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FOR PETER


SYMBOLS AND ABBREVIATIONS

1. U.S. NAVY SHIPS








	
BB


	
Battleship





	
CA


	
Heavy Cruiser





	
CL


	
Light Cruiser





	
CLAA


	
Light Cruiser (Antiaircraft)





	
CV


	
Aircraft Carrier





	
CVL


	
Light Carrier





	
CVE


	
Escort Carrier





	
DE


	
Destroyer Escort





	
DD


	
Destroyer





	
LCI


	
Landing Craft, Infantry





	
LCM


	
Landing Craft, Mechanized





	
LCT


	
Landing Craft, Tank





	
LST


	
Landing Ship, Tank





	
PC


	
Submarine Chaser





	
PT


	
Motor Torpedo Boat







2. COMMAND DESIGNATIONS








	
FIF


	
Flagship of the fleet commander
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Flagship of the task force commander





	
GF


	
Flagship of the task group commander
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FOREWORD

By Evan Thomas, author of Sea of Thunder: Four Commanders and the Last Great Naval Campaign, 1941–1945

If, as the British essayist and statesman Isaiah Berlin once wrote, historians can be divided into hedgehogs and foxes, C. Vann Woodward was a hedgehog. He could see the big picture; he could find and give resonance to the broad themes of history. A much-honored professor at Johns Hopkins and Yale in the ‘50s and ‘60s, Woodward was known as the premier historian of the American South and its troubled racial heritage. In person, the soft-spoken Woodward was given to “quizzical understatement,’’ his old friend and fellow Southern bard, the columnist Ed Yoder, once told me. But on the page, Woodward was, as Yoder put it, a writer of “ringing words.”

The big picture is out of fashion among academics these days. That’s too bad, because the art of story telling with a broad sweep has been too often lost in all the attention to minute sociological detail. Woodward was a great storyteller, and his talents are amply displayed in The Battle for Leyte Gulf. During World War II, Woodward served on the navy’s history staff (under the greatest of all naval historians, Samuel Eliot Morison), where he pored over ship’s logs and after-action reports and the interrogation transcripts of officers of the Imperial Japanese Navy. First published only two years after the war’s end, Woodward’s account of the greatest naval battle ever fought holds up remarkably well—not just as a factual analysis of a complex engagement but as a timeless depiction of men under stress. (The battle raged for over three days. The Japanese commander, Admiral Takeo Kurita, whose flagship was sunk on the first day, did not sleep the entire time.)

With his eye for human drama, Woodward grasped the tragic aspect of the conflict. The Battle of Leyte Gulf, or as it is sometimes called The Second Battle of the Philippine Sea, spelled the end of the Imperial Japanese Navy as a fighting force at sea. Many of the combatants showed imagination and daring. Nonetheless, the battle was something of a botch by the commanders on both sides. An epic failure of communication allowed the Japanese main battle fleet to slip behind Admiral William F. Halsey’s fast carriers and battle ships and to attack the smaller auxiliary or “jeep” carriers supporting General Douglas MacArthur’s invasion of the Philippines. The bugaboo of divided command was partly to blame, as well as wireless telegraph technology that was more early-than late-twentieth century, but personality and character also contributed to the blundering. “Bull” Halsey of the Third Fleet was a colorful sea dog. “I believe in violating the rules,” Halsey once said. “We do the unexpected … Most important, whatever we do, we do fast!” When the Japanese wildly exaggerated the impact of air strikes on Halsey’s fleet in mid-October 1944, Halsey broke radio silence with the remark that his sunken ships had been salvaged and were “retiring at high speed towards the Japanese fleet.” By contrast, Admiral Thomas C. Kinkaid of the Seventh Fleet (MacArthur’s Navy, handling the amphibious assault) was taciturn and suspicious of showboaters like Halsey. “Please don’t say that I made any dramatic statements,” he told reporters after his fleet mauled the Japanese at Surigao Strait. “You know I am incapable of that.”

The failure of the two men to understand each other at the crucial moment—as the Americans and Japanese maneuvered on the second day of battle, October 24—could have precipitated one of the great disasters of U.S. naval history. But the Americans were saved when the Japanese commander, Admiral Kurita, turned around his fleet just as it seemed on the verge of annihilating an American task force left undefended by Halsey’s wild goose chase in the wrong direction on the night of October 24–25. Although ordered by the top brass in Tokyo to forge ahead “trusting in Divine guidance,” Kurita sailed in circles for a time and finally withdrew. Woodward uses Shakespeare to help understand Kurita. He compares the Japanese fleet commander to Hamlet, brooding and indecisive. “What was needed on the flagship of the Yamato on the morning of the 25th was not a Hamlet but a Hotspur—a Japanese Halsey instead of a Kurita,” wrote Woodward in a characteristic grace note.

