
[image: Cover-Image]






The Devil Boats

A U.S. Navy PT Squadron in Action in World War II

C. J. Skamarakas

[image: ]

Essex, Connecticut  Blue Ridge Summit, Pennsylvania



[image: ]

An imprint of Globe Pequot, the trade division of The Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, Inc.

4501 Forbes Blvd., Ste. 200

Lanham, MD 20706

www.rowman.com

Distributed by NATIONAL BOOK NETWORK

Copyright © 2023 by C. J. Skamarakas

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote passages in a review.

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Information available

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: Skamarakas, C. J., 1955– author.

Title: The devil boats: a U.S. Navy PT squadron in action in World War II / C.J. Skamarakas.

Description: Essex, Connecticut: Stackpole Books, [2023] | Includes bibliographical references. | Summary: “This book recounts the unique contributions of one motor torpedo boat squadron and, through it, tells the story of PT boats in the Pacific War. With drama and excitement, as well as careful attention to detail, the book fills a void in the history of the U.S. Navy in World War II”—Provided by publisher.

Identifiers: LCCN 2022027765 (print) | LCCN 2022027766 (ebook) | ISBN 9780811772082 (cloth) | ISBN 9780811772099 (epub)

Subjects: LCSH: United States. Navy. Motor Torpedo Boat Squadron 25. | World War, 1939–1945—Naval operations, American. | World War, 1939–1945—Campaigns—Pacific Ocean.

Classification: LCC D773 .S535 2023 (print) | LCC D773 (ebook) | DDC 940.54/5—dc23/eng/20220713

LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2022027765

LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2022027766

[image: ] The paper used in this publication meets the minimum requirements of American National Standard for Information Sciences—Permanence of Paper for Printed Library Materials, ANSI/NISO Z39.48-1992.














In memory of my father,

Gunner’s Mate Constantine Skamarakas, PT-352,

and to those who served . . .












Contents

Preface	vii

Abbreviations	ix

Introduction	1

Chapter 1: Two Hundred PT Boats	5

Chapter 2: Melville	25

Chapter 3: Taboga Island	39

Chapter 4: Dreger Harbor	47

Chapter 5: Talasea	63

Chapter 6: Mios Woendi	89

Chapter 7: Amsterdam Island	101

Chapter 8: Mindoro	119

Chapter 9: Ormoc	131

Chapter 10: Soemoe Soemoe	157

Chapter 11: Isabela	185

Appendix A: MTB RON 25 Timeline	193

Appendix B: Grounding and Destruction of PT-145	195

Notes	199

Bibliography	227

About the Author	245












Preface



The motor torpedo boat (MTB) squadron operations described in the war diaries typically took place at night. Therefore, this book states the day on which any operation began, such as “on the night of July 22,” meaning the late hours of July 22 into the predawn or early hours of July 23. Likewise, the naval officers who recorded their activities in the war diaries of this period used local time, often reported as time zone “Item” or “King,” instead of the Zulu or Greenwich Mean Time common to modern military forces. I have included local times in this study. The war diaries never state the phase of the moon during the nighttime operations, but modern online services are available to provide this information.

Place names have been rendered as closely as possible to their modern spelling. Locating many of these places was quite a problem, especially for the Netherlands East Indies, where the American officers who recorded the war diaries apparently relied on maps featuring Dutch renditions of Malay and Polynesian place names. For those who are curious, pulau is the Malay word for “island,” and tanjung is the Malay word for “cape” or “point.” Those terms have been rendered in English. Similarly, I have found that the online mapping website MapCarta provides much more detail than Google Maps. However, Google Maps features an option to view satellite images of locations and distance measurement. Both of these tools were exceptionally valuable in researching the locations mentioned in the war diaries.

Many works already exist on the origin and development of motor torpedo boats, and so readers should turn to those mentioned in the bibliography for further details on that subject.

This book would not have been possible without the efforts and cooperation of several people and organizations. First, thanks must obviously go to the many officers who wrote and gathered the war diaries that form the primary source material for this history. U.S. naval headquarters, commissioned ships, the MTB squadrons, and some other units maintained monthly operational reports throughout the war, which eventually were submitted to the National Archives, where they were stored on microfilm. Fortunately, today many of these are in the public domain and available on the Internet courtesy of the National Archives as well as through Fold3, provided by Ancestry.com, both of which graciously granted this author permission for their use. Thanks also go to the Australian War Memorial, National Archives and Records Administration (NARA), Naval History and Heritage Command, and Smithsonian Institution for assistance with photographs, as well as to the online public domain site Needpix.com. Additionally, I thank the wonderful staff at the Anne Arundel County Public Library, who provided access to Fold3 and helped locate many of the secondary sources cited in this work, including many very old books and manuscripts. And finally, thanks must go to the people at Rowman & Littlefield who guided me through the publication process, especially Dave Reisch, Stephanie Otto, and Patricia Stevenson.

All photographs in this book are in the public domain, as noted in the bibliography. The PT Boat Operating Areas map was declassified by authority of EO 13526 by NDC, NARA, December 31, 2012. All other maps were produced by Edinnah Valentine Kebui.
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Introduction



The operations of a typical motor torpedo boat (MTB) squadron in the Southwest Pacific during World War II can be summed up rather simply, although it also sounds rather frightening. The boats normally operated in pairs. A Navy junior officer, usually a lieutenant or lieutenant (jg), was the officer in tactical command (OTC). He would lead both boats on their mission that night. The OTC usually, but not always, was also the boat captain of one patrol torpedo (PT) boat. The other boat captain was often an ensign or maybe a lieutenant (jg). The officers, with few exceptions, were reservists. The crews were almost entirely made up of sailors on their first enlistment. On rare occasions the squadron commander (either a lieutenant or a lieutenant commander) might lead a mission.

