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Plan

• Continuing the process of going back to look at some of the things, 
which were not known at the time, which hopefully should help us 
understand why things happened as they did.

• I will also spend some time following some of the actors in the story, 
to see whence they came and where they went.

• Last time we looked at some of the carrier battles. 

• This week I want to look at the disasters and the occasional victory in 
the Naval Surface Actions. 
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Admiral Marc Mitscher
• Mitscher received an appointment to the 

United States Naval Academy at Annapolis 
in 1904. 

• Having amassed 159 demerits and 
showing poorly in his class work, Mitscher
was saddled with a forced resignation at 
the end of his sophomore year. At the 
insistence of his father, Mitscher re-
applied and was granted reappointment, 
though he had to re-enter the academy as 
a first year plebe.

• This time Mitscher worked straight 
through, and on June 3, 1910, he 
graduated 113th out of a class of 131.
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Admiral Marc Mitscher
• Mitscher took an early interest in aviation but his 

request was not granted. After graduating he 
continued to make requests for transfer to aviation 
which were eventually granted.

• Mitscher was one of the first naval aviators, 
receiving No. 33 on June 2, 1916. A year later he 
reported to the armored cruiser USS West Virginia 
for duty in aircraft catapult experiments.

• On May 10, 1919, Mitscher was among a group of 
naval aviators attempting the first transatlantic 
crossing by air. Mitscher piloted NC-1 one of three 
Curtiss NC flying boats that attempted the flight. 
He nearly reached the Azores before heavy fog 
caused loss of the horizon, making flying in the 
early aircraft extremely dangerous. What appeared 
to be fairly calm seas at altitude turned out to be a 
heavy chop, and a control cable snapped while 
setting the aircraft down. Mitscher and his five 
crewmen were left to sit atop the upper wing of 
their aircraft while they waited to be rescued.

• Over the next two decades Mitscher worked to 
develop naval aviation, taking assignments serving 
on the aircraft carriers Langley and Saratoga, the 
seaplane tender Wright, and taking command of 
Patrol Wing 1, in addition to a number of 
assignments ashore.  

NC-4 prior to the transatlantic crossing.

War in the Pacific 1943 - ©Jerry McBrien - Wk 23 4



Admiral Marc Mitscher
• Mitscher was assigned command of the air 

group for the newly commissioned aircraft 
carrier Saratoga.

• Mitscher's next assignment was as captain of 
the new aircraft carrier USS Hornet. Newest 
of the Navy's fleet carriers, Mitscher worked 
hard to get ship and crew ready for combat. 

• Following her shake-down cruise in the 
Caribbean, Mitscher was consulted on the 
possibility of launching long-range bombers 
off the deck of a carrier. After affirming it 
could be done, the sixteen B-25 bombers of 
the Doolittle Raid were loaded on deck 
aboard Hornet for a transpacific voyage while 
Hornet's own flight group was stored below 
deck in her hangar. Hornet rendezvoused with 
Enterprise in the mid-Pacific just north of 
Hawaii. Under the command of Admiral 
Halsey, the task force proceeded in radio 
silence to a launch point 650 miles (1,050 km) 
from Japan. Enterprise provided the air cover 
for both aircraft carriers while Hornet's flight 
deck was taken up ferrying the B-25s. 

Aft flight deck of USS Hornet
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Admiral Marc Mitscher
• Prior to Midway Mitscher had been selected for Rear Admiral and his 

successor had borded Hornet, however Mitscher remained in 
command for the battle.

• During the Battle of Midway Hornet and Enterprise carried the air 
groups that made up the strike force of Task Force 16, while Yorktown 
carried the aircraft of Task Force 17. 

• As the battle unfolded, the Japanese carrier force was sighted early on 
June 4 at 234 degrees and about 140 miles (230 km) from Task Force 
16, sailing on a northwest heading. 

• Mitscher had command of the newest carrier in the battle and had the 
least experienced air group. 

• Mitscher convened a quick conference with Lieutenant Commander 
Stanhope  Ring, the air group commander, and the four squadron 
commanders. The air officer and a few others probably were also 
present. The Hornet brass discussed what course to fly in searching for 
the enemy based on the latest information from air plot. The evidence 
strongly indicates that they decided to send the Hornet strike group 
West on a heading of 265 degrees instead of the Southwest 240 
degrees task force 16 base course.  What reasoning this followed is not 
apparent in the fragmentary sources.

• Waldron, commander of the torpedo squadron, differed with the 
proposed heading of 265 degrees, vehemently protested the decision 
in front of Ring and Mitscher, but was overruled by the latter.

• Thirty minutes after the Hornet airgroup set out, Waldron broke away 
from the other squadrons, coming to a course of 240 degrees. His 
Torpedo Eight squadron flew directly to the enemy carrier group's 
location.

• Every aircraft of VT 8 was shot down and only one of the aircrew 
survived, no damage was done to the enemy. More may have survived 
and more damage may have been done to the enemy had a fighter 
escort been assigned to follow VT8.

The fifteen Devastators of VT-8 form up as they leave 
Hornet.
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4 June - Midway
• Commander Ring led the Hornet strike out on a heading of 265 degrees with the 34 SBDs in a scouting line 

abreast to increase the area searched. 

• After about half an hour Waldron, leading VT-8, in flagrant disregard of orders, broke formation from Ring, 
swung round to the left and followed a more south westerly heading.

• Gray and his Wildcats above at 20,000 feet continued to follow Waldron. Waldron had the fighter support he wanted but 
didn’t know it was there.

• Soon after 09.00 Gray noticed a bank of low cloud ahead of the TBDs then watched them disappear under the whitish mass.
• Gray never saw them again.

• Then about 09.10 Jack Kelly, leader of Gray’s second division radioed “there they are at one o’clock down, 
skipper.”

• Gray saw ship wakes far off and headed for them, searching for McClusky’s dive bombers and Japanese fighters.

• The 10 Wildcat pilots from Hornet following Ring, who had been the first planes launched from Hornet, after 
nearly two hours aloft, found their fuel gauges below half full. 

• Not long after 09.00 Ensign McInerny did something highly unprecedented for a junior pilot. Easing past his section leader, 
John Magda, he flew up beside the Squadron’s CO, Lt Cdr Mitchell, and pointed animatedly to the fuel gauge. 

• Mitchell waved him back into his proper slot in the formation. McInerny dropped back but only for a few minutes. 
• Soon he was back next to the skipper. 
• Mitchell violently gestured for him to get back but McInerny had had enough. 
• He swung round in a wide turn to head away to the east. Magda, his section leader, followed him. 
• Mitchell then gathered the other eight Wildcats turned and headed back east after McInerny and Magda. 
• When they left Ring and the dive bombers they were around 155 miles from their point of departure. They headed back for 

the task force guided by Zed Baker with throttles set for maximum range.

• At 09.25 Yorktown launched a relief CAP, recovered the first CAP then turned onto 225 degrees at 25 knots 
towards Task Force 16 then about 15 miles south west.
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4 June - Midway
• Lindsey’s VT-6 from Enterprise, last to take off, after the dive bombers and fighters had departed, 

headed out on 240 degrees and sighted smoke about 30 miles to the north west not long after 
09.30.
• Lindsey turned towards and aimed for the nearest flat top but the rate of closing was agonisingly slow – TBDs 

doing 100 knots chasing ships doing 30 knots.
• At 09.40 a cruiser opened fire with its main armament to direct the Zeros of the CAP towards the TBDs.

• Wade McClusky, Enterprise Air Group Commander, leading the two enterprise dive bomber 
squadrons, reached the area he expected to find the enemy and found only open ocean.
• He continued on the same course for another 35 miles, passing the safe limit of fuel endurance,
• then at 09.35 he turned northwards to continue the search.

• Ring kept on going west with the SBDs without finding any trace of the enemy until about 09.40
when he turned south for a few minutes and then turned back east. 
• About this time the group broke up and Ring found himself alone.

• Ring and the 15 SBDs of Scouting Eight separately set course back to the task force guided by Zed 
Baker.

• The 18 SBDs of Bombing Eight searched south east then split up. 
• Four headed back to the task force and reached base on Hornet. 
• Fourteen headed towards Midway Island. 
• Eleven eventually reached the island, the other three ran out of gas and ditched.  
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4 June - Midway
• A few minutes after 10.00 Mitchell’s group of Hornet fighters sighted some ship wakes far off to the north. 

• They identified the ships as Japanese and held to their south easterly heading. 
• Not long afterwards the first Wildcat ran out of fuel, slowed, stalled and headed down. The others were still too high to see

what happened when it splashed.

• McInerny and Magda, ahead and to the south of the other group, were the next to go. 
• When the fuel gauges showed only a few minutes left they conferred by hand signals and decided to ditch while they still 

had power. After carefully judging wind and wave conditions they set down not far apart. 
• Leaping out both secured their life rafts from the dorsal fairings. 
• McInerny inflated his liferaft and stepped in only to find that he had forgotten to cut the lanyard that secured it to the 

sinking wildcat. Both he and the life raft were under water before he managed to break it free. Popping back to the surface 
he paddled over to join Magda’s raft.

• The next to go was Jennings, whose engine quit. Tallman, his wing man, still had power but followed his 
leader and ditched beside him. 

• Both had time to pop their rubber boats and bring them together. Two more dots on a vast and lonely sea. 
• Furious at the whole situation, Tallman spent the next two hours scribbling his report on the rough fabric of his raft.

• Kelly then ran out of fuel and turned to glide on a reverse course. Talbot followed him down. Kelly’s Wildcat 
ploughed into the waves and sank immediately. 

• Talbot ditched not far away at about 10.30 but escaped the cockpit and launched his raft.

• When the next man ran out of fuel the last two followed him down and all ditched together. 
• Mitchell found his Wildcat sinking beneath him and was lucky to escape. Raftless he bobbed on the sea supported only by 

his yellow life jacket.
• Ruehlow gashed his head painfully on the gunsight when ditching but scrambled free and secured his life raft and 
• Dick Gray secured both his raft and his emergency rations. Ruehlow and Gray brought their rafts together and picked up the 

skipper.
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Admiral Marc Mitscher
• Mitscher was appointed to the command of Patrol Wing 2. 

• In December he was sent to the South Pacific as Commander Fleet Air, 
Nouméa. Four months later in April 1943, Halsey moved Mitscher up to 
Guadalcanal, assigning him as Commander Air, Solomon Islands 
(COMAIRSOLS). Here Mitscher directed an assortment of Army, Navy, 
Marine and New Zealand aircraft in the air war over Guadalcanal and up 
the Solomon chain. 

• Halsey said: "I knew we'd probably catch hell from the Japs in the air. That's 
why I sent Pete Mitscher up there. Pete was a fighting fool and I knew it." 
Mitscher brought a fresh outlook, and instilled an offensive mindset to his 
assorted air commands.

• Returning to the Central Pacific as Commander, Carrier Division 3, Mitscher
soon was given operational control of the newly formed Fast Carrier Task 
Force, at that time operating as Task Force 58 as part of Admiral Raymond 
Spruance's Fifth Fleet. 

• In the ensuing years Mitscher's aviators devastated Japanese naval forces.

• On 11 May 1945 Mitscher's flagship Bunker Hill was struck by kamikazes, 
knocking her out of the operation and causing much loss of life. Half of 
Mitscher's staff officers were killed or wounded, and Mitscher was forced 
to shift his command to Enterprise. When Enterprise was struck by 
kamikaze attack as well, Mitscher had to transfer once more, this time to 
USS Randolph, an Essex-class aircraft carrier that had been damaged by a 
long-range kamikaze attack at Ulithi. Throughout this period Mitscher
repeatedly led the fast carriers northward to attack airbases on the 
Japanese home islands. 

• on March 1, 1946, became Commander-in-Chief, U.S. Atlantic Fleet, with 
the rank of admiral. While serving in that capacity, Mitscher died on 3 
February 1947 of a coronary thrombosis at Norfolk, Virginia at the age of 
60.

