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PROLOGUE



THE SHIP

SHE WAS BORN FROM soil as American as the men who sailed her. Ore mined near the Great Lakes and in the Tennessee Valley. Transported by barge and train to steel mills in Detroit and Pittsburgh. Machined and welded and hammered together in Camden, New Jersey, by tradesmen from across the forty-eight states. From her keel—forged red-hot and laid in 1930—she rose amid clang and clamor and showering sparks, unfolding bow to stern in 147 bands of high-strength steel, her superstructure climbing toward the sun until, in 1932, she parted water for the first time and was christened USS Indianapolis.

Indy was grand but svelte. Franklin Delano Roosevelt made her his ship of state and invited world leaders and royalty to dance under the stars on her polished teak decks. When war came, many of the sailors she carried into battle were still teenagers. They slept in bunks three high, went to chapel on Sunday mornings, and shot dice on the fantail on Sunday afternoons. They danced to Glenn Miller and sang along with the Andrews Sisters. They referred to Indy as their first love and the Queen. At least one of their wives called her “the other woman.”

Indianapolis was the flagship of the World War II Pacific fleet—the largest naval fleet in the history of the modern world. Along her centerline she carried three 250-ton turrets, each hefting three eight-inch guns that could reach out eighteen miles to rake beaches, destroy pillboxes, and punch through the armor of enemy ships. Her hull bristled with two dozen 40 mm Bofors guns, some radar-aimed for lethal precision, along with thirty-two machine guns that could cloak a mile-wide circle around her in a hail of 20 mm rounds. From her decks, Fifth Fleet commander Admiral Raymond Spruance would build an island bridge that stretched west from Pearl Harbor to Japan and was mortared in the blood of nations.

By the summer of 1945, the Pacific war was churning toward its fiery climax. A new weapon had been born, a “destroyer of worlds.” During the last week of July, under the command of Captain Charles B. McVay III, Indianapolis delivered the core of this weapon to its launch point, completing the most highly classified naval mission of the war. Four days later, just after midnight, a Japanese submarine spotted Indy and struck her with two torpedoes. Three hundred men went down with the ship. As Indy sank into the yawning underwater canyons of the Philippine Sea, nearly nine hundred men made it into the water alive. Only 316 survived.

The sinking of Indianapolis was the greatest sea disaster in the history of the American Navy. It was also a national scandal that would bridge two centuries. There would be a controversial court-martial. An enemy witness. Lies and machinations by men of high rank. Broken lives. Suicides.

Decade after decade, the survivors would fight for their captain, battling to correct a vulgar injustice. As Indy’s story rolled forward, spanning thirteen presidents, from FDR to George W. Bush, it would inspire a filmmaker named Spielberg, an eleven-year-old boy named Hunter Scott, a maverick lawmaker named Bob Smith, and Captain William Toti, skipper of her namesake submarine. Men fought over her for decades, and no victor emerged for fifty years.

Indianapolis is a war grave now. But don’t think of her that way. Roll the film backward. Watch her rise.
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MARCH 18, 1945

USS Indianapolis (CA-35)

The Northern Pacific

A CRY WENT UP from the gun crew range-finders aboard the heavy cruiser Indianapolis: “Judy! Port side! Close aboard!”

It was a Japanese dive-bomber—a “Judy”—the third bogie of the day. The plane plunged from a slab of clouds, its long, glazed canopy glinting softly in the filtered morning light.

On the cruiser’s bridge, Captain Charles McVay had the conn, with Admiral Raymond Spruance tracking the action from his high bridge chair. Both men wore khaki shirts, tieless, and soft garrison caps. Through the bridge wings, McVay, who was forty-six, could see the ships of the task group surrounding Indy in a rough ring, prows cutting cobalt seas along the same axis. Sailing closest were sixteen aircraft carriers, including Bunker Hill, Essex, Enterprise, Yorktown, Hancock, and Franklin. Farther out, the battleships and cruisers steamed, with the whole task group making way inside the sheltering embrace of a destroyer screen. A fighter CAP (combat air patrol), about thirty-two planes, fanned out over the task group.

