy machine-gun fire raking them from Gavutu’s Hill 148 and adjacent Tanambogo, connected to the tiny island by a five-hundred-yard causeway.11


AT 9:19 A.M. THE 1ST and 3rd Battalions of the Fifth Marines splashed ashore on Beach Red on the north coast of Guadalcanal, code-named “Cactus.” The “Fighting Fifth,” famed for its assault at Belleau Wood in 1918, was one of just two Marine regiments—the other being the 6th Regiment—entitled to wear the French Fourragere on the left shoulders of their uniforms.12


The Fifth Marines sprinted across the beach, hiked up a low ridge one hundred yards inland, dug foxholes, and braced for enemy machine-gun and mortar fire.


Except for the squawks of alarmed parrots and lories, it was utterly silent.


The Marines began to hope they might be spared a stand-up fight on the beachhead. One had been expected. Intelligence estimates of Japanese strength on Guadalcanal had ranged as high as 5,200, with another 1,850 enemy troops believed to be in the Tulagi area.


The invaders raised their heads and looked around.


“It was a lovely mile-long, gently shelving and sandy beach, ideal for a landing,” observed Lieutenant William H. Whyte. “We were puzzled by the stillness.… Maybe, we thought, there weren’t any Japanese on the island at all.”13


The Marines began helping themselves to the coconuts knocked to the ground during the naval bombardment, despite a sergeant’s shouted warnings that the Japanese might have poisoned them. “We just laughed—and went on husking the nuts, cracking the shells, drinking the cool sweet coconut milk,” wrote Private Robert Leckie. “No one bothered to point out the obvious difficulties involved in poisoning Guadalcanal’s millions of coconuts.”14


While the Fifth Marines held the beachhead, the First Marines, arriving in the second wave, passed through and pushed inland toward their initial objective, a prominent hill that overlooked the airfield. The Marines’ primitive maps showed the so-called Grassy Knoll to be just a thousand yards away from Beach Red, but it was actually eight miles distant, behind successively higher ridges, and it was impossible to reach in one day. When Colonel Clifton Cates, who commanded the First Marines, informed Vandegrift of the problem, the commanding general agreed to suspend the regiment’s mission. Cates’s men established a night perimeter a mile inland along the Tenaru River, about two miles east of the airfield.


The Fifth Marines left the beachhead perimeter and marched westward to capture the airfield, five miles distant. In the tall kunai grass some of them became lost, and jittery Marines fired wildly at one other through the grass screen—luckily without casualties. The hours slipped away, and they dug in along the mouth of Alligator Creek a mile from the airstrip. Vandegrift’s staff grumbled that for all their experience and training, the Fifth Marines, commanded by Colonel Leroy Hunt, were “sluggish in moving and carrying out their missions.”15


Although the Marines had encountered no opposition on Guadalcanal, save for sporadic sniper fire, and no casualties except for a man who cut his hand trying to open a coconut, they had been introduced to the hostile natural environment: the sharp-tipped kunai grass, jungle undergrowth that snagged their clothing and slashed their skin, and the oppressive heat and humidity. It was a harbinger of the manifold miseries that lay ahead.


William White of the Eleventh Marines artillery regiment, in top condition when he left the United States, became painfully aware on the first day that two months aboard ship had taken a toll on him and his comrades. “We were sadly out of shape,” he lamented. Panting for breath, they found simply moving forward to be “mind-numbing work.” “Our clothing, wet with sweat, was like an airtight sack, trapping the heat and making life miserable,” he said.16


AN EPIC TRAFFIC JAM DEVELOPED at Beach Red as boats unloaded supplies. Every square inch of the narrow, shallow beach soon was jammed with food, clothing, ammunition, and materiel that had been landed haphazardly from Navy lighters. Scores of lighters stacked four deep were waiting to be guided in and unloaded, but there was too little room on the beach and not enough men assigned to unload and move the cargo. “The logistic situation was poor,” Colonel Gerald Thomas, the division operations officer, said of the colossal tie-up.


The Navy and Marines disagreed over who was responsible for supplying stevedores. Fearing Japanese counterattacks, Vandegrift would not spare more than the men already detailed from his reserve battalion. The Navy believed its job was to bring the supplies to the beach and no more; it ignored Vandegrift’s request to give him more shore workers.


Many of the Marines, told not to help unload supplies but to be ready for Japanese counterattacks, lounged under the palm trees eating coconuts or swam in the lagoon. There was no counterattack.17


THE LAST JAPANESE RADIO MESSAGE from Tulagi stunned the Imperial Navy at Rabaul. It knew from the intensified air attacks on Tulagi and Guadalcanal that something was afoot—but nothing of this magnitude. “Enemy forces overwhelming,” the message had said. The army high command, preoccupied with the capture of New Guinea, was perplexed. What could possibly be the enemy’s interest in Guadalcanal?


At this point the Japanese navy informed the army for the first time that it was building an airfield on Guadalcanal. This surprising lack of communication on a matter as important as a new airfield illustrated the two services’ insularity from one another. The army and navy traditionally cooperated only with the greatest reluctance, while jealously guarding their prerogatives. Interservice rivalries would cost the Japanese future victories.18


Nonetheless the Japanese reaction to the American landings was instantaneous, although high military officials believed it to be a “landing by a few units for reconnaissance purposes”—no more than two thousand men. Having conquered 20 million square miles—an area five times the size of Nazi Germany’s territories—Japanese leaders were supremely confident they could fend off pinpricks such as this.


When Emperor Hirohito announced that he would cut short his vacation and return to the palace to deal with the crisis, the chief of the navy general staff, Admiral Osami Nagano, told him, “It is nothing worthy of your Majesty’s attention.”


But in Rabaul Rear Admiral Sadayoshi Yamada, in charge of the 25th Air Flotilla, scrubbed that day’s planned attack on Milne Bay, New Guinea. Instead, he dispatched to Guadalcanal and Tulagi a strike force of fifty-four planes: twenty-seven Mitsubishi G4M1 medium bombers from the Fourth Air Group—dubbed “Type One Bombers” by the Japanese and “Bettys” by the Americans—with an escort of nine Aichi 99 “Val” dive bombers and eighteen Mitsubishi M6M2 Zero fighters, the best fighter planes in the Pacific.


The Japanese also made sea and ground counterattack plans. Admiral Isoroku Yamamoto began gathering his Combined Fleet from across East Asia for a counterstrike and ordered the waters around Guadalcanal cleared.


The diminutive, fifty-eight-year-old admiral—five-feet-three and 130 pounds—liked to gamble and write poetry. He did not drink, having become a teetotaler after a drunken episode when he was an ensign. Yamamoto had fought in the Russo-Japanese War and had lost two fingers to shrapnel. Later, during two duty tours in the United States, he became fluent in English and cultivated great respect for America’s military potential. During his first posting he witnessed some of the early advances in US military air power and returned to Tokyo urging Japan to develop a strong air force. During his second posting Yamamoto took an English class at Harvard and toured the Texas oilfields. In 1939 he became commander in chief of the Combined Fleet.19


THE SEVENTEENTH ARMY WAS GIVEN the responsibility of retaking Guadalcanal. The Ichiki Detachment, about two thousand infantrymen whose mission to seize Midway was aborted after the US naval victory, was sent from Guam to the Seventeenth Army for the first ground operation on Guadalcanal. Many Japanese military leaders believed that recapturing Guadalcanal would be as easy as Japan’s previous conquests—merely a “mop-up” operation. “With the big success of the southern operations [Southeast Asia], the illusion that the United States and Great Britain were not worth being afraid of began to prevail in the Japanese Army and Navy from the top down,” wrote Commander Toshikazu Ohmae, an Eighth Fleet staff officer. “The caution heretofore exercised in operational policies suddenly disappeared.”


Lieutenant General Harukichi Hyakutake, who commanded the Seventeenth Army, was less certain of a swift victory than were most of his peers. Before launching his counteroffensive, the general showed a Japanese news reporter Guadalcanal on a map. “This is our new destination—Gadarukanaru. I know you think this might be small-scale warfare. It’s true there will be nothing heroic in it, but I’d say it will be extremely serious business.”20


JAPAN’S TOP ACE, SABURO SAKAI, with fifty-eight victories, had been ready to fly another fighter sweep over New Guinea that day with the crack Tainan Group, veterans of the Philippines and Dutch East Indies campaigns. Two other well-known aces also flew in the group: Hiroyoshi Nishizawa and Toshio Ota. When their mission was canceled and the fighter pilots reported to their command post, they found it in “wild turmoil,” wrote Sakai. They received new orders: attack the American invasion force on Guadalcanal’s beaches and sink or drive away the troop transports.


Charts were passed around, and when the pilots checked the distance from Rabaul to Guadalcanal, “there were whistles of disbelief,” said Sakai. “Five hundred and sixty miles!… The distance was unheard of.” The Zeros and Vals would have to burn every ounce of fuel they could carry to hit their target and return to Rabaul. The air command advised the pilots to use a dirt airstrip on northern Bougainville if they ran low on fuel, and it sent a recovery ship and plane off southern Bougainville to collect pilots who were forced to ditch. The improvised strike force was airborne at 8:30 a.m.


Coast watcher Paul Mason heard the drone of the Betty medium bombers when they flew over his southern Bougainville station around 11:30, and he went outdoors to count them; Mason’s station was midway on the direct air route between Rabaul and Guadalcanal. To his control station at Port Moresby, Mason radioed, “Twenty-seven bombers headed southeast,” evidently not seeing their fighter escort or the Vals. Mason’s message was forwarded to Australia, bounced across the Pacific to Pearl Harbor, and then relayed to the invasion fleet, which was reading Mason’s report twenty-five minutes after he sent it. The US Navy used its two hours’ lead time to prepare for the attack. When the Australian cruiser Canberra received the warning the bosun’s mate announced, “The ship will be attacked at noon by torpedo bombers. All hands will pipe to dinner at eleven o’clock.”21


STUBBY-WINGED F4F WILDCATS FROM ADMIRAL Fletcher’s carriers Enterprise and Saratoga rose to meet the Japanese bombers, dive bombers, and fighters. At 1:15 p.m. the first Bettys and Zeros arrived over Savo Island in Sealark Channel, and the Wildcats pounced—as well as they were able to, considering the disparity in pilot experience. Although US Navy pilots had fought at the battles of the Coral Sea and Midway a few months earlier, they lacked the experience of the Tainan Group pilots and had much to learn.


More importantly, the Wildcats they piloted were patently inferior to the Zero. At combat altitude they were slower than the Zeros and only slightly faster than the Betty. The Wildcat had a slower rate of climb and was one-third heavier and less maneuverable than the Zero. But it possessed some advantages, too: the Wildcat had self-sealing gas tanks, making it less liable to burst into flames, and it was armor-plated, enabling it to absorb more punishment than the thin-skinned Japanese fighters. Its firepower—six .50-caliber machine-guns—was superior to the Zero’s armament. In designing the Betty and Zero the Japanese had deliberately sacrificed safety for lighter weight and speed. Both warplanes lacked armor protection for crewmen as well as self-sealing fuel tanks that would have made them less combustible. The planes’ propensity for catching fire inspired crewmen to nickname them “Flying Cigars” and “Type One Lighters.”22


THE BETTYS’ PAYLOADS SPLASHED HARMLESSLY into the sea, and they turned back. The Wildcats shot down five of them and two Zeros. An hour later, the nine Vals appeared in a second wave over the target area. “Oh boy, we just turned the whole place loose,” wrote Roland Smoot, commander of the destroyer Monssen. Five Vals were shot down while diving on the Mugford, where they killed twenty-two sailors, but they did minimal damage to the ship; four ditched on the way back to Rabaul. Nine F4Fs were lost from the eighteen engaged, along with a Dauntless dive bomber.


