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Chester Nimitz had graduated from the Naval Academy in 1905, the year after Bill Halsey, whom he’d gotten to know as a midshipman. Unlike Halsey, who’d been in the bottom third of his class, Nimitz stood seventh in a class of more than one hundred, and in his first years as an officer he turned in an outstanding performance. He spent these years in the Philippines, first on a battleship, next commanding a gunboat on which one of his officers was John S. McCain of the class of 1906. Then, at the almost unheard-of age of twenty-two, he’d been given command of one of the navy’s first-ever destroyers, 450-ton Decatur. His classmate Ray Spruance got his first destroyer command at age twenty-six, and Halsey got his at age thirty.

In the spring of 1908, on a run from Saigon to Manila, Decatur steamed into a tropical cyclone—“my first, and I hope it may be my last, real live typhoon,” Ensign Nimitz told his grandfather shortly after the fact. “Although my ship behaved remarkably well, for one of its size, we spent three very uncomfortable days. The ship rolled 50 degrees continually, and when the sea was ahead or astern I thought she would surely break in the middle, as a former destroyer, British, once did in a heavy sea.”

Although Nimitz brought his ship through the storm, reaching Manila only a few hours late, not many weeks afterward he blemished his sterling record. On July 7, 1908, as he steamed into Batangas Harbor south of Manila Bay, he neglected to take bearings, navigating by estimating instead. He realized his mistake only when his leadsman sang out. “We’re not moving, sir!” shouted the sailor. Nimitz had grounded his ship. The result was no mere court of inquiry, but a full-blown court-martial.

The court handled the ensign lightly, reducing the charge from “culpable inefficiency in the performance of duty” to the less catastrophic “neglect of duty,” found him guilty, and sentenced him to nothing more than a reprimand. He lost his command, of course, but other than that his career was intact. The court probably took several items into account: Nimitz’s youth, his previously spotless record, and a lack of sound information, for charts of Batangas weren’t very good. Whatever the reason, Nimitz survived the ordeal.457

Now, nearly thirty-seven years later, Nimitz found himself having to judge other officers’ actions in circumstances that had to remind him of his early days in the service. The fact that two of those he was judging were friends he’d known and served with for close to four decades added a complication, but in the little world of the professional navy, all the senior officers tended to know each other, and well. There was no help for it. Anyway, Nimitz’s wasn’t the last word. King, a man hard on subordinates, would review his conclusions, and King would ultimately pass the matter on to the secretary of the navy, James Forrestal. He could theoretically reject the reports of the admirals and reach his own conclusions, and he could very well mention the affair to the president.

A few days after the court finished its work, Nimitz had the transcript and the digest of the record. He also took the opportunity to interview Marks himself. He asked Hull’s last skipper tough, blunt questions, although he wasn’t unpleasant about it: after all, he himself had conned a ship through a typhoon, and he had been on the carpet too. He was simply trying to find out, from the horse’s mouth, what had happened. Of particular interest to him was whether Marks had seen a storm coming. “On the 17th,” he asked the commander, “did you have any indications that storm weather was approaching?”

“Yes, sir,” Marks answered, “the seas were very rough, choppy. That’s the reason we had to give up fueling. The sky was overcast.”

“The barometer was falling?” Nimitz persisted.

“Yes, sir.”

“The wind direction changing?”

“I couldn’t say positively about the wind on the 17th,” replied Marks. “It was a circular storm,” he added unnecessarily.

“What I am getting at,” Nimitz explained, “is whether in the Hull there was any attempt made to forecast the storm or to forecast in the same manner the sailors used to do before they had radar and radio weather forecasting.”

“Yes, sir, I knew we were in for a storm,” reaffirmed Marks. “That is the reason I had the ship well secured.”

Nimitz kept pushing Marks to clarify exactly when he’d known what was coming; now and then he showed just a touch of impatience. Near the end of the interview he reiterated what was obviously bothering him. “I get the impression that with all of the new instruments we have on the ships,” he said, “that we can’t rely too much on instruments and that we don’t use the old time-honored things that were taught us by our predecessors for forecasting weather.” By paying attention both to wind direction and the barometer, the fleet admiral pointed out, sailors could plot the typhoon’s center.458

Nimitz continued to ponder these thoughts as he put together his comments on the court of inquiry’s findings. He worked quickly; Third Fleet, after all, was still in a typhoon area. In late January, just before moving his headquarters from Pearl Harbor to Guam and only a couple of weeks after getting the court’s record, he was done.

In contrast to the court’s hundreds of pages of records, Nimitz’s memorandum was only two pages long, and at the start of them he got right to the point. “The proceedings, findings, opinions, and recommendations of the court of inquiry in the attached case are approved,” he declared in the opening sentence. But other sentences followed. “The evidence brought forward by the court,” he observed, “indicates that the preponderance of responsibility for the storm damage and losses suffered by the Third Fleet attaches to Commander, Third Fleet, Admiral William F. Halsey, U.S. Navy. However,” he went on to state immediately, “the convening authority”—that is, Nimitz himself—“is of the firm opinion that no question of negligence is involved, but rather, that the mistakes made were errors in judgment committed under stress of war operations and stemming from a commendable desire to meet military commitments.” Nimitz ended his opening remarks with words that were of utmost importance to Halsey and Marks: “No further action is contemplated or recommended.” There would be no courts-martial, unless King overrode Nimitz.

Then Nimitz moved on to his own recommendations, which included such things as an increase in the number of weather stations and the establishment of weather reconnaissance flights, design improvements in the ventilating systems of light carriers that would prevent the sort of flooding of engineering spaces that had happened aboard Monterey and San Jacinto, and a BuShips investigation into destroyer stability characteristics. But first on the list was the concern that he had expressed to Jim Marks. “It is the intention of the convening authority,” he declared, “to see that all flag and commanding officers of the United States Pacific Fleet are impressed with the necessity of understanding the laws of storms and of giving full consideration to adverse weather conditions when occurring.” In a similar vein he critiqued the current state of weather prediction resources in the Pacific. “The aerological officers assigned to the principal task force commander in the Third and Fifth Fleets,” he stated, “should have training and experience commensurate with the importance of their assignments. To this end,” he continued, “it is recommended that the Bureau of Naval Personnel be directed to make available a greater number of older and more experienced aerological officers to the higher commands of the fleet.” Thus Nimitz, likely recalling his own early career, dealt with George Kosco and the other fleet aerologists. There was nothing wrong with them; they were simply too junior. Having finished his own observations, Nimitz packed them off, with the courts’ records, to Ernest J. King.459