Indy was at Condition I, general quarters, with all hands at battle stations. Bugler Glenn Morgan stood near McVay, headphones clamped over his ears, ready to relay data from critical combat stations around the ship.

The Judy kept coming, a dark-winged pill swelling against the pale dawn. Morgan watched its approach and wondered if it was another suicider. The Japanese had been crashing their planes into U.S. ships for five months, since Leyte Gulf. Most of the fellows thought they were bonkers. What kind of nut would do that, Morgan wondered, intentionally crash himself into a ship?

The Judy hurtled in, its engine thrumming past Indy’s port beam toward a juicier target off her bow, the carrier Bunker Hill. Staccato gunfire burst like black popcorn flung across the sky as Indy’s 20 mm gun crews arced their barrels with the plane’s flight path. But the Judy snapped through the flak unscathed, and the pilot released a bomb. It whistled close to Bunker Hill but missed and pierced the sea close astern. The carrier returned fire, chewing into the plane with her antiaircraft battery. Morgan watched the bomber’s shredded carcass cartwheel into the sea.

It was “L-14 Day,” two weeks before the American landing at Okinawa. Task Force 58 was maneuvering at Emperor Hirohito’s doorstep, just a hundred miles off Kyushu, southernmost in the slim scythe of islands that formed Japan. A land of sacred pagodas and active volcanoes, Kyushu was also home to the Japanese naval arsenal and shipyard at Sasebo, as well as major steel and arms works in the city of Nagasaki.

So far, the Empire’s air reaction to Task Force 58 had been wildly aggressive. Attacks developed so swiftly that U.S. task force radar gave little if any warning. The clouds themselves seemed to spawn enemy planes, and a visual sighting by a close screen—quick, agile destroyers protecting the fleet—was often the first sign of menace. A day earlier, Japanese bombers had hit three carriers, but crews were able to patch the holes and keep their planes flying.

For the men of Indianapolis, fighting off single planes had become ordinary work. Since Spruance hoisted his flag aboard Indy in 1943, the crew of nearly a thousand had earned eight battle stars, not counting their last stop, Iwo Jima, where they’d helped tenderize the beach for the landing Marines.

Since his battle station was on the bridge, Morgan, a twenty-one-year-old Oklahoman, was always in the middle of the action—which is to say, the calm at the eye of the storm. Captain McVay and Admiral Spruance ran a quiet bridge, unlike the previous skipper, Captain Einar “Johnny” Johnson, a bantamweight officer who cursed loudly, cheerfully, and often.

Morgan had liked Johnson, but he wasn’t so sure about McVay, who’d taken command in November. Sure, he’d just won a Silver Star for courage under fire in the Solomon Islands. But Morgan still felt that McVay didn’t know much, and with his leading-man eyes and Pepsodent smile, the skipper also seemed a little snooty. The gossip was, he’d dated a movie star and married a princess.

Morning dawned in full. The air on the bridge tasted briny and cool, spring in the Northern Pacific. Morgan watched as the carriers went on offense, volleying waves of planes to strike enemy air bases at Kyushu. Launched singly, the planes formed up in swarms and arrowed toward the horizon, their props generating a low hum like venomous bees.

•  •  •

At intervals through the day, McVay reviewed the action report for Iwo Jima, which Yeoman Second Class Vic Buckett had typed up for his signature. The size and power of the force arrayed against Iwo Jima represented American naval power at its zenith. Buckett had recorded the bombardment of the island, which began in mid-February, as well as the weather: heavy rains had provided excellent cover for the surface fleet but played hell with the aviators. By February 19, the day of the landing, though, a high-pressure system had swept the squalls aside, and the Marines sloshed ashore under blue skies with a light northerly breeze.

McVay remembered watching hundreds of landing craft churn toward the beach. His sailors lined the rails, shouting, “Give ’em hell, boys!” Parked a few thousand yards offshore at Spruance’s order, Indianapolis supported the landing and subsequent infantry battle with more shore bombardment, which the action report showed in detail. What the report did not show was how the fighting ashore collapsed into chaos, the Marines mired to their knees in sludgy volcanic ash and mowed down by heavy machine-gun fire. Nor could it show the moment those saltwater cowboys staked the Stars and Stripes on Mount Suribachi in full view of the attacking U.S. fleet.

