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1. The U.S.S. Indianapolis has been lost in the Philippine Sea as the result of enemy action.

2. The next of kin of casualties have been notified.

NAVY DEPARTMENT COMMUNIQUE
NO. 622, AUGUST 14, 1945

Responsibility extends from the Commander in Chief, Pacific, to the Lieutenant Operations Officer, Tacloban, and into the Bureaus of the Navy Department.

MEMO FROM NAVAL INSPECTOR
GENERAL TO THE CHIEF OF
NAVAL OPERATIONS.
JANUARY 7, 1946


The Tragic Fate of the
U.S.S. Indianapolis


1.

Mission

DURING the summer of 1945, the Pacific island of Tinian was the largest air base in the world. Isolated from the normal hustle of the field sat a silver B-29, poised for one fateful mission. The carefully trained crew of Enola Gay was eager to make the drop that, it was hoped, would end the four-year war with Japan. But first, the weapon had to be delivered from the middle of an American desert.

A quarter of a world away, the heavily armed convoy rolled from Los Alamos to an Albuquerque airfield where a trio of lumbering DC-3s anxiously awaited their precious cargo. Loaded down with technicians, security people, and “The Bomb,” the planes fought their way into the southwestern sky and eventually arrived at Hamilton Field.

Now that the key components of the weapon were in the heart of California, the obvious question was, “How do we get them to the island?” By air or by sea?

The air route was the most desirable since it would eliminate the time problem, but the scientists who had painstakingly developed this awesome weapon weren’t sure what it would take to set it off. They knew theoretically it should work, but the arming and detonation of this atomic power had not yet been tested (and wouldn’t be for another few weeks). If, by chance, the plane crashed during takeoff, it was soberly terrifying (and conceivable) to the people at Los Alamos that the city of San Francisco just might be blown off the map of the United States.

Fourteen miles to the east of Hamilton Field and just twenty-five miles northeast of the famous San Francisco Opera House was the Mare Island Naval Shipyard. Sitting there for over two months was a war-weary heavy cruiser, repairs just completed from a devastating kamikaze attack off Okinawa. It was decided by Major General Leslie Groves (Manhattan Project) and Rear Admiral William Purnell that this sixteen-year-old ship would be their transport and that she would sail westward to rendezvous with Enola Gay.

The captain was hurriedly called into the office of Admiral Purnell in San Francisco. Also present was Navy captain William Parsons, who was to assemble the bomb on Enola Gay while she was flying toward Hiroshima. The skipper of the heavy cruiser listened intently to his very simple orders, which were to deliver a particular cargo, as fast as possible, to Tinian. He was also told that this freight was to be guarded with his life and the life of his ship, and that if they were sunk en route and there was only one lifeboat left, the cargo was to be put on that boat. Furthermore, neither he nor his crew had a “need to know” what the cargo was. Bewildered, the officer left.

The death warrant of his ship, of 880 men, and, finally, himself, had been signed.

On July 15, 1945, the U.S.S. Indianapolis, former flagship of the Pacific Fifth Fleet, dropped her heavy anchor in San Francisco Bay off Hunters Point Naval Shipyard. Around noon on this Sunday, “The Bomb” was brought aboard. (Actually, it was only the internal components of the weapon that were being shipped and not the outside casing, which was already on Tinian.) A metal cylinder or “lead bucket,” weighing about two-hundred pounds and containing the deadly uranium, was carried aboard, securely strapped to the deck up in Captain’s Country, and guarded by Army officers from Los Alamos. At the same time, a fifteen-foot heavy wooden crate holding the detonating mechanism, or “cannon,” was lashed to the deck in one of the ship’s hangars and protected by members of the Marine detachment. Except for the vigilant sentinels, no one dared go near the “bucket” or the “cannon.”

At 5:30 A.M. the next morning (Monday, July 16, 1945), an enormous blast, coupled with a blinding flash, rolled its way across the New Mexico desert, while a poisonous mushroom reached into the early morning sky. As if set off by a nuclear starter’s pistol, at 8:00 A.M., the Indianapolis hoisted anchor and a half hour later, all 9,950 tons of her slipped between the narrow confines of the bay and passed beneath the Golden Gate. Of the entire crew aboard her at that moment, 73 percent would be dead in two weeks. Fate had destined that this vessel would go down in the record books as the greatest disaster of a ship at sea in the history of the United States Navy.