President Truman congratulates Mitscher
during the award of Presidential Citations, 
July 1946.
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23rd January – Sea – Japanese invade Rabaul
• Balikpapan

• The US destroyers pushed on through Sape Strait, and 
steered north to skirt the west coast of Celebes until, at 
7.30 p.m. on 23rd January, they altered course in the 
darkness to head north-west across Macassar Strait to 
Balikpapan.

• The first attack was made on the convoy (at 
Balikpapan)(on 23rd January) by nine Dutch Glenn Martin 
bombers from Samarinda II, escorted by twenty Brewster 
Buffaloes, which sank a large transport and damaged a 
second.

• Columns of smoke from Balikpapan soon indicated that 
demolition of the oilfields was in progress.

• The Japanese convoy anchored off Balikpapan at 21.30 on 
the 23rd, silhouetted from seaward against the flare and 
glow from the burning oilfields on shore, and started 
debarking the occupation force. 

• During the night of 23-24 January 1942 Japanese troops 
landed in Balikpapan and occupied the town and oil 
refineries. There was no opposition ashore, the Dutch 
garrison having withdrawn inland after damaging the oil 
installations.

• later the Dutch submarine K 18 torpedoed and sank a 
second large transport.

Dutch Glenn Martin WH3A bombers
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Pacific The Marines were all ashore on Samoa on 23rd

January. The Lexington taskforce was en route to deliver a 
bombing attack on Wake Island on 23rd January, when, 135 
miles west of Pearl, its fleet oiler was torpedoed and sunk 
by a Japanese submarine. The operation depended on 
refuelling at sea and there was no other tanker available so 
the operation had to be called off.



24th January – Sea – Last convoy into Singapore
• Balikpapan
• The four American destroyers making up at 27 knots from the south-east, 

evaded a challenging patrol, and arrived at Balikpapan anchorage and 
sighted their targets at 2.46 a.m. on the 24th. 
• Transports were their targets, and torpedoes the primary weapons, and for an hour 

and a quarter the four ships sped around and through the two lines of anchored 
transports attacking with torpedoes and, when these were expended, gun fire. 

• Considering the targets (there were twelve transports) and the opportunities, the 
results were disappointing. For the expenditure of forty eight torpedoes, the 
destroyers sank three transports and a patrol boat and possibly damaged two other 
transports. 

• The Japanese escorting destroyers failed to make any contact with the American 
ships, which withdrew successfully and, soon after 8 a.m., rejoined Marblehead and 
retired to Surabaya. 

• This encounter off Balikpapan was the US Navy’s first surface action since 
1898.
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18th February – Sea – Evacuation from Sumatra
• In Oosthaven,at 6 p.m. on the 17th, Burnie anchored one cable off shore in a position where its gun 

commanded a bridge giving access to the wharf.
• A demolition party was landed, and worked through the night.

• They destroyed ammunition dumps and rolling stock;
• landed four depth charges, three of which were placed under the wharf and one in the cargo sheds;
• and poured sulphuric acid into the working parts, and hammered over the propeller blades, of four trucks of torpedoes.

• At 3 p.m. on the 18th the rearguard (N.E.I. troops) embarked in the last remaining merchant ship, which then sailed.
• At 3.20 p.m. the depth charges were exploded and the wharf blown up, and all rubber stocks were set on fire.
• Burnie weighed at 4.20 p.m., and in a short bombardment set the oil tanks on fire; blew up ammunition dumps; and 

destroyed the bridge of the approach road from Tanjong Kereng.
• At 5.30 p.m. on the 18th Burnie departed for Tanjong Priok, where she arrived next morning.

• At 9.10 a.m. on the 18th, a Japanese force of four cruisers and two unspecified vessels was reported about 
140 miles south-west of Macassar, roughly midway to Bali; and at 3 p.m. it was again reported about sixty 
miles north-east of Bali and proceeding towards the island at 15 knots.

• The invasion force reached its destination at Bali, off Sanur on the south - east coast, at about 10 p.m. on the 
18th. 

• Doorman’s Tjilatjap force, consisting of De Ruyter, Java, Piet Hein and the American destroyers Ford and 
Pope, sailed at about the same time, starting a 400-mile run along Java 's south coast to Bali.

• Houston and Peary were needed urgently by Doorman, and the two ships left Darwin again for Java later 
that day (18th). Houston proceeded to Tjilatjap but Peary engaged in a hunt for a suspected submarine 
outside Darwin, and used so much fuel that she had to return to Darwin to refuel. She entered Darwin early 
on 19th
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18th February - Sea
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09.10 sighting

15.00 sighting
Striking force sails 
from Tjilatjap
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19th February – Sea - Bombing of Darwin
• Pacific

• The Free French destroyer Le Triomphant made a quick dash to Nauru and then to Ocean Island late in February  to take off the 
Australian field artillery detachments which had been stationed there in 1941 and take them to the New Hebrides where they 
were transhipped to the Phosphate Commission ship Trienza which was standing by there. The Trienza then cleared for Brisbane.

• Bali

• That night (18th/19th) an enemy convoy arrived in Sanur Roads, and proceeded to land troops in eastern Bali. 
• At daylight on the 19th Allied aircraft began a series of attacks on the convoy and escorts. Flying Fortresses made 11 sorties and claimed 5 

direct hits. Two Dauntless dive bombers of No. 91 Squadron at Malang also attacked, using makeshift bombsights, they claimed hits on a 
cruiser and a transport. 

• The attacking airmen estimated the invading force at two cruisers, four or five destroyers and four transports.
• Some damage was also inflicted by the U.S. submarine Seawolf, which attacked with torpedoes during the afternoon of the 19th. 
• The Japanese, however, successfully landed the assault force. There was no resistance on shore, and the aerodrome was promptly secured.

• Doorman arrived off Sanur in line ahead with De Ruyter in the lead, followed by Java. Piet Hein led the destroyer column three 
miles astern. 

• Java was the first to sight enemy ships to port, and opened fire at 10.25 p.m. 
• The Japanese destroyers illuminated with search - light and star shell and returned fire. 
• There followed a melee in which a transport was hit by Java's gun fire and possibly by a torpedo from Ford; and the Dutch destroyer Piet Hein 

was sunk, either by Japanese gun fire or torpedoes.

• Soon after 11 p.m. the action was over. 
• The Dutch cruisers headed north-east through Lombok Strait to round Bali north about to Surabaya; 
• the American destroyers headed south to return westwards to Tjilatjap.

• Timor

• Late in the night of the 19th February the assault convoys anchored off Dili and Koepang in readiness for pre-dawn landings.

• Ceylon

• She (Hermes) sailed from Colombo for Fremantle on 19th February to join Anzac Force, escorted by Vampire; but two days later 
both ships were recalled to Trincomalee.
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20th February – Sea - Lexington’s strike at Rabaul
• About two-and-a-half hours later the second Allied wave, the Surabaya force, which rounded the 

eastern tip of Java through Bali Strait and then followed in the wake of Doorman 's force, arrived 
off Sanur soon after 1.30 a.m. on 20th February. 
• With the American destroyers, led by Stewart, in the van; and with Tromp astern to follow up a torpedo attack 

with her 5.9-inch gun fire; 
• the column sped in to Badung Strait at 25 knots. 
• Again the action was a melee in which the initial Japanese opponents were two destroyers. 
• They were unharmed by the twenty or so torpedoes fired by the destroyers, and had the best of a gun fire 

exchange in which they scored hits on Stewart, causing casualties, and flooding in the engine room. 

• Apparently the first blow to land on the enemy was by Tromp, which soon after 2 a.m. hit one of 
the destroyers forward of the bridge with gun fire. Tromp herself meanwhile suffered hits in 
return. Shortly after, contact was lost with the Japanese ships, and the Allied force continued on 
north eastwards.

• At 2.19 a.m. on the 20th the retiring Allied force met two more Japanese destroyers head on. In a 
hot action of only a few minutes, in which both sides fired guns and torpedoes, 
• a Japanese destroyer was badly hit by Pillsbury, Edwards, and Tromp, so that she was immobilised and 
• Tromp took some punishment in return. 
• The Allied ships continued on to the north-east through Lombok Strait, cleared Bali by 3 a.m., and retired to 

Surabaya.
• Tromp, severely damaged by ten shell hits had to be sent to Australia for repairs.
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Bali 19th and 20th February
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27th February – Sea – Evacuation from Batavia
• Java Sea

• An allied aircraft sighted two Japanese cruisers and 
a destroyer flotilla, 100 miles north west of 
Bawean Island, steering south east. The report 
reached Doorman at 2.27 p.m. as he was entering 
Surabaya. 

• Doorman at once turned his force and proceeded 
to sea again to seek and attack the convoy. 
Visibility was extreme. Electra first sighted the 
Japanese at 4.12 p.m., fine on the starboard bow, 
distant about ten miles, and crossing from 
starboard to port. The Japanese had two heavy 
and two light cruisers and twelve destroyers 
against the allies’ two heavy and three light 
cruisers and nine destroyers. 

• Doorman increased speed to 26 knots and held his 
north-west course, closing the range, which at 4.16 
p.m., when the Japanese opened fire, was about 
28,000 yards for the heavy cruisers, shooting at 
Exeter and Houston; and 18,000 for a light cruiser 
shooting at Electra. 

• Exeter, Houston and Perth opened fire as targets 
came within range.  

Admiral Doorman’s flagship, the light cruiser, 
HNLMS de Ruyter (Photo - Royal Netherlands Navy)
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27th February - Sea
• At 4.29 the Allied force altered course to W.S.W., 

parallel to the Japanese. About this time (4.31 
p.m.) De Ruyter was hit in the auxiliary engine 
room by an 8-inch shell which failed to explode.

• Observers in Perth, Exeter and Houston believed 
they saw hits on enemy ships at this stage. The 
Japanese destroyers made smoke which 
temporarily obscured the opponents from each 
other, but the Japanese, with the aid of three 
spotting float-planes, maintained accurate gun fire. 

• At 4.35 p.m. Doorman, again trying to get his light 
cruisers into action, altered course to west, and 
soon afterwards to N.W. by W.

• About 5.00 pm Exeter was hit in a boiler room by 
an 8-inch shell; six of the eight boilers were put out 
of action; and speed was reduced to 11 knots. 

• During the confusion caused by Exeter falling out 
of line, at 5.15 Kortenaer blew up close ahead of 
Perth. "She capsized and dived under in a few 
seconds, then broke in halves." Tracks of other 
torpedoes were seen, but no other ships were hit.

• At 5.40 p.m. Doorman ordered the damaged Exeter 
to retire to Surabaya, escorted by Witte de With.

The heavy cruiser HMS Exeter
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27th February - Sea
• Doorman ordered the British destroyers to attack. Because of smoke, made by Perth and destroyers covering Exeter, visibility was 

down to half a mile. Electra drove through the smoke and cleared its northern fringe just as three enemy destroyers were entering 
on opposite course. In a rapid exchange of fire (in which Electra claimed hits on the enemy leader) the British destroyer received a 
shell in a boiler room which immobilised her. 

• A Japanese destroyer returned to the immobilised Electra, and though that ship fought back, quickly silenced her guns one by one. 
"Abandon ship" was ordered when only one gun was left firing. Apparently all survivors were in the water, when Electra finally 
sank slowly out of sight about 6 p.m.

• By 6.30 p.m. contact between the opposing forces was lost. Doorman led the Striking Force north-east, and subsequently on 
various courses searching for the convoy. About 8.00 pm Doorman led round to south. He had, it seems, concluded that he could
not get at the convoy to the northward, and his best plan would be to go south and steam west along the coast, hoping to 
intercept there.

• at about 9 p.m. some 50 miles north-west of Surabaya the four American destroyers (having no torpedoes left) broke off and 
proceeded to Surabaya to refuel.

• Doorman swung west, and steamed along the coast close inshore. At 9.25, when about eight-and-a-half miles N.N.E. of Tuban, a 
heavy explosion wrecked and stopped Jupiter. It was thought that she had been torpedoed.

