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INTRODUCTION

The struggle between American and Japanese forces for Guadalcanal, largest of the six main islands in the Solomon Islands, was a key point in the Pacific War, but it is little known that United States Navy (USN) PT boats were first used in significant numbers during this campaign. The principal opponents of the boats were Imperial Japanese Navy (IJN) destroyers renowned for their night-fighting capabilities and well-trained crews. The duel between these two asymmetrical opponents makes for a compelling story.

During the Guadalcanal and Solomons campaign, from mid-1942 to mid-1943, the IJN’s destroyer force was instrumental in moving and supplying Japanese ground forces. The destroyers possessed a combination of speed and combat capabilities that made them ideal for this mission. The regularity of these missions, first seen during the Guadalcanal campaign, prompted the Americans to refer to these nocturnal runs as the “Tokyo Express.” The USN was hard-pressed to disrupt these supply missions. Though the Americans ruled the air during this period, IJN destroyers were fast enough to complete their mission during the hours of darkness and then get out of air range by daylight the following morning. When the USN attempted to use cruisers and destroyers to stop the Tokyo Express, the result was often a costly failure. Reluctant to risk large ships at night, the USN turned to fast and powerfully armed PT boats. These small craft were expendable and did enjoy some success against the Japanese, particularly when the latter were forced to resort to using small barges for supply missions.

Faced with the possibility of air and surface attack, and forced to contend with increasingly aggressive attacks by PT boats, the Tokyo Express was compelled to adapt its tactics. Operating at night gave them a large degree of cover; but when PT boats arrived at Tulagi Island, across Iron Bottom Sound to the north of Guadalcanal, the Japanese faced another complication. At first, the IJN destroyers would slip into a cove and unload their cargo using small boats. This became too dangerous, however, and later the IJN was forced to resort to delivering supplies in steel drums dropped offshore and towed ashore by men of the island’s garrison. Such techniques were unable to deliver supplies in the required quantities, however, and by late in the campaign the garrison was reduced to near-starvation.


[image: An aerial view of Henderson Field on Guadalcanal, captured by American forces in August 1942, shows the airfield and surrounding landscape.]

The reason that the Tokyo Express was instituted was American control of the air. This photograph shows Henderson Field, the name given to the Japanese-built airfield on Guadalcanal after its capture by American forces in August 1942, possession of which gave the Americans the essential element of victory during the Guadalcanal campaign. (NHHC 80-G-16312)



Armed with unreliable torpedoes and deployed in numbers insufficient to make a significant impact, PT boats were unable to derail the Tokyo Express during the Guadalcanal campaign. Though PT tactics were ineffective against the much more powerful IJN destroyers, the PT boat skippers did score occasional successes, sinking one IJN destroyer and damaging another. The small, fast boats were also ideal for shooting-up Japanese supply drums.

As the campaign moved into the Central Solomons, the Japanese still relied on IJN destroyers to move men and supplies to forward garrisons. Having gained a naval advantage, the USN attempted to disrupt the buildup of Japanese forces on New Georgia Island and other Japanese strongholds by using cruisers and destroyers, but this approach resulted in heavy losses at the hands of IJN destroyers. After the large ships took over the responsibility for interdicting the Tokyo Express, PT operations increasingly focused on attacking Japanese barge traffic. On the one occasion during the Central Pacific campaign that a large number of PT boats were used against IJN destroyers, however, the result was total failure; but though they were unable to contend with destroyers, the boats proved themselves to be useful weapons in littoral areas and remained active for the remainder of the Pacific War.


[image: A view of the boat speeding through choppy waters, with the crew on deck.]

A classic image of an Elco PT boat at speed. No other vessel in the USN was as heavily armed for its size. This boat carries four torpedo tubes, two 20mm cannons, and four .50-caliber machine guns. (NHHC NH 44451)




[image: A large warship with two funnels and naval guns sails across the open ocean.]

With the introduction of the Asashio class in 1937, the IJN returned to building large destroyers. This is the lead ship in July of that year on sea trials. Note the powerful armament of three twin 5in mounts and two quadruple 24in torpedo mounts. The subsequent Kagerō and Yūgumo classes were built to the same basic design. (Yamato Museum 071711)






CHRONOLOGY



1942





July 27



MTBRON 3 is re-formed in Panama with eight boats.