Though a hedgehog, Woodward knew when to play the fox. He was a master of telling detail. His description of the courage of the men of the besieged American destroyers and carriers of the task force Taffy Three is at once thrilling and moving. After the small carrier Suwannee was hit by a kamikaze plane, Woodward writes, “an enlisted man, William S. Brooks, Chief Ship’s Fitter, crawled forward along the hangar deck until he was knocked unconscious and injured in the abdomen by explosions. Regaining consciousness, he crawled under the planes to the valves controlling the water curtain and sprinkler system and opened them, thus preventing the fire from igniting the gas-filled planes on the hangar deck, which probably would have made the fires uncontrollable and doomed the ship. Brooks had performed the same duty the previous day,” Woodward notes, “under similar circumstances.” The Americans may not have been as careless of life as the Japanese, but they were no cowards.

So turn the page and read on as the Japanese fleet catches Taffy Three by surprise on the morning of October 25. (“Through a long glass a signalman aboard the Kitkun Bay watched in dismay as the pagoda masts of Japanese battleships and cruisers loomed slowly above the horizon.”) Feel the fear that must have gripped the men of the destroyer escort Samuel B. Roberts as they heard their captain, Lieutenant Commander Robert W. Copeland, announce through a bullhorn that they were entering “a fight against overwhelming odds from which survival cannot be expected.” And experience the giddy relief among the survivors of Taffy Three when Admiral Kurita’s fleet suddenly breaks off and retreats. (“Oh hell, they got away!” cried a seaman aboard one of the carriers, with the kind of insouciance that from time to time relieved moments of mortal peril among young American sailors.) There may never be another naval battle on the scale of the Battle of Leyte Gulf; there will certainly never be such a brilliant retelling as the one Woodward gives us here.


FOREWORD TO THE NEW EDITION

By Ian W. Toll, author of The Conquering Tide

It’s no secret that military history has been marginalized in the halls of academia. In the history departments of most elite universities, the field has been largely if not entirely neglected. Most professional historians seem to regard it as a subgenre to be left to a handful of academic specialists (many employed directly by the military) and independent writers who lack academic training or credentials. And what is true of military history is doubly true of naval history, which has become something akin to a subgenre of a subgenre.

Herein lies the distinctive value of C. Vann Woodward’s The Battle for Leyte Gulf. Woodward was one of the giants of his profession. During a long and distinguished career at Johns Hopkins and Yale, he produced a series of seminal works on the postbellum American South that altered our collective understanding of the origins of segregation and racial attitudes in the region. He won all the honors the profession has to offer. He was universally hailed as one of the three or four most influential American historians of the twentieth century. The Battle for Leyte Gulf represented a detour from the arc of Woodward’s career—he probably would not have written about the Pacific War, or any war, if Japan had not attacked Pearl Harbor three weeks after his thirty-third birthday.

By then, December 1941, Woodward had already begun to make a mark in his profession. He had earned a doctorate at the University of North Carolina in 1937, published his first book in 1938, and received his first academic appointment at Scripps College in 1940. In 1943 he accepted a commission in the Office of Naval Intelligence in Washington, and for the next three years he worked at “Main Navy” on Constitution Avenue, in the monumental cement-asbestos building that once occupied the present-day site of the Vietnam Veterans Memorial. As a junior intelligence analyst, Woodward penned several internal monographs on naval operations in the South Pacific, culminating in the major analysis that would form the template for this book.

Woodward deemed his work with the navy “an important part of his education as a historian,” and found that “the strenuous exercise of mind in a completely strange and highly technical field of history induced a new respect for precise and reliable information, exact timing, and the infinite complexity of events with large consequences.”i Studying and writing about Pacific naval battles was very different from the archival research he had done before the war—but he soon “found himself dealing with such familiar categories as personality, accident, luck, ambition, stupidity, and human error, even national character—factors that often proved more important than weaponry, fire power, and numbers…. It was a gratifying part of the naval experience to learn that the historian, with his old-fashioned compass, could find his way in deep blue waters—surface, subsurface, or air—as well as on dry land.”ii