• Doorman turned northwards again, his every move being noted and passed on by the Japanese reconnaissance aircraft which 
watched him in the moonlight and dropped lines of bright calcium flares across his line of advance at each change of course.

• just before 11 p.m. two Japanese cruisers were sighted on the port bow by the Allied force. The Japanese increased speed, turned 
to a parallel course, and gun fire was exchanged, accurate but slow—both sides were tiring. 

• The Japanese now launched a torpedo attack and hit De Ruyter and Java, which both blew up and sank, some 25 miles south-west 
of Bawean Island at about 11 p.m. on the 27th. Perth just escaped collision with De Ruyter by violent helm and engine 
manoeuvres. Doorman went down with his flagship.

• Waller (captain of Perth) took Houston under his orders, made a feint to the south-east, and then turned direct to Batavia at high 
speed.
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27th February - Sea

Sighting 2.27 on 27th

Battle Area
Bawean Island
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28th Feb – Sea – Japanese threatening Rangoon
• Perth & Houston

• At about the same time (7 p.m. on the 28th) Perth, 
in company with Houston, sailed from Tanjong 
Priok for Tjilatjap. The two ships hugged the Java 
coast steaming in line ahead with Perth in the lead. 
The sea was calm there was a clear sky and full 
moon.

• At 11.6 p.m., when about half-way across the 
mouth of Bantam Bay, Perth's lookouts sighted a 
ship about five miles ahead, close to St Nicolas 
Point. It was thought that she was one of the 
Australian corvettes of the Sunda Strait Patrol, but 
when challenged she at first replied unintelligibly 
with a greenish - coloured lamp, and then turned 
away making smoke. 

• She was then seen to be a Japanese destroyer and 
Waller sounded the alarm, made an enemy report, 
and ordered the forward turrets to open fire.

• The original sighting was quickly followed by 
others, of destroyers and cruisers and the ship 's 
armament was split to engage different targets 
simultaneously. Waller altering course violently 
and repeatedly so as to keep the guns bearing. 
There were so many targets that it was impossible 
to engage all simultaneously, so that some 
Japanese destroyers were able to close to very 
short range. 

HMAS Perth, taken from HMAS Adelaide, 15th February 1942.

Perth suffered three hits within half an hour but 
damage was only superficial. She and Houston 
continued to fight with every effective gun and 
Perth also fired her torpedoes as they steamed at 
high speed, and zigzagged erratically. “Hits were 
definitely scored"—by Perth—on some of the 
destroyers which closed in".
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28th February - Sea
• Perth & Houston

• About midnight very little 6-inch ammunition remained, and Waller, 
deciding to try to force a passage through Sunda Strait, ordered full 
speed and set course direct for the Indian Ocean. Perth had barely 
steadied on the course when, 

• at five minutes past midnight, a torpedo struck on the starboard side. 
The report came: “Forward engine room out . . . speed reduced"; and 
Waller said "Very good".

• A few minutes later it was reported that ammunition was almost 
expended, the turrets were firing practice shells and the 4-inch guns 
were reduced to star shells. Again Waller said "Very good". 

• Shortly afterwards a second torpedo hit under the bridge, also on the 
starboard side, and Waller said "Christ! That' s torn it. . . . Abandon 
ship."

• Most of those who got out of the ship left at about this time, before a 
third torpedo struck, well aft on the starboard side, about five minutes 
later. 

• It was quickly followed by a fourth torpedo which hit on the port side. 
Perth, which had listed to starboard, came upright, heeled over to port, 
and sank about twenty-five minutes after midnight. 

• Little damage had been done to Perth until the very end of the action, 
but she was repeatedly smashed by shell hits while abandoning ship; and 
many of her people were killed or wounded in the water by exploding 
shells, and by the third and fourth torpedoes. 

• 352 of Perth’s crew were killed in her last action, out of a crew of 680. 
Captain Waller was lost with his ship. He was last seen standing with his 
arms on the front of the bridge, looking down at the silent turrets. Captain Waller on his bridge on HMAS Perth
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28th February - Sea
• Sunda Strait

• Houston was still afloat and fighting, 
though badly on fire. She sank—torn 
by shell and torpedo explosions about 
twenty minutes after Perth.

• Soon after 10 p.m. a Japanese
Invasion Convoy had entered Bantam 
Bay, escorted by two heavy and two 
light cruisers and eight destroyers. 
Perth and Houston had steamed into 
the middle of it.

• Panama Canal Zone

• Cominch, Admiral King, directed 
SubRon 5, forming up in the Canal 
Zone to “proceed . . . towards 
Brisbane. Ultimate destination later.” 

S44 one of the 6 submarines of SubRon 5. The S boats 
are smaller and older than the named fleet 
submarines. S 44 was commissioned in 1925.
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28th February - Sea
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7 August – Sea -39 Battalion defend Kokoda
• Sea

• As darkness fell on 7 August, the American submarine S 38, 
ten days out from Brisbane and on patrol in St Georges 
Channel reported by radio "two destroyers and three larger 
ships of unknown type" proceeding south-easterly.

• On 7th August Admiral Turner requested Admiral McCain to 
send a Catalina reconnaissance aircraft north-west from 
Espiritu Santo via Malaita, even though it would cover part of 
the search area for which MacArthur's land - based aircraft 
were responsible. 

• At midnight on the 7/8th August S38 intercepted a transport 
and two escorts off Cape St George, New Ireland, and sank 
the transport with two torpedo hits.

• Air

• The DC2 was again active over Kagi with a successful drop in 
the morning, a second mission to Kagi at 12.50 failed due to 
bad weather.

• 32 P400s of the 35th Fighter Group crossed the Owen 
Stanleys in a mission aimed at enemy supply dumps in the 
Kokoda area. The 16 fighters equipped with bomb racks 
dropped 500 pound bombs and expended 25,000 rounds of 
ammunition, while the others remained overhead providing 
top cover.
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S38 1,062 tons, 220 feet loa, crew 42. Commissioned 
May 1923.



8 August – Sea 39 Battalion are defending Deniki
• To guard the transport anchorages at night Crutchley formed two heavy cruiser groups, 

• one—Australia, Canberra, Chicago—patrolling in an area south-east of Savo Island and covering the southern entrance; 

• the other—Vincennes, Astoria, Quincy—patrolling in an area north-east of Savo, guarding the northern entrance. 

• The two light cruisers, San Juan and Hobart were allotted an area for night patrol covering the approach channels from the east.

• Of the fifteen destroyers, Bagley and Patterson were allocated to the Australia group and Helm and Wilson to the Vincennes group, 
as anti-submarine screen; and two to the light cruiser group. Seven were charged with the anti-submarine protection of the two 
transport groups. And two, Ralph Talbot and Blue, were radar guard ships to seaward of Savo Island, covering the entrances to 
warn of any approaching enemy. They had been selected for this duty because in the opinion of Comdesron 4 they had the most 
effective radar and radar operating capability of the nine ships in his squadron.

• All ships were, by Crutchley's order, to be in "status of readiness number one for action". This had been ordered at midday on 6th 
August, and not relaxed except for the modification: "For the present when in first degree of readiness, small numbers may in turn 
be sent from their quarters to get meals."

• These dispositions and patrols had operated on the night 7th-8th August without incident . 

• At 6.30 p.m. on the 8th, Crutchley ordered the screening forces to take up night dispositions as for the previous night.

• Australia, with destroyers Patterson to port and Bagley to starboard broad on the bows, led Canberra and Chicago, in that order, 
ships three cables apart, steaming 12 knots, patrolling an area between Lunga Point and Savo Island, cruising backwards and 
forwards parallel to and five miles from the Guadalcanal coast, on courses approximately N .W. by W. on the leg towards Savo, and 
S.E. by E. on the return leg, reversing course every hour. 

• The northern group, under the tactical command of Captain Riefkohl in Vincennes, employed a box patrol, steaming at 10 knots in 
a square, turning 90 degrees every half hour. Vincennes, with destroyers Helm and Wilson broad on her bows, led Quincy and 
Astoria at three cables intervals.
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8 August - Sea
• S38’s sighting report at dusk on 7 August of "two 

destroyers and three larger ships of unknown type" 
in St Georges Channel proceeding south-easterly 
was received (via Comsouwespacfor, Vice-Admiral 
Leary) by Crutchley at 7.39 a.m. on 8th August.

• At 10.26 on the 8th a Hudson aircraft piloted by 
Sergeant Stutt of No. 32 Squadron, R.A.A.F. sighted 
Japanese ships some 30 miles north-east of Kieta. 
A float plane took off in an attempt to intercept 
the Hudson, which successfully gained cloud cover 
over Bougainville, but was unable immediately to 
report the sighting of the enemy ships because of 
radio failure.

• At 10.27 a.m. on the 8th Crutchley received a 
message from Coastwatcher Read at Buka Passage: 
"Forty heavy bombers proceeding southeast.” 
Shortly afterwards Admiral Turner  had both 
groups of transports in cruising disposition, 
screened by cruisers and destroyers and 
maneuvering at 13.5 knots by simultaneous turns.

• At 11.01 a second Australian Hudson sighted the 
Japanese ships still milling about in the same 
location north of the strait between Bougainville 
and Choiseul. The report of this sighting was also 
delayed.
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8 August - Sea
• New Guinea/Solomons

• Stutt's aircraft reached Milne Bay at 12.42 p.m., having attacked two surfaced submarines en route. The aircraft was met by jeep 
and the crew taken to the operations room for debriefing, where they reported the sighting of "three cruisers, three destroyers,
two seaplane tenders or gunboats at 5.49S 156.07E course 120 degrees, speed 15 knots".

• H.M.A.S. Warrnambool, from Moresby, searched the area where Mamutu was attacked and thirty miles to leeward all day on the 
8th (August), but found no trace of wreckage or survivors.

• Fletcher knew that on two days the Japanese had  struck hard far from their base, despite MacArthur’s interdiction of Rabaul. The 
Japanese had not found the carriers yet but Fletcher could not count on continued good luck. At 15.25 he queried Noyes who was 
in tactical command:

• “In view of torpedo plane attack and reduction of our fighter strength I intend to recommend immediate withdrawal of carriers. Do you agree?”
• Noyes replied: “Affirmative”

• At 18.07 Fletcher signalled Ghormley: 
• “fighter strength reduced from 99 to 78. In view of large number of enemy torpedo and bomber planes in the area, recommend immediate 

withdrawal of carriers.”

• While waiting Ghormley’s decision Fletcher headed south east at 15 knots.

• After moving in routine fashion over intricate communications channels Stutt’s sighting report reached Crutchley at 6.17 p.m. on 
the 8th and Turner about 7.00 p.m.

• Australia

• Katoomba reached port undamaged. The Master believed that there had been two submarines involved in the attack on his ship.

• North Pacific

• In an indication that US Submarines could become more effective, now the limitations of the torpedoes were better understood,
two Japanese ships were sunk in the North Pacific on 8th August. USS Narwhal sank a large transport in the Kurile Islands and USS 
Silversides sank a large transport in the approaches to Osaka.
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8/9 August - Sea
• At 8.45 p.m. Crutchley received a dispatch from Admiral 

Turner recalling him to the transport area to attend a 
conference in his flagship, the transport McCawley. 

• Fletcher had announced his intention of withdrawing the 
carriers, and the immediate future of the transports and 
screening groups with the consequent removal of their air 
cover was a matter of urgent concern.

• Crutchley handed over charge of the patrol to Captain Bode, 
U.S.N., in Chicago, at 8.55 p.m. and Australia left the screen 
for X transport group.

• Bode directed Canberra to lead the line in place of Australia, 
to avoid altering dispositions. The night was moonless and 
overcast, intermittently illuminated by lightning flashes or 
curtained by rain squalls. Visibility varied from 100 to 15,000 
yards. There were light N.E. winds and a smooth sea.

• Canberra was using her Type 271 radar set for surface 
warning. It had, on previous occasions, detected the 
approach of cruisers at a distance of 30 nautical miles. 