American sailors, when attempting to rescue the downed enemy pilots, were amazed by their determination to die rather than become captives. Ensign Joseph Drachnik of the destroyer Zane was on the after-gun mount when one of his 20mm guns shot off the tail of a low-flying Betty and it went into the sea. The pilot crawled onto a wing and stood with his arms defiantly folded. When American officers shouted at him to come aboard, he produced a pistol and began shooting at people on the Zane’s bridge. The standoff ended when one of the destroyer’s 20mm guns suddenly opened fire, cutting the pilot to ribbons and sinking his Betty.23


AT TWENTY-FIVE, SABURO SAKAI WAS arguably the most famous fighter pilot in Japan. The descendant of a samurai, he lived by the code of Bushido, especially concentrating on cultivating indifference to pain and an iron will. He was at once chivalrous, cruel, warm, and good-natured. Sakai had been a combat pilot since the beginning of the Sino-Japanese War in 1937. He was one of the first pilots to attack Clark Field in the Philippines in December 1941—and the first to shoot down an American plane over the Philippines.24


As he flew his Zero to Guadalcanal on August 7, Sakai was full of confidence: he had defeated every adversary that he had met, and he expected this day to be no different. So he was surprised when a Wildcat piloted by Lieutenant James Southerland rolled away from Sakai’s quick burst of machine-gun fire and suddenly shot up toward his belly. Sakai spun, rolled, and tried every evasive maneuver, but the Wildcat matched each one. “Never had I seen an enemy plane move so quickly or so gracefully before,” Sakai wrote.


Sakai at last managed to shoot up the Wildcat, but the bloodied Southerland flew on for a time with his canopy open before spiraling down. Southerland bailed out, his chute opened, and he drifted toward the Guadalcanal beach. Sakai turned his attention to a Navy dive bomber, shot it down, and flew into a formation of Grumman Avenger torpedo planes.


An Avenger tail gunner riddled Sakai’s canopy, sending shards of glass into his face and head. He passed out. When he regained consciousness, the plane was diving toward the water. Sakai pulled back on the stick, and the plane leveled off. He discovered that he could not move his left arm and leg, and there was a hole in his head and blood on his face. He kept losing consciousness; one time he awakened to find that his plane was flying upside down. Somehow he was able to return to Rabaul and land at the airfield with a nearly empty fuel tank. When he presented himself at the command post and insisted on making a report despite his bleeding wounds, the commander “stared at me incredulously”—just as Sakai blacked out again. He lost sight in his right eye, but returned to active duty in 1944 and survived the war.25


TEN AMERICAN LOSSES COMPARED FAVORABLY with sixteen claimed enemy kills on the campaign’s first day—especially as these Japanese naval pilots were some of the best flyers in the world. American pilots would face them every day for months.


To be admitted into the elite Japanese aviation program, Sakai had competed with fifteen hundred other applicants. Those selected had to meet nearly impossible physical standards: they had to be able to support themselves on one arm atop an iron pole for ten minutes, swim underwater for at least a minute and a half, and execute somersault high dives. Two-thirds of them washed out; seventy men were in Sakai’s graduating class. American pilot training was not as arduous, but US flyers were more adaptable than the Japanese, and they learned quickly. Most importantly, while Japan trained two thousand new pilots per year, the United States graduated twenty-five hundred per month.26


Admiral Yamada ordered another air strike on August 8, this time hoping to find the American aircraft carriers. Twenty-three Bettys armed with torpedoes left Rabaul with an escort of fifteen Zeros. Unable to locate the carriers, the attack group turned toward Guadalcanal. Bougainville coast watcher Jack Read spotted them and radioed a warning.


The Japanese flight circled to the north this time, eluding the Wildcats waiting for them over Sealark Channel, and attacked the transports from the east. Only a handful of Wildcats met the attackers, shooting down five Bettys and a Zero as the others swooped down on the transports at low altitude, strafing and launching torpedoes. It was up to the ships’ gunners to knock them down—and they did, claiming thirteen Bettys.


However, a bomber got a torpedo into the destroyer Jarvis, killing fourteen sailors and wounding seven others, and a burning Zero smashed into the transport George F. Elliott. The Elliott was later scuttled with enough provisions aboard to supply a battalion of Marines, while the Jarvis limped away from the battleground for repairs.27


THINGS WERE QUIET ON GUADALCANAL, but across Sealark Channel pillars of black smoke billowed from Tulagi, Gavutu, and Tanambogo. Raiders and parachutists battled Japanese troops and laborers fighting from cleverly concealed dugouts, caves, blockhouses, and tunnels “thick with machine guns.”


In the first contested American landing of World War II, the 397-man 1st Parachute Battalion landed on Gavutu at noon, August 7. The paratroopers had to wait for the Raiders to first hit Tulagi and then release enough boats to carry the parachutists ashore. More than five hundred Japanese air force personnel, marines, and Korean and Japanese civilian laborers and technicians defended Gavutu and its Siamese twin islet, Tanambogo, outnumbering the attackers and holding the high ground.


Everything about the Gavutu landing was problematic: the thirteen Higgins boats were supposed to deposit the parachutists on the seaplane ramps, but the antiaircraft cruiser San Juan, which poured 280 rounds into Gavutu in just four minutes before the landing, turned the ramps into rubble that blocked the landing boats’ path. The Higginses veered toward a concrete dock, but some of them got hung up on unmapped coral reefs. The assault troops jumped into chest-deep water and waded one hundred yards to shore under enemy fire. Marines were hit in the boats by bullets that punched through the wooden hulls, in the bloodstained water, and on the dock. Coxswain Henry Marquard, driving a boat in the third wave, thought bees were swarming around his head—they were bullets. Corporal Tony Miksic, shot in the throat, tried to shout “Corpsman!” but no sound came out. Corporal Thomas Lyons leaped from his boat right behind a friend, who was shot dead with blood spurting from his right eye and was knocked into Lyons. Lyons pushed him off, rolled away, and moved on, his training taking over.


Upon reaching the dock, the Marines were swept by rifle and machine-gun fire from caves in Hill 148, Gavutu’s dominant feature, and from Tanambogo, five hundred yards away. As men fell wounded around them, parachutist machine-gunners fired at the puffs of smoke coming from the caves. The Marines hugged the ground in their semicircular beachhead as the Japanese depressed their antiaircraft guns to fire on them. The battalion commander, Major Robert Williams, was shot in the chest while attempting to lead B Company in an assault on Hill 148. The attack distracted the Japanese gunners and enabled the rest of the paratroopers to break out of the beachhead after being pinned down for two hours.


Japanese snipers, hidden high up in trees, under buildings, and even in an abandoned truck’s engine compartment, picked off the advancing Marines with rifles and machine-guns, timing their shots to coincide with Marine machine-gun fire so that the source of their gunfire was difficult to pinpoint. Camouflaged with palm tree leaves and bark, the snipers could not be seen “unless you were directly under the tree,” said Private Robert Howard. Sniper fire, which made a high, flat snap when discharged, sounded like “a supercharged bee” when the bullet passed overhead. The Japanese sharpshooters targeted officers and sergeants who wore conspicuous insignia; the Marines quickly learned to remove rank insignia and abolish saluting and other displays of military courtesy from combat areas.


By 2:30 p.m. the B Company parachutists had reached the top of Hill 148, but the Japanese continued firing from the caves and tunnels beneath the ridge—it would take time to wipe them out. Major Charles Miller, who succeeded the wounded Williams as battalion commander, knew that Gavutu could never be secured until the Marines neutralized Tanambogo’s Hill 121, from where the Japanese were raking the Gavutu beachhead with a 20mm gun and heavy machine-guns. Capturing the hill would require extra troops. Brigadier General William Rupertus, the assistant division commander in charge of Tulagi-area operations, had just one uncommitted company to send the paratroopers.28


While plans were made to attack Tanambogo, big, blond Captain Harry Torgerson, B Company’s inspiring commander, was exuberantly waging a one-man campaign to blast the Japanese from the caves that honeycombed Hill 148. His deadly effective method: shoving planks lashed to fused TNT and gasoline into the caves so the Japanese could not easily throw back the explosives. This also was the procedure adopted by the Raiders’ demolitions section, headed by gunner Angus Gauss. Like Gauss, Torgerson had always enjoyed blowing things up, his men said, and the mission he undertook this day was a dream come true.


Outside a particularly large cave, Torgerson prepared an enormous charge, fastening ten blocks of TNT and five gallons of gasoline to a plank. It exploded prematurely as Torgerson was shoving it into the cave. The huge blast blew to pieces a Japanese soldier inside the cave and flattened Torgerson. His trousers were reduced to confetti, but he was not hurt. Picking himself up, he turned to Captain George Stallings, the battalion operations officer, and said excitedly, “Boy, that was pisser, wasn’t it?”29


At about 6:00 p.m. Captain Edward Crane’s B Company of the Second Marines, which had landed on Florida Island but was assigned by General Rupertus to help capture Tanambogo, boarded four Higgins boats. Dauntless dive bombers pounded the islet for ten minutes, and the destroyers Monssen and Buchanan shelled it. When they were finished not a tree was left standing.


Then the boats went in. The Marines in the first boat landed and deployed along the beach. As the second boat was arriving, a shell from one of the destroyers ignited a nearby Japanese fuel dump. The flames lit up the area like a sports stadium, and Japanese infantrymen aimed a torrent of fire at the splendid targets, hitting Marines and sailors in the boats and ashore. Private Russell Miller, the first Marine ashore on Florida Island, was killed. Crane aborted the operation; all the wounded were re-embarked in the boats. Crane stayed behind with a dozen able survivors. Two returned to Gavutu in a rowboat while Crane and the others walked to Gavutu over the causeway.


Off Tanambogo late the next afternoon, August 8, there appeared another invasion force—two to three times larger than the previous day’s. After preliminary attacks by dive bombers and shelling by destroyers, the Second Marines’ 3rd Battalion came ashore with two tanks. The tenacious defenders jammed an iron bar into the tread of one of the tanks, and the Japanese swarmed around it and set it on fire with Molotov cocktails, killing most of its crew. Marine infantrymen shot down forty-two of the enemy attackers. That night, with the Marines holding most of the tiny island, the surviving Japanese emerged from their foxholes and dugouts and stormed the Marines’ lines. They held. Tanambogo was pronounced secured late August 9.30


Five amphibious tractors—in military vernacular, landing vehicles tracked, LVTs—shuttled between Gavutu and Tanambogo on August 9, collecting the wounded and evacuating them to the President Adams. This marked the tractor’s first appearance during the war; it would become indispensable to later amphibious operations. Armed with two machine-guns, one of the heavily armored tractors helped clear out Japanese-held caves on Gavutu. Late that day, the 1st Parachute Battalion, which had sustained 20 percent casualties, moved to defensive positions on Tulagi and became part of Edson’s command. Total Marine casualties on Gavutu and Tanambogo came to 157; Japanese losses totaled more than 500 killed and 20 men taken prisoner—nearly all of them laborers. About 40 swam to Florida Island.31


THE TULAGI ASSAULT PLAN HAD appeared simple when Colonel Merritt Edson described it, using the sand table mockup built by British colonial officials Henry Jocelyn and Dick Horton. The 1st Raider Battalion would land where it was not expected, cross the boot-shaped island’s one-thousand-yard breadth, turn, and sweep down its two-and-a-half-mile length. It was optimistically estimated that the operation would take no more than six hours. The shipboard cook said when they pushed off, “See you tonight! Chocolate cake tonight!” But simple it was not.32


The initial landing met no opposition, as the 350 Japanese marines on the island were watching the southeast, not the northwest, coast. “Everything clicked beautifully,” wrote Lieutenant Colonel Samuel Griffith, the battalion’s executive officer. As the Raiders pushed southward down the island’s long ridge and crossed a golf course, they encountered scattered resistance from log-and-coral outposts, but no enemy concentrations. The Raiders were struck by machine-gun fire and grenades launched by “knee mortars” from the cave-pitted coral ridge when they attempted to advance toward the island’s cricket ground, and snipers in trees, rocks, and beneath the former colonial officials’ houses targeted them. Incongruously, a Japanese submarine occasionally surfaced in Tulagi’s deep-water harbor to lob shells toward the Marines. None of it was serious enough to stop the Raiders. When they stopped for the night, they had captured fully two-thirds of the island. Edson set up his command post in the governor’s residence. The main event was still to come.33


That night, the Japanese counterattacked—it was a “banzai” attack, shocking in this first manifestation but later a common feature of the Pacific War. The attackers wedged between A and C Companies isolating C Company near the cricket ground, where Captain Ken Bailey, the company commander, killed six Japanese in a bunker before being wounded in the leg. The attackers then turned their full fury on A Company. It became “a savage all-night fight.”