This book was first published in 1947, just three years after the Battle of Leyte Gulf and two years after the peace. Like the quasi-official history authored by Samuel Eliot Morison, a more senior historian who was also commissioned as a naval officer, Woodward’s narrative has the hallmarks of an account written by and for the victors. He refers to “our forces” and “the enemy.” He includes no source notes, probably because many of the key sources had not yet been declassified. The book does not (and could not) refer to certain episodes in the battle that have since become familiar, either because they had not yet been disclosed to any historian, or because they involved radio communications that could not yet be published. For example, this book includes no reference to Chester Nimitz’s famous query to Bill Halsey, which by dint of a communications error was misread by Halsey as an insult: “Where is Task Force 34, the world wonders?” Seventy years of American and Japanese scholarship have added depth to our understanding of the Battle of Leyte Gulf; at the time of Woodward’s writing, that all lay in the future.

For all of that, The Battle for Leyte Gulf is gripping, tightly written, and lucidly reasoned. The author emphasizes the confusion and communications errors that characterized so much of the three-day conflict, transitioning effortlessly between the high-stakes decisions of fleet commanders and kinetic scenes of combat and carnage in the air and on the sea. As in all of his writings, Woodward’s biting sense of irony slips through frequently, as when he remarks of Cape Engano, the Philippine headline that gave its name to a hectic carrier skirmish on the battle’s second day: “Engano is a Spanish word translated variously as ‘mistake, deception, lure, hoax, misunderstanding, misapprehension, misconception’—in about that order of preference.”iii His elegant prose and arch wit are superbly matched to the challenge of making sense of this immense and notoriously chaotic naval battle. Woodward always told his students that history must be understood first as a story. In these pages, he proves it.



i Woodward, C. Vann, Thinking Back, LSU Press, 1987, pp. 46-47.

ii Roper, John Herbert. C. Vann Woodward, Southerner, University of Georgia Press, 1987, p. 131.

iii P. 152.


PREFACE

A list of those to whom I am indebted for information and assistance in writing this book would approximate in length the roster of a heavy cruiser. Such a list would include high and low in military rank—regular and reserve, officers and enlisted, army and navy. Among them are scores who took part in the Battle for Leyte Gulf, both in the Third Fleet and in the Seventh Fleet. They were especially helpful and eager to “get the story straight.” To them and to all hands I wish to express my sincere appreciation. Particularly do I feel an indebtedness to my fellow officers and former colleagues in the Office of Naval Intelligence and the Naval Office of Public Information. For the interrogations of Japanese naval officers I am indebted to the capable and intelligent staff of the Naval Analysis Division of the United States Strategic Bombing Survey.

C. V. W.


INTRODUCTION

The Battle of Leyte Gulf was the greatest naval battle of the Second World War and the largest engagement ever fought on the high seas. It was composed of four separate yet closely interrelated actions, each of which involved forces comparable in size with those engaged in any previous battle of the Pacific War. The four battles, two of them fought simultaneously, were joined in three different bodies of water separated by as much as 500 miles. Yet all four were fought between dawn of one day and dusk of the next, and all were waged in the repulse of a single, huge Japanese operation.

For the Japanese the battle represented the supreme naval effort of the war. They committed to action virtually every operational fighting ship on the lists of the Imperial Navy, which at that time still commanded a formidable surface force. Among the nine enemy battleships present were the two new leviathans of the Yamato class, which were designed as the most powerful warships in the world and far outweighed our heaviest ships. These forces, organized in three fleets, were hurled at our newly established beachhead in the Philippines from three directions.

They were guided by a master plan drawn up in Tokyo two months before our landing and known by the code name Sho Plan. It was a bold and complicated plan calling for reckless sacrifice and the use of cleverly conceived diversion. As an afterthought the suicidal Kamikaze campaign was inaugurated in connection with the plan. Altogether the operation was the most desperate attempted by any naval power during the war—and there were moments, several of them in fact, when it seemed to be approaching dangerously near to success.

Unlike the majority of Pacific naval battles that preceded it, the Battle of Leyte Gulf was not limited to an exchange of air strikes between widely separated carrier forces, although it involved action of that kind. It also included surface and subsurface action between virtually all types of fighting craft from motor torpedo boats to battleships, at ranges varying from point-blank to fifteen miles, with weapons ranging from machine guns to great rifles of 18-inch bore, fired “in anger” by the Japanese for the first time in this battle. Whether or not the Battle of Leyte Gulf will be the last of its kind fought upon the high seas, it may be said to have brought to its maximum development the tendency of an era toward heavy ordnance and armor.