August 25



In the Battle of the Eastern Solomons, air attacks force a Japanese convoy to abandon its mission to deliver troops to Guadalcanal, compelling the Japanese to resort to other methods to move men and supplies to the island.





August 28



First Tokyo Express run is unsuccessful.





August 29



Second Tokyo Express run delivers 750 men to Guadalcanal; regular Tokyo Express missions follow through September and October.





September 4–5



An IJA barge run to Guadalcanal ends in a fiasco leaving IJN destroyers as the only viable method to move men and supplies to the island.





October 12



Four PT boats arrive at new base on Tulagi Island.





October 13



First PT operation against Tokyo Express ends indecisively.





October 22



PT boat tender Jamestown arrives at Tulagi.





October 25



Four more PT boats arrive at Tulagi.





October 29/30



Six PT boats are sent to attack the Tokyo Express; neither side suffers losses and the Japanese deliver men and supplies to Guadalcanal.





November 5/6



Four PT boats sortie to intercept the Tokyo Express; the Japanese mission is successful, with no losses suffered by either side.





November 8



Destroyer Mochizuki is hit by a dud torpedo launched from a PT boat.





November 22–25



MTBRON 2 arrives with eight PT boats.





November 29



Japanese use drum delivery method for the first time.





December 7



PT boats force a critical Tokyo Express mission to be abandoned.





December 9



Two PT boats sink IJN submarine I-3 off Guadalcanal.





December 12



Destroyer Teruzuki is torpedoed and sunk by PT boats; PT-44 is sunk by gunfire, the first Tulagi-based PT boat to be lost.





1943





January 10



Destroyer Hatsukaze is damaged by a PT boat torpedo.





February 1–2



First Japanese evacuation mission from Guadalcanal is successful. Of 11 PT boats committed to stop it, three are lost. Destroyer Makigumo hits a probable mine and is lost.





February 4–7



Second and third Japanese evacuation missions proceed successfully without PT opposition.





July 2



American forces land on New Georgia Island; Tokyo Express runs begin to neighboring Kolombangara Island.





August 1–2



A total of 15 PT boats are committed against four IJN destroyers without success; PT-109 is lost.






DESIGN AND DEVELOPMENT


THE USN PT BOAT

The USN was slow to adopt the concept of a fast motorboat armed with torpedoes, but when it did, it did so in a big way. By 1945, no other navy in the world had as many motor torpedo boats in operation.

The entire concept of a motor torpedo boat was made possible by the invention of the torpedo. First introduced in 1868, the torpedo was a weapon of great promise. Because it struck the target below its waterline, the potential for damage was greater than a shell hitting the upper part of the ship. Damage below the waterline let water into the ship, resulting in flooding of critical spaces and possibly leading to the loss of the ship. With this in mind, naval powers of the day developed torpedo boats to carry and launch the new weapon. Marrying the torpedo to a fast platform to carry and launch it was a much cheaper method to generate naval power than building a battle fleet. Given the limited range of these small craft, however, early torpedo boats were used in a defensive capacity, usually preferred by inferior naval powers to create potential danger to the battle fleets of stronger powers.

In 1887, the USN purchased its first torpedo boat, the 31-ton 94ft Stiletto, from the Herreshoff Manufacturing Company of Bristol, Rhode Island. It carried only a single stern-mounted torpedo tube and was not considered a success. Not until 1890 did the USN complete its own first torpedo boat. Carrying three torpedo tubes, USS Cushing was 140ft long, displaced 116 tons, and could steam at 23kn. The USN was happy with this design, so ordered another 34 torpedo boats through 1902. Short-ranged torpedo boats were not suitable for a navy with missions and aspirations far from American shores, however. To counter torpedo boats, other navies were developing “torpedo boat destroyers,” which evolved into multi-mission, oceangoing destroyers. The USN duly abandoned further development of torpedo boats in favor of more capable destroyers.


[image: A view of the boat speeding through the water, with the text 'PT Six.']

The first PT-6 was built by Higgins Industries to a Sparkman & Stephens design. It was never placed in USN service, however, and was sold to Finland. The second PT-6, shown here in the spring of 1941, was another Higgins-designed PT boat built to Andrew J. Higgins’s own design and delivered in February 1941. It competed in the “Plywood Derbys” and was judged to be an excellent design. (NHHC NH 100907)




[image: Two fast military patrol boats speed across the water, creating wakes.]