The Japanese attacked five times, none of the assaults succeeding. The Marines repelled them with rifle and machine-gun fire, grenades, and, in hand-to-hand fighting, with knives and bayonets. “We were taken by surprise by the viciousness and tenacity of these night attacks,” admitted Griffith.


The Japanese fought to the death and committed suicide rather than experience the ignominy of being taken prisoner. “There is a grotesque horror in watching a man activate a grenade and then clutch it to his chest, blowing himself apart before your astonished eyes,” wrote Private Marlin “Whitey” Groft.34


At daybreak Captain Lew Walt, the A Company commander, was inspecting his lines when he found eighteen-year-old Private First Class Eddie Ahrens, a Browning automatic rifle (BAR) gunner, slumped in his foxhole, covered with blood from head to toe, and barely alive. Beside Ahrens was a dead enemy officer. In front of the foxhole Walt counted the bodies of thirteen Japanese soldiers who had tried to break through Ahrens’s position, but had clearly failed.


The captain lifted the teenager, who was still clutching the dead officer’s sword, out of the foxhole and carried him to an aid station. A corpsman informed Walt that Ahrens would not survive; he had been shot and bayoneted several times. Walt remembered how Ahrens had refused to quit during the Raiders’ strenuous training hikes on Samoa, even when he had collapsed from exhaustion and the extreme heat. At the aid station Ahrens offered Walt the captured sword. “Captain, here’s a sword for you. Those guys tried to come over me last night. I guess they didn’t know I was a real Marine,” he said. He died moments later. Ahrens was posthumously awarded the Navy Cross.35


On August 8, Edson pronounced Tulagi secured, although scattered counterattacks continued, and pockets of Japanese stubbornly held out in caves and bunkers. The last of the strongholds was wiped out with dynamite and grenades on August 10. Historians have found Marine Corps reports to be incomplete, conflicting, and, thus, problematic on the subject of losses on Tulagi, Gavutu, and Tanambogo. Historian Richard Frank arrived at what is likely the best guess after conducting an exhaustive analysis of company muster rolls for August. His conclusion: Marine losses on Tulagi totaled 45 killed and 76 wounded—121 casualties, 36 fewer than on Gavutu and Tanambogo—while 347 Japanese were killed.


Thirty enemy soldiers and workers hid in Gavutu’s caves for weeks. Some slipped away and swam to Florida Island. Others were shot or killed by grenades when they ventured into the open. Mamoru Hara, an eighteen-year-old carpenter, lived for nineteen days on coconuts in a cave among the decomposing bodies of his comrades. He was captured when he emerged in search of fresh coconuts.


The Marines rolled the Japanese corpses into shell craters and threw them into shacks that they then set on fire. “The smell of burning hair and flesh” worsened, if possible, the stench of death and decay that permeated the island.36


THE FIRST MARINES SECURED GUADALCANAL’S airfield on August 8 without firing a shot. It was no mean accomplishment to capture Watchtower’s primary objective during the operation’s second day.


The Marines on Guadalcanal were fortunate to face no resistance during their first wartime amphibious landing. Had a strong enemy force met them at the beachhead the conflation of logistical lapses, spotty supporting fire, and the Marines’ abbreviated training and poor physical condition after weeks aboard ships could have jeopardized the entire campaign. Now they would have time to become acclimated to their new environment and to acquire combat skills.


The first nights on the island were memorable for their unknown, unseen terrors. New, strange sounds—the cackles and screeches of macaws and monkeys, the scraping and rustling of large burrowing land crabs—kept the Marines’ nerves on edge. Private Robert Leckie was certain that enemy soldiers were whispering in the bushes around him. “I lay open-mouthed and half mad beneath that giant tree,” he wrote. Spiders and other crawling insects froze their blood, and the Marines battled swarms of malarial mosquitoes.37


As the airfield’s surpassing importance slowly became clear, recognition of the Marines’ achievement would grow: American forces had executed a tactically difficult amphibious landing in enemy-held territory with air and naval support after just six weeks’ preparation.


The Marines were surprised that the airstrip was only a few days away from becoming operational. The airfield was intended to accommodate the Japanese 26th Air Flotilla’s twenty-seven fighters and twenty-seven bombers, and from it enemy squadrons could have attacked the New Hebrides Islands and American-Australian convoys. Now the airfield could serve as a platform for a US counteroffensive. The occupation of the enemy airfield, carried out with such ease, was an early turning point in the Pacific War.


A REMARKABLE AMOUNT OF WORK had been done at the airfield in just one month. Japanese Navy Captain Tei Monzen, who was in charge of the project, was so pleased with the progress that he had ordered an extra, celebratory sake ration for the construction workers during the night of August 6, hours before the Marines landed.38


The airfield consisted of a thirty-six-hundred-foot runway, with just a small portion still needing grading; a nearly completed airdrome with six hangars and “blast pens”; an air compressor plant for charging torpedoes; a medical clinic; a refrigeration plant; a nearly completed power plant with twin generators; a narrow-gauge railroad; new wooden barracks, never occupied; machine and repair shops; and bridges, encampments, wharves, and an impressive-looking administration building that the Marines promptly nicknamed “the Pagoda” because of its distinctive Asian architecture.


The 11th Construction Corps—about 1,600 Koreans, Ryukyuans, and other laborers under the command of Major Kanae Kadomae—had done the work, while 247 naval troops from the 84th Guard Force provided security. The Japanese had not found time to properly set up two 75mm mountain guns, a triple 25mm cannon mount, two antiaircraft guns, or a pair of radar sets.39


In the tent camps between the airstrip and Kukum on the Lunga River it was apparent that the landing had caught the Japanese entirely by surprise, and they “had left by the back door as we came in the front.” In one tent were serving dishes set in the middle of the breakfast table, filled with meat stew, rice, and cooked prunes. Around them were bowls and saucers half-filled with food. Chopsticks were scattered on the table and floor. In the tents where they slept the Japanese had left behind shoes, mosquito nets, soap, and other essentials. The reason for their hasty departure became clearer when the Marines saw that shrapnel had torn and flattened some tents and killed two men whose shattered bodies lay nearby.40


The invaders’ astonishment mounted as they began to inventory the materiel the Japanese abandoned. It ran to four typewritten pages, and included six road rollers; four tractors; three cement mixers; forty-one usable cars and trucks; forty new bicycles; a multitude of tools; 150,000 gallons of gasoline; eighty gallons of lubricating oil; six hundred tons of cement; a large amount of building supplies; a fully equipped, operational radio station; and ten days’ food for the Japanese garrison that included canned peaches and pineapple, goulash, and shredded fish, salmon, and crabmeat.


The captured stores included cases of sake and Japanese beer, which the Marines quickly appropriated. “The dirt road paralleling the shoreline became an Oriental thoroughfare, piled high with balloon-like half-gallon bottles of sake and cases of beer.” One battalion whipped up a concoction of canned grapefruit juice, “several squeezes” of Pepsodent toothpaste, and, of course, alcohol. The enlisted Marines enjoyed “a rollicking, boisterous life” for about a week until the liquor ran out and officers confiscated the food they had stolen during raids on the stockpile. “What a wonderful week it was!” wrote Leckie.41


By day’s end August 8, battalions of the First and Fifth Marines formed a battle line along the Lunga River, and the first prisoners were brought in. The Marines, “looking huge by comparison, shooed them along like pigeons.” INS correspondent Richard Tregaskis thought they were “a measly lot. None of them was more than five feet tall, and they were puny.” Two, bare from the waist down, had been stripped during the Marines’ weapons search; a third one wore trousers and a visored cloth cap with an anchor insignia. The naval construction prisoners might have been unimpressive, but the Japanese combat troops that would soon appear would be another matter.42


FROM INCEPTION TO EXECUTION OPERATION Watchtower had taken all of forty-five days. Until summoned by Vice Admiral Robert Lee Ghormley to a meeting in Auckland on June 26, Vandegrift had believed that his division would not go into action until early 1943. When they met, Ghormley told the Marine general that he had “some very disconcerting news”—and handed him a top-secret dispatch. It ordered an amphibious operation against Tulagi in just five weeks, on August 1. “I could not believe it,” Vandegrift wrote. “Well?” asked Ghormley, tapping the order with his finger. Vandegrift said his division would not be ready to land August 1. Less than a week after the meeting the Navy learned that the Japanese were building an airfield on Guadalcanal. King and Nimitz reluctantly granted a six-day delay until August 7.


It was remarkable that Watchtower got off the ground at all. The two men who divided command of the South Pacific between them both viewed the offensive with grave reservations. Meeting in Melbourne in early July, General Douglas MacArthur and Ghormley agreed that Watchtower should be postponed. MacArthur was commander of the Southwest Pacific Area, which ostensibly included the Solomons, while Ghormley commanded the South Pacific, part of Admiral Nimitz’s vast Pacific domain beyond MacArthur’s area.


Their overriding concern was lack of air superiority and, secondarily, not enough available shipping to supply the landing force. Japanese airfields were being built on nearby islands, and MacArthur and Ghormley feared the invasion force would run into an aerial buzz saw. The Allies would not be able to gain air superiority from their remote air bases at Efate and Espiritu Santo in the New Hebrides, each more than 550 miles from the landing beaches, much less from the even more distant Tontouta Field on New Caledonia. Air support would depend exclusively on Rear Admiral Frank Jack Fletcher’s carrier task force.


MacArthur and Ghormley expressed their reservations in a rare July 8 radio message to the Joint Chiefs of Staff. They were “of the opinion, arrived at independently… that the initiation of the operation at this time without a reasonable assurance of adequate air coverage… would be attended with the gravest risk. It is recommended that this operation be deferred.” Wait until airfields could be built in the Santa Cruz Islands and the New Hebrides, they said, and until they received land-based aircraft.


Admiral King believed the offensive was absolutely worth the risk. He and other Navy officials suspected that MacArthur opposed the campaign because he wanted to lead the first Pacific offensive—an amphibious assault on New Ireland and New Britain with three Army divisions and one Marine division, supported by two carriers. Army Chief of Staff General George C. Marshall suggested that King lead the Marine Corps component. King retorted that the Navy was considering a similar operation—one with the Army as the supporting element.