On this very same day, while the Indianapolis was breaking out into open water, Lieutenant Commander Mochitsura Hashimoto ordered the lines cast off and, with the music of a band echoing in the background, the Imperial Japanese submarine 1-58 gently slipped away from her pier at Kure. In exactly fourteen days, this 2,600 ton underwater weapon and her 105-man crew would annihilate the heavy cruiser Indianapolis.

Captain Charles Butler McVay, III, son of the former Commander in Chief of the United States Asiatic Fleet, was slated for the top of the Navy ladder. Appointed to Annapolis by President Wilson, he graduated in 1919 and in the ensuing years ran the normal gauntlet of posts required of up-and-coming officers. He served on various types of vessels from tankers to battleships, did his stint at the Navy Department in Washington and as Naval aide in the Philippines. Prior to taking command of the Indianapolis in November 1944, he was executive officer aboard the cruiser U.S.S. Cleveland where, on the night of March 5, 1943, off the Solomon Islands, he won the Silver Star for conspicuous gallantry against enemy Japanese forces.

The 46-year-old McVay ran a tight ship and, because his orders from Admiral Purnell were to get to Tinian as fast as possible, he pushed everyone, but most especially his engine room.

On her first day at sea, the unescorted cruiser hit some rough weather and could make only 28 knots, but on Tuesday and Wednesday her sharp bow cut more deeply into the blue Pacific and a speed of 29 knots was being continually registered. The morning of the fourth day, ship and secret cargo reached Hawaii, and Captain McVay discovered when arriving at Pearl that they had set a world speed record from Farallon Light (outside San Francisco) to Diamond Head. The old record of 75.4 hours, established in 1932 by the Omaha, now held second place to the 74.5 hours recorded by the Indianapolis.

Six hours after reaching Pearl Harbor, the Indianapolis was gone again, with a full supply of fuel and stores. The westward march continued at 24 knots for another 3,300 miles. One week later, on July 26, 1945, she reached Tinian and, just over a half mile offshore, dropped anchor.

Brass from every branch of the armed services swarmed over her decks, and both the “lead bucket” and “cannon” were gently hoisted over the quarterdeck rail into a waiting barge tied along her side. While this was going on, the Advance Headquarters of the Commander in Chief, Pacific Fleet (Fleet Admiral Chester Nimitz), gave Captain McVay his new orders.

The Indianapolis had taken on board a group of passengers in San Francisco. Some had debarked at Pearl and others at this Marianas airfield, but there were still a few remaining (primarily members of Admiral Spruance’s Fifth Fleet staff) who were slated for Guam, an island just south of Tinian. The first part of his instructions, therefore, stated that after unloading, the ship would make the overnight trip to Guam and put ashore any remaining itinerants, which was welcome news for both crew and captain. Since they had left the West Coast, these passengers kept getting in the way, and it had reached a point where the crew could not even conduct a decent drill. A few months later, McVay complained, “Passengers always interfere with drills, because although you try to confine them to a certain rendezvous, they are wandering around the ship, and you proceed to jump down their throats and want to know where their battle station is—and they say they are just passengers. It makes it quite difficult, in my opinion, to really hold top-notch drills when the ship has extraneous personnel on it.”

Once the Indianapolis arrived in Guam, Captain McVay was instructed to report to the port director of the Guam Naval Base, who would route him westward, across the Philippine Sea, to the island of Leyte. Upon entering Leyte Gulf, he was to transmit a message immediately to the commander of Task Force 95 (CTF-95), Vice Admiral Jesse B. Oldendorf, who was steaming off the coast of Japan, informing him of the Indianapolis’s arrival in the gulf and reporting to him for duty. However, before the cruiser sailed northward to become part of Admiral Oldendorf’s armada, it was to spend ten days in the Leyte Gulf area undergoing refresher training, since over 25 percent of her crew came aboard at Mare Island and were inexperienced.

Once anchored in the gulf, McVay was to report physically to Admiral Oldendorf’s direct subordinate in the area (and at that point his immediate superior), Rear Admiral Lynde D. McCormick, Commander of Task Group 95.7 (CTG-95.7). Admiral McCormick was at that time anchored in Leyte and was flying his two-star flag on the battleship Idaho.

By a copy of this order, McCormick would know that the Indianapolis was coming, arrange a program, and put the ship through the ten-day training cycle. (See Appendix A for the actual orders.)