Each MTB squadron in the Seventh Fleet would report its anticipated actions for the upcoming day and night to the Commander MTB RONs Seventh Fleet. That headquarters in turn would inform all Army, Navy, Army Air Force, and Australian commands about where they might encounter PT boats. The boats normally operated under cover of darkness. However, the boats might still be at sea during early daylight hours, which was when Allied aircraft often began their daytime patrols looking for Japanese shipping. And so, for additional recognition by Allied aircraft, each PT boat would fly a signal ensign from its radar mast and sport a large recognition star visible from the air. The boats were also equipped with an identification friend or foe (IFF) transponder and two-way radios for communicating with friendly aircraft. Ideally, all of these precautions would prevent any friendly-fire incidents.

Two eighty-foot Elco PT boats would depart base around sunset. A normal mission in the Southwest Pacific involved a pair of boats, rarely three together. The boats almost never conducted solo missions. The two boats would travel several hours to a location where they would conduct their mission. The target area for the mission would be occupied by the Japanese, and more often than not the PT boats were the first American warships ever to travel in that region. The open-ocean leg of the trip normally went without incident. But the actual area where the mission was carried out would be a jungle coastline, perhaps with the silhouette of a volcano to serve as a landmark. The maps and nautical charts, if they existed at all, were usually out of date or incomplete, meaning the boats were at risk of striking uncharted sandbars or coral reefs. The danger was compounded by the fact that the boats operated close to shore in the tropical darkness.

The usual mission involved the boats hunting for elusive armed Japanese barges. But other missions included inserting or retrieving commando parties, attacking shore installations, investigating the shoreline for potential landing sites, rescuing downed Allied pilots, assisting guerrilla forces, or other high-risk operations. These missions were, with few exceptions, conducted at night along hostile shores where the Japanese forces lay in wait. The two boats were on their own, with no other support and no nearby friendly forces to come to their aid in case of disaster. Should the Japanese decide to fight, the two boats relied on the firepower of their relatively massive array of machine guns and automatic cannon. The boats also carried torpedoes, but these were rarely used in combat.

The boats would return to base around dawn. Should one boat break down or run aground, the other would provide a tow. Then the crew would repair and maintain their boats while the officers learned of the next mission.

The admirals and generals determined what missions were required to move the Allied forces north from Australia to the Philippines. Sometimes the senior officers would turn to the PT boats to conduct one of these missions, quite often a mission for which a larger naval ship was unsuitable. The admirals and generals grew to admire the daring of these young boat crews who obtained solid results no matter the risk.

This book is the story of one such group of boats: Motor Torpedo Boat Squadron (RON) 25.












Chapter 1



Two Hundred PT Boats

It was General Douglas MacArthur’s idea—not the Navy’s—to station motor torpedo boats in the Philippines. In March 1934, Congress passed the Tydings-McDuffie Act, which promised independence to the American colony of the Philippines twelve years in the future. Then in 1935, MacArthur, formerly the chief of staff of the U.S. Army, arrived in the Philippines with the task of building the forces that he would command as field marshal. MacArthur and his chief of staff, Colonel Dwight Eisenhower, devised a simple plan for what MacArthur called “a Pacific Switzerland.”1 They divided the country into ten military areas, each with a small professional cadre, each of which would train four thousand men annually. In the event of a war, these ten areas could mobilize a sizable force. To support them, MacArthur wanted 250 aircraft and a fleet of fifty motor torpedo boats. The boats were important because the Philippines are an archipelago of a few major islands and thousands of smaller ones. However, by the time war came in December 1941, MacArthur had not received all the aircraft or boats that he wanted.2

The Navy did not embrace the PT boats. On the one hand, they liked MacArthur’s idea of PT boats for the Philippines.3 In 1936, Rear Admiral Emory Land recommended that the Navy initiate a PT boat program.4 But the chief of naval operations (CNO) was not interested. Nor was Charles Edison, secretary of the Navy from 1937 to 1940, who was a fan of big battleships and an outspoken critic of aircraft carriers.5 On the other hand, in 1938 Edison, son of the inventor Thomas Edison and a resident of New Jersey, welcomed the interest in PT boats by fellow New Jersey resident Henry Sutphen, vice president of the Bayonne-based Electric Boat Company. But interest was not the same as results, so in 1939 MacArthur wrote to the Navy to ask what progress had been made in providing him with his PT boats.6 Meanwhile, the Philippine government elected not to wait for the Navy to act, instead purchasing six British-designed Thorneycroft Q-boats, which it designated as the Offshore Patrol.7

Another obstacle was the official Navy view on how a war might be fought in the Pacific Ocean. For nearly four decades prior to 1941, the Navy had studied and refined how it would fight Japan in a potential war. As new technology emerged, the Navy modified its plans. But PT boats were never part of the Navy’s plans for fighting that war. Also, a key assumption of the Navy’s plans was that the Philippines would fall within six months, after which the Navy’s battle fleet would move across the Central Pacific, engage the Japanese fleet in a major surface gunnery action, and emerge victorious. This was War Plan Orange. The plan, in its various forms over the years, did not involve fighting in the islands of the Southwest Pacific.8 Instead, the Navy built ships to carry out the war plan. Between 1921 and 1924, the Navy designed and began building a fleet of long-range submarines and cruisers capable of supporting the fleet against Japan.9 As of 1939, the Navy had 249 combat ships, 80 auxiliaries, and another 194 craft assigned to the Shore Establishment, none of which were torpedo boats.10 In 1940, President Franklin Delano Roosevelt declared a limited national emergency and authorized the Navy to have 125 combatants, including thirty-two motor torpedo boats.11 But as late as 1941, the Navy’s plans still did not call for motor torpedo boats. The Navy saw the boats only in terms of defending the U.S. coastline and believed that this defensive role could be carried out by “the conversion of many of the smaller pleasure boats.”12 It was only in the final plan before war erupted, the Rainbow 5 plan of July 1941, that eight PT boats were supposed to be assigned to the Asiatic Fleet in the Philippines, along with nineteen more for the Atlantic Fleet. This was definitely not the fleet of PT boats that MacArthur envisioned.