The chiefs compromised: MacArthur ceding operational authority over Guadalcanal and nearby islands to the Navy while being green-lighted to proceed against New Britain, New Guinea, and the rest of the Solomon Islands. The Navy would proceed with Watchtower. This was all arranged before MacArthur’s and Ghormley’s July 8 message reached the Joint Chiefs. Thus, their objections were brushed aside, and Ghormley was ordered to invade the southern Solomons.43


THE NAVY AND MARINES HAD virtually no data on Guadalcanal a month before D-Day. Moreover, only half of the Marine invasion force was in New Zealand—the rest were “spread over hell’s half-acre”—when General Vandegrift and his skeletal headquarters staff plunged deeply into the planning phase at the Hotel Cecil in Wellington, New Zealand. They worked from the “black room”—so named to underscore the need for absolute secrecy. The first Allied offensive of World War II necessarily emphasized improvisation instead of the meticulous planning that would characterize future amphibious operations.


The burden of hastily gathering up every scintilla of intelligence about Guadalcanal fell to the division intelligence officer, Lieutenant Colonel Frank S. Goettge. While other D-2 officers went to Auckland and Noumea for information, Goettge flew to Australia to track down former Solomon Islands plantation managers, coast watchers, miners, and traders who had visited Guadalcanal or Tulagi. He interviewed them and located nautical charts. At MacArthur’s headquarters in Melbourne, Goettge obtained daily coast-watcher reports and Japanese troop estimates, which ranged from two thousand to several thousand.


Vandegrift proposed landing a reconnaissance team by submarine to scout Guadalcanal, but the cautious Ghormley thought it would be too dangerous. Reports quickly came together on Guadalcanal and Tulagi, yet Vandegrift and his planners lacked good maps.


MacArthur’s staff ordered an aerial mapping mission, and by July 20 it had photos of Lunga Point. The photos were sent to New Zealand—and were lost. Unaware of the Army mapping mission, Vandegrift’s staff dispatched its own photo reconnaissance flight. Lieutenant Colonel Merrill Twining, the division assistant operations officer, and Major William McKean of Transportation Squadron 26 boarded a B-17 modified for long-range photography flights. They flew over the Tulagi-Guadalcanal area, guided by a National Geographic magazine illustration of the Southwest Pacific. Guadalcanal was all of one-half-inch long. “Nothing better was to be had,” Twining trenchantly wrote. During much of the flight the navigator read comic books. Three Japanese float planes from Tulagi harbor attacked the B-17, which shot down one of them without sustaining any damage of its own. Twining was pleased that Guadalcanal’s north beaches appeared nicely pitched for landing men and supplies, with no evidence of coral reefs to snag incoming boats. Twining and McKean saw no evidence of an airfield, just a flat, burnt area near Lunga Point.


When they landed in Townsville, Australia, to develop their film, they met Lieutenant Commander Eric Feldt of the Royal Australian Navy, who oversaw the Solomons’ coast watchers. He shared the latest intelligence from his men and some hand-drawn maps of Lunga Point, Gavutu, and Tulagi that showed the locations of guns and fortifications.44


THE 1ST MARINE DIVISION WAS created on February 1, 1941, from the former 1st Brigade. Amoeba-like, prior to Pearl Harbor and immediately afterward, its Fifth Regiment divided to form the Seventh Regiment, provided the nucleus of the 1st Raider Battalion, and contributed manpower, along with the Seventh, to create the First Regiment. The Eleventh Marines provided artillery support for the division. The 1st Marine Division, based at Camp Lejeune, North Carolina, was the East Coast counterpart of the 2nd Marine Division, activated on the same day in San Diego. The 2nd Division consisted of the Second, Sixth, and Eighth Infantry Regiments, and the Tenth Artillery Regiment.45


A year earlier the 1st Marine Division practiced amphibious landings in the lower Chesapeake Bay at a place with a portentous name, Solomon’s Island, the headquarters of Major General Holland Smith, the Marine Corps’ amphibious forces commander in the Atlantic. Smith was studying how to load supplies for amphibious assaults and how best to unload them on beachheads. Proper ship loading and unloading would become important in the Solomons.46


In a 1921 treatise that laid the foundations for amphibious warfare doctrine, Lieutenant Colonel Earl “Pete” Ellis had predicted with great accuracy that Japan would attack Hawaii as well as Midway and Wake Islands and said that US victory would hinge upon Marines seizing islands defended by the Japanese. After Ellis died under mysterious circumstances in the Japanese-owned Palau Islands in 1923 while on a secret military intelligence mission, the Marine Corps adopted Ellis’s visionary ideas as Operations Plan 712. Between 1934 and 1941 the Fleet Marine Force, with the 1st Brigade operating as its tactical arm, practiced six large-scale amphibious landings and developed a new amphibious warfare doctrine. During these exercises the Marines tested landing craft. They were most impressed with Andrew Higgins’s shallow-draft boat and with the amphibious tractor.47


IN JULY, THE DIVISION’S SUPPLIES arrived in New Zealand on cargo ships that had been “organizationally loaded” to maximize the use of space; when the ships left the United States no amphibious operations were contemplated until 1943. Between the ships’ departure and their arrival in Wellington, Operation Watchtower had been conceived. That meant the ships would have to be unloaded in New Zealand and be repacked for combat so that ammunition, weapons, and supplies were easily accessible. The massive job added up to a big mess on the Wellington waterfront.


Worse, Kiwi dockworkers at Aotea Quay refused to work in the cold winter rain that pelted down ceaselessly day after day. There were no nearby warehouses or shelters where the goods might be kept dry. Marine enlisted men had to do the unloading and reloading, working around the clock, three hundred to a ship. Wellington police ordered the longshoremen off the docks. “We just brushed them [the longshoremen] aside, and there was a lot of hard feeling about it,” wrote Lieutenant Colonel Gerald Thomas, the division operations officer. The Marines were kept at the miserable task for days.


The rain damaged the cargo, disintegrated cardboard cartons, and rinsed away labels on canned goods. “In an hour or so you didn’t know whether you had a can of corn, peas, or tomatoes.” Soon “small mountains of useless, unlabeled cans” loomed over soggy cardboard, cornflakes, and chocolate bars floating amid articles of clothing—“a sea of mush and garbage,” wrote Private Sid Phillips. Yet the cargo ships were somehow reloaded with sixty days’ supplies, ten units of fire for all weapons—or enough ammunition for ten days of heavy fighting. However, only minimal personal gear made it aboard; bedrolls, trunks, and tents remained in Wellington, along with most of the motor transport. The ships sailed on July 22.48


OFF THE FIJI ISLAND OF Koro, Watchtower’s eighty-two vessels assembled on July 26 for the first time: Vice Admiral Frank Jack Fletcher’s carrier Task Force 61 and Rear Admiral Richmond Kelly Turner’s Task Force 62, consisting of the amphibious force and its escort of cruisers and destroyers under British Rear Admiral Victor A. C. Crutchley. Also present was Rear Admiral Leigh Noyes, who led the Air Support Group of all the aircraft in the three-carrier TF-61. The rendezvous marked the important first meeting of all the operation’s principals: Vandegrift, Turner, Fletcher, Crutchley, and Rear Admiral John “Slew” McCain, who commanded Ghormley’s land-based aircraft (and whose grandson, Arizona senator John McCain, would run for president sixty-six years later). Ghormley had delegated overall command of Watchtower to Fletcher and did not attend the meeting, sending in his stead his chief of staff, Rear Admiral Daniel J. Callaghan.


Fletcher seemed “nervous and tired” when they met in his wardroom aboard his flagship, Saratoga, Vandegrift observed. Getting there was a baptism of sorts for McCain, who received a shower of milk when a garbage chute opened just as he began to climb the Saratoga’s Jacob’s ladder. He arrived on deck “one mad little admiral.” These men had never worked together before, and Fletcher’s icy, abrupt manner discouraged any potential for amity—Watchtower did not appear to interest him. “He quickly let us know he did not think it [the operation] would succeed,” wrote Vandegrift. It was the first of the shocks the Marine general would receive during the meeting.


Fletcher interrupted Turner’s presentation to curtly ask him how long it would take him to unload the ships. Five days, replied Turner. Landing all the troops would be completed August 8, but it would take longer to unload the five cargo ships. Fletcher declared that his task force and all of Operation Watchtower’s air support would leave in just two days; he was unwilling to expose his carriers any longer.


Fletcher’s attitude was somewhat understandable. The carriers were the Navy’s greatest strategic asset in the Pacific, and it had lost two of its six Pacific carriers in May and June at the battles of the Coral Sea and Midway. No new carriers were expected until 1943. Thus, all the remaining flattops except the Hornet would be cruising eighty miles from Guadalcanal’s southern coast, vulnerable to enemy air and submarine attacks. Fletcher suspected that a Japanese carrier was lurking in the Coral Sea and that it might send torpedo bombers against his ships, although air searches had found no sign of one.


Both troops and supplies could not possibly be landed in two days, replied Turner, nicknamed “Terrible Turner” by subordinates because he was “abrasive as a file” and hot-tempered. The lean, beetle-browed admiral and Vandegrift heatedly argued that Fletcher’s decision would shift all the risk to Turner’s amphibious force by leaving it bereft of air cover.


Fletcher irritably accused Turner of initiating the entire operation. This was largely true: Turner, while heading King’s War Plans Division in Washington, had drafted the Guadalcanal invasion plan with other members of King’s staff. King was so enthusiastic about Turner’s plan and his grand strategy of island hopping through the southern and central Pacific that he had sent him to the Pacific to command Watchtower’s amphibious force.


Struggling to quell his boiling “Dutch blood,” Vandegrift attempted to explain to Fletcher that this was not a hit-and-run operation and that Fletcher’s task force must protect the beachhead until all the supplies were unloaded. Operation Watchtower’s object was to obtain a permanent foothold in the southern Solomons. But Fletcher did not appear to be listening to either Turner or Vandegrift; he informed them that he would stay only until the third day. The meeting ended.49


THE REHEARSALS FOR WATCHTOWER, STAGED over four days off Koro Island, did little to improve the moods of Vandegrift and Turner. Many landing craft broke down, hidden coral prevented others from bringing Marines to their assigned landing zones, and air support and naval gunfire were wildly inaccurate. Sergeant Ore J. Marion’s company of Fifth Marines was landed a mile to the right of its objective the first day and a mile to the left on the second day, when a destroyer continued shelling the beach after the Marines had gone ashore. On the third day Marion’s company landed at its assigned place, but as they were reboarding their landing craft to rejoin their transports, their transports left without them because of a report of approaching Japanese ships. They were picked up the next day after spending the night on Koro.


Lieutenant Colonel Griffith, the 1st Raiders’ executive officer, described the rehearsal as “just a shocking affair.” Vandegrift called it “a bust.” It was the only time that Griffith remembered seeing the general despondent. Afterward, Vandegrift “raised all the hell he possibly could” with Turner and Fletcher about the Navy’s manifold failures, including slow boat deployment, boat breakdowns, and dangerously erratic fire support. With time Vandegrift tempered his criticism. The rehearsal, he later said, was not so bad “when you think this was the first time that this force, both Navy and Marine, had gotten together” to carry out an amphibious landing.50


ALL DAY AUGUST 8 BOATS continued to bring food, ammunition, clothing, and supplies from the five cargo ships to the supply-jammed Guadalcanal beaches. Goods piled up at adjacent landing areas that had been opened up to relieve the logjam. With less than half of the expeditionary force’s supplies now ashore, it appeared that Turner had accurately predicted that the process would take five days.