A month later-just over two months after the typhoon hit Third Fleet—King announced his decision to James Forrestal. As Nimitz had done, King kept his comments to two brief pages. “I concur in the opinion of Commander-in-Chief United States Pacific Fleet,” he informed Forrestal, “that, although the preponderance of responsibility for the storm damage and losses suffered attaches to Commander Third Fleet, there is no question of negligence involved.” Halsey had cleared another one of his hurdles. But King did make a few changes in what Nimitz had said. Cominch-CNO could be ruthless, and he thought, correspondingly, that Nimitz was sometimes too soft on subordinates. In this instance King thought that Nimitz’s characterization of Halsey’s mistakes as resulting from “a commendable desire to meet military commitments” was too solicitous of the Third Fleet commander. Likewise, he wanted at least a suggestion that someone, either Halsey or his weather forecasters, had gotten things wrong in the fleet, when it came to aerology. King thus revised Nimitz’s statements accordingly: “The mistakes made,” he wrote, “were errors in judgment resulting from insufficient information, committed under stress of war operations, and stemmed from the firm determination to meet military commitments.”460

That, as it turned out, was largely the end of the matter. Over the next several months, BuShips conducted inclining and stability tests on two of the remaining Farraguts, including Ayiwin, and reported-over the objections of Cal Calhoun and other 1200-tonner skippers—that the ships were sufficiently stable, although shortly after the end of the war, the bureau at last changed its tune. Weather services in the Pacific were upgraded; the navy established several new weather stations in the central Pacific, reaching northward from the Caroline Islands toward Japan, regions where typhoons were born and where the Fast Carrier Task Force might be expected to operate as it drove closer to Japanese waters. The first months of 1945 also saw the creation of a new fleet weather central on Leyte, which later moved to Manila, and another one, not coincidentally, on Guam, where Nimitz set up his advanced headquarters late in January.461

Once he had established himself at Guam, Nimitz made good his promise to make sure that his officers got the word on knowing about and being prepared for bad weather. On the fifteenth of February he distributed a Pacific Fleet confidential letter sketching out for his subordinates what had happened in the typhoon and giving a basic comparative analysis of fuel, ballasting, free surface, and other conditions aboard the three lost destroyers. His main thrust in this letter, however, was to stress the need for commanders, both skippers and flag officers, to pay more attention to signs of approaching bad weather and to take early precautions.

Here, too, he empathized with the mariners whom the typhoon had assailed. “In the light of hindsight it is easy to see how any of several measures might have prevented this catastrophe, but it was far less easy a problem at the time for men who were out there under the heaviest of conflicting responsibilities,” he wrote. “The important thing is for it never to happen again.” To that end, Nimitz offered his analysis, together with some strong admonitions. These later remarks showed that he was still very concerned, as he’d said to Jim Marks a month earlier, that sailors were so wrapped up in technology that they weren’t using their own observations of the sea and the sky. “A hundred years ago, a ship’s survival depended almost solely on the competence of her master and on his constant alertness to every hint of change in the weather,” pointed out the fleet admiral. “Ceaseless vigilance in watching and interpreting signs, plus a philosophy of taking no risk in which there was little to gain and much to be lost, was what enabled him to survive.”

Then Nimitz became even more blunt.


Seamen of the present day should be better at forecasting weather at sea, independently of the radio, than were their predecessors. The general laws of storms and the weather expectancy for all months of the year in all parts of the world are now more thoroughly understood, more completely catalogued, and more readily available in various publications. An intensive study of typhoons and Western Pacific weather was made over a period of many years by Father Depperman at the Manila observatory, and his conclusions have been embodied in the material available to all aerologists. What Knight and Bowditch have to say on the subject is exactly as true during this war as it was in time of peace or before the days of radio. Familiarity with these authorities is something no captain or navigator can do without. The monthly pilot charts, issued to all ships, give excellent information as to the probable incidence and movements of typhoons. Stress on the foregoing is no belittlement of our aerological centers and weather broadcasts. But just as a navigator is held culpable if he neglects “Log, Lead, and Lookout” through blind faith in his radio fixes, so is the seaman culpable who regards personal weather estimates as obsolete and assumes that if no radio storm warning has been received, then all is well, and no local weather signs need cause him concern.

It is possible that too much reliance is being placed on outside sources for warnings of dangerous weather, and on the ability of our splendid ships to come through anything that wind and wave can do. If this be so, there is need for a revival of the age-old habits of self-reliance and caution in regard to the hazard from storms, and for officers in all echelons of command to take their personal responsibilities in this respect more seriously.



After further analysis, Nimitz ended with a final pointed warning.


In conclusion, both seniors and juniors must realize that in bad weather, as in most other situations, safety and fatal hazard are not separated by any sharp boundary line, but shade gradually from one into the other. There is no little red light which is going to flash on and inform commanding officers or higher commanders that from then on there is extreme danger from the weather, and that measures for ships’ safety must now take precedence over further efforts to keep up with the formation or to execute the assigned task. This time will always be a matter of personal judgment. Naturally no commander is going to cut thin the margin between staying afloat and foundering, but he may nevertheless unwittingly pass the danger point even though no ship is yet in extremis. Ships that keep on going as long as the severity of wind and sea has not yet come close to capsizing them or breaking them in two, may nevertheless become helpless to avoid these catastrophes later if things get worse. By then they may be unable to steer any heading but in the trough of the sea, or may have their steering control, lighting, communications, and main propulsion disabled, or may be helpless to secure things on deck or to jettison topside weights.



“The time for taking all measures for a ship’s safety is while still able to do so,” Nimitz wound up the letter. “Nothing is more dangerous than for a seaman to be grudging in taking precautions lest they turn out to have been unnecessary. Safety at sea for a thousand years has depended on exactly the opposite philosophy.”462

With that, and with the beefing up of weather facilities, Nimitz had done a great deal to make sure, as he’d written, that this sort of disaster wouldn’t happen again on his watch. Perhaps, given that he was busy overseeing a huge, bloody theater of the biggest war in history, it was all he could practically do. But he found himself revisiting the problem when, four months after he’d circulated this letter, Admiral Halsey led the Fast Carrier Task Force squarely into another typhoon.
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When Third Fleet departed Ulithi at the end of December, Halsey swung it around the northern tip of Luzon, battering Japanese airbases on Formosa to keep them from resupplying the Philippines. Then he traveled back south to the area where the fleet had done battle with the typhoon. He was in the same reach of ocean where Spence, Hull, and Monaghan and their men had gone down. But Halsey was concentrating not on drowned friends but living and dangerous enemies, blanketing the Luzon airfields once more. Then, rounding north again, Third Fleet went marauding into the South China Sea following a second strike on Formosa.463

What Halsey really wanted was capital ships; somewhere in range, he believed, were the carriers Ise and Hyugo, and perhaps even the giant battlewagon Yamato, all of which had escaped him at the Battle of Leyte Gulf in October. During the rest of January, he hit Cam Rahn Bay in French Indochina—Vietnam—and later attacked the harbors of Hainan and Hong Kong.