• On this night it was less penetrating. 
• "In the area in which we were," said Sub-Lieutenant Medley, 

Canberra's R.D.F. Officer, "operation of the set was extremely 
difficult, and not of very much value in my opinion . . . because 
of the surrounding land." 

• Through it the operators could see Blue at intervals, and the 
other ships of the southern patrol group. But they did not sight 
any of the cruisers in the northern group.
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Canberra under way off Tulagi during the landings on 
7–8 August 1942. Three transports are among the 

ships visible in the distance, with Tulagi and the 
Nggela Islands beyond.



8/9 August - Sea
• The pilot of the second Hudson reported two heavy cruisers, 

two light cruisers and one unidentified vessel at 5.42S 156.5 
E but gave neither course nor speed. This report reached 
Turner at approximately 21.30 on the 8th.

• Turner reviewed the two Hudson reports, personally plotted 
them on the chart and concluded that the Japanese planned 
to set up a seaplane base at Rekata Bay on Santa Isabel Island 
from which to launch torpedo plane attacks on the 9th. Based 
on this assessment, Turner requested McCain to attack 
Rekata Bay at dawn. 

• Crutchley and Turner met in Turner's flagship, McCawley, 
about 10.30 p.m. on the 8th and Vandegrift arrived soon 
after eleven. The three commanders agreed that, with the 
loss of Fletcher's air cover, the transports should leave at 7.30 
next morning, "although Vandegrift was dismayed at the 
prospect of his 18,000 Marines being left with inadequate 
supplies and no naval support". 

• Crutchley asked Turner what he thought of the Intelligence 
report of the enemy force of three cruisers, three destroyers, 
and two seaplane tenders sighted east of Bougainville. Turner 
described his conclusions and Crutchley concurred with his 
view.

• Vandegrift held that retirement of the ships would leave him 
in a "most alarming”position. Division plans assumed the 
ships would remain in the target area four days, and even 
then all available supplies would prove scanty enough, such 
was the haste with which the assault mounted out with less 
than the normal minimum in basic allowances. But a 
withdrawal early on 9 August would take much of the 
supplies and equipment away in the holds of ships and leave 
beach dumps in a state of chaos.
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8/9 August - Sea
• At 23.30 Fletcher changed course to 230 degrees and planned to turn to 320 dgrees at 

01.00/9 so that he could support the landings again if Ghormley should decline his 
request.

• At 23.33 on 8th August McCain’s headquarters issued a notification of failures to 
complete the air reconnaissance program for the day due to bad weather to the North 
West of Guadalcanal.

• At intervals from midnight on 8/9th August there had been sounds of single aircraft flying 
overhead. Ralph Talbot, the northern radar picquet destroyer outside Savo, sighted one 
of the aircraft, identified it as a cruiser-type float-plane, and at midnight broadcast a 
warning which, despite numerous repetitions, failed to reach Turner. 

• At 1 a.m. the watch reported this to Getting, Captain of Canberra. The consensus of 
opinion was that they must be friendly aircraft, and the assertion of a junior officer in 
Quincy that they must be enemy "was regarded by his seniors as mildly hysterical"

• It was 1.15 a.m. on the 9th when Crutchley rejoined Australia, and after 1.30 when the 
ship cleared the transport area. Because of the brief remaining period before the 
screening groups would have to leave night stations so as to be back with the transports 
by first light, Crutchley decided not to rejoin the southern group, and ordered Australia 
to patrol in the vicinity of Squadron X transports.
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8/9 August - Sea
• At 1.40 a.m. Lieut-Commander 

Wight, on Canberra’s bridge, saw, 
distant about 6,000 yards four 
points on the starboard bow, an 
explosion which appeared to be a 
torpedo hit. He sounded action 
stations.

• At the same time U.S.S. Patterson, 
five cables on Canberra's starboard 
bow, altered course to port to 
cross, and commenced signalling. 
She reported three ships and their 
bearing by lamp to Canberra. 

• About 1.40  star shell over the 
transport area at Guadalcanal was 
seen from all ships in the Northern 
patrol.
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8/9 August - Sea
• At 1.43 a.m., Patterson reported "Warning—Warning. Strange ships entering harbour!" by T.B.S. 

(Talk Between Ships, VHF voice radio). It was heard by the cruisers and destroyer Wilson in the 
northern group. 

• Quincy heard Patterson's "Warning, Warning! Strange ships entering harbour," and went to action 
stations.

• Wight sighted the wakes of three ships fine on the starboard bow against the blackness of the 
south end of Savo, and moving from port to starboard. He put the starboard Enemy Bearing 
Indicator on the left hand ship and ordered "Alarm starboard, Green 20, Load, Load, Load" then 
ordered "Port 35 degrees" to open "A" arcs.

• As the other officers rushed to their action stations and the ship started to swing to the port helm 
a torpedo was sighted, passing down the starboard side, having approached from fine on the port 
bow.

• At 01.44 Getting ordered "Hard a'starboard, full ahead!" The Gunnery Officer ordered "Open 
Fire!" Canberra was swinging to starboard. Two flares, or star shell, were burning about 1,000 
yards on the starboard beam. The three enemy ships were on the port bow, distant about 1,500 
yards. Two more torpedo tracks were sighted ahead crossing from port.

• Mesley, the navigator, who was conning the ship, sighting torpedo tracks on each side of the ship, 
ordered the helm to midships, and then "Port 35", to check the ship swinging to starboard. 
Mesley shouted down the plot voice pipe "Enemy report two unknown bearing 300 one mile.”
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8/9 August - Sea
• Suddenly Mesley was blinded by an explosion just 

abaft the compass platform.

• As Mesley was recovering his vision another shell 
hit on the port after corner of the compass 
platform. This again dazzled Mesley, and: "When I 
could see again I saw several people on the deck of 
the compass platform and recognised the Captain, 
whose head was within two feet of the Pelorous to 
which I was clinging." 

• This shell mortally wounded Getting, and killed and 
wounded others on the compass platform and in 
the port torpedo control position.

• The Chief Quartermaster reported that the wheel 
was useless, and when Mesley ordered "Steer by 
main engines", reported that all communications 
and all power had completely failed. The second 
Japanese salvo had hit both engine rooms.

• Canberra had been under fire for about two 
minutes. 

• She was hit by at least 24 shells. 
• She was drifting to a stop, listing about eight degrees to 

starboard, blazing amidships and with many fires 
burning between decks. 

• One-sixth of her complement were killed or wounded. 
• Power had been lost before the enemy sighting report 

could be sent. War in the Pacific 1943 - ©Jerry McBrien - Wk 23 37



8/9 August - Sea
• Patterson had opened fire—and passed an enemy report to Canberra and 

Chicago by lamp. A brief exchange of gunfire resulted in Patterson being hit 
and set on fire aft and suffering a number of casualties. The Japanese then 
drew away to the north-eastward. The Captain only discovered that his 
order to fire torpedoes had not been heard after contact had been lost. It 
was then about 2 a.m. Patterson made in a general north-eastward 
direction to a pre-arranged destroyer rendezvous five miles north-west of 
Savo Island.

• Bagley sighted the approaching Japanese fine on her port bow. They 
appeared to be very close to Savo, steering south-easterly at high speed. 
Bagley swung hard a'port to bring her starboard battery to bear, but when 
sights came on it was found that primers had not been inserted. She 
continued the swing until her port battery bore, when she fired four 
torpedoes. But at that moment the Japanese ships were lost to view. After 
scanning the passage between Guadalcanal and Savo without sighting 
anything, Bagley also made for the prearranged destroyer rendezvous.
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8/9 August - Sea
• Chicago’s bridge had been first alerted by two 

orange flashes near Savo Island at 01.42.

• Aircraft flares were then seen over the transport 
area, and then Canberra swung to starboard. 

• Shortly after Chicago turned to starboard 
torpedoes were reported crossing from port to 
starboard, and Chicago swung hard a'port to 
parallel wakes. 

• But by then the torpedoes were too close aboard, 
and one struck Chicago on the port bow well 
forward, deluging the ship to amidships with a 
huge column of water. 

• While her damage control parties shored up the 
forward bulkheads, Chicago received a minor shell 
hit from a cruiser on her foremast, and briefly and 
fitfully engaged various targets to the westward. 
until, 23 minutes after the first alarm, "all firing 
ceased, no ships visible". 

• All this time Chicago was steering a mean course of 
approximately N .W. by W. She sent no enemy 
sighting report.
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USS Chicago, Torpedo damage off Savo Island.



8/9 August - Sea
• Astoria’s initial warning was the sighting of star shell to the south. She went to action stations. 

• At 01.50 she was caught by searchlights and less than a minute later was missed by a salvo short and ahead. 
Astoria replied quickly with an eight inch salvo. 

• But fire was then checked because her captain, just arrived on the bridge, thought fire had been opened on 
friendly ships. 

• Four salvoes had been aimed at Astoria without hitting, but Astoria's delay gave her enemy time to find the 
range and close, and a salvo into the American ship's superstructure set her ablaze, and lit the target for the 
Japanese gunners. 

• From then on it was a matter of minutes before she was a flaming, immobile, powerless wreck, the victim of 
"at least 17 large calibre hits and innumerable small calibre hits". In return she fired 12 salvoes from her main 
batteries, and "one enemy vessel was definitely hit and possibly two".

• Quincy, Caught in Japanese searchlights, was a blazing wreck within minutes—the flaring aircraft 
on its catapult illuminating her for the Japanese gunners. 
• She fought back, but hopelessly, repeatedly "hit by large and small calibre shells". 
• An officer who went to the bridge found a quartermaster spinning the wheel trying to turn the ship to 

starboard, who said that the captain had told him to beach the ship. He had no steering control. 
• Just then the captain rose up about halfway, and collapsed dead. No others were moving in the pilot house, 

which was thick with bodies.

• At 01.50 Vincennes was illuminated by searchlights. 
• Captain Riefkohl assumed they were from the southern group and asked for them to be turned off by TBS. His 

assumption was corrected by a salvo that fell 500 yards short of Vincennes. 
• Vincennes replied at 01.53 with a full 8 inch salvo after her 5 inch had fired star shell for illumination. 
• Within minutes Japanese shells hit her amidships and ignited her seaplanes which went up in flames. The 

Japanese searchlights snapped off and their gunners commenced a methodical destruction of the blazing 
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8/9 August - Sea
• The two northern destroyers, 

Wilson and Helm, escaped the fate 
of their cruisers. 

• Wilson did see the enemy and 
engaged in a brief duel, fruitless to 
both sides. 

• Helm never saw a Japanese ship. 
She chased here and there after 
suspects (one was apparently 
Ralph Talbot) and finally made for 
the previously appointed 
rendezvous north-west of Savo,

• where she met Wilson, and found 
other destroyers in the area, 
including Selfridge and Mugford.
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8/9 August - Sea
• At 1.50 Australia saw a flare dropped in the direction of the channel south-west of Savo

Island followed by a few rounds of tracer fire, and then immediately a burst of heavy 
surface fire, and "there began a general night action which, at 1.56, appeared to move to 
the right and to increase tremendously in intensity".

• No enemy report was received, but Crutchley conjectured that the southern group had 
made contact with an enemy force, but "I felt confident that our five 8-inch cruisers and 
four destroyers then on patrol immediately inside Savo Island could effectively deal with 
any force likely to have been available to send against us".

• Crutchley, in the absence of news, ordered Australia to patrol on courses N.E. by E.—S.W. 
by W. about seven miles west of the transport group.

• Ralph Talbot, still on her radar patrol was illuminated by a searchlight at 02.15. In a brief 
exchange with a number of Japanese ships Ralph Talbot replied with gunfire and 
torpedoes but suffered extensive damage and had 11 killed and 11 wounded. A 
concealing rain squall probably saved her from destruction.

• Crutchley at 2.26, signalled the three screening groups asking if they were in action. 
Chicago replied "Were, but not now", and San Juan said "No—the action appeared to be 
with a surface force between Florida and Savo Islands."
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8/9 August - Sea
• Quincy capsized and sank 

between 2.35 a.m. and 2.40 a.m. 
on the 9th. Most of her survivors 
were picked up by the destroyer 
Ellet.