One hundred miles away, Admiral Fletcher, alarmed by the ferocity of the three Japanese air raids on August 7–8, believed that his three carriers were in grave danger. The Japanese air attacks had reduced his operational aircraft by twenty-one planes, and Fletcher’s nerves were frayed—he had had little respite since Coral Sea and Midway, the two biggest carrier battles in US history. Moreover, Fletcher believed enemy aircraft carriers would soon be within striking distance of his task force. He was unwilling to expose the Navy’s remaining Pacific carriers to the possibility of destruction by enemy torpedo bombers or submarines. It was time to leave.


At 6:07 p.m. Fletcher radioed Turner and Ghormley: “Total fighter strength reduced from 99 to 78. In view of large number of enemy torpedo and bomber planes in area, recommend immediate withdrawal of carriers.” He requested that Ghormley send tankers to a rendezvous so that he could refuel. “Fuel running low,” he wrote. Without waiting for a reply, Fletcher turned his ships to the southeast at 7:08. At 3:30 a.m. on August 9 Ghormley, hundreds of miles away at Noumea and with no information contradicting Fletcher’s assessment, granted Fletcher’s request. Ghormley later defended his decision. “When Fletcher, the man on the spot, informed me he had to withdraw for fuel, I approved. He knew his situation in detail; I did not.”51


Vandegrift knew none of this when he went aboard Turner’s flagship McCawley late August 8 to meet with Turner and Admiral Crutchley. Turner gave him the bad news. The general was aghast. It was “startling because it was agreed that he would be at least three days in the area when we had our conference” on the Saratoga. Shown Fletcher’s message citing low fuel as one of his reasons for leaving, Vandegrift was disbelieving. “We all knew his fuel could not have been running low since he refueled in the Fijis”—a tidbit of knowledge that solved nothing. Ships’ logs showed that all of Fletcher’s ships had several days’ fuel remaining at the end of August 8; the carriers had enough to last seventeen days.52


Then Turner announced that he too was leaving in the morning because without Fletcher’s carrier fighters, his transport force—the only one in the Pacific—was highly vulnerable to enemy dive-bomber and torpedo-bomber attacks. He promised Vandegrift weekly food and supply convoys.


Vandegrift vainly tried to dissuade Turner from leaving: not only were more than half of the Marines’ supplies still aboard the cargo ships, but Vandegrift was also not sure that any supplies had been landed at Tulagi because of the heavy fighting. Turner promised to continue unloading all night, giving priority to food, ammunition, and aviation fuel. Tulagi and Guadalcanal would continue to receive supplies until his planned departure at 6:30 a.m. on August 9. When the meeting broke up at midnight Vandegrift boarded a minesweeper that took him to Tulagi for the night.53


CRUTCHLEY, TALL, CHARMING, AND NICKNAMED “Old Goat’s Whiskers” by his sailors because of his red beard and moustache, had won the Victoria Cross in World War I and commanded the battleship HMS Warspite at the Second Battle of Narvik, a British victory off Norway in April 1940. Crutchley was leading the Southern Sector’s patrol off Savo Island in Sealark Channel when Turner summoned him at 8:30 p.m. Being twenty miles from the McCawley, it was quicker for him to travel there on his cruiser Australia than to take a barge. Crutchley placed Captain Howard Bode, the cruiser Chicago’s skipper, in charge of the southern group—two cruisers and two destroyers. The group patrolled a northwest-southeast vector blocking the southwestern channel approach. The Northern Force, led by Captain Frederick L. Riefkohl of the cruiser Vincennes, patrolled a five-mile “box” north of Bode with three cruisers and two destroyers, blocking the northwest channel entrance between Savo and Florida islands. A force commanded by Rear Admiral Norman Scott covered Sealark’s eastern approaches with two light cruisers and two destroyers, while a pair of destroyer pickets was posted west of Savo Island.


Although reports from B-17 pilots and a submarine said that Japanese warships were sailing southeast from Rabaul, Crutchley and Turner did not believe they posed a danger that night. The B-17s from MacArthur’s command and the submarine S-38 had spotted the eight vessels on August 7. During the morning of August 8, an Australian Lockheed Hudson reconnaissance bomber had seen Japanese warships off Bougainville’s east coast, and the pilot radioed the sighting. A Japanese cruiser picked up the transmission and included it in its action report, contradicting later accounts that the pilot first returned to Australia and had tea before making his report. For whatever reason there was an hours-long delay in relaying the report from Australia to the task force, but Turner and Crutchley received it in plenty of time to take necessary countermeasures.


The sightings excited no alarm, however, because two of the enemy vessels were misidentified as seaplane tenders; it was presumed that the warships were en route to Rekata Bay, 120 miles away, to establish a seaplane base. An attack was not expected until the next morning at the earliest because the Navy believed the Japanese were poor night fighters. That misconception was about to be brutally rectified, along with the errors in ship identification—the enemy force actually consisted of five heavy cruisers, two light cruisers, and a destroyer.


Because a quiet night was anticipated, neither Crutchley nor Bode had bothered to apprise Riefkohl of the temporary change in the Southern Force’s command. Everyone in the task force, including Bode, was exhausted after two days and nights of intense activity. Bode turned in, assuming that Crutchley would return around midnight and re-assume command. Crutchley, however, decided to not rejoin the Southern Force after the meeting on the McCawley and remained in the Guadalcanal transport area for the rest of the night.


Low clouds blotted out the moon, and lightning flickered through the showers falling around Savo Island.54


VICE ADMIRAL GUNICHI MIKAWA, THE soft-spoken commander of the new Eighth Fleet, had ordered four heavy cruisers from Cruiser Division 6 at Kavieng, New Ireland, to rendezvous east of Bougainville with his flagship cruiser Chokai, two light cruisers from Cruiser Division 18, and the destroyer Yunagi, all sailing from Rabaul. On the morning of August 7 Mikawa described his plan to proceed to Guadalcanal; US cryptanalysts intercepted the transmission, but it was not decoded until August 23. His four ships left Rabaul that afternoon.


Acting on the belief that the American invasion force was small, Mikawa also dispatched a few hundred naval troops on the transport Meiyo Maru but recalled it after learning that thousands of Americans had been landed. Before the Maru could return to Rabaul, the transport was torpedoed and sunk off Cape St. George by the US submarine S-38. All 342 men aboard the ship were lost—the first of many Japanese reinforcements that would die while en route to Guadalcanal.55


Mikawa had been at sea continuously since 1939. During the attack on Pearl Harbor he commanded Battleship Division 3, which shielded the carrier attack force whose planes bombed Pearl Harbor. He had urged a second strike on the Americans’ repair and refueling facilities, but Admiral Chuichi Nagumo rejected his advice. Mikawa’s battleships had helped capture the Bismarck Archipelago and Java. He took command of the Eighth Fleet, whose operational area was New Guinea and the Solomons, upon its establishment, arriving in Rabaul on July 29. In the months since Pearl Harbor Mikawa had more combat experience than any Japanese flag officer.


If all went as planned, Mikawa’s strike force would reach the target area during the night of August 8–9. Mikawa ordered every available submarine in his command to the area—at the moment just two could be sent, I-121 and I-122, but by the end of August there would be fifteen lurking around Guadalcanal.


As the Japanese ships neared Guadalcanal Mikawa dispatched scout planes to count the vessels in the landing area and to locate the worrisome American aircraft carriers so he could avoid their search planes. They never found the carriers, but a scout plane reported numerous vessels at Guadalcanal and Tulagi a dozen and a half transports, a half-dozen heavy cruisers, and nearly twenty destroyers, along with two large ships—a battleship (actually Captain Bode’s heavy cruiser Chicago) and possibly a light carrier.56


Amazingly, after the sightings on August 7 and the Hudson’s report, Mikawa’s strike force had avoided discovery by Admiral McCain’s air search network and sailed almost invisibly through the “Slot.” Mikawa’s arrival west of Savo Island would be a terrible surprise.


Aware that an enemy reconnaissance plane had seen his task force that morning and reported the sighting by radio, Mikawa expected to have to fight his way into Sealark Channel. The cruisers and destroyers that his scout plane had spotted would surely screen the transports anchored off Guadalcanal and Tulagi. To maintain tight control over his strike force Mikawa arranged it in a single, five-mile-long column, with Chokai leading.


THE POST–WORLD WAR I WASHINGTON Naval Treaty of 1922 had placed Japan’s navy at a five-to-three disadvantage in ship numbers to the United States and Great Britain. Before it abandoned the treaty terms altogether in 1937 and began seriously rearming, Japan focused on torpedo technology and night fighting as ways to level the playing field.


As a result of intensive training in the stormy North Pacific and superior optics, the Japanese Imperial Navy now excelled at night combat. Lacking radar, the navy trained lookouts who had been specially selected for their outstanding night vision. They were drilled in identifying objects four miles away on dark nights through oversized “night binoculars.”


Torpedo technology was the other area in which the Japanese gained an advantage inside the naval treaty’s parameters. They developed the Type 93 Long Lance, which was superior to any Allied torpedo. The Long Lance could hit targets sixteen miles away or more with a thousand-pound warhead. The torpedoes were hard to spot in the water because they left scarcely any detectable wake; their secret was that they were propelled by pure oxygen rather than compressed air. The standard US torpedo, the Mark XV, had a range that was half the Long Lance’s, its depth-setters were faulty, and too often it failed to explode on contact.


The Japanese navy preferred to use torpedoes in ship-to-ship combat, especially at night, because the flash of gunfire betrayed their positions; US Navy doctrine favored guns over torpedoes. So valued were torpedoes that Japanese cruisers—lacking destroyers’ built-in torpedo tubes—often carried eight tubes on their decks along with float planes for dropping flares. Japanese destroyer crews could reload their nine tubes in ten minutes—twice as fast as US sailors.


The Japanese navy prized skill in torpedo warfare, and destroyer crews and squadrons often stayed together for years; some sailors spent their entire careers aboard destroyers. By contrast, the US Navy made little effort to keep crews or destroyers together, moving them wherever they were needed. At the beginning of the Pacific War Japan’s destroyer avatar, Rear Admiral Raizo Tanaka, declared, “Our torpedo forces were the best night combat forces in the world.”57


MIKAWA’S PLAN WAS TO SAIL south of Savo Island, torpedo the main Allied anchorage at Guadalcanal, and then proceed to Tulagi to hit the ships there. As the Japanese strike force approached Savo, Mikawa ordered his ships to clear their upper decks of flammables such as aircraft fuel, depth charges, and light oil. It was understood that they were operating under standard night-fighting procedures: no warship opened fire with its guns until the flagship did. Thereafter, each ship was free to choose its own targets. At 11:00 p.m. three heavy cruisers catapulted scout plans to reconnoiter for enemy ships. After reporting by radio what they observed, they were to fly to Shortland Island.58


Crutchley’s picket line consisted of the destroyers Blue and Ralph Talbot west of Savo. The Blue was posted to the southwest to screen Crutchley’s Southern Force, while Ralph Talbot was positioned in front of Captain Frederick Riefkohl’s Northern Force. Each patrolled a line several miles long, but not synchronously, meaning that large gaps between them—up to twenty-five miles—might occur unexpectedly. Although both destroyers had the new surface SG radar, with a four-to-ten-mile range, their crews were still learning how to use it and did not yet understand how land masses, such as Savo, could block or distort their readings.