The strikes against French Indochina on the twelfth day of the month were particularly devastating. Third Fleet sank nearly fifty Japanese ships, a dozen of them tankers. Only fifteen were combatants, and all of them small; Japan’s capital ships had retreated far to the south, to Lingga Roads. Halsey thus never got his revenge for being decoyed at Leyte. Still, the war was approaching the point at which the tankers were becoming the key targets. Halsey was at last astride Japan’s supply lines from the Indies, and her strangulation was now starting. The flow of conventional and Tokkō planes to Luzon came to an end.464

By the end of the month, with MacArthur’s forces solidly ashore on Luzon and Japanese airpower over the Philippines interdicted, Halsey’s job in the Philippines arena was done, and the fleet returned to Ulithi. “I am so proud of you that no words can express my feelings,” the admiral signaled his sailors. “We have driven the enemy off the sea and back to his inner defenses. Superlatively well done. Halsey.” With that he surrendered command of the fleet to Ray Spruance, who would take on those inner defenses.465

During the months that Halsey and McCain had been assaulting the Philippines, Spruance and his staff had been planning for the next step. King had wanted that step to be Formosa; Nimitz and Spruance had held out for Iwo Jima and then Okinawa. Iwo Jima, a barren pile of volcano ash halfway between Ulithi to the south and Tokyo to the north, served Japan as an early warning point for the new B-29 raids from Saipan. In American hands, however, it could be an emergency landing base for those same B-29s, as well as an unsinkable aircraft carrier that could remove some of the operational pressure from the Fast Carrier Task Force. With Iwo Jima secured, Nimitz’s forces could move on to Okinawa, a much larger island in the Ryukyu chain, just to the south of Japan’s Home Islands. From there the navy could complete its interdiction of supplies from the Indies, and the army, if necessary, could launch its invasion of Japan proper. Neither Nimitz nor Spruance thought that in the face of the mounting blockade this last step would be necessary. In the end they convinced King, and King convinced the Joint Chiefs of Staff, that Iwo Jima and Okinawa were the right targets.466

The Iwo Jima campaign began in mid-February, after two weeks of fleet downtime. The island proved a tough nut to crack; honeycombed with fortifications protected from bombing and shelling by thick volcanic rock, it resisted for more than a month, and seven thousand Americans died in taking it. Then, in mid-March, the assault on Okinawa began, and it was even worse. The large, green island, owned by Japan since the late nineteenth century, was within easy striking distance of airbases on Formosa, Kyushu, and elsewhere, more than a hundred in all, from which the navy expected to see as many as three thousand planes flying at it, a lot of them Tokkō craft.467

To complicate matters further, Spruance had a bigger job than Bill Halsey had had in the Philippines. Under Spruance, the fleet—redesignated the Fifth after the change of command—consisted not merely of the Fast Carrier Task Force under Mitscher, but also of the amphibious assault force with its Marine divisions, gunfire support forces, minesweeper forces, a British carrier task force, and, of course, the logistics group.468

The intensity of the Iwo Jima and Okinawa campaigns, and the escalating carnage wrought by Tokkō planes off Okinawa, took a huge toll on Spruance’s staff, and by the end of May the frail Marc Mitscher weighed less than a hundred pounds. Spruance himself, a highly fit man who was accustomed to and even welcomed physical hardship, appeared to be in better shape than his staff. His physician never noted any signs of fatigue in Spruance, not even a need for so much as an aspirin. But Spruance, too, was feeling the strain after three months. “No one,” he admitted to his wife many years later, “knew of the butterflies in my stomach.” Normally stoic and unflappable to the point of earning the nickname “ice water admiral” in the press (a sobriquet he dismissed as “much hooey”), he once flew into a fury when he read a poorly worded dispatch from a senior subordinate, nearly ordering the man relieved before getting himself under control.469

Halsey and his staff, meanwhile, were busy planning for post-Okinawa campaigns, especially the invasion of Kyushu, to take place in November, and the conquest of the main island of Honshu, scheduled for March of 1946. But when Halsey paid a visit to Nimitz on Guam in the last days of April, the fleet admiral told him to relieve Spruance ahead of schedule a month later, even if Okinawa was still unsecured. The Fifth Fleet commander and staff needed some rest. Halsey, delighted to be getting back into battery, soon set out from Guam in his new flagship, the Iowa-class Missouri, New Jersey was refitting.

Spruance would have preferred to hang on until the Okinawa campaign was over, but his staff members were very worn down, and for their sakes he was prepared for Halsey to take command. Missouri arrived off Okinawa shortly after dawn on May 26, and after conferences between the two old friends, Halsey relieved Spruance less than forty-eight hours later. With Halsey came George Kosco, along with the rest of the staff.470

Despite the court of inquiry’s recommendations, George Kosco, in his midthirties, was still to be the fleet’s senior aerologist. New weather stations were operating, including the new Fleet Weather Central on Guam, but fleet weather communications were still slow, and the navy hadn’t yet established long-range weather reconnaissance flights. Because of all of this, and despite the tragedy of December, many weather-related factors were the same as they had been when Halsey had last had command.471

A few days after Halsey relieved Spruance, on the first day of June, various fleet weather centrals began reporting a tropical disturbance in the Philippine Sea. It was the beginning of an eerie, déjà vu pattern. In mid-December, Halsey’s task force had been west of Luzon, threatened by Tokkō attacks. In early June, it was to the southwest of Okinawa, where the kamikaze presence was even greater. In each case, Halsey got reports of a storm, but those reports were spotty, and he and Kosco had to make guesses about its position and track. In each case, moreover, Halsey was leery about moving west, which would expose the task force to attacks from Japanese planes.

But there were also differences. The biggest, perhaps, was that this new typhoon, smaller, faster moving, and more vicious than December’s tropical cyclone, was in the process of recurving, changing its direction from the usual west and north track to a northeasterly heading. December’s storm had threatened Halsey’s forces from the southeast, threatening to push them toward Luzon; the June storm came at them from the southwest, giving him a chance to evade by heading into the open ocean. The recurvature, too, meant that this typhoon’s dangerous semicircle was its southern and not its northern half, the exact opposite of December’s typhoon. That was bad luck for Halsey, for if he chose to dodge the typhoon by heading eastward, away from Okinawa and into the Pacific, he would be on the storm’s bad side. Of course, if he dodged quickly enough, he’d miss the storm altogether.

All of these variables, however, were in flux during the first few days of June. Aboard Missouri, George Kosco noted the initial weather reports on the first day of the month, but those reports were of a disturbance and not a typhoon. His main concern that day was about the weather for the second and third, since the plan was for the task force to carry out air strikes at that time. The disturbance, whatever it was, was still too far away to pose any immediate threat.472

But the picture changed during the next few days. Reports of a tropical storm kept coming in from various sources, among them intercepted Japanese transmissions. They were all vague and contradictory; it was the old problem of too few direct observations.