McVay remembered the moment vividly: the whole fleet blasting horns, ringing bells, sailors cheering and clapping and waving their Dixie cup caps. Some men said that when they saw that flag go up they thought of home and how it surely wouldn’t be long until they could sail back to their moms and sweethearts and the good old U.S.A.

The captain continued flipping through the thick sheaf of pages. The report noted that Indianapolis had taken no casualties at Iwo Jima and that the performance of her crew had been excellent. Satisfied, the captain scribbled his customary signature on the document: Chas. B. McVay, III.

•  •  •

Later in the day, Admiral Raymond Spruance emerged from the flag quarters for his daily laps around the forecastle, or “fo’c’sle,”I a superstructure just aft of the bow. Slim and tan, the admiral transmitted serenity, but his lucent blue eyes concealed an inward turbulence. At fifty-eight, Spruance vented his intensity as he had all his life, with physical exercise, usually dragging junior officers along, breathless. Sometimes he wore his khaki trousers, sometimes shorts and a T-shirt. Once, his chief of staff wrote home from the Marshall Islands that Spruance was “rigged out in a new pair of gaudy Hawaiian bathing panties.”

Alone this time, Spruance charged forward along the port side, passing the No. 1 turret. Indy’s crew was accustomed to his walks, and as he passed sailors polishing brass, painting, and swabbing decks, they greeted him—“Sir” or “Admiral”—with a respectful nod. He did not require that they snap to and render a hand salute. This was a ship at war, not a berthing inspection. While he insisted on efficiency, Spruance loathed commanders who burdened their men with ticky-tack formalities when there was important work to be done. On some ships, there was tension between an admiral’s staff and the ship’s company, with the staff seen as privileged intruders who made more work for the regular crew. There was none of that aboard Indianapolis. Spruance got on well with the reserved McVay just as he had with the more colorful Captain Johnson. He knew McVay to be the son of a rather difficult admiral, Charles B. McVay, Jr., a veteran of the Spanish-American War.

Today, Spruance was not content with hitting just the Kyushu airfields. He also wanted to hit Kure naval base on the island of Honshu, where an attractive chunk of the enemy’s remaining surface fleet swung at anchor. Some considered such tactics overkill, and Spruance had developed a reputation for it. An aide once objected that the admiral was going to “crack a walnut with a sledgehammer.” Spruance had peered over his reading glasses and said, “Roscoe, that’s the way to win wars.”

The admiral was famously unflappable, but found the attack on Pearl Harbor a shattering experience. Spruance revealed this only to his wife and daughter, then waited anxiously for Admiral Chester Nimitz to take over as CincPac—Commander in Chief Pacific Fleet. After the obscenity at Pearl, America’s Pacific Fleet leadership was demoralized. Spruance sensed that Nimitz would inject some sorely needed fighting spirit, and he was right. Nimitz proved bold, aggressive, confident. Energized, the Pacific fleet began to sortie out and fight back. Spruance was elated.

When he reached the foredeck, the admiral turned right and passed under the eight-inch gun barrels. A sea breeze ruffled his khakis and cooled his way. As he crossed the fo’c’sle forward, he saw a pair of sailors sitting near the gunwale. They wore Dixie cup hats, chambray shirts, and dungarees faded nearly sky-blue by a combination of sun and shipboard detergent. Spruance saw that the younger of the two men wore a cast on his right hand. Something odd protruded from the top. It looked like a wire. The admiral passed the men, hung another right, and walked aft along the starboard rail.

In June 1942, after Spruance engineered the surprise American victory at Midway, Nimitz lassoed him and made him CincPac chief of staff, then deputy commander, Pacific Fleet. Spruance quickly presided over a series of firsts: the first night carrier landing in naval history; the first to establish a rotation system for aviators in combat; the first to realize that the westward push toward Japan would require the creation of the most advanced logistics apparatus in the history of warfare. For Spruance, working for Nimitz had been an inspiration. Spruance considered the elder man one of the finest and most human characters he’d ever met. He was also the only man Spruance ever met who did not know what it meant to be afraid.