Japanese lookouts saw the Blue at 12:43 a.m. on Sunday, August 9, and Mikawa had to quickly decide whether to fire on it or to bypass it and hope not to be seen. Mikawa chose to avoid her, and he decreased his ships’ speed to minimize their wake. Remarkably, the long line of Japanese warships passed the Blue unseen. “Every gun in our force was trained on her,” wrote Commander Ohmae, Mikawa’s operations officer. The Japanese then watched as a second ship, the Ralph Talbot, sailed in the opposite direction without detecting the strike force. “It was a lucky escape,” said Ohmae, who stood beside Mikawa on Chokai’s bridge during their tense passage into the sound. “Our night lookout training had paid off.”59


For an hour and a half Mikawa’s scout planes thrummed the overcast sky above the eleven Allied vessels patrolling off Savo through clouds, mist, and occasional showers and thunderstorms. Nearly every ship in Crutchley’s three forces reported their presence, but no one took alarm—they were assumed to be friendly aircraft.60


BEHIND THE CHOKAI SAILED THE heavy cruisers Aoba, Kako, Kinugasa, and Furutaka; the light cruisers Tenryu and Yubari; and the destroyer Yunagi. They had penetrated Crutchley’s destroyer screen and now approached two cruisers, the HMAS Canberra and the USS Chicago, where Captain Bode was fast asleep. The Allies did not yet know they were there—a testament to Mikawa’s nerve and his crews’ excellent fire discipline.61


At 1:40 a.m. the Chokai sighted the Canberra. Two minutes later four torpedoes flashed from the Chokai’s tubes toward the Canberra’s port bow while its crew prepared to fire its five 8-inch turret guns. Mikawa ordered the lead scout plane to drop flares and waited for his torpedoes to hit.62


The soothing pace of events went into hyperdrive. The Southern Force destroyer Patterson saw one of Mikawa’s ships five thousand yards ahead on a southeast course and at 1:43 blinkered an alert to the Canberra and Chicago, “Warning, warning, strange ships entering harbor.”


Canberra’s lookouts reported torpedo tracks in the water, and the helmsman turned her hard to starboard and accelerated. Jolted from a deep sleep by the call to battle stations, Lieutenant j.g. Bruce Loxton, his heart pounding, raced to the bridge. “The night was as black as the inside of a cow” until he reached his battle station and bright green flares lit up the waters south of Savo Island.


Mikawa signaled his strike force, “All ships attack!” As the Canberra swung to starboard to avoid the torpedoes, there were flashes of gunfire off the ship’s port beam, and she was plastered with 28 five- and eight-inch shells. Fred Tuccito, a sailor aboard Chicago, watched the Australian cruiser absorb “hit after hit,” wondering, “How could anyone live through such an ordeal?” Some of the Japanese rounds were armor-piercing projectiles that punched gaping holes below the water line and knocked out the electricity and steam power in both boiler rooms. Stoker P. C. Ackerman, his parboiled skin drooping grotesquely, was one of the few sailors that emerged alive from the steam and flames.


Star shells fired by the Patterson and Chicago, where Captain Bode was now awake and issuing orders, illuminated the area enough to show shadowy ships approaching quickly. Mikawa, however, was not yet finished with the Canberra. Lieutenant Commander Mackenzie Jesse Gregory saw a shell explode just below the Canberra’s bridge, decapitating the gunnery officer, Lieutenant Commander D. M. Hole. He trained his binoculars on the gunfire flashes and saw the Japanese cruisers just a short distance away firing at his ship. “My God! This is bloody awful!” he exclaimed.


Sheets of enemy gunfire knocked out almost all of the Canberra’s guns and killed most of the gun crews. Fires roared through the ship; her aircraft burned on the catapult like a taper. Lieutenant Commander John Plunkett-Cole, knocked to the deck and momentarily blinded, got up and had his fingers on the torpedo triggers when the ship was hit again. The torpedoes did not fire. Another shell struck, and Plunkett-Cole was on his back, his coveralls smoldering. He exclaimed, “I’ve been hit in the bum like a bloody sparrow!” Other officers extinguished his smoking clothing.


Sent sprawling over the compass platform on the bridge, C. J. Gunthorp, chief yeoman of signals, got up to find the gunnery officer in a corner, dead; Loxton lying next to him wounded; and Captain Getting mortally wounded in the leg, arms, and head. Other dead crewmen lay in heaps on the bridge, with the wounded shrieking in pain. Commander J. A. Walsh, bleeding from head wounds, took over from Getting and tried to organize firefighting efforts, but there was no water pressure.


The more than two hundred men brought to sick bay with gaping wounds, broken bones, and severe burns overwhelmed Canberra’s surgeon, Commander C. A. Downward. When the fires spread to the sick bay, the wounded were moved to the forecastle, where they lay for hours in the driving rain, amid the lightning and crashing thunder. Dead in the water, the blazing cruiser listed to starboard. The attack, lasting under three minutes, had been so sudden and overwhelming that the Canberra had not fired a shot.63


The Patterson, pinned by the searchlights of two enemy cruisers, was next up. A spread of torpedoes missed her, but the destroyer trembled violently as a shell crashed into one of its gun shelters, igniting the powder. Two guns were knocked out of action, their crews killed or wounded. The Patterson returned fire, and Commander Frank Walker ordered torpedoes into the water, but the crash of his guns drowned out his words. As the swift Japanese strike force passed by, the Patterson managed to shoot out the Yubari’s searchlight and start a fire. The American destroyer transmitted an urgent message, “Warning, warning, three ships inside Savo Island.”


A Chicago lookout reported torpedoes in the water, streaking toward Captain Bode’s ship. Bode ordered a hard turn to port and full speed, but one of the torpedoes tore into the starboard bow and “shook the ship from stem to stern.” An enormous plume of water shot like a geyser into the air, dousing the cruiser from the bow to the forward stack. A shell crashed into the starboard leg of the main mast, broadcasting shrapnel across a large area and killing two sailors. The Chicago unleashed a salvo from its secondary five-inch battery at one of the blurred shapes passing by, and either it, or one fired almost simultaneously by the Patterson struck the Tenryu, killing twenty-three men.


Bode’s heavily damaged ship sailed west toward ships glimpsed in the distance. When his crew switched on spotlights to illuminate possible targets, there was none; Mikawa’s column had pushed on, sailing around Savo counterclockwise into the “box” patrolled by Captain Riefkohl’s Northern Force. The Chicago continued to sail westward out of the battle area. Bode did not warn Riefkohl that enemy warships would be upon him in just minutes.64


THE CAPTAINS OF THE THREE Northern Force cruisers—Astoria, Vincennes, and Quincy, sailing with the destroyers Helm and Wilson—were asleep in their cabins while Mikawa’s eight warships were dismantling the Southern Force. A curtain of storm clouds and mist isolated the Southern and Northern forces from one another. None of the men on watch on the three ships was alarmed by the ghostly flashes in the far distance, or by the vibrations from detonating Japanese torpedoes. These they wrongly attributed to Southern Force antisubmarine action. The distant flares and gunfire flashes finally attracted enough notice for the captains to be awakened and for crews to be summoned to battle stations at 1:48 a.m.65


Now the Navy’s failure to adequately prepare its fleet for night combat was about to bear poisonous fruit. Other failures would also have fatal consequences: the Northern Force’s careless storage topside of high-octane aviation fuel and other flammables as well as some commanders’ refusal to use communications and sensor gear, acting on the belief that the enemy could track the signals and target them.66


Powerful searchlights clicked on miles away and knifed through the gloom, lighting up the three cruisers at the southeast periphery of their patrol. Utterly misreading the situation, Captain Riefkohl ordered the other Northern Force ships to turn off their lights and signaled, “We are friendly!” Seconds later the Vincennes’s radar picked up the blips of unidentified ships just as “a rain of shells” slammed into the Northern Force cruisers. Within minutes all three were burning.


The Kako zeroed in on the Vincennes. Its first two salvos fell short, but then the third raked the cruiser amidships with 8- and 4.7-inch shells, killing officers in the pilot house, including one standing next to Captain Riefkohl. Planes on the hangar deck burst into flames, and electrical power to the guns failed.


The Chokai concentrated on the Astoria, while the Aoba targeted the Quincy.


“Every torpedo and every round of gunfire seemed to be hitting a mark,” wrote Commander Toshikazu Ohmae, Mikawa’s operations officer.


The tornado of gunfire that roared through the Vincennes killed nearly everyone in the main battery control station, and clogged the bridge and the communications platform with the dead and wounded. “Time seemed to be standing still and everybody was dying,” wrote Life magazine correspondent Ralph Morse, who was spending the night aboard the Vincennes after putting in the ship’s safe the film he had shot of the Guadalcanal landing—film that he hoped would soon be on its way to his editors stateside. Morse had been on the Hornet for the Doolittle raid and had witnessed the Battle of Midway; now he was once more an eyewitness—this time to a disaster. “The sky was lit up with shelling and fires on ships.… Sailors were being hit all around us, and sailors were being killed just next to me.”67


Two torpedoes crashed into Vincennes’s number-two fire room, and raging fires enveloped the antiaircraft stations. Electrical failures sabotaged firefighting. The forward medical station, its surgeon, and his team were wiped out. Men slipped and slid on the bloody decks and tossed wounded men into the water. With its 9 eight-inch guns, the cruiser took a swipe at a passing enemy ship, the Kinugasa, igniting a fire and explosion and sidelining the Japanese cruiser from the fight. But the Furutaka plastered the Vincennes with more shellfire—the US cruiser sustained fifty-seven hits during the twenty-minute ordeal—and the Yubari fired four torpedoes, one of them hitting the number-one fire room and killing everyone there. An assistant engineering officer, Lieutenant Commander Edmund Phillip Di Giannantonio, said the torpedo strike seemed to lift the Vincennes out of the water. “She shuddered, shook, throbbed and quivered like a man with a malarial chill, staggered momentarily, and then slowly rolled to port,” Di Giannantonio wrote.


Lieutenant Commander Samuel Isquith, a ship’s surgeon, and Lieutenant Commander Robert Schwyhart, the ship’s chaplain, moved the wounded topside as flaming beams crashed to the deck around them. They placed the men in life jackets and lowered them into the water. Captain Riefkohl, a World War I Navy Cross winner, saw that all was lost, and he stoically performed the dreaded duty of ordering his ship abandoned. Some of the men refused to leave and had to be thrown bodily into the sea.


Warrant Officer Frederick Moody was already in the warm, oily water when the Vincennes went down. “Much to our surprise, she settled just as if she wanted to go to sleep.” Captain Riefkohl stepped over the railing and walked into the sea as the ship sank, her mast slapping the water nearby. “She turned turtle and went down by the head,” with 342 men still aboard. “Oh, Chief, there goes our ship!” Chaplain Schwyhart exclaimed to Chief Petty Officer Bigelow. It disappeared beneath the waves at 2:58 a.m.—neither the first nor the last to go down during this long night. The survivors, in rafts, bobbing in life vests and clinging to debris in the water, watched another ship in their screening column burn on the water nearby.68


When the Japanese spotlights found the Quincy, which was following the Vincennes, the guns of the Aoba, Furutaka, and Tenryu flashed, and dozens of 8- and 4.7-inch shells smashed into the cruiser. The Aoba alone fired five salvos at close range. An eyewitness wrote that it was “like red lanterns coming straight at us.” The gunfire hit scout planes on deck that were full of aviation fuel, and the Quincy became a blazing torch. The Tenryu put two torpedoes into her port side, wiping out two fire room crews. A third torpedo, fired by the Aoba, struck the stern.


Water flooded the central station, and neither the men below nor their mates on deck could open the hatches because the deck had buckled. “The last I heard were screams of agony and prayers for help” from the doomed men before they fell silent, wrote Quartermaster Second Class Lawrence Morris.


Captain Samuel Moore ordered his wounded ship to charge between the columns of Japanese warships bracketing the Quincy. “We’re going down between them. Give them hell!” he shouted seconds before a shell smashed into the bridge, killing nearly everyone there.


Wreathed in flames and with guns blazing, the Quincy bulled ahead, nearly ramming the Kinugasa. Its final shot hit the Japanese flagship, Choka; the shell crashed into the chartroom, killing or wounding thirty-six men. It missed Admiral Mikawa by a mere five yards.