On the morning of June 4, Kosco received a typhoon warning from Nimitz’s Guam headquarters predicting that the storm was moving toward Okinawa. Kosco thought that the report was wrong. For one thing, the recurvature to the northeast the message suggested didn’t fit the historical picture of area typhoons. (Neither had the movements of the December typhoon, but either Kosco forgot that or else he figured that the historical data was still generally the safest bet.) Meeting with Halsey and other staff members that morning, Kosco mentioned this CincPac report, but he also told Halsey of his belief that it was erroneous. Kosco recommended that the task force maintain its position and await more concrete reports.

Kosco’s recommendation provoked some discussion in the staff meeting. In his usual fashion, Halsey listened to what everyone had to say, and then he announced his decision. “You are probably right, but I can’t take a chance,” he told Kosco, probably remembering what had happened half a year earlier. He wanted to move while he could. “If I should be forced to go westward,” he explained, “I would be in shallow waters with no room to maneuver in and be in range of Japanese aircraft from China. If possible,” he concluded, “I would like to be south of the typhoon.”473

Before the morning was out, the task force was steaming slightly south of east, clearing Okinawa and the reported typhoon. At least it had just refueled, a welcome difference from December 18, and Halsey had also directed various ships in the area to make regular weather reports. But Kosco was still skeptical. His skepticism increased that afternoon when he intercepted another CincPac dispatch that reported not one, but two different storms in the area, one moving north and the other north-northeast. To Kosco, who believed that only one storm was riding the waters, the message showed the unreliability of the weather reporting system.474

At about the same time Kosco was reading the weather report, the transport ship USS Ancon, some two hundred miles west of Missouri, picked up something on her powerful SP radar. It was the typhoon that stations had been reporting for days. Obeying Halsey’s orders, Ancon tracked the typhoon and radioed in a report of her contact, and then she continued on her way to the Philippines, having received no orders to the contrary.

Ancon’s radar showed the typhoon to be much closer to the fleet than Kosco had suspected; it had indeed recurved and was pointing directly at the Fast Carrier Task Force and the replenishment group, which were only a hundred miles from it. To make matters worse, Halsey didn’t receive Ancon’s dispatch until nearly midnight, several hours after she’d sent it. By that time the fast-moving storm was nearly upon him. Recent history was repeating itself.475
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Halsey and the rest of the staff knew that the typhoon was bearing down on them, but Ancon’s dispatch was already old. They didn’t know the storm’s exact track. The dilemma, however, was simple: should they try to dodge it to the southeast, or to the northwest?

For most of the fourth, Halsey’s ships had been moving east, unknowingly into the crosshairs. Farther eastward lay the freedom of the open Pacific, but also the risk of the dangerous semicircle. Westward lay the safe semicircle, along with the danger posed by the Japanese air umbrella.

Halsey discussed things hurriedly with his staff, and he also put in a call to McCain on the carrier Shangri-La. McCain suggested that the fleet hold its present course, 110 degrees, just south of east. Kosco, fearing that the fleet was moving straight for the dangerous semicircle, suggested a northwesterly course of three hundred degrees, almost exactly the opposite direction the fleet had been steaming for hours.476

McCain had tactical command of the task force, but Halsey never shirked at putting in his two cents’ worth. Shortly after midnight, Halsey sided with Kosco and recommended that McCain swing to a heading of three hundred and that the replenishment group do the same. McCain complied, reluctantly; it was a roll of the dice, and everyone knew it. “Someday,” observed Mick Carney sardonically, “we are going to maneuver blindly right into a typhoon.”477

Two hours later, that was exactly what happened.

At that point in the Okinawa campaign, the various task groups of the Fast Carrier Task Force were widely dispersed. The only two groups that Halsey and McCain had in company were TG 38.4, in which both of these admirals steamed, and TG 38.1, which was about fifteen miles to the south as the typhoon struck. Task Group 30.8, the replenishment group, was slightly farther south. The typhoon was so small and unstable that the fifteen miles made a difference; TG 38.4 escaped almost unscathed, while the storm vented its full fury on the other two groups.478

The best that can be said of this second typhoon is that it claimed no ships. Most of the vessels were fueled, and few of the inherently unstable Farraguts remained. But one of them, Aylwin, had the bad luck of getting caught in the path of the cyclone. Running squarely into the southern, dangerous semicircle, Bill Rogers and his crew again experienced the terrible rolling that threw the unstable destroyer hard onto her side, this time in the middle of a tropical night. Again the towering waves hurtled at her from the heart of the storm, working hard with the wind to heel the ship onto her beam-ends. But Aylwin was a survivor, and once again she came through the typhoon, venturing into the maelstrom-like eye along with the rest of the replenishment group. There, jostled by the violent conical waves, nearly fifty warships struggled to keep from slamming into each other. Above them the deceptively peaceful stars gazed down while the hundred-plus-knot winds of the eye wall circled the ships like a mad pack of wolves, waiting for the inevitable moment when they would attack the vessels again.479
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One of the destroyer escorts, Conklin, also had a close call, probably closer than any of her sisters experienced in the December typhoon. As she struggled against the elements, a huge, black wall hurtled towards her, nearly swamping her as it hit her full force. Suddenly she was seventy-five degrees on her starboard side, the wave flooding her engine spaces and radio rooms and washing the officer of the deck and the talker off the bridge. The talker landed on Conklin’s fantail just as the same wave lifted another man from the quarterdeck. Though he and the OOD were lost, Conklin herself survived.480

The open bridges of the DEs made for wild rides. Lieutenant Junior Grade J. A. Buehler of the Evarts-class Mitchell had arrived on the flying bridge at four in the morning to relieve the OOD to be greeted by the worst wind he’d ever experienced. Blowing from astern, it nearly threw him forcibly onto the bridge as he came through the hatch. Clad only in foul weather gear, Buehler made his way to the officer he was relieving. “For God’s sake, send up my life belt!” he screamed into the man’s ear. That was nearly the only thing anyone on the bridge heard for nearly another hour. Fighing the gale, which carried the overpowering diesel exhaust directly onto the bridge, all Buehler and the others could do was to hang on.

At one point Buehler did hear that a TBS message had ordered all the ships in his group to turn on their running lights, and the beleagured OOD passed the order on to the helmsman. But when the masthead light came on it caught the lieutenant by surprise, creating an eerie glow forward of the bridge. For a moment he thought that a canister of ammunition had exploded. He needed a moment to realize that the effect was caused by the near-zero visibility that the typhoon had imposed.