The major phase of the battle opened in the Sibuyan Sea with strikes by our carrier-based aircraft against the largest Japanese surface force. The enemy replied with land-based and carrier-based air strikes against our carriers. The next phase was a night surface battle between two other forces in Surigao Strait, entirely devoid of air action but including the largest torpedo attack of the war and one of the heaviest gunnery actions. On the following day at dawn two new battles opened. The one off Cape Engaño to the north was a one-sided carrier aircraft action against a Japanese carrier-battleship force. That to the south off Samar Island was fought between two of the most oddly matched forces which ever joined action—the heaviest enemy surface ships in existence against our light escort carriers. The engagement had not been contemplated by either side, and came as a complete surprise to both.

In order to understand the scale upon which the Battle of Leyte Gulf was fought, it might be well to draw a few comparisons with forces involved in an earlier Pacific engagement. In the Battle of Midway, one of the most important actions of the war, our forces entered the engagement with three aircraft carriers. At Leyte Gulf we used eight carriers, eight light carriers, and sixteen escort carriers—thirty-two in all. This is not to say that the latter action was ten times the size or importance of the earlier, but that the scale of air action had increased in something like that proportion. At Midway, of course, there was no surface action and our force contained no battleships. In our two fleets participating in the Philippines battle we had twelve battleships to the enemy’s nine.

To extend comparisons to the precarrier era of naval warfare is difficult and likely to be deceptive. The Battle of Jutland, however, has become a bench mark against which subsequent battles are almost inevitably measured, and a few cautious comparisons need not be misleading. The concept of standard tonnage displacement is a refinement of the naval treaties following the First World War and was not employed in the estimate of tonnage at the time of Jutland. Methods of computing displacement at that time tend to increase estimates about ten percent above those arrived at by present methods. Even without allowance for this difference, however, it is clear that the tonnage of ships engaged in the Battle of Jutland was considerably less than that of ships taking part in the Battle of Leyte Gulf. The figures, arrived at by different standards of measurement, are 1,616,836 tons of combatant ships at Jutland and approximately 2,014,890 tons at Leyte. Without counting the American ships present in the area but not in the task forces engaging the enemy, the number of ships in the Leyte battle on both sides was 244 as compared with 254 at Jutland.

The disparity of tonnage lost in the two battles is even greater than that of tonnage present, the losses at Leyte being about twice the tonnage of losses at Jutland. The Japanese losses were about five times those of the Germans at Jutland. The total figures, again using different standards of measurement, are twenty-five ships and 172,000 tons lost at Jutland and thirty-two ships of approximately 342,000 tons sunk at Leyte. No comparison of aircraft losses can be made, of course, but some four hundred planes were destroyed at Leyte.

A full comparison of casualties is impossible because of lack of complete Japanese statistics. The number of Japanese killed was reported as 7,475, and while no report is available on the number of wounded, it may be presumed that there were as many injured as killed. When it is considered that the Musashi lost more than half of her 2,400 personnel and that there were very few survivors of the two battleships which sank in Surigao Strait, the official figure of 7,475 seems remarkably low. The total of Japanese casualties will probably never be known with any exactness, but it seems not improbable that they were more numerous than the total casualties sustained by both Germans and British at Jutland, the number of which was 9,826. Our own forces in the Battle off Samar suffered 2,803 casualties.

In the greatest naval battle of the First World War the total superiority of British over German surface forces was, in terms of tonnage, about eight to five; that of American over Japanese forces at Leyte was somewhat less than two to one (approximately 1,316,360 to 698,530 tons). It should be pointed out, however, that while Admiral Jellicoe’s Grand Fleet fought its classic engagement within a few hours’ steaming of English bases, and some of his commanders played tennis on English courts the afternoon before the battle, our fleet at Leyte Gulf fought the Japanese more than 7,000 miles from the nearest continental home base. While American superiority in carrier-based planes was overwhelming, it should be recalled that this battle was fought within range of nearly a hundred enemy airfields and without a single field which the United States forces, army or navy, could use effectively for direct land-based air support.

One question that was debated with regard to Jutland can never be raised in connection with Leyte—the question of who was the victor. Rarely in all naval history has a power staked so much upon one operation as the Japanese did in this, and rarely has any power suffered such an overwhelming defeat. Leyte Gulf was the last surface battle and the last naval engagement of any size in the war. In its decisiveness it is more readily comparable with the Battle of Tsushima, where the Japanese annihilated the Russian fleet, than with Jutland, where decisiveness was lacking. After Leyte Gulf our command of the sea was undisputed, save by land-based planes.