One example of how little the Navy thought of the PT boats came on June 18, 1940. Assistant Secretary of the Navy Lewis Compton approved the sale to Great Britain of twenty motor torpedo boats then under construction for the Navy. Six days later, President Roosevelt cancelled the order after his attorney general determined that this could not be done under the Espionage Act of 1917 and that these were the only motor torpedo boats the Navy held at the time.13 In other words, the Navy had fewer than two dozen PT boats—still under construction, no less—and was willing give every one of them to England.

Two years later, this attempted sale became known as the “mosquito boat incident.” Later in June 1942, during congressional debate on the Navy’s budget, South Dakota Republican congressman Francis H. Case, a Marine veteran of World War I, brought up the incident. Case opposed the Navy’s desire to purchase several more $70 million battleships, which would actually cost well over $100 million per ship by the time they were commissioned, since in his opinion battleships had become obsolete well before 1939. Case preferred that the Army Air Corps purchase more B-17 Flying Fortresses at $250,000 each, and he was delighted that the Navy had finally submitted a request for two hundred motor torpedo boats as well as two hundred wooden submarine chasers and another four hundred steel-hull submarine chasers.14

But that was in 1942. In 1940, the situation was different. Despite a lack of official Navy support, motor torpedo boats had high-level support in Congress. On July 11, 1940, Senator Alexander Wiley of Wisconsin, long a supporter of the Navy, pointed out that he had spoken to Secretary of the Navy William “Frank” Knox specifically about the need for the Navy to purchase this new type of ship. He pointed out that the country could build a hundred motor torpedo boats for the cost of one battleship and far more quickly. Furthermore, the senator noted that the boats were designed for attack, and with a range of five hundred miles, they could supplement submarines and long-range bombers in defense of the country.15 On August 28, Democratic senator from Massachusetts David I. Walsh, chairman of the Senate Naval Affairs Committee, stated that in his opinion the Army and Navy believed that the United States could not be invaded and therefore had not kept abreast of new developments. He specifically pointed out that two years earlier, the British fleet had been forced to withdraw from the Mediterranean because of the presence of Italian motor torpedo boats, while the U.S. Navy only had a few experimental boats and one boat that was built in Great Britain.16 Walsh and his House counterpart, Carl Vinson, were the originators of the July 1940 Two-Ocean Navy Act, which split the Navy into two separate fleets for the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans, nearly doubled the size of the Navy, and included $50 million for the purchase of “patrol, escort, and miscellaneous craft.”17 In those days of strict congressional seniority, Vinson had served on the House Naval Affairs Committee since 1917 and chaired it since 1931. Naturally, he had a strong interest in what he believed was best for the Navy, even when that differed from the opinions of the admirals. For example, as early as 1933 the Navy adopted the radio telephone.18 But when Congress appropriated money for the Navy for research into the new technology called radar, the Navy claimed that it had no need for it.19 As late as 1941, the Navy also turned down the landing ship tank (LST) in the belief that it would not fulfill any military need.20

In January 1941, the Navy finally agreed to build some PT boats. Congress considered the Navy’s request for $310 million to purchase four hundred small craft to be used for coastal and harbor defense, mostly submarine chasers and mine sweepers, plus the addition of two dozen motor torpedo boats.21 In February, during congressional hearings, it was pointed out that the Navy had laid down 190 ships of various types between 1922 and 1939. These included five river gunboats in 1926 and two patrol gunboats in 1934, as well as four aircraft carriers, four battleships, and numerous cruisers, destroyers, submarines, and other smaller ships, but not a single motor torpedo boat.22 Separately, during debates on providing Lend-Lease aid to Great Britain, it was noted that the Navy only had a dozen motor torpedo boats and once again declared that the United States could not afford to give any of them away.23

Having agreed to build the PT boats, the Navy next needed officers and crew. In February 1941, the Navy began recruiting junior officers for the new motor torpedo boat initiative. One of the first volunteers was Naval Academy graduate Lieutenant John D. Bulkeley.24 The volunteers would learn on the job.

In March, Pacific Fleet commander Admiral Husband Kimmel requested a squadron of PT boats for defense of the Hawaiian Islands. However, CNO Admiral Harold Stark informed Kimmel that no boats would be available as twenty-eight of them were earmarked for delivery to Great Britain as part of the Lend-Lease program. In July, Kimmel repeated the request. Stark sent him a dozen seventy-seven-foot Elco boats, which became MTB RON 1. Unfortunately, Kimmel soon learned they were unsuitable for the trade wind sea conditions in Hawaii.25 Additionally, the officers and sailors manning the boats had to develop their own training and tactics. The Navy had considered establishing a Motor Torpedo Boat Squadron Training Center (MTBSTC) at Melville, Rhode Island, but no immediate action followed that initial discussion.26

Admiral Stark decided to send six of his seventy-seven-foot Elco boats to Admiral Thomas C. Hart, commander of the Asiatic Fleet in Manila. These boats formed MTB RON 3 under Lieutenant Bulkeley. However, that October Hart complained that the boats had arrived without a tender, spare parts, maintenance personnel, or adequate fuel.27 These were the least of Hart’s worries. Most of the Asiatic Fleet’s destroyers dated to 1917 and 1918, leading Hart to complain that his ships were “old enough to vote.”28 Furthermore, that same October Admiral William D. Leahy advised President Roosevelt against sending any newer ships to Hart, with the warning that any ships sent there would be lost in the upcoming war.29

The war erupted in the Pacific on December 7, 1941.