On Mitchell struggled, into the eye and then back into a region of the storm that made her roll more than ever, unseen vessels around her tracked only by radar and closing to as little as four hundred yards. Below in the after motor room, Harlan Dible actually had a fairly smooth ride for part of the time. The sailor had slung a hammock between two stanchions directly over the motor, and as the typhoon raged in the darkness he dozed fitfully. The hammock was largely immune to Mitchell’s rolling, but Dible held onto its sides anyway. The swaying motion actually helped lull him, but then the ship took a roll that went much farther than the others. Dible opened his eyes and looked below him. Instead of seeing the motor that he was expecting, he saw the bulkhead with its equipment racks. Mitchell was lying practically on her side. Even though she righted herself and came through the typhoon with no deaths or serious damage, that remained one of the worst moments of the war for him.481

Two jeep carriers of the replenishment group, Salamaua and Windham Bay, weren’t as lucky as Mitchell. No fires started, but their planes did burst free of their lines, as so many had in December. As the seas stripped away a boom and a gun mount, while simultaneously twisting the forward part of Salamaua’s flight deck, a torpedo plane further aft on that deck rolled free of its fastenings and careened into others, wrecking them all and killing a sailor. Windham Bay had planes break free on both hangar and flight decks, and she shipped huge volumes of water into one of her elevator wells. The damage, on the whole, was less than that of December, but it was still bad, and it was of much the same type.482

If TG 30.8 had stayed on its original east-southeast heading, it would have cleared the typhoon completely, but the turn to the northeast in the early hours of June 5 sealed its fate. Task Group 30.1, now under the command of Rear Admiral Jocko Clark, was to the north of the replenishment group and thus closer to the track of the storm, but even it could have gotten clear with a little maneuvering. Clark had disliked the fleet’s turn to the northwest from the moment it happened. But, as many commanders had in December, he’d kept his mouth shut in the belief that Halsey and McCain presumably had better information than he did. In fact, though he likely didn’t know it at the time, if Halsey and McCain had turned northwest a few hours earlier, they could have cleared the safe semicircle; it was the reversal an hour and a half after midnight that kept the task groups in the bull’s-eye.483

Even so, Clark had another chance for escape. An hour after the northwest turn, he could see the nightmare on his radars as it approached, still sixty miles in the distance, but even so he maintained course. Not long afterward one of his destroyers lost steering control, and Clark slowed his task group to keep her in company, even as the typhoon moved closer.

Then, shortly after 0400, as the seas wildly churned and the wind beat at his task group, Clark could keep silent no longer, and he contacted McCain. “I can get clear of the center of the storm quickly by steering 120 degrees,” he informed the task force commander, increasing his ships’ speed even as he fired off the message. “Please advise.”

“We have nothing on our scope to indicate storm center,” answered McCain, steaming to Clark’s north in Task Group 38.4, as was Halsey.

“We very definitely have,” emphasized Clark. “We have had one for one and a half hours.”484

McCain got back to Clark within fifteen minutes and asked him for data on the storm’s location, but as fate would have it, that was all the time they had left, and it may have made little difference anyway, given the warships” speeds. Five minutes later McCain gave Clark permission to maneuver at his discretion. But it was too late.

Clark’s task group included four carriers. Two of them, Hornet and Bennington, were Essex-class ships. The other two were the light carriers Belleau Wood and the hapless San Jacinto, which the December typhoon had so badly abused. But this time San Jacinto got off lightly. Michael H. Kernodle, still in command, had read Nimitz’s typhoon letter quite carefully, and this time he tried different tactics than he had six months earlier. In December he’d kept the terrific seas on his beam and his ship had rolled badly, shaking off her planes as a dog shakes off water after a hated bath. This time, as the storm peaked shortly before dawn, Kernodle kept the seas on his bow, and San Jacinto “rode beautifully,” as he later declared. In December, the ship lost eight planes; on June 5 she lost only two, and those were duds incapable of flight anyway. Kernodle had placed them forward on the flight deck to serve as windbreakers.485

The fleet carriers, on the other hand, which had escaped serious damage six months before, found that it was their turn on June 5. Captain James B. Sykes of Bennington had, like Kernodle, thoroughly briefed himself on the contents of Nimitz’s letter. On the fourth, when it became clear that the storm was approaching, he set Typhoon Condition Two, a state of readiness designed specifically for the contingency. Throughout the ship, department heads met with their people to make sure they were doing everything necessary to rig for heavy weather. Later, four and a half hours after midnight on the fifth, Sykes sounded general quarters and went to Typhoon Condition One as conditions began to go bad. The big ship, with the wind on her beam, rolled moderately and pitched very little. But something strange was starting to happen.

The rain and spray cut visibility from Bennington’s island down to nearly nothing; only occasionally could the pilothouse crew see the carrier’s bow. As somewhere above, unseen, the sun presumably rose, the sailors caught a glimpse of the forward antenna mast; it was tilting over. Then rain and spray closed in again.

Three minutes later came another brief clearing, and the pilothouse crew looked again toward the bow. The mast had disappeared and now the sailors could see why: the flight deck itself was collapsing. The whole forward section, especially the corners, were being driven down by the incessantly pounding seas, which were folding the planking like a series of matchsticks.486

Hornet, skippered by typhoon veteran Austin K. Doyle, took the same kind of damage. Doyle, like Kernodle, was more concerned with the seas than the winds, working hard to keep Hornet’s bow to the former and letting the latter do what they wanted. In this attitude Hornet rode well, losing only two planes when a 130-knot gust blew a torpedo craft on top of a fighter. But Hornet’s flight deck, like Bennington’s, crumpled as seas crashed into it repeatedly. As in Bennington’s case, Hornet’s flight deck damage wasn’t due to the pitching, which was slight, but simply to the headlong seas. The ship rode so well, in fact, that neither Doyle nor anyone else knew exactly when the deck began to collapse. At 0500 it was in good shape; by 0600 twenty-five feet had sagged onto the forecastle.487

The worst damage, though, was reserved for the cruiser Pittsburgh. A newcomer to the task force, she’d been in the Pacific for only three months when she found herself in the maw of the new typhoon. The previous December, the bow frames of the light cruiser Miami had buckled as the ship splashed headlong into the seas, but this was just one among many notations of damage that the Court of Inquiry had recorded. Pittsburgh was a newer ship, a heavy cruiser of a different class, and on June 5 nobody aboard her was likely thinking about Miami. But soon Pittsburgh’s men had their own troubles, similar to but far worse than the other ship.488

Sometime after the hypothetical dawn, shortly before 0630, Pittsburgh was taking a serious pounding, and her captain, John Gingrich, responded by setting Condition Zebra, a high-integrity status in which the ship buttoned herself up tightly both inside and out. His timing was exquisite. A few minutes later, Gingrich’s first lieutenant showed up on the bridge. “There’s a buckle in the second deck about frame 26,” he reported, referring to a spot on the cruiser’s bow roughly a hundred feet abaft the stem. Gingrich had barely had time to take this in when a massive sea hit Pittsburgh, lifting the whole bow section upward; then another wave hurled itself at the cruiser, sweeping under her and heaving her up. With that the whole bow, 104 feet of it, dropped and broke free, drifting ahead of the rest of the vessel. Nobody was in that section, but this reprieve from disaster lasted just a few moments. Then the bow became a potential missile that the seas could fling at the ship.