In the course of a battle which resulted in an overwhelming victory the victor appeared to be faced with the threat of a military disaster of incalculable proportions. This is only one aspect of the struggle at Leyte which will make the battle a subject of enduring interest and extensive study.

This essay is not to be regarded as definitive. For the first time, however, it is possible to fill in the important features of the Japanese side of the story and at the same time round out the American side without the inevitable restraint of wartime regulations.

United States naval missions have carried out intensive investigations in Japan since the war, unearthing mounds of technical information, tactical data, and historical documents. Elaborate interrogations of surviving Japanese officers who exercised command in the Battle of Leyte Gulf have cleared up many mysteries. Until this was done there were hundreds of unanswered questions and numerous enigmas surrounding the enemy’s conduct of the battle. Until very recently his command relationships, his fleet organization, his basic intentions in the operation, his losses, and finally the reasons for his most important tactical decisions have remained in large measure matters of speculation.

The new information naturally results in some extensive alteration and revision in the earlier accounts of the battle. Some details remain to be filled in, and as additional Japanese documents come to light and admirals begin to publish their memoirs the picture will undergo some further alteration. Over the many controversial points argument will be endless. It is believed, however, that the basic information is now at hand and that in its fundamental aspects the picture will not be greatly changed in the future.


I

SORTIE OF THE IMPERIAL FLEET

Only once in the two years that had passed since the hard-pressed, bitterly fought days of Coral Sea, Midway, and Guadalcanal had the Japanese Fleet ventured out in strength to offer battle. Even in the critical actions of 1942 nothing like full scale commitments had been made on either side, and while the Battle of the Philippine Sea brought out a large part of the enemy fleet the engagement had been confined to air action. None of our many landing operations in 1943 and, with the single exception of the Marianas, none in the following year had been challenged by major forces of the Japanese Navy.

The westward sweep of our Pacific offensive had by the fall of 1944 converged in two mighty thrusts aimed at the Philippine Islands, flanking them from the east and south. On September 15 simultaneous landings were made on Peleliu Island of the Palau Group and on Morotai in the Moluccas. The Peleliu landing brought the Central Pacific Forces, under the command of Admiral Chester W. Nimitz, to the Western Caroline Islands within five hundred miles east of Mindanao. The path of their advance had been westward from the Gilbert Islands through the Marshalls and Marianas. By the landing on Morotai General Douglas MacArthur advanced the frontier of his Southwest Pacific Forces, which had pushed northwest along the coast of New Guinea, to within three hundred miles southeast of Mindanao. The Philippines lay ahead as the next great objective.

Would the landing in the Philippines precipitate the long-awaited event? Would the Imperial Japanese Navy at last be tempted to risk a full scale action with our fleet? In spite of its inferior strength and its long period of hiding, there was reason to believe that the enemy fleet would resist our next assault with an all-out attack. Only a month before the landing took place, Navy Minister Admiral Mitsumasa Yonai told the Japanese Diet that the Combined Fleet remained intact and that the officers and men under Admiral Soemu Toyoda were “imbued with a burning fighting spirit to crush the enemy at the earliest opportunity.” He also observed that “the nearer the enemy approaches the inner line of our solid national defense, the greater will become the difficulties and weaknesses of the enemy.”

These were not altogether idle words of Admiral Yonai. The Japanese Fleet was by no means impotent at this time, and general strategic factors were heavily in the enemy’s favor. While our lines of communication and supply were being stretched to tremendous distances his were being materially shortened. He would fight, moreover, within easy range of scores of his own airfields. The assault upon the Philippines would be unlike any of our landings on the tiny atolls and islands to the eastward, and different from our jungle-locked beachheads in New Guinea. In those operations it had been possible to neutralize enemy airfields. The airfields and emergency strips in the Philippines, some seventy of them operational, would be too numerous to be effectively neutralized and too close to Formosa and the Empire to be cut off from reinforcement. On the other hand, we would be fighting 500 miles from our nearest airfield, entirely dependent upon carrier-based planes for cover and under grave strategic disadvantages. The winding passages through the Philippines, presumably mined and covered by land-based planes, were denied to our forces, while they remained open to those of the enemy.