Now, with only Okinawa between his fleet and mainland Japan, Spruance saw no reason to alter his doctrine of overwhelming force. Shore bombardment of Okinawa was about to begin, with Indianapolis in the thick of it. The size of the landing force would be second only to D-Day at Normandy. Meanwhile, the Nazis were on the run in Europe, the Brits on the move in Burma, and General Douglas MacArthur—whose effectiveness, Spruance agreed with Navy Secretary James Forrestal, was mortgaged to his vanity—was rapidly recapturing the Philippines. The end of the Pacific war seemed just over the horizon.

Spruance completed a full lap of the forward superstructure and arrived again at the bow, where the two sailors were still sitting. Curious about the cast with the strange hardware, he detoured and walked over. Since they were at leisure, the men jumped to their feet and rendered hand salutes. Spruance glanced at the name stenciled on the younger man’s shirt. “Celaya, is it?”

“Yes, sir. Adolfo Celaya, sir.”

Celaya, who was seventeen, had joined the Navy out of the tiny, dust-swept desert town of Florence, Arizona. He’d seen a lot of brass aboard and had observed Spruance doing laps for nearly a whole year. But Celaya had never spoken to him, and he was a little nervous.

Spruance nodded toward Celaya’s hand. “What happened there?”

“Broke my hand, sir.” Celaya glanced at his buddy, Seaman First Class Mike Quihuis, who pressed his lips into a thin line to keep from smiling. He knew Celaya was hoping the admiral wouldn’t ask how he broke his hand.

On closer inspection, Spruance could see that the wire, about the gauge of an ordinary coat hanger, originated in the area of the boy’s thumb. It rose more than eight inches from the cast and ended in a loop, resembling nothing so much as an antenna.

Spruance caught Celaya’s eye and smiled. “You picking up Tokyo Rose on that thing?”

Celaya shook his head and laughed. “No, sir.”

The admiral smiled again, then turned away and resumed his course to starboard.

That evening, Spruance received updates on Admiral Marc Mitscher’s air strikes on the Japanese mainland. Mitscher commanded the fast carrier force known as Task Force 58. By day’s end, his pilots had bested 102 enemy flyers in dogfights over Kyushu and destroyed another 275 aircraft on the ground. The fighter CAP, or combat air patrol, shot down a dozen planes over the task force, and antiaircraft batteries splashed another twenty-one. The enemy had managed to score hits on two American carriers, Yorktown and Enterprise, but damage to Yorktown was minor, and the bomb that hit Enterprise failed to detonate.

Meanwhile, the American sorties had yielded a bonus. Over the Japanese naval base at Kure, Mitscher’s pilots spotted the battleship Yamato in the harbor. Designed as a “supership,” Yamato was capable of fighting multiple enemy vessels at once. Lithe and muscular with minimal freeboard, the mighty vessel lurked low in the water, her vast superstructure bristling with guns. She was by far the Empire’s most dangerous remaining surface threat, and Spruance wanted her off the board. By hitting both Japan’s air and surface forces today and tomorrow, he hoped to disrupt interference with the Allied landing at Okinawa. Bitter experience had taught him that during the landing itself, his forces would be critically exposed.



I. Fo’c’sle is pronounced “fōks[image: Image]l.”
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MARCH 1945

Kure Naval District

Hiroshima Prefecture, Japan

HAVING COMPLIED WITH AN infuriating order to break contact with American naval targets and make for Okino-Shima, Lieutenant Commander Mochitsura Hashimoto drove his submarine back to Kure Naval Base and stormed into the office of the Combined Fleet commander in chief.

“We were within two hours of the target!” Hashimoto told a senior staff officer, referring to American ships anchored at Iwo Jima. “If another boat had been dispatched to Okino, we could have launched our kaiten!”

Hashimoto referred to the manned suicide torpedoes aboard his submarine, I-58.

The staff officer gazed back at him. “We didn’t realize you had gotten so close.”