Three days later, Australian prime minister John Curtin sent a telegram to both British prime minister Winston Churchill and President Roosevelt in which he declared that his country would welcome an American commander for the Pacific area.30 Just a week after the Pearl Harbor attack, Chief of Staff General George C. Marshall and his aide, Colonel Dwight Eisenhower, agreed that major reinforcements would not arrive in the Philippines for a long time. However, Marshall and Eisenhower recognized that the safety of Australia was essential to future Allied operations.31 About the same time, Undersecretary of the Navy James Forrestal made a major decision regarding command of the Navy. Previously, there was one commander for the Navy’s entire battle fleet, but the Two-Ocean Navy Act split the single fleet into the separate Atlantic and Pacific fleets. Forrestal established the position of Commander in Chief United States Fleet in Washington in order to coordinate activity by the Atlantic and Pacific fleets and later merged it with the CNO. The new position went to Admiral Ernest J. King.32 On March 10, Eisenhower wrote in his diary that King was an uncooperative bully, and if someone were to shoot him, it would have a positive impact on the war effort, although Eisenhower was encouraged by King’s fighting spirit.33

On Christmas morning, Admiral Thomas Hart departed the Philippines to establish a new headquarters for his Asiatic Fleet on Java in the Dutch East Indies. On New Year’s Eve, Captain John Wilkes ordered the Asiatic Fleet submarines south to Darwin to establish a new operating base.34 Then, on New Year’s Day 1942, the American, British, Dutch, and Australian ships were combined in a new group called the American, British, Dutch, and Australian Command (ABDACOM).35 They came to the conclusion that they could not help defend the Philippines and focused instead on Malaysia and the Dutch East Indies.36 MacArthur was left with six gunboats formerly of the Yangtze Patrol and Bulkeley’s RON 3, which was down to just four operational PT boats following two combat losses.

On January 3, barely a month into the war, Japanese generals and admirals met on the island fortress of Truk to refine plans to isolate Australia, hopefully forcing that country to declare neutrality without Japan having to invade it. The Japanese feared that Australia might become the base for an Allied counteroffensive.37 To accomplish this goal, their next targets were the islands of New Guinea, New Ireland, and New Britain to the northeast of Australia. New Britain boasted the Australian-controlled harbor town of Rabaul. On January 22, the Japanese invaded the three islands and quickly overran the weak Australian defenses.38 The Japanese soon expanded the facilities on Rabaul, which became the headquarters of the 8th Area Army, the Southeastern Fleet, and the 11th Air Fleet.39

Australia also faced a threat from the west. On January 11, 1942, the Japanese declared war on the Dutch and invaded Borneo with its oil resources.40 At the end of January, Japanese troops landed on Ambon Island, some six hundred miles northwest of Darwin on Australia’s west coast. A month later, on February 15, Singapore—Great Britain’s “Gibraltar of the East”—fell to Japanese troops. Then, on February 19, the Japanese carrier planes and land-based bombers unleashed a major airstrike on the northwestern port city of Darwin, leaving hundreds dead and the city in flames.41 By the end of February, Japanese forces were on Timor, just four hundred miles from Darwin.42 Ironically, a year earlier in April 1941, senior naval officials of the United States, Great Britain, Australia, and the Netherlands had met in Singapore to formulate a joint strategy. Their concluding priorities were to secure sea lanes of communication and preserve Singapore, while treating the security of Luzon as a subsidiary priority.43 Now Singapore was gone and sea lanes to Australia threatened, while Luzon held out under siege.

Australian prime minister Curtin was extremely worried. With Singapore gone, Britain’s battleships sunk, MacArthur’s troops besieged on Bataan and Corregidor in the Philippines, and the Japanese moving farther into the Dutch East Indies and the Solomon Islands, Curtin worried that Australia would be next. Curtin demanded that Churchill agree that an American general be appointed overall commander of the Southwest Pacific theater. Curtin wanted MacArthur for the role.44 President Roosevelt and Marshall agreed with Curtin.

MacArthur did not believe that the Japanese would risk the effort to invade and conquer Australia. But the risk was very high that the Japanese might isolate Australia or possibly establish airfields on the sparsely populated northern part of the continent.45 Below Rabaul, the next significant Australian garrison was at Port Moresby, over five hundred miles to the southwest. A thousand miles farther south was the port city of Brisbane. There were no Australian garrisons in that thousand-mile distance, since most of Australia’s cities, industries, ports, and military installations were concentrated in the southeast corner of the continent.46 The Japanese might not attack the southeastern coast of Australia, but they could very likely isolate the region from the United States.

Meanwhile, on February 17, Secretary of the Navy Frank Knox ordered the establishment of the MTBSTC at Melville, where MTB RON 4 was undergoing training. The first commander was Lieutenant Commander William Specht, a Naval Academy graduate who had served on battleships, cruisers, and destroyers. His most recent assignment had been to organize training for MTB RON 1 in Pearl Harbor.47 RON 4 would become the training squadron for future PT boat crews.

On February 22, Roosevelt and Marshall asked MacArthur to evacuate Corregidor and organize all Allied troops in Australia. But MacArthur balked at the idea of abandoning his troops in the field. Marshall directed Eisenhower, MacArthur’s former personal assistant, to draft orders for MacArthur to leave the Philippines and assume his new position in Australia.48

Then, in the first week of March, the Japanese moved against the Huon Peninsula on the eastern side of New Guinea. They quickly captured the Allied forward airfields at Lae and Salamaua, as well as the small port town of Finschhafen.49 This move brought them closer to Port Moresby and the eastern side of Australia.