Copies of these instructions were sent to seven diverse commands: the Tinian port director; the port director on Guam; Vice Admiral George Murray, Commander of the Marianas (within whose area of responsibility she would be sailing from); Fleet Admiral Nimitz; Admiral Spruance; Vice Admiral Oldendorf; and, finally, Rear Admiral McCormick. It was obviously no secret to anyone where the Indianapolis was coming from, where she was going, or what she was doing.

The message was received and understood by everybody—everybody, that is, except one.

After she completed unloading, the Indianapolis left Tinian and set sail south for the overnight trip to Guam. That evening, a coded message directed to CTG-95.7 in Leyte Gulf was received in the cramped radio room of the battleship Idaho. This was a copy of the Indianapolis’s orders. McCormick’s communications staff began to decipher the dispatch but as soon as they started—quit, and they never bothered to decode the body. Some unknown member of McCormick’s communications group carelessly decoded the addressee as 75.8 instead of Task Group 95.7 and it was, therefore, automatically assumed that the message did not belong to them. Consequently, the staff did not feel it was worth the time or effort to decipher the contents. A repeat still should have been asked for, however, since the message was directed toward a task group commander and not some isolated ship at sea.

The primary reason that the admiral’s staff opted to disregard the message, however, was because it was classified as “Restricted.” If the security classification of the dispatch had been higher, such as “Secret” or even “Top Secret,” a repeat would have been demanded. In protecting (or excusing) this blunder, Admiral McCormick later remarked (and agreed) that the message, because of its security classification, “did not have sufficient significance” for them to either decode the body or ask for a repeat. In a few days, this stupid mistake would have tragic repercussions for the men of Indianapolis. The unit the cruiser was to report to never knew she was coming.


2.

Route

LIEUTENANT Commander Hashimoto’s ten-month-old boat was better equipped, larger, and faster than comparable submarines anywhere in the world. Her twin diesels drove her along the surface at almost eighteen knots and her deadly oxygen-powered torpedoes were the envy of navies everywhere. Quite simply, the Japanese I-Class submarine was a weapon not to be ignored.

Hashimoto’s fourth war patrol consisted of a flotilla of six submarines, known as the “Tamon Group,”* leaving on staggered dates. Three of the submarines were already at sea, and 1-58 was the fourth to leave. After departing from Kure, Japan’s massive naval base situated in the southwest corner of Honshu, they made a fifty-mile journey southward to the Kaiten base of Hirao, where six of the huge torpedoes were securely strapped to the submarine’s back.

The Kaiten was an oxygen-powered torpedo, forty-eight feet long and weighing eight tons. It had an underwater speed of 30 knots and carried 3,200 pounds of explosives in its warhead. The unique thing about a Kaiten, however, was not its size, speed, or explosive power but that it carried a man. Essentially, this torpedo was the underwater equivalent of the suicidal kamikaze. Upon spotting a target, the pilot climbed through a hatch into the torpedo, the straps holding it to the sub’s deck were released, and off he went. It was strictly a one-way trip.

For a week, I-58 roamed the Philippine Sea, searching for a target without luck. On Friday, July 27, 1945, the day Indianapolis sailed into Apra Harbor, Commander Hashimoto moved his boat to the east/west shipping lane between Guam and Leyte. He decided to sit there patiently and wait.

Three days before the Indianapolis steamed into Guam, the U.S.S. Underhill had been escorting a southern convoy of fifteen small ships from Okinawa to Leyte. At 9:00 A.M., the lookouts aboard the destroyer escort noticed a Japanese plane following them, and Underhill’s skipper instantly sounded Battle Stations to his crew and the ships in his charge. The trailing aircraft, with its red ball blatantly embossed on its side, constantly radioed back to its base the position of the ships. In turn, this information was being fed to I-53 (having left Japan on July 14 as part of the Tamon Group), which was speeding toward an intercept.

The Underhill remained on the alert and, six hours later (3:07 P.M.), having made a sonar contact, began a depth-charge run. Four minutes after the attack began, her anxious lookouts spotted a periscope about 100 yards off the starboard bow. The captain ordered hard a-starboard, full speed ahead, and directed the helm to ram. Within seconds she made contact. There were two slight jars, three rapid explosions, and suddenly there were two Underhills.

The ship split in half; the bow silently floated off in one direction, the stern sailed in the other. The death toll came to 119 men, and, while the ships from the convoy were rescuing the remaining 109 crew members, two more periscopes were seen. Unknowingly, Underhill had rammed a Kaiten released by I-53.