• Vincennes followed Quincy to 
the bottom within about five 
minutes. The victim of many 8-
inch and 5-inch shells, and at 
least two torpedoes, on fire and 
immobile, it was decided to 
abandon her at 2.30 a.m.. At 
02.45 the ship heeled over and 
sank.
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before sinking off Savo Island, on 9 August 1942



8/9 August - Sea
• On Canberra strenuous efforts were made to control the 

fires, using bucket chains in the absence of power and water 
pressure.

• Ammunition on deck was dumped overside, and magazines 
were flooded. 

• Heavy rain helped those fighting the upper deck fires, but 
reports from between decks were not hopeful, and the list 
gradually increased to about fifteen degrees. 

• About 3 a.m. Patterson was seen on the port bow. She went 
alongside at 3.25, by the bridge, port side. Hoses and 
portable pumps were passed to Canberra, who commenced 
transferring wounded—including Getting, now unconscious—
to the destroyer. 

• Twenty minutes later Patterson passed to Canberra the order 
that if she was not ready to steam by 6.30 she was to be 
abandoned and destroyed. 

• It was obvious that she could not be ready by then, and 
Walsh gave the order to return hoses and pumps to 
Patterson, and prepare to abandon ship. 

• This abandonment was delayed, recorded Patterson's 
captain, "because none of Canberra's crew would leave the 
ship until all wounded were removed".

• At 03.30 Fletcher was awakened by a signal from ComSoPac
approving retiring the carriers and providing a refuelling 
rendezvous. Hearing no advice of difficulties from Turner, 
Fletcher resumed course to the south east.
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Destroyers rescuing the surviving crew from 
Canberra. In the billowing smoke, USS Patterson is 

approaching Canberra from astern.



8/9 August - Sea
• Suddenly, about 4.30 a.m., the order was shouted from 

Patterson: "Out all lights!", and almost immediately she 
passed the word that she would have to leave as she had 
sighted a hostile ship on the port quarter. 

• The transfer of wounded was stopped, 
• Patterson went ahead, parting or cutting the lines and letting 

the planks fall into the water. 
• The parting words of her captain were "We'll be back". 
• Scarcely had she started to move when a ship resembling 

Chicago opened fire from our port quarter and all hands made a 
very hasty dive for cover.

• The suspected enemy was, in fact, Chicago. 
• She and Patterson exchanged gunfire, and then the display of 

emergency signals established identification. 

• At daylight, about 5.50 a.m., Chicago and Patterson returned 
to Canberra, with Blue, and the two destroyers completed 
removal of the cruiser's wounded and survivors.

• Selfridge and Ellet in accordance with Crutchley's
instructions, attempted to sink Canberra. More than 263 5-
inch shells and five torpedoes were required.

• About 8 a.m. on the 9th Canberra sank. 

• Other destroyers, at this time, were away to the northward, 
rescuing the survivors from Quincy and Vincennes.
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8/9 August - Sea
• Astoria remained afloat at daylight 

and, assisted by Bagley, Wilson and 
other destroyers, it seemed that 
she might be salvaged until her 
forward 5-inch magazine exploded 
and blew a hole in her port side 
below water, and she sank just 
after midday on 9th August.

• Allied losses off Savo Island that 
night were 1,023 killed and 763 
wounded. Four cruisers were sunk 
and a cruiser and two destroyers 
were damaged.

• No damage to or even description 
of the enemy ships was claimed.
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8/9 August - Sea
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Savo Island - What We Now Know
• The first intimation of the Allied attack : 

"Tulagi being heavily bombarded from air 
and sea," was received in Rabaul at 6.30 
a.m. on the 7th. The Eighth Fleet staff 
were aroused from sleep, and assembled 
at headquarters to find a situation that 
"looked most discouraging". Successive 
reports did nothing to brighten the 
prospect, the seriousness of which was 
brought home with the 8 a.m. Tulagi 
message "The enemy force is 
overwhelming," which Rabaul heard at 
8.5 a.m.

• The weight of the attack and the forces 
involved made it apparent to commander 
Eighth Fleet that this was an all-out 
invasion, and plans to counter it were 
hastily formulated. The aircraft of the 
25th Air Flotilla , standing by for the 
intended raid on Milne Bay, were diverted 
to this new target. 

Amphibious shipping and landing craft off the 
Guadalcanal invasion beaches, 7 August 1942. 
Photographed from on board one of the transports.
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Savo Island - What We Now Know
• Naval surface forces were ordered to make ready for a night attack on the invasion 

forces. 

• Five submarines of Squadron 7 were ordered to concentrate for attack on Guadalcanal. 

• The XVII Army staff were confident that it would not be difficult to expel the invaders, 
but, in reply to a suggestion that the Nankai Detachment now on its way to Buna be 
diverted to Guadalcanal, said that this could not be decided at XVII Army level. As speed 
was essential, Commander Eighth Fleet hastily organised a reinforcement unit of 310 
riflemen with machine-guns, and 100 men of the 5th Sasebo Special Naval Landing Force 
and 81st Garrison Unit. This force embarked in the Meiyo Maru (5,628 tons) and headed 
for Guadalcanal escorted by Tsugaru and supply ship Soya. 

• Eighth Fleet planners were disturbed at their hurried labours by an air alert at 11.30 a.m. 
• “Enemy daylight attacks were a novelty at this time, and all of us at headquarters rushed outside 

to see what was happening. There were thirteen American B-17s flying eastward at about 7,000 
metres. We decided that they were making a strike at Vunakanau air base in support of the 
enemy's operations at Guadalcanal, and therefore we returned to the myriad urgent details of 
planning that screamed for our attention.” OHMAE, Toshikazu, Captain, I.J.N.  
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Savo Island - What We Now Know
• By 2 p.m. on the 7th, Mikawa and his staff, working 

hurriedly in Rabaul on the plans for the projected surface 
attack, had completed them and sent them to Tokyo. 

• Their reception was unfavourable . Admiral Nagano, Chief 
of the Naval General Staff, "considered the plan 
dangerous and reckless, and, at first, ordered that it be 
stopped immediately. Upon further consideration and 
after consultation with his staff, he decided to respect the 
local commander's plan". 

• Chokai (flagship of Admiral Mikawa, CinC 8th fleet) 
entered Rabaul harbour at 4 p.m. on the 7th—just as the 
aircraft of the first striking force returned from 
Guadalcanal—and sailed again half an hour later with 
Mikawa and his staff on board, and with light cruisers 
Tenryu (Rear-Admiral Matsuyama) and Yubari, and 
destroyer Yunagi in company. 

• Three hours out of Rabaul, they met the four heavy 
cruisers of the 6th Division under Rear Admiral Aritomo
Goto: Aoba, Furutaka, Kako, and Kinugasa from Kavieng, 
and the strike force was assembled for the first time. 

• As darkness fell, shortly after cruising disposition was 
taken up, an enemy submarine was detected "to the 
south", and course was altered to the east to avoid it.

Chōkai (a Takao class heavy cruiser) at anchor at Truk, 
20 November 1942. Battleship Yamato can be seen in 
the left background.
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Savo Island - What We Now Know
• At dawn on the 8th, when his force was steaming south-east 

to the eastward of Bougainville, Mikawa catapulted five 
scouting seaplanes from his cruisers. They reported, at 
Guadalcanal and Tulagi, a count of Allied ships that "cast 
serious doubts on the results reported by our earlier air 
attacks, which had claimed two cruisers, a destroyer, and six 
transports sunk, plus three cruisers and two transports 
heavily damaged".

• Of importance to Mikawa was the negative information 
regarding American carriers. "We judged that if the enemy 
carriers were not within 100 miles of Guadalcanal there 
would be little to fear of a carrier-based attack unless it came 
this morning, or unless we approached too close to the island 
before sunset." 

• Mikawa told his captains that he would go through 
Bougainville Strait, and then down the strait between Santa 
Ysabel and New Georgia Islands to approach Guadalcanal for 
a night attack at about half an hour after midnight. 

• At 10 .26 on the 8th, when he was some 30 miles north-east 
of Kieta, Mikawa was sighted by a Hudson aircraft. He 
assumed that his intentions were now known, and that he 
would be the subject of more Allied reconnaissance and, 
probably, of air attack. He therefore decided to delay his 
approach to Guadalcanal , and put back his attack one hour. 

An Aichi E13A (Allied reporting name:"Jake") was a 
long-range reconnaissance seaplane carried by Takao 
class cruisers like Chokai.
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Savo Island - What We Now Know
• The Imperial Navy had employed night torpedo attacks with success in both the Sino-Japanese 

war of 1894-95 and the Russo Japanese war of 1904-6. 

• Between the world wars Japanese cruisers and destroyers honed their skills in realistic large scale 
night combat exercises, accepting risks and casualties no other navy would countenance.  

• The Japanese developed an array of superior night battle equipment including excellent optics, 
flashless powder, pyrotechnics and, most important, torpedoes.

• The Imperial Navy recognised the performance advantage offered by an oxygen fuelled rather 
than air fuelled torpedo after World War One. Development work between 1927 and 1933 
culminated in the matchless type 93 24 inch Long Lance torpedo. It's efficient nearly wakeless 
powerplant propelled the outsized 1090 pound warhead for the unheard of range of 22,000 yards 
or 11 nautical miles at 49 knots or 40,000 yards at 36 knots.

• The Japanese mounted this superb weapon on the great majority of their cruisers and destroyers 
and provided spare torpedoes and quick reload apparatus so that their ships generally carried and 
could actually use twice as many torpedoes in one action as the simple number of launching 
tubes would indicate.

• Japanese tactical doctrine emphasised the use of the long Lance by all ships equipped with 
torpedoes in preference to gunfire.

• The Imperial Navy’s traditional preference for night attacks was supported by their knowledge 
that few American aviators were trained for night flying.
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Savo Island - What We Now Know
• Just after 2 p.m. on the 8th the Japanese ships 

cleared Bougainville Strait, passing more than 40 
miles east of Mason, the nearest  coastwatcher. 
South of Bougainville Strait, they sped down "The 
Slot“ at 24 knots. 

• The ships followed by radio the aircraft of 
Fletcher's carriers returning to their ships after 
helping to repel the Japanese torpedo bomber 
attack that morning. 

• Those in Chokai "heard, loud and clear, much talk 
of flight deck conditions as planes approached 
their landing pattern, such as `Green Base' and 
`Red Base’.” 

• Mikawa concluded that he could be fairly sure of 
no air attack on the 8th, but that he would suffer 
"an all-out attack from their carriers on the 
following day. The very existence of the enemy 
flattops in the area was a major concern to Admiral 
Mikawa.“

• Late in the afternoon Mikawa passed his battle 
plans to his captains— to penetrate the sound 
south of Savo Island, torpedo the main Allied force 
at Guadalcanal, turn north to the Tulagi area, strike 
there with torpedoes and gunfire, and withdraw 
north of Savo. 

Approach route of Mikawa's force from Rabaul and 
Kavieng, pausing off the east coast of Bougainville and 
then steaming down The Slot.
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Savo Island - What We Now Know
• At 6.30 p.m. the ships jettisoned all deck fire 

hazards, and assumed night battle formation, 
single column on Chokai, with 1,300 yards between 
ships.

• Mikawa at 6:40 PM semaphored his ships: “Let us 
attack with certain victory in the traditional night 
attack of the Imperial Navy. May each one calmly 
do his utmost.” 

• Speeding south-east through darkness 
intermittently thickened by rain squalls, the ships 
trailed ghostly white streamer fingers from their 
signal yardarms as identification marks. Just after 
11 p.m. they catapulted their aircraft for tactical 
reconnaissance; and at 11.45 increased speed to 
26 knots. 