So impressed was our high command with these disadvantages that as late as mid-September our closely guarded plans for future operations called for three amphibious operations in addition to the two on the 15th before the landing on Leyte Island was to be attempted. The first of these was a landing on Yap Island as a continuation of the Western Carolines campaign by the Central Pacific Forces. This was set for September 26. MacArthur’s forces were to move on to Talaud Island, northwest of Morotai, on October 15, and from that stepping-stone they were to leap to southern Mindanao on November 15. The landing in Leyte Gulf was not scheduled until December 20. In prospect the Philippines campaign therefore assumed somewhat the shape of the long struggle for the Solomons and New Guinea. Plans and preparations were made accordingly.

Then came a sudden and dramatic change in the whole concept and strategy of the campaign. A week before the Morotai-Peleliu landings the Third Fleet, under the command of Admiral William F. Halsey, Jr., began a series of air strikes which lasted until the 15th and had as their purpose the neutralization of enemy airfields which might interfere with the landings of that date. These attacks revealed much unexpected weakness of the enemy in that area. One of Halsey’s grounded pilots made his way back to the fleet with the aid of Filipino guerrillas bringing information that confirmed this weakness. Halsey’s staff, which had developed the strategy of by-passing in the Solomons, had already discussed the possibility of adapting the same strategy to the Philippines campaign. With the new information in hand, Halsey recommended in a message sent in the early morning hours of the 13th* that all intermediary and preparatory landings and operations be dispensed with and that the assault on Leyte Gulf be carried out as soon as possible.

The landings of the 15th went forward as scheduled, but Admiral Nimitz and General MacArthur concurred in Halsey’s recommendations for the abandonment of additional landings and promptly forwarded them for approval to the Joint Chiefs of Staff, then attending an inter-Allied conference at the Château Frontenac in Quebec. Called hastily from a dinner party, the admirals and generals of the Joint Chiefs quickly approved the change in plans and the proposed target date of October 20 for the Leyte landing. The new plan, which promised to shorten the war by several months, went into effect on the same day, in fact within a few hours of the time it was proposed.

There was now only a little more than one month instead of more than three months in which to prepare for the great offensive in the Philippines. With a gigantic grinding of gears and applying of brakes many vast operations were pulled to a sudden halt and the huge Pacific war machine was reorganized and turned in a new direction.

A large part of the task force intended for the seizure of Yap Island had already departed from Hawaii combat-loaded, while the remainder was embarked and ready to sail the following morning. These ships and troops were at once diverted to the Southwest Pacific by Admiral Nimitz and put under the command of General MacArthur. Later Nimitz placed Vice Admiral Theodore S. Wilkinson and the Third Amphibious Force at the disposal of MacArthur for the Leyte operation and greatly augmented the naval forces of Vice Admiral Thomas C. Kinkaid, commander of the Seventh Fleet, which was part of MacArthur’s command. Large numbers of transport vessels as well as escort carriers, battleships, cruisers, and destroyers were transferred to the Seventh Fleet.

The speed with which the supreme army and navy commands, which had heretofore operated independently, coordinated their plans and forces for this operation was one of the greatest achievements of the Pacific War. All resources of supply, intelligence, ordnance, and all other military services from Washington to Hollandia were set to work at top speed planning, coordinating, administering, training, loading, fueling, and arming in preparation for the great offensive. In the steaming sweat of the New Guinea tropics the operation known by the code name “KING TWO” was mounted.

To add to the complications and difficulties, there occurred in October what Admiral Nimitz pronounced “the greatest change in supply lines of any month in the war up to that time.” This was occasioned by the advancing of the main base of the Pacific Fleet more than a thousand miles westward from Eniwetok, the previous base, to Ulithi, which was seized without opposition on September 21. The stepping up of the Leyte invasion schedule upset carefully balanced logistic scales and caused unexpected shortages. Nature added its contribution in the form of a typhoon which slashed through Ulithi lagoon spreading destruction on October 3. The strategic advantages of this base, however, justified all its shortcomings. Ulithi represented an inescapable challenge to Japanese naval power.

While our base was being advanced westward to Eniwetok and thence a thousand miles to Ulithi, the Japanese base was being withdrawn from Truk all the way to Brunei Bay on the western side of Borneo. For many months the Japanese press and radio had been minimizing the seriousness of the long series of reverses Japan had suffered in the loss of her island empire to the eastward. This propaganda was accompanied by repeated prophecies of the complete destruction of our fleet once it was lured farther west. Speaking in Tokyo of the approaching struggle, Admiral Nobumasa Suetsugu, a pre-war commander of the Japanese Combined Fleet, said that it was to be regarded “not as a mere battle for the Philippines but one which will decide whether Japan can maintain or is to be cut off from her communication with the vital resources of the southern regions. For that reason,” he continued, “the outcome of the Philippine operations will be of such a far-reaching nature as to decide the general war situation, and I am certain it will be the greatest and most decisive battle fought.” When the right moment came, he predicted, Japanese forces would “deal the final smashing blow to the enemy.” The bluff was now to be called, and the time was approaching when the boast would have to be made good.