Shortly after the incident, Naval Intelligence at Pearl Harbor broadcast an emergency message to all commands in the Pacific: Don’t ram.

During World War II, the submarine fleet of the Japanese Empire had two basic missions: (a) reconnaissance, and (b) supplying their distant island garrisons. The Tamon Group was unique, however, in that they had orders to perform only one task, to sink ships. The war was drawing to a close, and the Japanese were desperate. Anything that could fly (or float) and kill the invaders was ordered to do so.

United States Naval Intelligence knew this. In Washington, Captain William R. Smedberg, III, held the very high post of assistant combat intelligence officer for Fleet Admiral Ernest King, Chief of Naval Operations. He and his combat intelligence division were charged with estimating the enemy’s capabilities, intentions, dispositions, and strengths.

Captain Smedberg knew that during the war, Japanese submarines had many opportunities to attack U.S. shipping and had not done so. For example, in the Marianas campaign, there were hundreds of American ships sitting in exposed anchorages for over three months, and there were no successful attacks against any of these vessels during that campaign. However, during the month of July 1945, submarine activity intensified and Captain Smedberg and his staff knew of the four Japanese submarines of the Tamon Group. Furthermore, he was cognizant of the fact that these subs were assigned strictly offensive missions and that they were operating in the general area of the east/west Guam to Leyte route and north and south of it.

The key to this intelligence coup, however, was not just knowing that there were submarines assigned offensive missions but knowing, to a fairly high degree, where they were—and Smedberg knew that also. In fact, in early July, he prepared a chart of the Pacific Ocean covering the general area between Japan, the Marianas, the Palau Group, and the Philippines. On that chart, he had pinned fairly exactly the four submarines of the Tamon Group. I-53 was shown at the spot where Underhill was sunk; two more were further north, and the last one was in close proximity to the Guam/Leyte shipping route. This submarine was Commander Hashimoto’s I-58. After the war was over, Captain Smedberg was asked if he considered this information “hot,” and his simple reply was, “Oh, yes.”

Combat intelligence in Washington did not hoard their data but immediately sent it to Pearl Harbor for dissemination. Meanwhile, Fleet Admiral Nimitz, Commander in Chief, Pacific (CinCPac) had his own overworked intelligence section and it generally had the same information Captain Smedberg did, and sometimes even obtained it before Washington.

In charge of the combat intelligence section for Fleet Admiral Chester Nimitz was Captain E. T. Layton. This highly respected officer had the same information Captain Smedberg in Washington did and kept his plot of the Tamon Group operations constantly updated. He knew where those four subs were at all times and was keenly aware that enemy submarine activity was classified as greater than normal. As was his responsibility, combat intelligence of CinCPac passed this “Ultra Secret” data down the chain of command and, more specifically, to senior officers in the Pacific and their staffs.

The overnight voyage was uneventful, and after the usual antiaircraft practice on the way in, at 10:00 A.M., July 27, 1945, the Indianapolis dropped anchor in Apra Harbor, Guam. While the ship was discharging her passengers and taking on food, fuel, and ammunition, the captain left the vessel and headed for the Advance Headquarters of the Commander in Chief, Pacific Fleet, on the island of Guam. In charge of this forward post was Nimitz’s assistant chief of staff and operations officer, Commodore James B. Carter.

McVay asked for the commodore and was ushered into his office. The captain’s primary concern was the desperately needed refresher training, and he immediately brought the topic up, asking whether the ship could have her program conducted in the waters off Guam rather than sending him across the Philippine Sea.

As far as CinCPac was concerned, the top priority of the ship was to have her ten-day training cycle completed; everyone was anxious to get Admiral Spruance and his staff back aboard and once again have the Indianapolis as the prestigious flagship of the Fifth Fleet.

But Carter told McVay that the Indianapolis would have to go to Leyte for refresher training. “We no longer give such training here in Guam,” he said.

Captain McVay did not like the idea of sailing across the Philippine Sea with his green crew and would have obviously preferred staying right where he was. He complained to the commodore that at the rate things were going, his refresher training would probably be conducted in Tokyo Bay.

McVay asked Carter how soon the cruiser would have to leave and was told that the only big rush was to get the training completed. Therefore, the Indianapolis could finish taking on fuel and sail the next morning.