On the night of March 11, MacArthur and his staff departed Corregidor.50 Lieutenant Bulkeley had lost two of his boats in combat after the war began and was running out of fuel and supplies. With the end for Bataan approaching, and with no desire to surrender, he had his crews prepare the four remaining boats to make a dash across the South China Sea, after which they would burn the boats and join up with the Chinese Nationalist forces under Chiang Kai-shek.51 But this plan was abandoned when MacArthur decided not to depart the Philippines by submarine. Bulkeley’s four boats carried MacArthur and the other passengers as far as Cagayan on the island of Mindanao, controlled by Brigadier General William F. Sharp. From a recently built airfield at Del Monte, an Army Air Corps B-17 flew MacArthur and his party the rest of the way to Australia.52 The people of Melbourne welcomed MacArthur as a hero and savior. At the end of March, Roosevelt appointed him commander of the Southwest Pacific Area (SWPA).53 Ironically, the Japanese now believed that MacArthur was in Australia most likely to organize an Allied counteroffensive. To prevent this outcome, the Japanese continued their plans to isolate Australia.54

In early April, the Japanese conquest moved on in the Visayas, the island archipelago between Luzon and Mindanao in the Philippines. On April 9, Japanese forces landed on the beach at Talisay on the island of Cebu. Within a day, they captured Cebu City, the second-largest city in the Philippines. American Army officer and mining engineer Harry Fenton and several Filipino soldiers fled to the mountain interior and formed a guerrilla band.55

After delivering MacArthur to Mindanao, where the general learned that twenty thousand Dutch troops had surrendered on Java, Bulkeley took his remaining boats back into action, but by mid-April they had exhausted their supply of torpedoes, with no replacements possible. MacArthur ordered the PT boat officers to Australia. Bulkeley departed on April 13.56 When he arrived in Australia, MacArthur submitted him for the Medal of Honor. This decision bothered Admiral King, who insisted that the Navy should nominate one of its officers for the nation’s highest honor. At the end of April, Bulkeley and two fellow officers were on their way back to the United States.

Bulkeley returned to the United States and brought a personal message from MacArthur for the president, the secretaries of war and the Navy, the commander in chief of the U.S. Fleet, and the chief of naval operations. MacArthur, according to Bulkeley, wanted at least a hundred more PT boats for his theater of operation, preferably two hundred. He felt these boats would be ideal for the jungle waters in which his forces would operate. On August 4, Bulkeley met with President Roosevelt to receive his Medal of Honor. He used the opportunity to relay MacArthur’s request for two hundred PT boats. Bulkeley most likely had a receptive audience. Roosevelt had earlier spent eight years as assistant secretary of the Navy under President Woodrow Wilson, and as president he maintained a keen interest in the service.57 In the opinion of Admiral James Richardson, “the President had two hobbies—stamp collecting and playing with the Navy.”58 Additionally, Roosevelt was a former yachtsman and an enthusiast for wooden boats for the Navy. And now here was one of the first wartime heroes of the Navy asking the president for hundreds of wooden combat vessels.

In April, Bulkeley began his next assignment at the recently established MTBSTC.59 The school was based around MTB RON 4 and collocated with the Navy’s Torpedo School. While there, the school developed the first Motor Torpedo Boats Tactical Orders and Doctrine manual.60 However, the information it contained was already obsolete. It declared that the primary mission of PT boats was to carry out surprise high-speed daylight attacks or low-speed night attacks on enemy surface ships. These attacks were to be carried out in relatively large numbers, preferably by an entire squadron moving in formation like infantry on a parade field. Secondary missions included antisubmarine warfare operations, air-sea rescue, escort duty, mine laying, and commando missions. The manual then went on in detail about operating the boats in various formations, primarily based on three-boat divisions, including methods for assembling, maneuvering, and even how to execute a countermarch from a V-formation, as well as the hand signals to be used to execute these maneuvers.61 The manual, while well intentioned, failed to provide guidance on many of the operations already conducted by PT boats in combat, such as air defense or commando insertion. Plus, torpedo attacks against surface ships would be one skill that few boats would need in the SWPA. If nothing else, at least the boat captains and other officers would know how to maneuver their boats in formation, even though two-boat operations at night would be the norm.

On May 6, Corregidor fell. MacArthur had anticipated prolonged guerrilla resistance to the Japanese invasion, but this almost never happened. After MacArthur left the Philippines, Marshall promoted Jonathan Wainwright to lieutenant general and named him commander of all forces on the islands. The Japanese threatened to massacre everyone on Corregidor if Wainwright did not order the surrender of all his forces, including the forty-five thousand troops in the central and southern islands that MacArthur expected to conduct guerrilla warfare. Wainwright ordered the surrender, and most troops obeyed.62 But not all. Many American and Filipino officers believed that Wainwright had issued the surrender order under duress by the Japanese, making it invalid.63 Several months after the fall of Bataan and Corregidor, MacArthur learned that the militia organization he had created prior to the war had transformed into several dozen more or less organized guerrilla forces throughout the islands, especially on Leyte, Mindanao, Cebu, Panay, and Negros. The Japanese only controlled a fifth of the cities and towns in the Philippines, while the guerrillas controlled the rest.64 The southern islands featured nearly half the land area of the Philippines, but less than a fifth the total population, making them ideal for guerrilla activity.65 MacArthur placed Manila lawyer General Courtney Whitney in charge of the Philippine Regional Section to coordinate their activity, and later assigned four submarines with the duty of providing regular shipments of arms, ammunition, and medical supplies to the guerrillas.66 The first shipment came on January 13, 1943, when the submarine USS Gudgeon (SS-211) delivered supplies to Catmon Point on the west coast of the island of Negros to guerrillas operating there.67 One accidental guerrilla operating in the Philippines was one of Bulkeley’s officers, Lieutenant Iliff David Richardson, who missed his flight to Australia. He eventually joined Colonel Ruperto Kangleon on Leyte and was in contact with another guerrilla leader, Colonel Wendell Fertig on Mindanao.68

By May 1942, MacArthur wanted to start an offensive against the Japanese. He felt he knew enough about them to outsmart them in the field. In MacArthur’s view, the Japanese were excellent fighters who followed orders and functioned effectively when they had a well-laid plan that worked. He warned his subordinates never to wait for the Japanese to attack first. However, MacArthur believed that the Japanese lacked initiative or flexibility, and any setback could throw them into disorder and confusion.69 The Americans had proved this from the start; Japanese general Masaharu Homma was shocked that the American and Filipino troops had defended Bataan so well for so long despite their disadvantages.70