Gingrich immediately got on the TBS to Admiral Clark. “Our bow has broken off,” he reported, already making decisions. “We are having to come around.” Pittsburgh was already down at the head by six feet and flooding. As repair crews dashed forward to seal the hatch to the missing bow section and shore up the bulkhead that now stood between them and the sea, Gingrich backed the ship down. Running Pittsburgh stern first in waves like these might poop her, or worse, damage her screws, shafts, or rudder control, but the alternative was to risk a deadly collision with the bow and a collapse of the bulkhead under the sea’s nearly incomprehensible pressure.

Gingrich’s gamble paid off. Backing down hard and spewing oil from her ruptured fuel bunkers, Pittsburgh swung her head and cleared the dangerous wedge of metal, turning slowly inside it as Gingrich put the wind and seas first to his stern, and then, as waves broke over her from aft, onto her starboard beam. That set Pittsburgh to rolling, but only about twenty degrees, and it greatly eased the seas’ pressure on the weak bulkhead.489

Just aft of that bulkhead, a nineteen-man repair party struggled to put heavy shoring timbers in place. Just behind them, and all over the ship, hatches were dogged down; if the bulkhead gave way, the whole party was dead. None of its members had any way to escape. “Come on boys,” yelled a sailor as the men worked frantically, “it’s curtains if we don’t get this job done!”

They did it. Pittsburgh survived and made port. So, too, did her bow. Late that afternoon, with the typhoon having moved on and left the damaged and bruised task groups bobbing behind it, the fleet tug Munsee reported in. “Have sighted the suburb of Pittsburgh and taken it in tow,” read the dispatch. The bow, nicknamed “McKeesport,” which was in fact a Pittsburgh community, safely completed its journey to Guam, arriving on the eleventh, only a day behind the rest of the ship. None of Pittsburgh’s officers or men had been injured.

Preston Mercer, who had commanded the squadron of Farraguts in the December typhoon, also rode out the June storm. But by this time he had moved on to command DesRon 54, attached to Task Group 38.4, which got off quite lightly. As it so happened, during the Korean conflict Mercer would find himself the skipper of Pittsburgh—and of her bow.490

Cal Calhoun and Dewey, however, missed the second storm, being detailed to ferry vessels between the Ryukyus and Ulithi, and luckily so, for Mercer turned out to have been right on the night of December 18 when he advised Calhoun to turn out of the pounding sea. Dewey had been alongside a tender on and off ever since then to correct serious hull damage. Had Calhoun gone to Tabberer’s aid, the three sunken destroyers might have gained some company in Davy Jones’s locker, although no one will ever know for sure. But a little over a week after the June 5 typhoon, when the task groups arrived at their new base at Leyte Gulf, where the story had begun so many months earlier, Mercer happened upon Dewey’s skipper. “He did it again!” were his first words to Calhoun.491
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That was probably Nimitz’s reaction as well, and likely King’s too. Six sailors were dead and four more were badly injured; seventy-five planes had been lost or destroyed, with nearly another seventy needing major repair; and more than a half dozen ships had been seriously mauled. It was not the disaster of six months before, but it was still a mess. And it was precisely the sort of event that CincPac had tried to ensure would never happen again.492

Not seventy-two hours went by after the typhoon, then, before Nimitz convened a new court of inquiry, this one to meet on Guam, near his own headquarters. The cast was much the same: Genial John Hoover would again be its president, and Vice Admiral George D. Murray, who had been on the previous court, would serve on this one too. Ira Nunn, who’d represented Marks in December, would now serve as judge advocate. And Nimitz again empowered the court to give an opinion on whether anyone had committed offenses.493

On June 15 the new court met, and it, too, ran for eight days, the same length of time as the earlier one. Many of the witnesses were the same, among them Kernodle, Carney, McCain, Kosco, and, of course, Halsey. This time, though, the questioning was sometimes more pointed. On many occasions the admirals at the green table asked skippers bluntly about whether they were acquainted with Nimitz’s typhoon letter. While the answer was routinely a very emphatic yes, skippers still put forth reasons why they delayed independent maneuvering, and those reasons weren’t without merit. They were best stated by Captain Doyle of Hornet, who’d also conned his carrier though the December typhoon. “We were getting into something where we had to extricate ourselves as a group rather then by any individual action,” he tried to explain of the turn to the northwest.494

The court took it remarkably easy on Halsey when the fleet commander testified. Halsey probably knew even before the typhoon was over that he would face a new inquiry, and as the seas began calming he’d angrily signaled Nimitz about the continued state of sluggish communications and spotty, contradictory weather reports. Once the court swore him in, he continued the attack on these systems, not so much testifying as complaining. “It is not necessary for me to tell you gentlemen what typhoons in their formation are—that their movement is very unpredictable and that they are very prima donnish in their actions,” he said bluntly. The early reports placed the storm well to the west; the Ancon dispatch, he explained, had come as a nasty surprise, putting as it did the fleet in the target area. In the face of the risk of being overtaken by the dangerous semicircle, he stated with no apology, he had decided to advise McCain to cut across the front of the storm by heading northwest.

Then he renewed the attack. “As the responsible commander in the combat zone I believe that I am fully entitled to have every bit of information that can be made available about storms,” he fumed. After all, he observed, aerologists in the Atlantic could track hurricanes with high-altitude weather flights. “I believe we have the facilities in this area to have given me this information,” he argued. “I did not get it. B-29s can travel up to high altitudes,” he pointed out. “They have all the equipment. They could be placed over any suspected typhoon and the typhoon can be tracked. Had I had any knowledge beforehand of the track of this typhoon such as I now possess it would have been the easiest matter in the world to have employed it away ahead of the storm.”

Then he moved on to the message log jam.


I was without such knowledge, from my own point of view, the point of view of my staff, of any specific knowledge of this storm, until I got the report from the Ancon. This report was delivered to me four and a half hours after the time of its file. We had another report from the Ancon which gave an erroneous report of the storm center, which we received some nine hours after it was filed. We had a report from the southwest Pacific area twenty-seven odd hours late. It is imperative that communications in regard to storms must be immediate. We are not telling the Japs anything when we tell them a typhoon is coming because they have nothing out there they can use it for. I believe it absolutely imperative that these messages come under plain English on operational priority and if necessary on a special circuit. I will let the communicators handle that because it is out of my province and knowledge. But it is not out of my province that they must be immediate.495



McCain took a different approach. Questioned more closely than Halsey, he simply stated that he had preferred the easterly course, which he still thought would have taken the fleet clear of the storm, but that he’d deferred to Halsey. But it had been McCain’s decision about the independent maneuvering of his task groups. Jocko Clark, who commanded the group that took the worst pounding, highlighted this in a question. “We would like to know why you did not release Task Group 38.1 at 0420 when you were advised, ‘I can get clear of the center of the storm quickest by heading 120 degrees. Please advise,” the task group commander asked his superior.