For the thirty-seven-year-old sub commander, it was not close enough. The hour was late and the sea growing smaller. Fourteen hundred miles south of Tokyo, the Mariana Islands were hatching American bomber bases while hundreds of Allied ships heaped the islands with war matériel. U.S. squadrons at Saipan and Tinian were slinging B-29 Superfortress bombers into the sky, bound for the Japanese home islands. Only two weeks earlier, nearly three hundred B-29s had torched sixteen square miles of Tokyo, killing almost one hundred thousand civilians. Cannibal flames spread the stench of burning flesh for miles.


[image: Images]


Meanwhile, the enemy admiral Spruance had mobilized unprecedented logistics operations, pushing fuel, ammunition, and supplies westward. His superior, Nimitz, had established a forward headquarters at Guam and based his fleet there. It was not quite at Japan’s threshold, but certainly in her courtyard. Even the insufferable American general Douglas MacArthur had returned to the Philippines.

The outrageous order that sent Hashimoto speeding back to Kure and into the office of his commander in chief had pulled him from his own mission to Iwo Jima. Three weeks earlier, his two-sub attack group, Kamitake, was formed in the wake of utter failure by a three-boat group, Chibaya. In that group, the Japanese sub I-370 was sunk by an American destroyer, and another, I-368, by enemy carrier planes. Only one sub, I-44, returned to base—but barely. An American destroyer sighted her off Iwo Jima and laid on a relentless stern chase. Forced to remain submerged for nearly two days, she was unable to surface to recharge her batteries or vent to outside air. Her crew gasped like beached fish as rising carbon dioxide levels turned I-44 into a steel coffin. On the verge of suffocating his men, the captain abandoned the operation and limped back to Kure, where he was summarily relieved of command.

Immediately after the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, the American submarine fleet was sent to take the fight to the enemy, buying time for the surface fleet to recover from its losses. American submariners therefore gained experience quickly and proved an effective fighting force, neutralizing much of Japan’s merchant and combat fleet. In contrast, the Imperial Japanese Navy had relegated its subs to resupplying men on isolated islands throughout the Western Pacific. By the time the Empire called on its sub fleet to face the American Navy late in the war, its commanders had little combat experience, and those who were competent had little patience for their less capable brethren.

Despite the Chibaya group’s failure at Iwo Jima, Hashimoto had held out hope for Kamitake. His own submarine, I-58, was one of the big new B-3 series, a landmark achievement in World War II sub technology. Boats of the previous B series boasted a range of fourteen thousand nautical miles. I-58’s range was half again as much, enough to press the fight against all Allied shipping, merchant or man-o’-war. Further, she was armed with the lethal Type 95 torpedo, a marvel of weaponry that used highly compressed oxygen as a fuel oxidizer. This increased the torpedo’s range to nearly triple that of standard U.S. torpedoes, while nearly eliminating any telltale air-bubble wake. Hashimoto’s torpedoes were the fastest in use by any navy in the world.

His boat was also fitted with the latest shortwave aerial. En route to Iwo Jima, it worked perfectly, sucking down transmissions between enemy ships. For a week, his seasoned crew played cat and mouse with America’s barbarian Navy better than ever before.

Still, Hashimoto could not deny the superiority of the enemy fleet, and his countrymen had begun to wonder about their adversaries. The Americans had industrial might, yes, but surely they could not match Japanese resolve. They were farm boys and schoolteachers and factory workers, without guile or cleverness—as easy to read as a child’s schoolbook. They would not fight to the death or sacrifice all as a Japanese would for bushido, the way of the warrior. Yet these same amateurs had nearly secured Iwo Jima. Before the war, when the Empire administered the little rock as a territory of Tokyo, only a thousand people had lived there. It was peaceful and bucolic, with one school, one Shinto shrine, and one policeman. Now the green volcanic diamond—less than eight hundred miles from Hashimoto’s home, from his wife and three sons—was another stepping-stone for the Americans to invade his homeland.

The battle for Iwo was nearing its end. There would be no surrender there, Hashimoto knew. Imperial generals had known they could not prevent an enemy landing, and Japan’s remaining air strength lacked the range to reach the island. So troops there had contracted into a defensive posture, hunkering in a meticulously prepared system of caves and trenches. The objective was not to win but rather to buy time to prepare for the home island invasion. What had once seemed impossible by then seemed inevitable. Still, on March 6, en route to Iwo Jima, Hashimoto put one eye to I-58’s periscope. He was determined not to give up.