• Hands went to action stations at midnight on the 
8th, speed was lifted to 28 knots. Chokai led the 
Japanese column, followed by Aoba, Kako, 
Kinugasa, Furutaka, Tenryu, Yubari and Yunagi. 
Every man tensed to action, every one of their 
guns (34 of them 8-inch) and 60 torpedo tubes 
loaded and trained.

• Overhead Mikawa’s reconnaissance aircraft 
droned, unmolested in their reporting on the 
movements of the ships beneath them.

World War II recognition drawing of the Aoba class. 
Aoba and Kinugasa were the two ships of the Aoba 
class. Furutaka and Kako were of a very similar but 
slightly earlier design. 
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Savo Island - What We Now Know
• A Japanese lookout reported a ship three points on the starboard bow. It was identified as a destroyer, crossing from starboard,

and distant about six miles. There were a few electric moments as, with every gun trained on her, the Japanese watched the 
destroyer—which was Blue, approaching the turning point on her patrol. Mikawa slowed from 28 to 22 knots and ported his helm, 
and suddenly Blue, whose lookouts failed to see the Japanese, reversed course. Almost simultaneously the Japanese sighted Ralph 
Talbot on the port bow. She had already reached the limit of her westerly leg and had turned eastward, and also failed to sight the 
approaching enemy.

• At 1 .30 a.m. on the 9th Mikawa increased speed to 30 knots. Six minutes later he detached destroyer Yunagi, last ship in his 
column, to guard his rear against possible attack by the destroyers he had passed. 

• A minute later Chokai's lookouts sighted, almost dead ahead, the ships of the southern screening group, dimly seen in the 
darkness, but suddenly illuminated by a parachute flare released from one of Mikawa’s aircraft over the Guadalcanal transport 
group. At 1.37 a.m. Chokai's torpedoes hissed from their tubes, and shortly afterwards the flagship, at 4,500 yards, Aoba at 5,500, 
and Furutaka at 9,000 yards, opened fire with their main batteries.

• When Mikawa led his force north-eastward to round Savo Island, Furutaka, fifth in the line, swung more sharply to N. by E., and 
was followed by Tenryu and Yubari. The Japanese thus sped towards the northern screening group in two columns, and caught its 
ships in cross fire.

• The Japanese searchlights illuminated Astoria, which was the target for Chokai's opening salvo in this phase. Chokai fired four 
salvoes without hitting, but Astoria's delay gave her enemy time to find the range and close, and a salvo into the American ship's 
superstructure set her ablaze, and lit the target for the Japanese gunners. From then on it was but a matter of minutes before she 
was a flaming, immobile, powerless wreck.

• Quincy received the worst battering. Caught in Japanese searchlights the enemy could see her guns trained fore and aft "for 
incredible minutes", Ohmae recalled. “The turrets of enemy ships remained in their trained-in, secured positions …”. Quincy was a 
blazing wreck within minutes—the flaring aircraft on its catapult illuminating her for the Japanese gunners. 

• Quincy did manage to fire a few main gun salvos, one of which hit Chōkai's chart room 6 meters (20 ft) from Admiral Mikawa and 
killed or wounded 36 men, although Mikawa was not injured.   
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8/9 August – Sea WWNK
• Soon after 2 a.m., the noise of battle having died astern, 

Chokai was steering northerly when gunfire was 
reported on the port bow. 

• It was from the open sea beyond Savo, where Furutaka, 
Tenryu, and Yubari, ran foul of Ralph Talbot, still on her 
radar patrol. 

• In a brief exchange between the three Japanese cruisers 
and the lone destroyer, Ralph Talbot suffered extensive 
damage and had 11 killed and 11 wounded. A 
concealing rain squall probably saved her from 
destruction. 

• By now, Mikawa had decided to retire. Time —and the 
threat it held of daylight air attack, for Mikawa did not 
know that Fletcher had already withdrawn—was 
drawing dawn swiftly nearer, and it would be almost on 
them before the scattered Japanese ships could regain 
formation, work up to battle speed, and reach the 
transport groups. At 2.23 a.m. Mikawa gave the order to 
withdraw, and the ships formed line ahead on Chokai, 
course N.W.1/2N., speed 30 knots. 

• At sunrise the force was north of New Georgia, 
steaming fast over peaceful seas into a fine morning.

Vice Admiral Gunichi Mikawa
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Savo Island - What We Now Know
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Admiral Mikawa
• Mikawa graduated from the 38th class of the Imperial Japanese Naval 

Academy in 1910, ranked third of his class of 149 cadets.

• From 1919 to 1920, Lieutenant Mikawa was attached to the Japanese 
delegation to the post-war Versailles Peace Treaty Conference in France.

• In the twenties he was an instructor at the Naval Torpedo School and held 
several other highly visible posts. 

• Mikawa was part of the delegation to the London Naval Treaty and then 
became naval attaché in Paris.

• At the time of the attack on Pearl Harbor, Mikawa was in command of 
Battleship Division 3. He led the first section of his division as part of the 
screening force for the Pearl Harbor attack force and during the Indian 
Ocean Raid and the Battle of Midway. 

• From 14 July 1942 to 1 April 1943, Mikawa commanded the newly formed 
IJN 8th Fleet in the South Pacific, based at Rabaul and Kavieng. During that 
time, he led Japanese naval forces involved in the Guadalcanal Campaign 
and the Solomon Islands Campaign. 

• Mikawa’s later career was of mixed success, and he was reassigned to 
lesser posts after the battle of the Bismark Sea.

• Reassigned to shore duty in Japan following the Battle of Leyte Gulf, 
Mikawa retired from active duty with the IJN in May 1945.

• After the war Mikawa retired back to Japan, where he died in 1981 at the 
age of 92.
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Admiral V.C. Crutchley VC
• Crutchley was born in 1893. His mother had been maid of honour to Queen 

Victoria. He was a godchild of and named after Queen Victoria. He joined the 
navy in 1906.

• He served at the Battle of Jutland on HMS Centurion.

• Keyes selected Crutchley for the Zeebrugge Raid of April 1918; he was assigned 
as first lieutenant on the obsolete cruiser Brilliant.

• Brilliant and Sirius were to be sunk as blockships at Ostend. The Germans had 
moved a navigation buoy, and as a result the ships were beached in the wrong 
place under heavy fire. But Crutchley performed well and was awarded the 
Distinguished Service Cross.

• Crutchley volunteered for the Second Ostend Raid on 9 May, and was posted to 
the cruiser Vindictive. When Godsal, the captain, was killed and the navigating 
officer incapacitated, Crutchley took command. When a propellor was 
damaged on the quay, preventing the vessel fully closing the canal, Crutchley
ordered its scuttling and personally oversaw the evacuation under fire.

• Crutchley transferred to the damaged motor launch ML 254. When its 
wounded captain, Lieutenant Drummond collapsed, Crutchley took command. 
Crutchley oversaw bailing operations, standing in water up to his waist, until 
the destroyer HMS Warwick came to its aid.

• Although the second raid also failed fully to close the Bruges Canal to 
submarine traffic, Crutchley, Drummond and Rowland Bourke were awarded 
Victoria Crosses for the action. When there were more worthy recipients than 
VCs to award, the men were allowed to elect those to receive a VC. Crutchley
was one of the last elected VCs. 
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Admiral V.C. Crutchley VC
• In 1924 he went to the Mediterranean Fleet for four years, 

serving under Roger Keyes, now CinC at Malta. 

• Crutchley was a polo player, and was invited to play for 
Keyes' polo team, the Centurions. At one point in 1927, 
Crutchley played on the same team as Keyes, the Duke of 
York, and Louis Mountbatten. Crutchley was promoted to 
commander in 1928.

• In August 1930, Crutchley joined HMS Diomede in New 
Zealand. Serving as executive officer, Crutchley was 
present at the relief operation after the 1931 Hawke's Bay 
earthquake. Towards the end of his tour, when the captain 
was chronically ill, he took command of Diomede until he 
was promoted to captain. He was posted home in 1933.

• On 1 May 1937, Crutchley took command of HMS 
Warspite, which had been completely refitted. Additional 
engineering work on the steering gear (which still suffered 
from damage taken at Jutland) and other equipment 
resulted in weekend leaves for the crew being curtailed, 
leading to very low morale. Comments appeared in British 
newspapers, which culminated in an anonymous letter 
from a crew member. This provoked an inquiry by the 
Admiralty. The inquiry led to the removal of three of 
Crutchley's officers, including his executive officer. 
Crutchley disagreed with the findings of the Inquiry, and 
made sure that the confidential report on his executive 
officer would lead to a promotion to captain.

• Warspite eventually proceeded to the Mediterranean Fleet 
to serve as the flagship of Admiral Dudley Pound, CinC. 
Crutchley served as Flag Captain first to Pound and then to 
Admiral Andrew Cunningham up to the outbreak of war.  

Damage caused by a shell exploding inside the ship at 
Jutland
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Admiral V.C. Crutchley VC
• After the outbreak of war on 3 September 1939, Warspite

was assigned to the Home Fleet. 

• The inconclusive first battle of Narvik was on 10 April.

• On 13 April, Crutchley commanded Warspite in the second 
battle of Narvik. She accompanied nine destroyers into 
Ofotfjord, where eight German destroyers were sunk or 
scuttled. Warspite's catapult plane even sank a U-boat.

• After this action, Crutchley was appointed commodore of 
Royal Naval Barracks, Devonport, overseeing the preparation 
of crews for assignment to ships. 

• While there he was greeted by a detachment of sailors who 
had served on Warspite at Narvik. A surprised and delighted 
Commodore came over to his old 'Shipmates' and shook 
every one by the hand. In the conversation he disclosed that 
he had been given a shore job as Commodore, Plymouth and 
he was not a happy man.

• After the opening of hostilities with Japan, Crutchley was 
promoted to rear admiral and lent to the Royal Australian 
Navy. 

• On 13 June 1942 Crutchley succeeded Rear Admiral John 
Crace in command of Task Force 44, the Australian Squadron, 
based in Brisbane.

• Notes
• The last dot point is debateable.
• TF 44 was not an Australian squadron.
• I used to live across the road from the only RAN base in 

Brisbane. There was enough space for the marching band to 
practice but the wharf was only big enough for a wooden 
minesweeper. War in the Pacific 1943 - ©Jerry McBrien - Wk 23 61



Admiral V.C. Crutchley VC

Picture on the left is of Warspite engaging shore batteries during the Second Battle of Narvik. Picture on the 
right is of Captain Packer (right) directing the bombardment at Reggio by Warspite, September 1943, 
demonstrating that even on one of the RN’s major fleet units like Warspite the second battle of Narvik would 
have been uncomfortable.
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Admiral V.C. Crutchley VC
• Despite Savo Island Crutchley retained the 

confidence of his superiors. He remained with 
the RAN in the South West Pacific, commanding 
TF 44 (redesignated TF 74 in 1943) for another 
23 months. His command of the Australian 
Squadron ended on 13 June 1944.

• In September 1944 Crutchley received the 
American Legion of Merit in the degree of Chief 
Commander.

• Crutchley's final command was Flag Officer 
Gibraltar January 1945 - 1947. He retired in 1947. 

• In 1949 he was promoted to admiral.

• He enjoyed a long retirement in Dorset. In 1955 
he was appointed High Sheriff of Dorset and in 
1957 Deputy Lieutenant for Dorset. 

• He was one of the last surviving admirals from 
World War II when he died in 1986 at the age of 
92. 
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14 November – Sea, Guadalcanal
• Low on undamaged ships, Admiral Halsey, had detached the 

new battleships Washington and South Dakota, of 
Enterprise's support group, together with four destroyers, as 
TF 64 under Admiral Willis Augustus "Ching" Lee to defend 
Guadalcanal and Henderson Field.

• The damaged Enterprise, the only remaining carrier, had 
flown part of its air group off to Henderson Field and 
remained south West of Guadalcanal, close enough for its 
remaining aircraft to hit ships threatening the airfield.  

• Lee’s was a scratch force; the battleships had operated 
together for only a few days, and their four escorts were 
from four different divisions—chosen simply because, of the 
available destroyers, they had the most fuel.