Japanese documents of the highest authenticity, captured before the end of the war, reveal in remarkable detail and clarity the development of Japanese naval strategy and organization after the Battle of the Philippine Sea as well as the background of the fateful decision of the High Command which led to the Battle for Leyte Gulf.

For some time after the Battle of the Philippine Sea, fought on June 19–20, the extent and character of Japanese losses remained unknown in spite of the efforts of our intelligence. Eventually it was learned that three carriers were sunk, the Hiyo by carrier planes and the Shokaku and Taiho by submarines, and that approximately 400 planes were destroyed. Even more important than the loss of the three carriers was the almost complete destruction of the air groups of three enemy carrier divisions. Only about forty planes and one hundred pilots remained aboard the surviving Japanese carriers at the end of the battle.

Japanese fleet organization underwent extensive changes between June and October of 1944. These changes involved the tacit admission that the backbone of Japan’s carrier-based air power had been all but broken in the Philippine Sea by the Fifth Fleet under the command of Vice Admiral Raymond A. Spruance. While the enemy set to work at once to rebuild his carrier air groups, he had to start practically from scratch, and the handicap proved too great. In the meantime, Admiral Toyoda, commander in chief of the Combined Fleet, regrouped his forces with one object plainly in mind: the strengthening of forces available for surface action in the Western Pacific. Carrier action remained, perforce, hypothetical.

Prior to the action in the Philippine Sea the two principal task forces of the Combined Fleet were the Third Fleet, made up of three carrier divisions with screening cruisers and destroyers, under the command of Vice Admiral Tokusaburo Ozawa, and the Second Fleet, consisting of the two new, powerful battleships Yamato and Musashi, each with nine 18-inch guns, the modernized Nagato with eight 16-inch guns, the two old battleships Kongo and Haruna, with 14-inch guns, three cruiser divisions consisting of ten heavy cruisers, and a squadron of twelve destroyers and one light cruiser. The Second Fleet was commanded by Vice Admiral Takeo Kurita. To all intents and purposes this arrangement left three Japanese area fleets, consisting of cruisers and destroyers, and a training force of two battleships, a light cruiser, and eight destroyers separated both physically and tactically from the main fighting force of the Combined Fleet and unavailable for a fleet action in the Western Pacific.

The regrouping of these fleets made them all available for a fleet action under a new organization called the “Striking Force,” placed at first under the command of Admiral Ozawa. The Striking Force was divided into two task forces, the Main Body, containing the remaining carrier strength, and No. 1 Diversion Attack Force, which included the main gun power of the fleet. The latter force consisted of the Second Fleet strengthened by the two battleships Fuso and Yamashiro, and a division of four cruisers and one of six destroyers. Although called a “diversion” force, it constituted the chief instrument of the enemy’s new strategy of surface action. The so-called “Main Body,” likewise confusingly named, contained most of the old Third Fleet as the “A” Force and a No. 2 Diversion Attack Force embracing Vice Admiral Shima’s Fifth Fleet and a newly organized carrier division composed of the Ise and Hyuga, two hybrid battleships with flight decks aft, the first carrier-battleships in naval history. In effect the new organization was as follows:

The base of operations for Admiral Kurita’s No. 1 Diversion Attack Force was designated as Lingga Anchorage, near Singapore, from which, when invasion threatened, it was to advance to Borneo or to the Philippines. The Main Body would remain based temporarily in the Inland Sea of the Empire. Actually the High Command would have preferred to keep the entire fleet based in the Empire, but scarcity of fuel made the transfer of Kurita’s force to Singapore a necessity. Kurita arrived at Lingga toward the end of July and began intensive training for operations against landing forces—the attack of ships at anchorage, the conduct of night battles, the use of radar and star shells, and perhaps most important of all, antiaircraft fire. Admiral Ozawa remained in the Empire with his crippled carrier force to expedite the repair of his ships and the training of new pilots and air groups. Japanese intelligence at that time estimated that the next major American landing would probably not come before the first of November. Ozawa hoped that before that time he could complete his preparations, rebuild his air groups, join forces with Kurita to the south, and operate with him against the coming American offensive. Ozawa was racing against time.