“I debated that question for twenty minutes to find out if I knew something that Admiral Clark did not know,” answered McCain. “I did know that course 120 degrees would buck heavy seas,” he added, “but on finding that Admiral Clark did know this I told him to use his own judgment. If twenty minutes delay made any difference,” he concluded, “I’m sorry.”496

Kosco drew some of the closest questioning of all. He agreed with Halsey about the confusing nature of the weather reports during the first days of June. The report from Ancon, he stated, was “the only one that was of any value” in fixing the storm’s true position. With the receipt of that message, Kosco explained, he’d believed that the fleet was in the face of the dangerous semicircle. “All rules and all precautionary measures,” he stated, implicitly referring to Nimitz’s typhoon letter, “indicated that we should make every effort to get into the safe semi-circle. At that moment,” he confessed, “I recommended to the admiral to come to course 300 degrees until the weather cleared.”497

And so went the proceedings, with its usual moments of drama, uncertainty, and confusion, the court trying to piece together the story of what really had happened. Then, after the last witness departed, Nunn arose to make an argument unlike anything that Gates had said in January or December.


I believe it is my duty as judge advocate to advise the court officially in matters of law if there appears to be any doubt on questions of law. Whether or not the matter which I will discuss is doubtful, I don’t know, but it is very important, in my opinion. It is my opinion that the testimony that this court has heard contains sufficient material to make out a prima facie case of culpable inefficiency in the performance of duty on the part of the Commander Third Fleet. It is a type of thing which is made punishable by paragraph 9 of the 5th Article for the Government of the Navy, and is treated briefly in Section 67 of Naval Courts and Boards. It is also my opinion that the record discloses that an act or omission by the Commander Third Fleet was the proximate cause of the disaster. In examining the facts and in employing the usual legalistic methods of fixing liability as between two persons or in finding a liability to the public on the part of any public servant, the law of causation indicates that the proximate, or legal, cause of damage to the Third Fleet on June fifth, was the turning of the Fleet to course 300° at about 0130 on June fifth. Any other inefficiencies either subsequent or previous to that moment, any other pieces of negligence either previous or subsequent to that event, may be contributory causes, but the outstanding and proximate cause, the legal cause, of the disaster was that change in course at a time when the officer who caused that change to be made had in his possession, or in the exercise of reasonable care should have had in his possession, sufficient information which if properly and promptly evaluated would have shown the danger involved.498



With that the court began to prepare its statement of findings.
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The paragraph to which Nunn was referring was akin to a catch-all provision in the navy’s governing articles. Formally entitled “Neglect of Orders,” the offense applied to anyone in the navy who proved to be “negligent or careless in obeying orders, or culpably inefficient in the performance of duty.” Nunn had focused on the paragraph’s latter portion, which centered on the words “culpable inefficiency,” as Nunn had pointed out. Naval Courts and Boards, glossing the phrase, defined “inefficiency” as “want of power or energy sufficient for the desired effect; inefficacy; incapacity.” But the critical word was “culpable,” which meant “deserving of blame or censure.” To put this another way, culpable inefficiency, as Nunn had just pointed out to the court, was an offense that called for court-martial. It was, in fact, the very same charge on which Ensign Nimitz had been tried after grounding USS Decatur in 1908.499
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John Hoover had lost patience with Halsey. Whatever shortcomings remained with communications and the weather service, the final responsibility lies with the commander. Despite Nimitz’s pointed warning of February, Halsey had repeated, to an almost eerie degree, the events of December barely a week after resuming command of the fleet. Personally, Hoover wanted to see Halsey court-martialed.500

But Halsey was famous and powerful, and whatever his shortcomings, he had worked tirelessly from the first day of the war to beat the Japanese down. That counted for something. So Hoover and the other top admirals tried to find the right balance, and the day after Nunn’s statement, they announced what it was.

While not recommending any courts-martial, the court came down hard on Bill Halsey, and to a lesser degree on other commanders. Explicitly noting the similarity between the June and December typhoons, Hoover and his associates found that “the evident meaning and plain intent” of Nimitz’s typhoon letter “was not fully understood or followed by responsible commanders in the Third Fleet.” The court further declared, in keeping with Nunn’s argument, that the key moment came “when the fleet course was changed from 110 degrees to 300 degrees by Commander Task Force 38 on instructions of Commander Third Fleet, in an attempt to cross ahead of the storm into the left semi-circle.… This change to 300 degrees was extremely ill-advised considering the known location of the storm center.…” Hoover and his fellows also criticized Nimitz’s staff for problems in the communications and aerological divisions, but then it returned to Halsey as well as McCain. In the end it absolved everyone of serious blame except for them; Admirals Clark and D. B. Beary, the commanders of the two task groups that the typhoon overtook, shared blame to a lesser degree. The latter two, the court found, should be admonished by Nimitz; but Halsey and McCain deserved different treatment. “The court recommends,” read the opinion, “that serious consideration be given to assigning Admiral William F. Halsey, Junior, U.S. Navy, and Vice Admiral John S. McCain, U.S. Navy, to other duty.”501

It was up to Nimitz, of course, as it had been before, to accept or reject these conclusions. The following month he rendered his own judgment, concurring that the main responsibility for the storm damage rested with Halsey and McCain, with Beary and Clark to a lesser degree, and with himself along with his staff. Nimitz did note, however, that while the Pacific weather reporting system was patterned after the Atlantic system, the Pacific problem “is very much more difficult in that extensive communication systems connecting reliable observing stations are not available for rapid dissemination of weather information from areas that affect direction of movement of storms in the western Pacific, such as Siberia and North China. On the contrary,” he continued, “currently available continental information is generally unreliable, considerably delayed, and often misleading.” Nimitz pointed out that he had discussed these problems with King in the past. It was partly for these reasons that Nimitz disapproved the court’s finding that Halsey, McCain, Beary, and Clark were deserving of blame, as well as its recommendation of admonishing and reassigning the officers. “Admiral William F. Halsey, Junior, U.S. Navy,” CincPac declared, “has rendered invaluable service to his country. His skill and determination have been demonstrated time and again in combat with the enemy.” The three subordinate admirals, Nimitz went on, “have likewise, during their present assignments, rendered services of great value in prosecuting the war against our enemies.” Because of these factors, Nimitz concluded, he would not censure the officers, let alone court-martial anyone.502

The affair reached King’s desk by the end of the month. Some sources say that Secretary of the Navy Forrestal, taking an interest in it, wanted to retire Halsey. But in the end King, rather sourly, concurred with Nimitz. “The record shows conclusively that there was ineptness in obtaining, disseminating, and acting upon meteorological data,” he stated, which had led the fleet into the storm. “The gravity of the occurrence is accentuated by the fact that the senior officers concerned were also involved in a similar, and poorly handled, situation during the typhoon of December 1944.” King admitted that the difficulties in getting good weather reports that Nimitz described made things tricky in the Pacific; nevertheless, he stated, “responsible officers on each occasion had sufficient information to enable them to avoid the worst part of the storm area had they reacted to the situation as it developed with the weather wise skill to be expected of professional officers.”