MacArthur had a good point regarding Japanese inflexibility, as upcoming events would show. In May, the Japanese made their move toward Australian-controlled Port Moresby, the capital of Papua New Guinea and the only good port on its south coast, as well as toward the island of Tulagi in the Solomon Islands.71 With Port Moresby in Japanese control, the next step would be the FS Operation to capture the islands of New Caledonia, Fiji, and Samoa, further isolating Australia. The Japanese moved into the Coral Sea in search of Navy aircraft carriers, ready to execute their plan to capture Port Moresby. But the Battle of the Coral Sea was a tactical draw for both navies in which each side lost an aircraft carrier. Although the battle prevented the Japanese invasion fleet from reaching Port Moresby, in the aftermath the Japanese landed combat troops in eastern New Guinea and on Guadalcanal in the Solomons. Then in June came the Battle of Midway, at which the Japanese suffered a major defeat when the Navy ambushed the Japanese fleet and sank four Japanese aircraft carriers. This battle led to an indefinite postponement of the rest of the FS Operation.

The “setback at Midway,” as the Japanese called it, forced them to move against Port Moresby overland, crossing the formidable Owen Stanley mountain range. And this situation highlighted one of the most glaring problems for all belligerents in the SWPA: the lack of accurate maps. According to one account, “[Japanese] research in Manila had unearthed an English explorer’s account of his travels around the northern side of New Guinea. The book indicated the existence of a road to Port Moresby.”72 Most likely, this was a copy of an 1885 book written by English explorer Hugh Romilly. He wrote about an 1878 gold expedition that crossed the Owen Stanley Range. However, Romilly added that it was doubtful the party actually crossed the range and concluded, “No one can force his way through the country, and only a madman would attempt it.”73 However, the Japanese army attempted it, failed, and retreated back to the coast in September. MacArthur’s Australian and American troops pursued them, and the following January the Allied troops captured Buna and Gona.74 It would be the last time that the Allied forces in the SWPA engaged in a frontal assault on Japanese positions. From here on, making maximum use of its bomber and amphibious capabilities, MacArthur’s command would carry out a war of maneuver that the Japanese could not match.

Nevertheless, the threat of southeastern Australia becoming isolated remained alive. On the evening of May 31, three Japanese submarines had launched mini subs against shipping in Sydney Harbor. They inflicted little damage but created much fear and panic. A week later, Japanese submarines attacked again along the Australian east coast.75 The Allies could not ignore the presence of the Japanese in New Guinea and the Solomon Islands.

Following the Battle of Midway, Roosevelt seized the opportunity to press Churchill to implement Operation Sledgehammer, an early invasion of France. But the British felt that the Allies were not ready for such an undertaking. As a compromise, they agreed to launch Operation Torch, the invasion of northwestern Africa to support the British Eighth Army against the German and Italian forces under Erwin Rommel. The Army had been building up amphibious Engineer Special Brigades to support the cross-channel invasion of France, but the cancellation of Sledgehammer left these brigades without an immediate mission.76 This change left sufficient forces available for MacArthur to begin his offensive from Port Moresby against the Japanese, while Admiral Chester Nimitz, as commander in chief of the Pacific Fleet responsible for the Pacific Ocean Area command, took on the Japanese in the Solomons.77

In August, the 1st Marine Division began Operation Watchtower, the invasion of Guadalcanal. As a follow-up effort, MacArthur proposed Operation Elkton, a two-pronged approach from New Guinea and Guadalcanal up the Solomons, finally converging on Rabaul.78 However, he did not have sufficient forces for such an ambitious undertaking, and the Joint Chiefs of Staff did not approve it. Nevertheless, the Japanese now faced a two-front war in the Southwest Pacific. MacArthur would do everything he could to seize the initiative from the Japanese and keep them off balance. However, MacArthur had to deal with the vast size of his theater. The distance from Port Moresby to Guadalcanal is about nine hundred miles; from Guadalcanal to Manila is over three thousand miles, about the same distance as Miami, Florida, to Seattle, Washington.

Admiral Nimitz wanted a more aggressive commander in the South Pacific. In August 1942, Vice Admiral Robert Ghormley decided to hold back his fleet for a major engagement with the Japanese, which essentially left the Marines battling on Guadalcanal without naval support.79 Two months later, with King’s approval, Nimitz replaced Ghormley with Vice Admiral William H. “Bull” Halsey, placing him in charge of all South Pacific naval forces.80 When Halsey met with MacArthur, the general took an instant liking to the admiral, seeing an aggressive commander who, unlike other naval officers, was not afraid of losing ships in combat.81

In addition to sending Halsey, King dispatched the first four boats of the new MTB RON 3 to Tulagi in the Solomons.82 This was the latest move in the logistics war between the two sides. Initially, the Japanese sent troops and supplies from Rabaul to Guadalcanal by transport ship, but American aircraft made this impossible. The Japanese turned to supplying their forces by high-speed destroyers, but the PT boats made this difficult. The Japanese resorted to armed barges. Their low draft rendered them immune to the torpedoes fired by the PT boats.83 The PT boats gained heavier weapons, again disrupting the balance. Eventually, the Japanese barges could not reach the island in daylight because of American aircraft or at night because of the PT boats. Additionally, the Japanese were unable to execute two simultaneous offensives; they devoted their main effort to holding Guadalcanal while leaving the troops at Buna and Gona with minimal aid. By November, the Japanese employed submarines to provide food and ammunition to their troops on Guadalcanal.84

The Navy had sent Bulkeley out on a war bond drive. Bulkeley simultaneously recruited potential PT boat officers, one of whom was a young John F. Kennedy. Bulkeley continued to call for more boats, so in September the Navy assigned him to MTB RON 7, which was leaving for New Guinea.85 However, he was hospitalized, and the assignment went to Lieutenant Rollin E. Westholm. That same month, the magazine Reader’s Digest published a serialized edition of William L. White’s book They Were Expendable about Bulkeley’s RON 3. The book became a best seller and gave an American public eager for heroes a sensationalized image of the motor torpedo boats and their crews. But Bulkeley never again served in the SWPA. Instead, he would command MTB RON 2, which conducted operations for the Office of Strategic Services in support of Operation Overlord, the Allied invasion of Normandy.