Captain McVay pointed out to Carter that he hadn’t been in the area for about three months and consequently wasn’t at all familiar with conditions “out there.” Who, he wanted to know, would provide him with up-to-date intelligence? Being in charge of Nimitz’s Advance Headquarters, the commodore naturally knew of the Tamon Group mission and was apprised by Naval Intelligence of the relative position of each of the four patrolling subs. Furthermore, he was aware that one of these submarines had sunk the Underhill, just three days prior to this conversation with McVay. Instead of taking a few scant seconds to say to McVay, “We know of four subs recently sent out on offensive missions,” or, even more simply, “We know of one sub operating in the vicinity of the Guam to Leyte route,” Commodore Carter told him nothing.

“I don’t remember that we discussed any intelligence information,” Carter said later. Why not? Because, “It wasn’t normal for captains to request that of me. He was only in my office a very short time; and that intelligence was provided by the port director at the time the ship was routed, as a normal procedure.”

When the short meeting was over, Carter sent McVay to the Guam port director’s office for sailing instructions. Upon walking out of the Advance Headquarters of the Commander in Chief of the Pacific Fleet, the senior officer of the Indianapolis had as much information as he walked in with—zero. As a matter of fact, McVay felt the situation “out there” was quite normal. “I got no impression up there [Carter’s office] at that time of any unusual conditions in the area—I will say that.”

After leaving Commodore Carter, McVay stopped off and had lunch with Admiral Spruance, who happened to be on the island at the time. After the meal, the captain headed for the office of the port director, Guam.

The director of the port, Lieutenant Commander W. Brooks, wasn’t in when McVay got there but nearby was a Quonset hut housing the port director’s convoy and routing office, and at about 4:00 P.M. McVay entered. Inside these cramped quarters was Lieutenant Joseph Waldron, a former newspaper executive and now convoy and routing officer of the Guam Naval Base. Approximately 90 percent of all vessels leaving the Marianas were routed by Waldron. He figured his office had sailed over 5,000 ships during the past ten months. Being proud of the routing office, he was pleased to point out that they had a reputation for having their information up-to-date and for giving the most complete instructions of any port in the Pacific.

The purpose of the captain of the ship meeting with the routing officer was to make preliminary arrangements for the vessel’s sailing. After he left, the orders would be typed up and made ready for delivery. Waldron delegated to two members of his staff the task of making these arrangements with McVay, and Lieutenant R. C. Northover and Ensign William Renoe got to work.

They first asked the captain what speed he wanted to make and when he wanted to leave. McVay was a little shocked by these questions, since he remembered that the last time he was in the area, in order to conserve precious fuel, ships were not permitted to exceed 16 knots, except under special circumstances. McVay reminded the two officers that when figuring out how fast he should go, they should take into consideration that the cruiser had just completed a highspeed run from San Francisco. McVay preferred that this next run be at medium speed in order to rest his engines. Furthermore, he wanted to arrive off Leyte Gulf at dawn, since the early morning light would allow him to practice some antiaircraft fire on the way in.

After some quick math, it was concluded that he could arrive Monday morning if the ship did between 24 and 25 knots. This was totally unacceptable to McVay, so they worked out what speed was required to arrive on Tuesday morning and decided that leaving at 9:00 A.M. the next day (Saturday, July 28, 1945) and steaming at an average speed of 15.7 knots would do it. The captain agreed.

The next question was the route, about which there was really no question to be raised because there was only one available. This was a direct east/west straight line from Guam to Leyte, known as “Convoy Route Peddie.” Neither the routing officer nor McVay had the authority to change the route since the port director’s sailing Bible was Wartime Pacific Routing Instructions, which clearly stated that “under normal procedure, combatant fleet components proceeding to or returning from combat operating areas shall be sailed on standard routes whenever such routes are available.” “Peddie” was the only standard route from Guam to Leyte.

At the very moment these instructions were being drawn up for the voyage of the U.S.S. Indianapolis, sitting smack in the center of “Peddie,” and just waiting for a target, was Commander Hashimoto in I-58.

Although a routing officer or a captain of a ship cannot, on his own authority, change a sailing lane, the system was not so rigid that senior commanders could not modify these ocean highways. In fact, at that very time serious consideration was being given to altering the Guam/Leyte route, and it had almost been accomplished, needing only a signature.