Hashimoto’s broad, flat nose anchored closely grouped features, and his square head rode his shoulders like the turret on a tank. Grasping the periscope’s training handles, he turned the barrel slowly, his gaze arcing low over the watery chop. A broken overcast hung shroudlike over the dying light.

There! To the south. The silhouette of a large enemy warship.

He announced the sighting to his crew. It was an enticing target, but it was nearly night and the ship an hour distant. Hashimoto knew he could attack it only in the absence of moonlight, or risk being sighted and sunk. Were he to attack, any errant flash of lunar light might be I-58’s end. Hashimoto would not mind that, so long as he and his crew fought with honor.

Hashimoto had been the torpedo officer on a sub at Pearl Harbor, Japan’s masterful first strike against America. It had been a heady time to be a Japanese sailor, and afterward, the Imperial Japanese Navy (IJN) swept down the Pacific Rim, capturing a dozen major islands and territories from the British, the Dutch, and others. In the three years since, however, Hashimoto had managed to sink only a couple of minor vessels. Now the war’s end loomed and he wanted to bring home at least one major prize for the emperor. Not to do so would mean mentsu wo ushinau. He would lose face.

Hashimoto eyed his instruments. The warship was a tempting target, but I-58 was approaching enemy waters, and he did not want to repeat I-44’s mistake. It would be best to use this unhectored interval to recharge his sub’s batteries while there was still time.

He gave the order—that I-58 would recharge instead of attack—and sparked spirited objections from his crew.

“We are turning away from the enemy!” some cried. “Where is the honor in that?”

Hashimoto reminded them of I-58’s mission: She was equipped with kaiten—manned suicide torpedoes—best for attacking ships at anchor.

The next day, March 7, batteries fully charged, he proceeded toward a position seventeen miles northwest of Iwo Jima. With enemy lines of communication to the south and east, Hashimoto expected defenses there to be thin. He sailed on the surface and good fortune smiled on him: As his boat plunged through a line of squalls, curtains of rain slashed visibility to nearly zero.

Perfect, he thought. If the weather held, conditions would be ideal for operating the kaiten.

At 11 p.m. on March 8, he stood on the bridge as the sub made way, deck awash, sea foam exploding over the bow. He expected to reach the kaiten launch point at 2 a.m. His suicide pilots had finished their final rituals—belongings ordered, letters written home, final prayers offered at the Shinto shrine on board. The pilots were already in their cockpits when a series of enemy radar transmissions banged in. Signals shot in from three compass points—enemy destroyers, it was almost certain. The crew went quick-quiet and Hashimoto ticked through his limited options.

He could not dive out of sight—I-58 was still three hours from the launch point, the kaiten manned and coupled to the deck. Armed only with the suicide torpedoes and a small, deck-mounted machine gun, she was an offensive weapon only, virtually defenseless.

Quickly, he made his decision and addressed his men in a low voice: “If we are sighted, we will dive. For now, bring drinks to the kaiten pilots to keep them going.”

Sailors carried out the order, speaking only in whispers, guarding even their footfalls to avoid enemy sonar detection. Throughout the boat, stillness set in. From the mess deck, the smell of pickled fish crept through the quiet compartments, and Hashimoto pressed on toward the launch point, conning boldly through the rain.

An hour passed as he closed the distance to target. Two hours until launch.

Then, in the radio room, the urgent signal arrived from Japan. It was the outrageous order that would send Hashimoto storming into the commander in chief’s office at Kure:

KAMITAKE UNIT OPERATION CANCELLED—I-58 IS TO PROCEED FORTHWITH TO OKINO-SHIMA TO ACT AS WIRELESS LINK SHIP FOR COMBINED FLEET OPERATION TO BE CARRIED OUT MARCH 11.

Maddening! Hashimoto thought. Finally, we are at the Americans’ doorstep unseen, and they are turning us away!