Meanwhile, the Japanese decided to reinforce their position in northeastern New Guinea’s Huon Peninsula. By January 1943, they had moved troops from Rabaul to Lae, Wewak, and Hollandia.86 Lae, on the southern side of the Huon Peninsula, was a seaport with a good harbor and airfield.87 Hollandia, five hundred miles to the northeast, was the seat of the Dutch administration of the Netherlands’ part of New Guinea; it featured several airfields and a natural anchorage at Humboldt Bay. Wewak, roughly between Lae and Hollandia, soon became Japan’s major airbase for New Guinea.

In late January 1943, Roosevelt, Churchill, and their chiefs of staff met at Casablanca, the North African city captured during Operation Torch. Churchill admitted that the Allies did not have any firm plans for the rest of 1943.88 Marshall and King pushed for a stronger effort against Japan. The Allies agreed to maintain pressure on the Japanese but did not spell out specifics as to strategy or troop strength.89 More ominously for the course of the war, the Allies also called for the unconditional surrender of Germany and Japan.

The Joint Chiefs examined the situation in the Pacific and elected that MacArthur and Nimitz would both conduct offensives. They preferred that Nimitz conduct the main effort through the Central Pacific since it required fewer ships and troops, was more direct, and did not involve the problems of malaria and other tropical diseases found in the SWPA. At the same time, the situation in the first year of the war had caused the Allies to build up significant forces in and around Australia; those forces were already in the theater and successfully engaging the Japanese, so there was no point in halting their operations. Additionally, having two axes of advance would keep the Japanese off balance.90

By January MacArthur had assembled the team that would facilitate his return to the Philippines. Air support came under Major General George Kenney, a brilliant aviation expert whom MacArthur had met during World War I. Kenney led the Fifth Air Force, controlling all Allied ground-based aircraft in the SWPA. His strategy was first to obtain complete control of the skies, after which ground and naval forces could engage the Japanese at will. Australian general Sir Thomas Blamey controlled all Allied ground forces. Under Blamey, the Sixth Army went to sixty-one-year-old General Walter Krueger, a graduate of the Naval War College. Krueger also commanded the “Alamo Force,” which controlled all of the American ground forces independent of the joint-forces SWPA command. The Seventh Fleet, “MacArthur’s Navy,” came under Admiral Thomas Kinkaid. The mission to get the ground troops where they needed to be fell to Rear Admiral Daniel Barbey, an expert on amphibious operations, who led the VII Amphibious Force.91

In February, the PT boats in the SWPA had finally gained a proper command structure as well as a commander who knew how to use them. Commander Morton C. Mumma Jr. was given control of all the SWPA boats, which at the time consisted of MTB RONs 7 and 8, and he answered directly to Admiral Kinkaid.92 Mumma was an interesting choice since his background was in submarines, not PT boats. From 1925 to 1927, Mumma was an ensign and in charge of the Naval Academy rifle team while also assigned initially to the battleship USS Colorado (BB-45) and then later to the destroyers USS Marcus (DD-321), USS Dale (DD-290), and USS Dallas (DD-199). But in 1928, he arrived at the submarine base in New London, Connecticut. Next came assignments as a lieutenant (jg) to the submarines USS O-6, USS SS-23, and USS S-9. In 1938, Lieutenant Mumma was commander of the USS S-43.93 Prior to December 1941, Mumma was commander of the USS Sailfish (SS-192) stationed in Manila, but he handed over that command in December.94

As noted earlier, the Navy had never considered PT boats in its war plans and never considered operating any fleet forces, be it PT boats or proper warships, in the waters of the SWPA. As a result, the local naval commanders had treated the PT boats like a personal reserve cavalry. But Commander Mumma’s most recent assignment had been as naval liaison officer to General Kenney’s headquarters. The combination of his prior history with destroyers and submarines and his experience with the Army Air Force made him ideal for his new position, since his was a paper command that controlled the operations of scattered forces that independently hunted the enemy and supported friendly forces. In March, all naval forces under MacArthur’s SWPA were designated as the Seventh Fleet. Commander Mumma’s PT boats became Task Group (TG) 70.1. Commander Mumma established his headquarters at Kana Kope (Papuan for “place of rest”) on the southern end of Milne Bay. By May, elements of the 55th Naval Construction Battalion and others created PT Advance Base 6 at Milne Bay and an overhaul facility at Kana Kope.95 Some described Milne Bay as a tropical paradise with coconut plantations, while others complained of two hundred inches of rain a year, crocodiles, scrub typhus, and rampant malaria.96 Either way, it was tropical, with an average daily temperature of eighty degrees and 90 percent humidity.97

One of Commander Mumma’s innovations was to have each squadron commander provide a daily report of the previous night’s results and the upcoming night’s intentions. Mumma’s staff assembled this information and distributed it throughout MacArthur’s command, especially to Krueger’s Alamo Force, Kenney’s Fifth Air Force, and Kinkaid’s Seventh Fleet. This approach allowed for a high level of cooperation between all forces, although the system unfortunately would not prevent friendly-fire incidents.98

A brief mention is in order concerning the organization of the Seventh Fleet, which shows the importance that fleet placed on its PT boats. The Seventh Fleet MTB squadrons constituted Task Force (TF) 70, the first element in their organization chart. TFs 71 and 72 were the submarines based out of Freemantle and Brisbane, respectively. TF 73 was the fleet’s Naval Air Wing. TFs 76 and 77 consisted of the American, Australian, and New Zealand surface ships and amphibious force, and TF 78 comprised the large surface ships available to the fleet.99 The daily war diaries of the Seventh Fleet routinely began with details on the previous night’s PT boat activity.