PT-9, first of the Elco 70ft PT boats, is shown here in the summer of 1940. Originally assigned to MTBRON 1 when the squadron was commissioned in July 1940, PT-9 was later transferred to MTBRON 2. Note the streamlined appearance and the Plexiglas blisters on the two .50-caliber machine-gun turrets. The blisters were removed on later boats. (NHHC NH 44480)



Meanwhile, several European naval powers developed a smaller version of torpedo boats in the form of motor torpedo boats. The concept of a small craft capable of high speeds and carrying torpedoes was proven by the success of Italian Royal Navy motor torpedo boats against the Austro-Hungarian Navy in the Adriatic Sea during World War I. After the war, Britain’s Royal Navy used motor torpedo boats with success against the Soviet Navy in the Baltic Sea. Despite these successes, the USN preferred to stay with destroyers.

In the mid-1930s, the USN took a further look at motor torpedo boats. Though clearly short-ranged craft, they were deemed suitable for defense of the Philippines against the Japanese and to protect forward naval bases in the Pacific Ocean, thus releasing larger ships for offensive duties. The USN also noted the progress European navies had made with the development of motor torpedo boats and did not want to ignore their potential.

In May 1937, Secretary of the Navy Claude A. Swanson approved the recommendation of the General Board (responsible for approving ship designs) to begin work on a motor torpedo boat program. Funding was still required to make this a reality, but the program soon gained a powerful advocate. President Franklin D. Roosevelt was a keen observer of naval issues, and he was convinced that the concept of motor torpedo boats had merit. His backing insured a $15 million appropriation for experimental vessels in the FY 1938 naval budget – money to be spent at his discretion. Subsequently, in July 1938 the USN issued a requirement to private firms for designs of a 70–80ft torpedo boat and a 54–60ft torpedo boat. Each boat had to carry two torpedoes, depth charges, and .50-caliber machine guns. Each boat also had to have a top speed of 40kn; the larger one had to have a cruising radius of 550NM, the smaller one a cruising radius of 240NM.

By the time the competition closed in September 1938, 13 designs for the larger boat and 24 designs for the smaller boat had been submitted. Five of the large-boat and three of the small-boat designs were selected for which the USN requested more data. In March 1939, a 70ft design from sailboat designers Sparkman & Stephens of Newport, Rhode Island, and a 54ft design from Professor George Crouch were declared the winners.


[image: A motor torpedo boat is demonstrating its capabilities on the water.]

After arriving from Britain in September 1939, Hubert Scott-Paine’s 70ft motor torpedo boat was designated PT-9. During demonstrations by the designer himself, the USN was convinced of its suitability. PT-9 was the forerunner of all Elco PT boats that entered service in World War II. (NHHC NH 85182)




[image: Several torpedo boats are docked side-by-side at a busy pier.]

Eight of the ten Elco 70ft PT boats of the first MTBRON 2 are shown in this view in January 1941 at the Washington Navy Yard. The boats were en route to the Caribbean from Newport, Rhode Island, for extended sea trials. After these were completed, all ten of the boats were transferred to the Royal Navy. (NHHC NH 44948)



With these two designs having been selected, the USN contracted with various yards to build the boats. Four 58ft boats were built to the Crouch design, two (PT-1 and PT-2) by the Fogal Boat Yard in Miami and two (PT-3 and PT-4) by the Fisher Boat Works in Detroit. The Higgins Industries yard in New Orleans built two 81ft boats (PT-5 and PT-6) to a modified Sparkman






ELCO 77FT PT BOAT


[image: A detailed view of a military torpedo boat with side and top cross-sectional views.]




[image: A view of the PT Eight experimental boat on water.]





[image: A view of an experimental motor torpedo boat speeds through the water with a crew on board.]










HIGGINS 78FT PT BOAT


[image: An illustration of a torpedo boat with side and top views.]	





IJN DESTROYERS





[image: A warship with the number 20 on its bow, two funnels, and armament is underway.]






FUBUKI-CLASS DESTROYER


[image: An illustration shows detailed side and top views of a destroyer warship.]




[image: A large gray military ship with guns and two smokestacks sails on the water.]







[image: A naval destroyer at sea.]






AKIZUKI-CLASS DESTROYER


[image: An illustration of a large grey destroyer, showing a side view and the deck layout from above.]
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