• Halsey also moved against some powerful naval thinking. 
Many officers at ComSoPac headquarters "doubted the 
wisdom of committing two new 16-inch battleships to waters 
so restricted as those around Savo Island.

• But Admiral Halsey felt he must throw in everything at this 
crisis. And he granted Lee complete freedom of action upon 
reaching Guadalcanal."
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14 November – Sea, Guadalcanal
• Willis Augustus Lee was a gunnery specialist who 

was about guns and shooting to an unusual extent.

• In April 1914, Lee served on the battleship New 
Hampshire to participate in the occupation of 
Veracruz. During that time, Ens. Lee participated in 
the occupation of the Mexican seaport of Veracruz 
as a member of his ship's landing force.

• He was the only man ever to have won the 
American national rifle championship and pistol 
championship in the same year.

• He held the record for the most Olympic medals 
won by an individual in a single games having won 
5 gold, 1 silver and 1 bronze in shooting events at 
Antwerp in 1920.

• Washington had an SG radar and Lee, "knew more 
about radar than the radar operators“.
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14 November – Sea, Guadalcanal
• Intelligence from search planes and a submarine led 

Lee to expect to meet a bombardment group and the 
supply convoy and its escort. Total strength might be as 
high as 3 battleships, 8 to 10 cruisers and a dozen or 
more destroyers.

• He arrived in Ironbottom Sound in the evening of 14 
November.

• In the haste of detaching Lee’s taskforce no codes for 
communications with Cactus had been arranged. Lee 
resorted to nicknames and slang over the TBS (Talk 
Between Ships) radio system to seek information and 
warn the PT Boats off.
• “Cactus this is Lee. Tell your boss Ching Lee is here and 

wants the latest information”
• “This is Big Ching Lee, Big Ching Lee coming through fast. 

Don’t shoot at me little PT boats.”   

• Lee passed Lunga and began patrolling around Savo
Island. 
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14 November – Sea, Guadalcanal
• The U.S. warships were in column 

formation with the four destroyers in 
the lead, followed, at a distance of 
5,000 yards, by Washington, with 
South Dakota bringing up the rear.  

• At 22:55 on 14 November, radar on 
South Dakota and Washington began 
picking up approaching Japanese ships 
near Savo Island, at a distance of 
around 18,000m (20,000yd).

• About 12 minutes later the target was 
visible by main battery director 
telescopes and Lee ordered captains 
of the Washington and the South 
Dakota to fire when ready. 

• Their first salvos prompted the target 
to turn away out of range.
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14 November – Sea, Guadalcanal
• The four U.S. destroyers in the vanguard of the U.S. formation began 

engaging two groups of ships at 23:22. The Japanese responded effectively 
with accurate gunfire and torpedoes, and 

• destroyers Walke and Preston were hit and sunk within 10 minutes with 
heavy loss of life. 

• The destroyer Benham had part of her bow blown off by a torpedo and had 
to retreat, and destroyer Gwin was hit in her engine room and put out of 
the fight. 

• However, the U.S. destroyers had completed their mission as screens for 
the battleships, absorbing the initial impact of contact with the enemy, 
although at great cost. 

• Lee ordered the retirement of Benham and Gwin at 23:48.
• Washington passed through the area still occupied by the damaged and 

sinking U.S. destroyers and fired on a Japanese destroyer with her 
secondary batteries, setting her afire. 
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15 November – Sea, Guadalcanal
• Following close behind, South Dakota suddenly suffered a series of electrical failures, making her 

radar, radios, and most of her gun batteries inoperable. 

• However, she continued to follow Washington towards the western side of Savo Island until 
23:35, when Washington changed course left to pass to the southward behind the burning 
destroyers. 

• South Dakota tried to follow but had to turn to starboard to avoid Benham, which resulted in the 
ship being silhouetted by the fires of the burning destroyers and made her a closer and easier 
target for the Japanese. 

• Almost blind and unable to effectively fire her main and secondary armament, South Dakota was 
illuminated by searchlights and targeted by gunfire and torpedoes by most of the ships of the 
Japanese force, including a battleship beginning around midnight on 15 November. 

• Although able to score a few hits on the enemy, South Dakota took 26 hits—some of which did 
not explode—that completely knocked out her communications and remaining gunfire control 
operations, set portions of her upper decks on fire, and forced her to try to steer away from the 
engagement. 

• All of the Japanese torpedoes missed. Admiral Lee later described the cumulative effect of the 
gunfire damage to South Dakota as to, "render one of our new battleships deaf, dumb, blind, and 
impotent". South Dakota's crew casualties were 39 killed and 59 wounded, and she turned away 
from the battle at 00:17 without informing Admiral Lee.
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15 November – Sea, Guadalcanal
• The Japanese ships continued to concentrate their fire on South Dakota and none 

detected Washington approaching to within 9,000 yd (8,200 m). 

• Washington was tracking a large target for some time but refrained from firing 
since there was a chance it could be South Dakota. 

• Washington had not been able to track South Dakota's movements because she 
was in a blind spot in Washington's radar and Lee could not raise her on the radio 
to confirm her position. 

• When the Japanese illuminated and fired on South Dakota, all doubts were 
removed as to which ships were enemy. From this close range, Washington 
opened fire and quickly hit the Japanese battleship with at least nine (and 
possibly up to 20) main battery shells and at least seventeen secondary ones, 
disabling all of her main gun turrets, and setting her aflame. The Japanese 
battleship could only circle uncontrollably to port. 

• Admiral Lee continued on a north westerly course to divert the Japanese, then 
bore away to the southwest near the Russells, and finally retired from the area 
when he noted the Japanese likewise withdrawing.
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Naval Guadalcanal 2 – What We Now Know
• A Japanese force of cruisers and destroyers from the 8th Fleet was 

given the mission that Abe's force had failed to carry out—the 
bombardment of Henderson Field. The battleship Kirishima, after 
abandoning its rescue effort of Hiei on the morning of 13 November, 
steamed north between Santa Isabel and Malaita Islands with her 
accompanying warships to rendezvous with Kondo's Second Fleet, 
inbound from Truk, to form the new bombardment unit.

• Kondo's force approached Guadalcanal around midnight on 14 
November, the force included Kirishima, heavy cruisers Atago and 
Takao, light cruisers Nagara and Sendai, and nine destroyers. Kondo 
flew his flag in the cruiser Atago.

• Kondo split his force into several groups, with the light cruisers and 
destroyers tasked with checking for the presence of Allied ships.

• Receiving reports of the destruction of the U.S. destroyers from his 
ships, Kondo pointed his bombardment force towards Guadalcanal, 
believing that the U.S. warship force had been defeated. His force and 
the two U.S. battleships were then heading towards each other.

• At 00:25, Kondo ordered all of his ships that were able to, to converge 
and destroy any remaining U.S. ships. However, the Japanese ships still 
did not know where Washington was, and the other surviving U.S. 
ships had already departed the battle area. 

• The Japanese ships finally sighted Washington and launched several 
torpedo attacks, but she avoided all of them and also avoided running 
aground in shallow waters. 

• At length, believing that the way was clear for the transport convoy to 
proceed to Guadalcanal (but apparently disregarding the threat of air 
attack in the morning), Kondo ordered his remaining ships to break 
contact and retire from the area about 01:04, which most of the 
Japanese warships complied with by 01:30.

First phase of the engagement, 23:17–23:30, 14 
November. Red lines are Japanese warship forces and 
black line is the U.S. warship force.
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15 November – Sea, Guadalcanal
• At 09.00 South Dakota rejoined

Washington and both withdrew to the 
south.

• The American destroyer Benham was 
retiring to Espiritu Santo escorted by 
Gwin but a rising sea in the afternoon 
doomed Benham. 
• After the crew had been got off Gwin

sank her. The first attempt was with a 
salvo of four torpedoes. 

• The first exploded prematurely, the 
second missed ahead, the third ran 
erratically and the fourth missed astern.

• Finally a five inch shell in a magazine sank 
her at 19.35.

• The Navy lost 242 killed and 142 
wounded in the naval battle on the 
night of 14/15 November but they 
prevented another Japanese 
battleship bombardment of the 
airfield. War in the Pacific 1943 - ©Jerry McBrien - Wk 23 72

Japanese radio admitted the loss of a battleship 
but claimed a great victory with four cruisers 
sunk and two battleships heavily damaged. 
South Dakota had to go back to the States for 
repairs.



Admiral Willis Lee
• Willis Lee gained many accolades. "Audacious 

planning and execution" marked his 
operations, commented Halsey... 

• Unlike Callaghan, Lee never allowed the 
action to degenerate into a nautical brawl, 
because he formulated a workable plan and 
adhered to it, even after every ship in his task 
force except Washington was sunk or forced 
to retire. 

• Lee was never more incisive than in his own 
evaluation of his success: 
• "We realized then and it should not be forgotten 

now, that our entire superiority was due almost 
entirely to our possession of radar. Certainly we 
have no edge on the Japs in experience, skill, 
training, or performance of personnel.“

• Lee was awarded the Navy Cross for his 
actions at the battle, promoted to vice 
admiral in 1944 and placed in charge of the 
Pacific Fleet's fast battleships, as Commander, 
Battleships, Pacific Fleet.

Halsey presents Lee with the Navy Cross for his 
actions during the Naval Battle of Guadalcanal, circa 
January 1943
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Admiral Willis Lee
• In May 1945, Lee was sent to the Atlantic to 

command a special unit researching defenses
against the threat of Japanese kamikaze aircraft, 
the Composite Task Force, U.S. Atlantic Fleet.

• Like John McCain, by the time the war ended 
Willis Lee had given all he had to give. On 25 
August 1945, ten days after the Surrender of Japan 
and eight days before the surrender ceremony he 
collapsed in his admiral’s barge ferrying him out to 
his flagship, the USS Wyoming (BB-32) in Casco 
Bay, Portland, Maine. He died of a heart attack.

• Lee’s record of 5 gold medals at a single Olympics 
was not beaten until Mark Spitz in 1972.

• His record of 7 medals at a single Olympics was 
not beaten until Alexander Dityatin at the 
boycotted Moscow games in 1980. It was not 
beaten at a universally attended games until 
Michael Phelps in 2004. 

War in the Pacific 1943 - ©Jerry McBrien - Wk 23 74



29 November – Sea – 2/27 Attack at Gona
• On November 29, Allied intelligence intercepted and decoded a Japanese message 

transmitted to Guadalcanal alerting them to a destroyer supply run on the night of 
November 30. 

• Halsey ordered Wright to take TF67 to intercept the Tokyo Express off Guadalcanal. TF67, 
with Wright flying his flag on Minneapolis, departed Espiritu Santo at 27 knots just before 
midnight on November 29 for the 580 mile run to Guadalcanal.

• On November 24 Halsey had formed Task Force 67 at Espiritu Santo, comprising the 
heavy cruisers USS Minneapolis, New Orleans, Pensacola, and Northampton, the light 
cruiser Honolulu, and four destroyers (Fletcher, Drayton, Maury, and Perkins). Rear 
Admiral Carleton Wright replaced Kinkaid as commander of TF67 on November 28.

• Upon taking command, Wright had briefed his ship commanders on his plan for engaging 
the Japanese in night battles around Guadalcanal. 

• The plan, which he had drafted with Kinkaid was that radar-equipped destroyers were to 
scout in front of the cruisers and deliver a surprise torpedo attack upon sighting 
Japanese warships, then vacate the area to give the cruisers a clear field of fire. 

• The cruisers were then to engage with gunfire at a range of 10,000 to 12,000 yards. The 
cruisers' floatplanes would scout and drop flares during the battle. 
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30 November - Sea
• En route to Guadalcanal , destroyers 

Lamson and Lardner, returning from a 
convoy escort assignment to 
Guadalcanal, were ordered to join up 
with TF67.

• Lacking the time to brief the 
commanding officers of the joining 
destroyers of his battle plan, Wright 
assigned them a position behind the 
cruisers. 