By contrast, the Commander in Chief Pacific (CINCPAC) and Third and Fifth Fleet war diaries rarely mention PT boats at all. Technically, neither of those fleets had any MTB squadrons; after the Solomons Campaign, the Third Fleet PT boats were reassigned to the Seventh Fleet, while RONs 17 and 26 belonged to the Hawaiian Sea Frontier, otherwise known as TF 97. In June 1943, CINCPAC developed Operation Granite as the overall plan for the Pacific Fleet to engage the Japanese fleet.100 CINCPAC also issued Current Tactical Orders and Doctrine, commonly known as PAC-10, to facilitate operations by the fleet’s numerous ships. This document laid out the organization, doctrine, and fighting plans for all Pacific Fleet combat ships, including those of the Seventh Fleet. However, PAC-10 made no mention of PT boats.101 After all, Operation Granite was simply the latest version of the Navy’s War Plan Orange, and the Navy had never envisioned a role for PT boats in that operation.

The Seventh Fleet had its own problems and figured out its own solutions. The Allied operation at Milne Bay needed convoy escorts and antisubmarine warfare ships. The PT boats were unsuited for either role, so the Royal Australian Navy provided armed motor launches (MLs) equipped with sonar. This deployment came with a highly serendipitous advantage. The commander of ML427 was an “islander” familiar with the coastal waters of New Guinea and New Britain. Therefore, that unnamed officer was detailed as the pilot to instruct the PT boat captains. Additionally, since the nautical charts for Milne Bay were lacking, ML430 assumed the role of pilot boat to guide the PT boats and other ships into the harbor.102

A major test for MacArthur’s command came on March 2 when the Japanese dispatched a convoy of eight troop transports protected by eight destroyers from Rabaul to Lae. Their goal was to provide reinforcements to allow a full Japanese offensive in New Guinea. A hundred Japanese aircraft from Rabaul provided air cover. But over the next three days, the SWPA Army Air Force and Royal Australian Air Force (RAAF) aircraft attacked and destroyed the Japanese convoy. A force of ten PT boats from MTB RON 8, under the command of Lieutenant Commander Barry Atkins, joined Kenney’s aircraft in the attack. Like Rudyard Kipling’s Afghan women, the PT boats came out to cut up what remained. This was a crucial task since the Japanese troops currently on lifeboats would easily become Japanese combat troops once they reached the shores of New Guinea. By the evening of March 4, the Japanese had lost all the transports and half the destroyers, as well as some three thousand troops. The Japanese never sent another convoy to eastern New Guinea.103

MacArthur issued a communiqué praising the performance of Kenney’s Fifth Air Force for its decisive victory in the Battle of the Bismarck Sea. Secretary of the Navy Knox was furious and demanded that Kenney’s claims be investigated. MacArthur dismissed this as interservice rivalry, with the opinion that the Navy could not stand the idea that a major Japanese fleet had been destroyed solely by land-based air power.104 Perhaps it was best that MacArthur did not mention the role of the PT boats in his communiqué, as that would have just been rubbing salt in the wound for Knox and King. As for the Japanese on the Huon Peninsula, their situation was now desperate. The only reinforcements that had reached Finschhafen were five hundred troops delivered by four fast destroyers and a few hundred more by submarine.105 The Japanese could no longer move troops or supplies by ship; Kenney’s attack aircraft would sink the transports in the daytime, and Mumma’s PT boats would strike at night.

On March 28, the Joint Chiefs approved MacArthur’s revised plan for the reduction of Rabaul, Operation Cartwheel.106 This was essentially MacArthur’s original Elkton plan. MacArthur wanted enough forces to conduct one continuous offensive. But such forces were not available, so Cartwheel was divided into a series of intermediate stages.107 This would keep the operation more realistic and in line with the forces available. To facilitate planning and keep the Japanese off balance, MacArthur organized three planning teams at Brisbane—the blue team under Australian brigadier White, the white team under Army colonel Peyton, and the red team under Navy captain R. D. Tarbuk.108 Each team planned the next successive operation, without waiting for the conclusion of the preceding two operations. Having three teams with three plans would also allow MacArthur to suddenly reassign objectives or skip ahead to further objectives, as events allowed. MacArthur’s basic strategy consisted first of establishing air superiority in one area. Then the Allies would neutralize Japanese air, ground, and naval forces and keep them from being supplied or reinforced. Next, the Allies would seize air bases with minimal ground forces and repeat the process, moving forward to Rabaul.109 The role of the PT boats would be to disrupt Japanese efforts to supply, reinforce, or move their forces and to keep them from interfering with Allied operations.

In April, MacArthur met Admiral Halsey in Brisbane, Australia’s third-largest city at the time and the closest city to the front lines. Plans were moving forward for the next step of Operation Cartwheel, which called for the capture of Lae and the Huon Peninsula on eastern Papua New Guinea, as well as Cape Gloucester on the neighboring island of New Britain, which would give them control of the Vitiaz Strait. A second simultaneous offensive would capture New Georgia and Bougainville in the Solomon Islands. The ultimate goal would be to isolate or capture Rabaul on New Britain in early 1944.110

Cartwheel kicked off on June 20 when Marines assaulted the forty-five-mile-long island of New Georgia in the central Solomons.111 The assault force also captured the nearby island of Rendova, which became a major PT boat base. The Allies under MacArthur in the SWPA were now on the offensive, heading initially toward Rabaul and then on to the Philippines.
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