Before dying, Moore, sprawled beside the wheel with grievous wounds, had ordered the signalman, the only man standing in the pilot house, to beach the cruiser, but the steering was gone and he was unable to. “No others were moving in the pilot house, which was thick with bodies,” wrote Lieutenant Commander John Anderson, the assistant gunnery officer who had sought out Moore for orders, but reached him just as he expired. He “rose up about half way and collapsed dead without having uttered any sound except a moan.”


With first aid stations all but wiped out by Japanese gunfire, corpsmen resorted to using boot laces as tourniquets and strips of clothing as dressings. Sailors dragged their burning comrades across the deck, prefatory to tossing them overboard, along with anything that could float. When the order was issued to abandon ship, not everyone went into the warm water. On the gun deck the badly wounded ship’s dentist, Lieutenant W. A. Hall, his back to the bulkhead, could be seen pressing the stump of Pharmacist’s Mate Paul Scott’s leg against his body to staunch the bleeding.


Then a deafening below-decks explosion tore through the ship, and the Quincy, her masts burning, capsized and slipped below the waves bow first, her stern rising in the air at 2:38 a.m. Sinking twelve minutes before the Vincennes, Quincy was the first warship lost in the waters off Guadalcanal. She took with her 370 men—Captain Moore, Lieutenant Hall, and Pharmacist’s Mate Scott among them.


Mikawa’s operations officer, Commander Ohmae, praised the Quincy’s fighting spirit. “She was a brave ship, manned by brave men.… She certainly made an impression on our force.”69


THE JAPANESE HAD NICKNAMED THE Astoria, third in line in the Northern Force patrol, “the Coffin Boat of Friendship” because in 1939 she had carried back to Japan the ashes of Japan’s former US ambassador, Hiroshi Saito, who had died of cancer in Washington. The Astoria’s commander during that historic trip was Richmond Kelly Turner. Her current skipper, Captain William Greenman, had attempted to prepare his crew for night combat, unlike his fellow Northern Force cruiser captains. Greenman had put his crew through a week of night-battle drills before leaving for Guadalcanal. On this night, the Astoria’s guns were loaded and manned, and the men had been fed at their battle stations.


Greenman’s preparations enabled the Astoria to fire the first counter salvo when the Chokai opened fire. Then, fearful that he might have fired on one of his own ships, Greenman ordered his gunners to cease fire. Four long minutes passed, with shells splashing around the Vincennes in front of Greenman’s ship, before he was convinced that enemy ships, not friendly ones, were shooting at them. He ordered his men to resume firing.


During the interlude the Chokai found the Astoria’s range, and shells began crashing into the gun turrets and amidships, igniting fires on the boat deck and hangar; the planes burned brightly in the night. No longer needing its searchlights, the Chokai switched them off and kept shooting. The blizzard of shells, shrapnel, and splinters killed nearly all the Astoria’s five-inch gun crews. “Once the enemy started to hit they continued to hit,” wrote Lieutenant Commander William Truesdell.


The Astoria veered sharply to the right across the Quincy’s stern to avoid drifting into her line of fire. In the process the Friendship ship presented an alluring target to Japanese gunners, and she was subjected to a stupefying pounding by four Japanese cruisers. She fired back with her 1.1-inch guns, knocking out two of the Aoba’s torpedo tubes and starting fires. But the shellfire silenced Astoria’s batteries and killed nearly everyone in the pilot house and the main battery control station, now a gallery of corpses still wearing their headphones. Flames roared in the galley and the hangar, where the extreme heat ignited gasoline cylinders, sending towers of fire high into the air.


With “a deafening roar,” steam shot from the number-one stack while ammunition exploded below deck. The superheated steam drove fourteen engine crewmen up to the after mess hall, just as a shell exploded with a blinding flash. Machinist’s Mate Second Class Abe Santos, thrown into a metal countertop, had only his pants on when he regained consciousness—his shoes, life jacket, and watch were gone. “I heard guys screaming. One guy was screaming that his arm was blown off.” Marine Second Lieutenant Roy Spurlock administered first aid. “The wounds were terrible, beyond anything I had ever seen in my life.” Santos, one of just four engine crewmen still alive, scrambled up to the deck, where fires burned “from stem to stern.” Santos put on another life jacket, and felt something scraping against his neck. It was a jawbone with teeth still in it.70


Water tender Keithel Anthony was led by a lieutenant to help administer first aid to the wounded in the forward mess hall. Anthony had the presence of mind to strap on a gas mask just before an explosion knocked him out. When he regained consciousness, the lights were out, and everyone in the room was dead, including the lieutenant, who had been “blown clear through a wire mesh and his body wrapped around the main steam stack.” Suffering from shrapnel wounds to his left arm and left leg, Anthony limped through the carnage. In the machine shop bodies were piled two deep; the men had been overcome by poisonous gas—Anthony’s gas mask had saved his life.


The Astoria “shook and shuddered” and began to lose speed. She aimed her twelfth and final salvo at the Kinugasa but overshot it and instead hit Chokai’s number-one turret, killing and wounding fifteen enemy sailors.


An explosion knocked Chaplain Matthew Bouterse to the deck just as he reached the after aid station. He regained consciousness as the aid station began filling with smoke. Two corpsmen led him through the smoke, wreckage, and fire, and they found a ladder to the deck.


Bouterse sat down on the stern in a rain shower. Looking forward at the many fires burning, his eyes fell on a body hanging lifelessly over a rail. It was shrinking as flames below it inched closer. The chaplain was finally pulled away from the horrifying spectacle to attend to a mortally wounded crewman who had asked for him. Bouterse reached the dying man’s side before he breathed his last.71


IN JUST FORTY MINUTES, MIKAWA’S strike force had crushed the Southern and Northern Forces that guarded the amphibious force’s transports. Four allied cruisers were on their way to the ocean bottom. Although it was a masterful demonstration of night combat skills, surprise was the key factor. Commander Ohmae acknowledged this when he wrote, “Had they had even a few minutes’ warning of our approach, the results of the action would have been quite different.”72


Having shattered the transports’ screen, the Japanese strike force would have little trouble strangling the infant American offensive in its cradle. Nothing now stood between it and the American transports anchored off Guadalcanal and Tulagi.


When Turner saw flashes of gunfire and flares off Savo, he ordered the transports to stop unloading and to weigh anchor, but they had not yet left. Small craft roared around the area in confusion, their captains expecting an attack on the anchorage at any moment.


However, the bold Japanese admiral who eight months earlier had urged a second attack on Pearl Harbor this time chose to play it safe. He reasoned that it would take two and a half hours to re-form his scattered force and reach the transport anchorages, leaving his ships within easy range of the US carrier planes at daylight. He did not know that Admiral Fletcher’s carriers were sailing away. At 2:20 a.m. Mikawa ordered a withdrawal, and his task force sailed back up the Slot without molesting the transports.


His subordinate commanders, elated by the easy victory, were dismayed by Mikawa’s decision to retire. “We were all shocked and disconcerted momentarily,” wrote Commander Ohmae. The decision also diminished Admiral Yamamoto’s joy over the victory. He sent Mikawa a bland congratulatory note: “Appreciate the courageous and hard fighting of every man of your organization.” Later, he privately reprimanded Mikawa for failing to attack the transports.73


Before Mikawa’s strike force reassembled northwest of Savo for the return trip, the picket Ralph Talbot, which, with the Blue, had missed the fight, tangled with some of Mikawa’s ships as they sailed northward into the destroyer’s patrol area. Caught in a searchlight, the Talbot was fired on by two Japanese cruisers. Talbot’s commander, Lieutenant Commander Joseph Callahan, suspected friendly ships were shooting at him by mistake, and he flashed his recognition lights. Momentarily confused by the signal, the Japanese ceased fire—until two cruisers astern went into action, hitting the Talbot five times successively and disabling her guns, torpedo controls, and radar, which had been of little use. The Talbot got off four torpedoes—they all missed. Listing and in flames, the destroyer drifted into a rain squall that protected her from further punishment.


Mikawa’s captains boasted that they had sunk seven cruisers and five destroyers—three times the actual number—while Japanese losses were small: four ships damaged, fifty-eight men killed. Mikawa thought it triumph enough.74


ADMIRAL FLETCHER’S COMMANDERS LEARNED VIA “flash report” at 3:00 a.m. about the surface action. Fletcher had turned back toward Guadalcanal two hours earlier because he had not yet received Admiral Ghormley’s authorization to withdraw. The report prompted the Wasp’s air group commander, Captain Forrest Sherman, to ask the flag officer aboard the Wasp, Rear Admiral Leigh Noyes, to continue sailing northwestward with a destroyer screen so that Sherman’s air group, trained in night operations, could support Turner’s transports. Three times Sherman asked, and each time Noyes refused to forward his request to Fletcher. Ghormley’s authorization of Fletcher’s withdrawal request arrived at 3:30, and Fletcher again turned southeastward and left the area.75


East of Bougainville, the Japanese strike force split up, with Cruiser Division 6’s four ships steering for their anchorage at Kavieng, while Mikawa continued on to Rabaul on the Chokai, accompanied by the two light cruisers and the destroyer Yunagi.


On the morning of August 10, Cruiser Division 6 was seventy miles from Kavieng, sailing in a rectangular formation without an escort. A patrol plane flew overhead. The small US submarine S-44, which sighted the four cruisers, was about to exact a small measure of retribution. Lieutenant Commander John R. Moore slipped to within seven hundred yards of them and fired four torpedoes into the Kako. The cruiser went down in five minutes, taking seventy-one men with her—the first major enemy combat ship sunk by a US submarine in World War II.76


FIVE MILES SOUTHEAST OF SAVO before dawn on August 9, the Canberra’s survivors struggled to put out the raging fires. Listing more heavily than before, she periodically erupted in concussive explosions. The Patterson had sent over hoses and was taking aboard many of the six hundred or so wounded Australian sailors when the destroyer suddenly departed; a hostile ship was reported nearby. “We’ll be back!” her crewmen called. The “hostile” was in fact the Chicago, with part of her bow gone. In a coda to her error-ridden night, the Chicago opened fire on the Patterson, mistaking thunderclaps for gunfire, and the Patterson fired back. Neither ship was damaged. At daybreak the Patterson resumed her evacuation of the Canberra, joined by the Chicago and the Blue.


Admiral Turner said that if the Canberra could not retire at 6:30 a.m. with the rest of his screening task force, she would be scuttled. There was no possibility that the Canberra could sail anywhere, and at 8:00 a.m. two US destroyers sank her with torpedoes.77


The Bagley, the only undamaged ship in the Southern Force, came alongside Astoria and evacuated 185 stretcher cases as fires raged below decks. Ear-splitting explosions, followed by the crash of collapsing bulkheads, shook the battered cruiser. Nothing could be done to slow the ship’s demise; there was no electricity for the pumps and no water for the fire hoses. The crewmen went around collecting the dead and their dog tags. Doctors continued operating on the seriously wounded, filling trash cans with amputated arms, legs, and feet, which were thrown overboard.