• At 17:00 on November 30, Wright's 
cruisers launched one floatplane each 
for Tulagi to drop flares during the 
expected battle that night. 

• At 20:00, Wright sent his crews to 
battle stations.
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TF67 heads for Guadalcanal on November 30. 
Fletcher (foreground) is followed by Perkins, Maury, 
Drayton, and the cruisers (far distance).



30 November - Sea
• At 23:06, Wright's force began to detect Japanese ships on radar near Cape Esperance 

about 23,000 yards away.

• At 23:14, operators on Fletcher established firm radar contact with five Japanese ships. 

• At 23:15, with the range 7,000 yards, Cmdr Cole, commander of Wright's destroyers and 
captain of Fletcher, radioed Wright for permission to fire torpedoes. 

• Wright waited two minutes and then responded with, "Range on bogies [Japanese ships 
on radar] excessive at present." 

• Cole responded that the range was fine. Another two minutes passed before Wright 
responded with permission to fire. In the meantime, the US destroyers' targets escaped 
from an optimum firing setup ahead to a marginal position passing abeam, giving the 
American torpedoes a long overtaking run near the limit of their range. 

• At 23:20, Fletcher, Perkins, and Drayton fired a total of 20 Mark 15 torpedoes towards 
the Japanese ships. Maury, lacking SG radar and thus having no contacts, withheld fire. 

• At the same time, Wright ordered his force to open fire. At 23:21, Minneapolis complied 
with her first salvo, quickly followed by the other American cruisers. Cole's four 
destroyers fired star shells to illuminate the targets as previously directed then increased 
speed to clear the area for the cruisers to operate.
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30 November - Sea
• The Japanese also opened fire and began laying 

a smoke screen. 

• The lead Japanese destroyer was quickly hit by 
American gunfire and, within four minutes, was 
set afire and incapacitated.

• At 23:27, as Minneapolis fired her ninth salvo 
and Wright (photo) prepared to order a course 
change for his column, two torpedoes struck 
her forward half. 

• One warhead exploded the aviation fuel storage 
tanks forward of turret one and the other 
knocked out three of the ship's four firerooms. 

• The bow forward of turret one folded down at a 
70-degree angle and the ship lost power and 
steering control. 

• Thirty-seven men were killed. 
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30 November - Sea
• Less than a minute later a torpedo hit New Orleans abreast of turret one and 

exploded the ship's forward ammunition magazines and aviation gasoline 
storage. 

• The blast severed the ship's entire bow forward of turret two. The bow twisted to 
port, damaging the ship's hull as it was wrenched free by the ship's momentum, 
and sank immediately off the aft port quarter. 

• Everyone in turrets one and two perished. New Orleans was forced into a reverse 
course to starboard and lost steering and communications. 

• A total of 183 men were killed.

• Herbert Brown, a seaman in the ship's plotting room, described the scene after 
the torpedo hit:
• I had to see. I walked alongside the silent turret two and was stopped by a lifeline stretched 

from the outboard port lifeline to the side of the turret. Thank God it was there, for one more 
step and I would have pitched head first into the dark water thirty feet below. The bow was
gone. One hundred and twenty five feet of ship and number one main battery turret with 
three 8 inch guns were gone. Eighteen hundred tons of ship were gone. Oh my God, all those 
guys I went through boot camp with – all gone.

War in the Pacific 1943 - ©Jerry McBrien - Wk 23 79



30 November - Sea
• Pensacola followed next astern in the 

cruiser column. Observing 
Minneapolis and New Orleans taking 
hits and slowing, Pensacola steered to 
pass them on the port side and then, 
once past, returned to the same base 
course. 

• At 23:39, Pensacola took a torpedo 
abreast the mainmast. The explosion 
spread flaming oil throughout the 
interior and across the main deck of 
the ship, killing 125 of the ship's crew. 

• The hit ripped away the port outer 
driveshaft and the ship took a 13-
degree list and lost power, 
communications, and steering.
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USS Minneapolis at Tulagi with torpedo damage



30 November - Sea

• Astern of Pensacola, Honolulu's
captain chose to pass 
Minneapolis and New Orleans
on the starboard side. 

• At the same time, he increased 
speed to 30 knots, maneuvered
radically, and successfully 
transited the battle area without 
taking any damage while 
maintaining main battery fire at 
the rapidly disappearing 
Japanese destroyers.
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New Orleans near Tulagi the morning after the battle, 
showing everything missing forward of turret two



30 November - Sea
• The last cruiser in the American column, 

Northampton, followed Honolulu to pass 
the damaged cruisers ahead to starboard. 

• Unlike Honolulu, Northampton did not 
increase speed or attempt any radical 
maneuvers. 

• At 23:48, after returning to the base 
course, Northampton was hit by two 
torpedoes. One hit 10 feet below the 
waterline abreast the after engine room, 
and four seconds later, the second hit 40 
feet further aft. 

• The after engine room flooded, three of 
four shafts ceased turning, and the ship 
listed 10 degrees to port and caught fire. 

• Fifty men were killed.
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A PT boat carries Northampton survivors near Tulagi 
on the morning of December 1. New Orleans is in the 
background.



30 November - Sea
• The last ships in Wright's column, Lamson and Lardner, failed to locate any targets and exited the 

battle area to the east after being mistakenly fired on by machine guns from New Orleans. 

• Cole's four destroyers circled completely around Savo Island at maximum speed and reentered
the battle area, but the engagement had already ended.

• Northampton's crew was unable to contain the ship's fires and list and began to abandon ship at 
01:30. The ship sank at 03:04 about 4 miles (6 km) from Doma Cove on Guadalcanal. Fletcher and 
Drayton rescued the ship's 773 survivors.

• Minneapolis, New Orleans, and Pensacola were able to steam the 19 miles (31 km) to Tulagi by 
the morning of December 1, where they were berthed for emergency repairs. The fires on 
Pensacola burned for 12 hours before being extinguished. Pensacola departed Tulagi for rear area 
ports and further repair on December 6. After construction of temporary bows from coconut logs, 
Minneapolis and New Orleans departed Tulagi for Espiritu Santo or Sydney on December 12.

• Wright’s task force lost 395 men killed in action. 

• 19 survivors from the Japanese destroyer Takanami, sunk in the battle, were captured when they 
swam ashore.

• Wright claimed that his ships must have been fired on by submarines since the observed position 
of Tanaka's ships "make it improbable that torpedoes with speed-distance characteristics similar 
to our own" could have caused such damage. 
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Tassafaronga – What We Now Know
• Due to a combination of the threat from Cactus aircraft, US Navy PT boats at Tulagi, and a cycle of 

bright moonlight, the Japanese had switched to using submarines to deliver provisions to their 
forces on Guadalcanal. 

• Beginning on November 16, 1942, and continuing for the next three weeks, 16 submarines made 
nocturnal deliveries of foodstuffs to the island, with one submarine making the trip each night. 
Each submarine could deliver 20 to 30 tons of supplies, about one day's worth of food, for the 
17th Army, but transporting the supplies by hand through the jungle to the frontline units limited 
their value to sustain the Japanese troops on Guadalcanal. 

• The Japanese tried to establish a chain of three bases in the central Solomons to allow small 
boats to use them as staging sites for supplying Guadalcanal, but damaging Allied airstrikes on the 
bases forced the abandonment of this plan.

• On November 26, the 17th Army notified Imamura that it faced a critical food crisis. Some front-
line units had not been resupplied for six days and even the rear-area troops were on one-third 
rations. The situation forced the Japanese to return to using destroyers to deliver the necessary 
supplies.

• Eighth Fleet devised a method to reduce the exposure of destroyers on the supply run. Large oil 
drums were cleaned and filled with supplies, with enough air space to provide buoyancy, and 
strung together with rope. When the destroyers arrived at Guadalcanal they would make a sharp 
turn, the drums would be cut loose, and a swimmer or boat from the shore could pick up the 
buoyed end of the rope and return it to the beach, where the soldiers could haul in the supplies.
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Tassafaronga – WWNK
• The Eighth Fleet's Guadalcanal Reinforcement Unit, 

based in the Shortland Islands and under the 
command of Rear Admiral Raizō Tanaka (photo), 
was tasked by Mikawa with making the first of five 
scheduled runs using the drum method on the 
night of November 30. 

• Tanaka's unit was centered on the eight ships of 
Destroyer Squadron (Desron) 2, with six destroyers 
assigned to carry from 200 to 240 drums apiece, to 
Tassafaronga at Guadalcanal. 

• Tanaka's flagship Naganami along with Takanami
acted as escorts. The six drum-carrying destroyers 
were Kuroshio, Oyashio, Kagerō, Suzukaze, 
Kawakaze, and Makinami. 

• To save weight, the drum-carrying destroyers left 
their reloads of Type 93 torpedoes (Long Lances) at 
the Shortlands, leaving each ship with eight 
torpedoes, one for each tube.
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Tassafaronga – What We Now Know
• At 21:40 on November 30, Tanaka's ships sighted Savo Island 

from Indispensable Strait. The Japanese ships were in line 
ahead formation, interval 600 metres, in the order Takanami, 
Oyashio, Kuroshio, Kagerō, Makinami, Naganami, Kawakaze, 
and Suzukaze.

• At 22:40, Tanaka's ships passed south of Savo about 3 miles 
offshore from Guadalcanal and slowed to 12 knots as they 
approached the unloading area. Takanami took station about 
1 mile seaward to screen the column.

• The night sky was moonless with between 2 and 7 miles of 
visibility.

• Tanaka's ships, which were not equipped with radar, split into 
two groups and prepared to shove the drums overboard. 
Naganami, Kawakaze, and Suzukaze headed for their drop-off 
point near Doma Reef while Makinami, Kagerō, Oyashio, and 
Kuroshio aimed for nearby Tassafaronga. 

• At 23:12, Takanami's crew visually sighted Wright's column, 
quickly confirmed by lookouts on Tanaka's other ships. 

• At 23:16, Tanaka ordered unloading preparations halted and 
"All ships attack.“

• Takanami returned fire and launched her full load of eight 
torpedoes, but was quickly hit by American gunfire and, 
within four minutes, was set afire and incapacitated. 

• As Takanami was destroyed, the rest of Tanaka's ships, almost 
unnoticed by the Americans, were increasing speed, 
maneuvering, and preparing to respond to the American 
attack. All of the American torpedoes missed.

US Navy chart of the Battle of Tassafaronga based on 
accounts by both Japanese and US participants
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Tassafaronga – What We Now Know
• Tanaka's flagship, Naganami, reversed course to starboard, 

opened fire and began laying a smoke screen. 

• The next two ships astern, Kawakaze and Suzukaze, reversed 
course to port. At 23:23, Suzukaze fired eight torpedoes in 
the direction of the gunflashes from Wright's cruisers, 
followed by Naganami and Kawakaze which fired their full 
loads of eight torpedoes at 23:32 and 23:33 respectively.

• The four destroyers at the head of the Japanese column 
maintained their heading down the Guadalcanal coast, 
allowing Wright's cruisers to pass on the opposite course. 
Once clear of Takanami at 23:28, Kuroshio fired four and 
Oyashio fired eight torpedoes in the direction of Wright's 
column and then reversed course and increased speed. 

• at 23:44 Tanaka ordered his ships to break contact and retire. 
Kuroshio and Kagerō fired eight more torpedoes towards the 
American ships as they retired, which all missed. 

• When Takanami failed to respond to radio calls, Tanaka 
directed Oyashio and Kuroshio to go to her assistance. They 
located the burning ship at 01:00 but abandoned rescue 
efforts after detecting American warships in the area and 
followed the rest of Tanaka's ships for the return journey to 
the Shortlands. 

• Takanami was the only Japanese warship hit by American 
gunfire and seriously damaged, her surviving crew 
abandoned ship at 01:30, but a large explosion killed many 
more of them in the water. Of her crew of 244, 48 survived to 
reach shore on Guadalcanal, 19 of them were captured by 
the Americans.

Tanaka failed to land the desperately needed food 
supplies on Guadalcanal.
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