Captain Samuel Clay Anderson was the Pacific Fleet operations officer for Fleet Admiral Ernest King, Chief of Naval Operations. Because of his position, he was privy to all the information obtained by Naval Intelligence and therefore knew of the Tamon Group and their mission. This knowledge caused him to be concerned about the safety of shipping in the area where the submarines were operating.

Captain Anderson was forced to take direct action on the day Underhill was sunk, since this proved to him that the routing of combat ships in the Western Pacific was erroneous. Consequently, he immediately drafted a dispatch to Admiral Nimitz at Pearl Harbor, calling CinCPac’s attention to the fact that he believed it was a mistake to route combat vessels over their present lanes (and by implication asking they be changed, including Route “Peddie”).

The prepared dispatch was sent up the ladder until it reached the Vice Chief of Naval Operations, Admiral Edwards, who told Captain Anderson that the matter would be taken up at a higher level. Further investigation shows that this higher level was Admiral King, who, for reasons known only to himself, would not give his authorization to send this message to Pearl Harbor. The final outcome was that the route of the Indianapolis was not changed, and McVay, Northover, and Renoe went on to the next subject.

Now that the ETD, speed, ETA, and route had been settled, the next topic was an escort. The cruiser had absolutely no underwater detection equipment, and if a sub were lurking beneath the waves anywhere along the route she simply wouldn’t know about it without sonar. However, the routing officers did not think an escort would be available, and Captain McVay didn’t give it another thought as he had traveled many times without escort. As a matter of routine, Lieutenant Waldron went to the phone and called the headquarters of the Commander of the Marianas and was put through to his surface operations officer, Captain Oliver Naquin. Naquin wasn’t in, but his assistant, a Lieutenant Johnson, answered the phone. Waldron later recalled that “the surface operations, ComMarianas, was contacted by me personally, and I was informed no escort was needed. This was in agreement with the general policy that ships below a certain degree of latitude could proceed unescorted in that area. It was merely a routine check in case surface operations knew of an escort that was going out there with which we could combine the ship.”

Although Captain McVay was accustomed to sailing without escort, this rejection of one from surface operations prompted him to say later on, “I don’t believe a ship should proceed in any waters considered submarine waters without an escort, where it is possible to provide one, unless that ship has underwater sound gear.”*

The last topic was intelligence, and Waldron and McVay didn’t go into it deeply since all up-to-date information on enemy activity would be contained in an intelligence brief attached to his routing instructions. Before leaving, McVay mentioned that his navigator would stop by for the formal routing orders and intelligence addendum in a few hours. Heading back toward his ship, Captain McVay mentally reviewed what had just transpired and felt secure: “There was no mention made of any untoward incidents in the area through which I was to pass. I definitely got the idea from CinCPac Headquarters and Port Director, Guam, that it was a routine voyage.”

At 7:00 P.M. that evening, the cruiser’s navigator, Commander John Janney, entered the Quonset hut and met with Lieutenants Waldron and Northover. He was handed two sheets of paper; the first being the routing instructions and the other was entitled “Intelligence Brief for Guam to Philippines.”

The instructions were quite simple, indicating that the ship would leave at 9:00 A.M. the next morning (Saturday), cover the 1,171 miles to Leyte at an average speed of 15.7 knots, and reach the Gulf at 11:00 A.M. on Tuesday, the thirty-first. The orders stated further that “commanding officers are at all times responsible for the safe navigation of their ships” and that the cruiser would “zigzag at discretion of the commanding officer.” These instructions were basically boiler plate and, as Waldron stated, “It was acceptable form and general policy to indicate zigzag at the discretion of the commanding officer—no routing officer attempts to tell the captain of a combatant ship what he should do while at sea.”

After briefly reviewing the intelligence addendum, Janney returned to the Indianapolis with the orders and immediately met with McVay and Commander Joseph Flynn, the ship’s executive officer. The three men went over the instructions thoroughly and found nothing unusual.

One of them made the comment that once again they were traveling unescorted.

Next they spent some time on the intelligence brief. Three possible submarine sightings were listed, which was about average for any given week. The report noted that one submarine was spotted on the surface just after midnight on July 22, but by this time that information was obviously stale. Two other sightings were indicated for July 25, and everyone recognized them to be extremely doubtful (which they were). One of the two had the comment, “Unknown ship reports sighting a possible periscope,” and the other was interpreted as, “indications at that time pointed to a doubtful submarine.” As a matter of fact, the three submarines on the brief were already known to Commander Janney from other sources and were plotted on the chart of the Indianapolis days before they received this brief.*

It is more important to note what was not in the brief rather than what was in it. The sinking of the Underhill was not mentioned nor were the positions of the four submarines of the Tamon Group. Most importantly, it was not mentioned anywhere, or to anyone, that I-58 was hanging around Route “Peddie.”