Then, having spoken so bluntly, King backed off, though he remained rather surly. “Notwithstanding the above, I recommend that no individual disciplinary measures be taken,” he declared, for the same reasons that Nimitz had given.503

By then, however, King had already taken steps to express his displeasure. In mid-July McCain had received word that he was to be relieved the following month, after which he would become the deputy head of the Veterans Administration. It was a hard blow. The turn to three hundred degrees had been Halsey’s idea, and McCain had disliked it. But King apparently decided that someone’s head had to roll, and Halsey was too popular. Because of McCain’s position, then, and despite his invaluable Tokkō defense tactics, he was the man King chose to pay for the mistakes that many people had made.504

The news hit McCain hard. Always frail, he seemed to shrink even further at this turn of events. Some believed that McCain may even have suffered a heart attack during his final weeks at sea but kept quiet about it. But whether or not it was true, McCain was dead by mid-September, surviving only long enough to return to the United States following Japan’s surrender. “He knew his number was up,” Mick Carney decided, “but he wouldn’t lie down and die until he got home.”505

Halsey lived considerably longer, surviving his friend by nearly fifteen years. Late in 1945, he was awarded a fifth star, joining Nimitz, King, and de facto chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff William D. Leahy in the rank of Fleet Admiral. It was an accolade Ray Spruance never received. In the short run, Halsey continued to maintain that he had lacked enough information to enable him to escape the typhoons; in the long run, though he remained perhaps the most popular admiral in the history of the United States Navy, he found himself often defending, sometimes quite angrily, the actions he’d taken in the Battle of Leyte Gulf. About the courts of inquiry following the typhoons, he tended to remain silent.506

George Kosco, too, had a long career after the war, becoming a well-known aerologist in naval circles. More than twenty years after the fact, he penned his memoir of the two deadly typhoons. To keep them straight, he gave them names. The practice of naming tropical cyclones didn’t begin until after the war, and Kosco’s designations were never official. Nevertheless, they became well-known titles and, except for Halsey’s Task Force Zero and the original Divine Wind of the year 1281, they were probably the first two typhoons to have even unofficial titles. Both of them Kosco named after poisonous, dangerous serpents, due to their winds’ coiling patterns. The June 1945 storm he called Viper. The first, more catastrophic typhoon he named Cobra.

The sailors who had steamed with Kosco and Halsey into the jaws of these tropical cyclones and survived the ordeals remembered them with a vividness that was frightening to the point of inspiring nightmares, well into ripe old age.
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All this, however, even McCain’s impending death, lay in the future. For now, Third Fleet had a war to fight and to finish. By the end of June, Okinawa was largely secure. On the first day of July, the fleet under the command of Admiral Bill Halsey weighed anchor at Leyte Gulf and steamed north, toward the Japanese Home Islands.

Behind it, deceptively calm, lay the the tropical reaches of the Pacific, the bones of three recently-sunken destroyers resting somewhere within it, biding its time with the patience of eons.


Author’s Note

During World War II, William F. Halsey received a letter from an admirer who was angry at the “armchair admirals” who were always second-guessing America’s top military and naval commanders. “I believe in this war we have more of these ‘experts’ than ever before,” he wrote Halsey. “I am sure you fellows who are in the ‘thick of things’ must get a laugh out of some of these armchair gents.”507

I am, quite obviously, one of those armchair admirals, having written this book in the comfort of my study at sixty years remove from the Philippines campaign and Typhoons Cobra and Viper. As such, I have tried to remember my place. I have little if any right to criticize decisions and actions taken by men who were feeling the pressures of combat and violent weather at sea, defending the United States at the risk, and often the cost, of their lives.

Such criticism hasn’t been my intention. Anything of that sort in these pages merely reflects, I believe, concerns and comments of participants in these episodes, or else their superiors. The Pacific Fleet was a large organization in the final year of the war, and many viewpoints were to be found. What I have written simply recovers what people in the know thought at the time, and they often disagreed with each other, sometimes quite strongly.

I hope, then, that readers will take this book not as a condemnation of any member of the Third/Fifth Fleet or of any other part of the United States Navy. On the contrary: Americans should stand in awe of the fact that an organization consisting mainly of men who were neither professional warriors nor professional mariners steamed forth to form, with their ships, one of the greatest fleets in history. That people of later generations can at leisure suggest how that fleet’s sailors might have done things differently should be seen as a tribute to greatness, which is what I have tried to write here. In the past few years, I have interviewed dozens of graying, elderly men for this project in person or by telephone, listening to their jokes, their anecdotes, their sober stories of their friends’ deaths in the war and being under their enemy’s guns, their hilarious accounts about life aboard ship, and, of course, their battles with a sea and sky whipped by a typhoon into frenzy. Usually, when I expressed my admiration of what they had done, they shrugged it off, remarking that they hadn’t done anything special. “It was just a job,” they would say, or “We only did what we had to do.” Never in my years as a historian have I been more aware of men’s heroism than in those moments.

Whatever value this book has is due to these men, and to the many other people who helped me complete it. My first thanks go to the veterans who graciously allowed me to talk and correspond with them: Walter J. Barry; Ralph J. Baum; Don Beaty; Howard A. Becker; William Cal Bengston; Charlie Boyst; Ervin Eugene Bullard; Bishop Burmeister; Cal Calhoun; Ben Coulliard; Leo J. Cox; George Culpepper; Don Darnell; Robert E. de Jong; Sal DeLuca; Harlan Dible; Pat Douhan; Ben Doyle; Ken Drummond; Charles Edwin Eamigh; Walter “Wait” Ellis; Stan Franklin; Bill Hanger; Ralph Hanson; Robert Harp; Herbert H. Hepworth; Joe Hoyer; Arthur “Art” J. Hussey, Sr.; Anthony Iacono; Edward J. Joyeusaz; Fred Keller; Albert J. Konan; Herb Lapp; Oneil “Blackie” Leonard; Sheldon Levin; Jack M. Matthew; Robert G. McAlpine; Gordon McBride; Bill McClain; David Mincey; Cloud Morgan; William Murphy; Howard Nations; Wiley S. Obenshain, Jr.; Mark Pence; Bill Pondel;Thomas M. Reavley; Grier L. Sims; Delos W. Smith; James R. Thomas; Lewis Thomas; George Thompson; Stewart Wasoba; and Don Ziglar. I am also grateful to the friends and family members of these and other veterans who shared their materials and their memories with me, and who helped me to locate men who steamed with Halsey.

My next thanks go to the readers and researchers I have leaned upon during this project, especially during the final weeks of writing when, as I nursed a broken elbow (my writing arm, of course), my leaning was sometimes quite literal: Vicki Arnold; Eriko Baxter; David Bushey; Olivia Bushey; Phillip Bushey; the honorable Saxby Chambliss; Patsy White Cot-ten; Dave Hayden; Cary Knapp; Jason Levitt; Lieutenant Commander Buckner F. Melton, Sr., USNR (Ret.); Mrs. Buckner F. Melton, Sr.; Sarah
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