When the Astoria’s list to port worsened, Captain Greenman reluctantly gave the order to abandon ship, and he went into the water. He shouted, “Turn around, men, and watch your ship go down!” The Astoria rolled on her side and sank at 12:15 p.m. on August 9, the fourth Allied cruiser lost during the one-sided battle.78


DAYBREAK FOUND THE CHOPPY WATERS of Sealark Channel—soon to be known as Ironbottom Sound after more ships were blasted into its depths—littered with hundreds of exhausted, injured, oil-coated sailors clinging to floating debris and rafts. Sharks circled and sometimes dragged down bleeding survivors to horrific deaths. Abe Santos, the Astoria survivor, heard a man in the water near him exclaim that something had bitten him, “then I never saw him again.” An Astoria shipmate, Charles Gordon, saw a sailor on a destroyer throw a line to a man struggling in the water, but the ship pulled away before he could grab it. Sharks devoured him, “one of the most horrible sights of all the wars I have been in.” The waters around Savo teemed with sharks accustomed to feasting on human flesh; area natives followed a long tradition of setting the dead adrift in the sea.


Throughout the morning, sailors pulled more than seven hundred wounded men from the water. They were “mostly incoherent,” and many were suffering from severe burns. Lieutenant Commander Isquith, the Vincennes surgeon, was rescued around dawn as he began suffering from muscle cramps, a result of treading water for hours next to three lashed-together rafts spilling over with nearly two hundred survivors. A whaleboat towed the rafts and Isquith to a ship, where Isquith put on a pair of loaned pajamas and socks and went to the emergency dressing room. He worked there for the next several hours, treating more than eighty men, before being transferred to a transport, in whose emergency room he continued treating injured sailors.


Wounded men who died after being brought aboard the destroyers were wrapped in canvas that was then weighted and dumped from the fantail after a brief burial service.79


ADMIRAL KING DESCRIBED THE NAVY’S stunning defeat at Savo Island as “the blackest day of the war.” It was more than that—it was the blackest day in US naval history because, unlike Pearl Harbor, the Japanese attacked Allied warships in a combat zone during a declared war. A shocking 1,077 Allied sailors died in the first major US surface battle since the Spanish-American War. The marginally stronger but numerically inferior Japanese force sank four heavy cruisers—three American, one Australian—and damaged another cruiser and two destroyers. The Japanese did not lose a single ship.


The Imperial Japanese Navy had dealt a heavy blow to the US Pacific fleet, but not a decisive one; it was more of a successful hit-and-run raid than the “decisive battle” the Japanese high command so craved. Afterward Turner’s unmolested transports resumed their hasty unloading of the Marines’ supplies.


A naval inquiry by Admiral Arthur Hepburn concluded that the fiasco’s root cause was “the complete surprise achieved by the enemy.” Contributing factors included the Allies’ poor readiness despite warnings that the enemy was approaching, communications failures, overconfidence in the radar of the Blue and Ralph Talbot, and the carrier group’s withdrawal, which left the Navy unable to pursue the withdrawing Japanese strike force. US Navy historian Samuel Eliot Morison succinctly summarized the multiple shortcomings as “lack of ‘battle-mindedness.’”80


Although none of the individual commanders was court-martialed, some of them struggled with feelings of guilt. Captain Bode of the Chicago, the Southern Force commander, committed suicide shortly after investigators interviewed him. His lapses weighed on his conscience: his failure to warn the Northern Force or to even issue orders to his own group, the Chicago’s departure from the fight, and firing on the Patterson by mistake.81


For two months, the Navy kept the debacle from the American public. In October press restrictions began to ease after the New York Times’s publication of correspondent Hanson Baldwin’s articles about the crisis on Guadalcanal. The United States, he wrote, had “nailed the colors to the mast” in the Solomons. News of the Savo Island defeat stunned Americans who had believed everything was going the Navy’s way.82


The Japanese press went to the other extreme, proclaiming the victory “unrivalled in world history” while claiming that the Japanese navy had sunk twenty-four warships and eleven transports “filled to capacity with Marines.” Australia, the reports said, was now isolated and ripe for conquest. English-language broadcasts from Japan, heard by Marines on Guadalcanal, boasted that even though the South Pacific had been swept clean of operational US carriers, there remained “plenty of room at the bottom of the Pacific for more American fleet—Ha! Ha!”83


WHILE ALLIED CRUISERS AND DESTROYERS were battling for survival in the black waters off Savo Island, sailors and Marines who were ashore tried to interpret the meaning of the distant gunfire and explosions. “It was a spectacular sight—ships exploding in the rockets’ red glare. We had no idea who was winning at first,” wrote Lieutenant William H. Whyte, a battalion staff officer with the First Marines. “But we began to get an inkling when the operators of our radio transmitters reported they couldn’t get through to our principal ships.”


Watching from twenty miles away, the Marines recognized that “the fate of all of us hung on that sea battle,” wrote International News Service correspondent Richard Tregaskis. The flashes of gunfire and explosions made them feel “pitifully small… in the gigantic whirlpool of war.… One had the feeling of being at the mercy of great accumulated forces far more powerful than anything human. We were only pawns in a battle of the gods then, and we knew it.”


Admiral Crutchley, whose Southern Force was being knocked to pieces, was also clueless. When the meeting on the McCawley with Turner and Vandegrift ended a little after midnight, Crutchley returned to his flagship, Australia, and remained in the transport area at Lunga Point. From his ship’s bridge Crutchley saw three burning objects off Savo and sent a message to Captain Bode on the Chicago: “Report Situation.”


Bode replied that the Chicago had been hit by a torpedo and was south of Savo, Canberra was on fire, and enemy ships remained in the area. Bode’s fragmentary report prompted Crutchley to inform Turner that there had been a “surface action” near Savo, but “situation as yet undetermined.” Unable to raise the Vincennes or Astoria and alarmed by the flares dropped by Japanese planes in the transport areas off Guadalcanal and Tulagi, Crutchley sent a coded message to seven of his covering force destroyers to rendezvous northwest of Savo Island and engage the enemy if they made contact. But many of the ships were unable to decipher Crutchley’s message, and others did not receive it at all. The order was not carried out.


Later, after absorbing the details of the disaster that had befallen his force, Crutchley made no excuses. “The fact must be faced that we had an adequate force placed with the very purpose of repelling surface attack and when the surface attack was made, it destroyed our force.”84


After meeting with Turner and Crutchley, Vandegrift and his operations officer, Lieutenant Colonel Thomas, boarded a minesweeper for Tulagi to meet with Brigadier General William Rupertus, who was directing operations on Tulagi, Gavutu, and Florida islands. It was after 1:30 in the morning and raining as the Southard plowed across Sealark Channel. Star shells, white flashes, and flames lit up the sky around Savo Island. “Jesus, it looked like the 4th of July at Washington Monument,” wrote Thomas. “There were shells and star shells going all over the place.… We saw a couple of ships blow up—just flashes of fire.” Sailors on deck cheered at “the enormous explosions. We all felt elated,” Vandegrift wrote. “We were sure our forces were winning.”85


For Vandegrift and the Marines, all the news was bad: Admiral Fletcher withdrawing his carriers; Admiral Turner leaving later in the day with the remaining warships and transports as well as the supplies that never made it ashore; and the ominous naval battle lighting up the low clouds around Savo Island. By sunset on August 9, the Marines were bereft of naval and air support. The Japanese could shell and bomb them at will.


FROM THE SHORES OF GUADALCANAL, Tulagi, and Gavutu, the Marines looked out over Sealark Channel and saw no ships there, not even Higgins boats. “As the sun set behind the mountains no friendly ships hovered offshore and no friendly planes patrolled the skies. We were on our own,” wrote Lieutenant Herbert Merillat, the 1st Marine Division’s historian and public relations officer.


The Navy had sailed away with half of the Marines’ supplies still on the transports, including all the heavy equipment needed to finish the airfield. Washed up on the beaches of Gavutu were parachutes and boxes of equipment that sailors on the transports had pitched overboard for the 1st Parachute Battalion before leaving. In a box labeled “Major Williams”—Major Robert Williams was the paratroopers’ wounded commander—was a case of scotch, a sixteen-gauge shotgun, and shotgun ammunition.


An enumeration of the supplies that did reach Guadalcanal included seventeen days’ field rations that, when combined with warehoused Japanese food, might last a month if the Marines received just two meals a day. Also landed were 12 million rounds of .30- and .45-caliber ammunition. The forty-two hundred Marines on Tulagi, Gavutu, and Florida Islands received field rations for four days plus 3 million rounds of .30-caliber and thirty thousand rounds of .45-caliber ammunition.


A Marine enlisted man on Tulagi said hunger quickly became “the single overriding emotion” because so little food had reached the island. Fortunately the Japanese had stored edibles in Tulagi’s warehouses, although it was mostly barley.86


UNDER THESE PERILOUS CIRCUMSTANCES THE Marines could not have asked for a better leader than fifty-five-year-old Major General Alexander Archer Vandegrift, a calm, mild-mannered Virginian who had spent more than thirty years in the Marine Corps. His grandfather, Carson Vandegrift, a Baptist deacon, was wounded during Pickett’s Charge, and young Vandegrift grew up hearing war stories from him and other Confederate veterans in Charlottesville. When his grandfather prayed, Vandegrift said only half-jokingly, it was to “the God of Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Robert E. Lee, and Stonewall Jackson.” When his grandfather first saw him in his Marine Corps dress blues, the old Confederate conceded that he looked military enough, but said he never dreamed he would see his grandson wearing a blue uniform.


Vandegrift attended the University of Virginia before joining the Marines and being commissioned a second lieutenant. He served in Nicaragua and Mexico, was promoted to captain, and was sent to Haiti for several years with the Haitian Constabulary. Between tours in China during the 1920s and 1930s, he helped write the landing operations manual that the Corps used during the Pacific War. He was assistant commandant when he was appointed the 1st Marine Division’s commander and promoted to major general.87


The morning of the Savo Island battle and the Navy’s withdrawal, Vandegrift summoned his top officers to a meeting at his command post. “Singly or in pairs they straggled to my CP, the colonels, lieutenant colonels, and majors on whom so much depended,” Vandegrift wrote. “They were a sorry-looking lot with bloodshot eyes and embryonic beards and filthy dungarees.” The tired officers slumped to the wet ground around a smoky fire as rain hissed in the flames. They drank coffee from canteen cups and empty, dirty C-Ration tins. On the nearby beach, a procession of small boats landed half-naked survivors of the night’s battle, their bodies “black with burns and oil of the sunken ships.” Spectrally, the cruiser Chicago sailed past, its shot-off bow a forlorn emblem of the one-sided action. “God only knew,” thought Vandegrift, “when we could expect aircraft protection, much less surface craft; with the transports gone, the enemy would shift his attacks against us and we could expect surface attacks as well.”


Colonel Thomas, the division operations officer, catalogued the priorities of the moment: move the supplies off the beach and disperse and conceal them; dig in; concentrate firepower to repel landings on the beach, the Lunga River, and Alligator Creek; and complete the airfield.


Vandegrift told his subordinate officers to inform their men of their predicament. But, he said, “also pound home that we anticipate no Bataan, no Wake Island. Since 1775 Marines had found themselves in tough spots. They had survived and we would survive.”


But the fighting men had already absorbed a more sobering message from the bountiful rumors and scuttlebutt: the Japanese navy had trounced the US Navy, and “we had been abandoned, and were considered expendable.”88


ON THIS FATEFUL SUNDAY, AUGUST 9, thirty Japanese planes left Rabaul to raid the American transports and beachhead. But they were diverted by a sighting—spurious, it turned out—of a US battleship in the waters southwest of Guadalcanal. The “battleship” was in fact the destroyer Jarvis, badly damaged during Saturday’s air raid and crawling across the Coral Sea toward Sydney for repairs. The attackers swooped down and sank her with torpedoes, but not before Jarvis’s gunners shot down two enemy planes. Because her captain had jettisoned rafts and lifeboats to reduce her draft, none of the destroyer’s more than two hundred crewmen survived—adding to the Navy’s long “butcher’s bill” for the day.89
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