In secret documents, the United States Navy admitted that “Captain McVay was informed that there was nothing out of the ordinary in the area which he was about to traverse” and he “was given no information from any source with regard to unusual submarine activities in the area, to the westward of Guam or in the Philippine Sea.” Furthermore, the Navy secretly admitted that “Captain McVay was not informed of the presence of four enemy submarines operating in the Western Pacific with offensive orders, nor was he informed of the sinking of U.S.S. Underhill by an enemy submarine to the westward of Guam on July 24.”

Vice Admiral George Murray, Commander of the Marianas, insisted that “the information contained in the routing instructions was the best information we could provide,” but, as we have seen, the intelligence brief wasn’t worth the paper it was printed on.

Actually, it is quite simple to explain what happened: when the flow of this “Ultra Secret” information on the Tamon Group reached a certain point in the chain of command, it stopped as if it had hit a brick wall. The reason that it stopped was its security classification—“Ultra Secret”—which was the highest and most secure of categories. Essentially, it was so secret that people were afraid to talk about it.

Captain E. T. Layton, in charge of combat intelligence at Pearl Harbor, knew that intelligence, no matter how secret its classification, was wasted if it was not passed down to combat officers who needed it to make proper decisions. Captain Layton’s only rule was that “Ultra Secret” information could not be passed down the chain of command in the form the senior commanders receive it, nor were these commanders to betray to their subordinates the source of the data. Otherwise, this senior intelligence officer expected all secret evidence to be disseminated. As a matter of fact, Captain Layton’s personal concept was that “Ultra” information should go into the intelligence report attached to routing instructions, with the proviso that it be worded in a general manner. For example, “Hunter-killer groups are commencing antisubmarine measures in certain areas,” or “Danger of enemy submarines exists on the Guam/Leyte route,” or any wording of that nature. This would give the person reading the report sufficient notice that there was some unusual and perhaps potentially dangerous activity taking place along his assigned route. Unfortunately, Captain Layton had too much confidence in the chain of command.

Commodore Carter received his information on the submarines from Layton and, although he did not convey it to McVay, he verbally passed it to (and discussed it with) Captain Oliver Naquin, surface operations officer for Commander, Marianas, the same officer Waldron called requesting an escort for the Indianapolis. At this point in the command structure, the information went no further. Captain Naquin did absolutely nothing with it.

The intelligence department of Guam Naval Base was the next step in the chain of command to which Naquin should have funneled this knowledge (especially the critical information about Hashimoto sitting in the middle of Route “Peddie”). After all, it was at Guam that the intelligence reports were attached to routing instructions.

According to Commander J. R. Lawrence, operations officer for the Guam Naval Base, his intelligence department depended entirely upon Commander, Marianas, and, more specifically, on Captain Naquin, for information on enemy activity in their area. But, on the day the Indianapolis sailed, Commander Lawrence and his intelligence crew knew nothing of the sinking of Underhill, of the dangerous Tamon Group, or of I-58 just a few days off their western beaches.

Meanwhile, back at the routing office, Lieutenant Joseph Waldron and his crew were busy routing ships and attaching to their instructions intelligence reports that were essentially worthless.

The following morning (Saturday, July 28), the U.S.S. Indianapolis made preparations for getting underway. Admiral Spruance had a conference to attend in Manila and was thinking of asking Captain McVay for a ride but at the last minute changed his mind. At 9:00 A.M., the skipper gave the order to stop topping off fuel, hoist anchor, and “we cleared the harbor about 0910, July 28, minus ten time.”*

An hour and a half after the Indianapolis cleared Apra Harbor, Lieutenant Waldron’s routing office composed a message for transmission to all interested parties describing the anticipated movements of the cruiser. It pointed out that the vessel left at 9:00 A.M. on the twenty-eighth, would do an average speed of 15.7 knots along Route “Peddie,” be outside Leyte Gulf at 8:00 A.M. on Tuesday, the thirty-first, and finally anchor in the gulf at 11:00 A.M. The dispatch also
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