[image: images]

It remained to specify the circumstances under which the reorganized fleet would give battle. This was determined by the High Command, which, in effect, drew an imaginary line from Honshu, main island of the Empire, down through Shikoku, Kyushu, the Nansei Shoto (which includes Okinawa), Formosa, and the Philippines. The full force of the Japanese fleet would be thrown at any Allied invasion thrust against this line. Palau and Truk were to be left virtually without hope of naval support, while an invasion of Hokkaido, northernmost island of the Empire, and the Bonin Islands was to be countered only under favorable circumstances. Four sets of operational plans were drawn up, one for each of four areas under threat of invasion. Our concern is with the first only, which was the plan for the naval defense of the Philippines, known as the Sho Plan.

This plan provided that Kurita’s No. 1 Diversion Attack Force sortie from Singapore and proceed toward Brunei Bay or the north central Philippines as soon as the enemy plans were ascertained, and attempt to reach the beachhead during the progress of the landing. It would then “cooperate with our land-based air forces in an all-out attack.” “Avoiding the attack of the [planes of the] enemy task force,” continued the plan, “it will push forward and engage in a decisive battle with the surface force which tries to stop it. After annihilating this force, it will then attack and wipe out the enemy convoy and troops at the landing point.”

The so-called Main Body, based in the Inland Sea, was given as its principal duty the unhappy assignment of acting as a decoy to lure off our fast carrier covering force to permit the battleships to slip through and destroy our invasion shipping. “It will facilitate penetration by No. 1 Diversion Attack Force,” said the plan, “by diverting the enemy [carrier] task force to the northeast and will join in the attack against the flank of the enemy task force.” The impotent state of the Japanese carrier air groups was indicated by several other significant admissions. It was expected that carrier planes would normally return to land bases rather than to their carriers and that carrier air groups might be shore-based under the various base air forces. Under certain circumstances carriers with no planes aboard might serve as decoys. “Although the strength of the Main Force includes the combined strength of most of the Third Fleet, Fifth Fleet and other units, it is not sufficient for carrying out a simultaneous air and surface battle,” confessed the Japanese plan. “Even with battleships and heavy cruisers included, it is not strong enough to screen the carriers.” Clearly the carriers were expendable.

After certain important alterations in command discussed below, this daring plan laid down in August was, in its general strategy, carried out in the following October. In his comments on the Sho Plan, Admiral Toyoda’s Chief of Staff wrote that the task force assigned the mission “may be called our last line of home defense.” “It must make a desperate effort to defeat the enemy,” he wrote. “The mission of the task force is truly great.”

In order to understand the state of mind of the Japanese at the time the final decision was made to commit their fleet in this desperate enterprise, even after the evidence of the overwhelming superiority of our naval forces was in, it is necessary to examine their curious propaganda during and after the strikes made by the Third Fleet on Formosa and Luzon from October 11 to 16. Carrier aircraft from Admiral Halsey’s ships conducted this series of strikes to obtain information of enemy installations and to destroy air and surface strength which might interfere with our landing on Leyte. Begun with a surprise strike at Okinawa on the 10th, these attacks continued almost daily up to and beyond the invasion date. On the 11th a diversionary attack was made on northern Luzon. Then on the two following days carrier aircraft for the first time swept down upon Formosa, the enemy’s strongest and best developed permanent base south of Japan proper. On October 14 and 15 one of the task groups of Task Force 38 attacked Luzon targets to reduce opposition emanating from that source. Thereafter the Third Fleet forces proceeded southward to give more direct support to the Leyte and preliminary landings.

In the five days of operations in the Formosa area, nearly 1,000 airborne enemy aircraft were engaged, and approximately 43 percent of them were encountered en route to or near our task force. With the possible exception of the Battle of the Philippine Sea, according to Admiral Nimitz, “this was the heaviest series of air attacks ever launched by the enemy against our naval forces.”

During the period October 11 to 16 the fast carrier forces destroyed 807 enemy aircraft and 26 ships, and substantially reduced all enemy aviation facilities in the Formosa area. From the viewpoint of destruction of enemy air power, these operations were pronounced by Admiral Nimitz “one of the most successful weeks since the war began.” From the strategic standpoint they proved that our fast carriers could approach the strongest enemy air base outside Japan, overwhelm the greatest aerial opposition the enemy could muster there, and stand off the heaviest counterattacks he could mount against our ships.
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