He could not reply by signal as the transmission would lead to immediate discovery. But who was to say he could not first launch his kaiten, then plot a course for Okino-Shima? Perhaps he could still take a prize for great Japan. He was weighing this possibility when a second signal broke through. It was a personal message from the Chief of Staff Combined Fleet:

OPERATION “HA” IS VERY IMPORTANT AND YOUR ORDERS SHOULD BE FOLLOWED WITHOUT FAIL.

There had been nothing for Hashimoto to do but comply. He recalled the suicide pilots from the brink of immortality and followed orders, hating every minute of it. Now, leaving the C-in-C’s office at Kure, all he could do was await new orders to the Americans’ next target, Okinawa. If the enemy held true to form, the shelling there was soon to begin.

Hashimoto knew that any damage he might have inflicted on the enemy at Iwo Jima would have been small. Also, there had been those lurking American destroyers. It was difficult to say what would have happened to his boat if he had launched his kaiten in their presence.

But Hashimoto was certain of one thing: Above all, he had wanted to try.
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MARCH 19, 1945

USS Indianapolis

Pacific Ocean

Near Kyushu, Japan

IT WAS NOT YET four in the morning when Captain McVay ordered Condition I set in his antiaircraft batteries. The skipper always set Condition I, or “battle stations,” in the morning because that’s when the suicide planes seemed to be most active. Indy was operating sixty miles off the coast of Shikoku, the smallest island in the Empire’s homeland chain, due east of Kyushu.

Glenn Morgan had relieved the watch and was again on the bridge, wearing his headphones. He was a bugler, yes, a musician in love with newer music like Jimmy Dorsey’s “Tangerine” and Glenn Miller’s “String of Pearls” (he could play both perfectly on his cornet, which he had carried with him to boot camp, prompting his fellow recruits to holler at him to “go play that damn thing in the head!”). But Morgan had also fallen in love with the rhythms of a fighting ship at sea. The quartermaster barking at his strikers, boys who would be quartermasters themselves someday. The crisp calls of the OOD—Officer of the Deck—passed to the helmsman. Morgan had even learned to steer the ship himself and sometimes couldn’t believe he was allowed to, him, a Bristow, Oklahoma, boy, driving the flagship of the fleet.I

Morgan loved Indianapolis’s slim contours. Bow to fantail, she stretched 610 feet, with a beam of just 66 feet from the port rail to the starboard, and a draft of 17 to 24 feet, depending on her load. Indy was one of America’s eighteen “Treaty Cruisers,” the offspring of the heavy cruiser race between America, Japan, France, Italy, and Great Britain. Commissioned in 1932, she was subject to treaty displacement limitations that produced thinly armored vessels shipbuilders referred to as “tin clads.” But like Morgan, the men who sailed these lithe ships often fell in love with their speed and grace.

During his 1936 “Good Neighbor” cruise to South America, President Franklin D. Roosevelt hosted guests aboard Indy one evening. Well-dressed ladies dined in the wardroom that night and danced on the quarterdeck, a polished pool of gleaming teak. But none of the ladies could rival Indy herself. Her graceful rigging fluttered with banners and pennants. Hundreds of Japanese lanterns lit her lines, shimmering against a night sky of velvet blue. Just after dark, a full moon rose, its glow accenting her white peacetime paint. Officers who were there that night remembered not the ladies, but the ship. She was magical.

Morgan reported to Indy in 1944 and had been aboard for a couple of months when a kid named Earl Procai reported for duty. Procai, a nineteen-year-old from Minneapolis, was a bugler second class. With another new man, Donald Mack, that made four buglers aboard. That meant Morgan and his best friend, Bugler Second Class Calvin Ball Emery, could quit working “port-and-starboard”—twelve hours on, twelve hours off. It cut Morgan’s watchstanding in half.

Well, mostly. Morgan thought Procai was a very nice fellow, but he couldn’t blow his horn worth a hoot. When Indy was in port and Procai had the watch, one of the other buglers would scoot topside to play “Evening Colors.” They didn’t want the other ships to hear Procai’s halting, mangled rendition.

“Earl,” Morgan said to Procai one day, pointing to the man’s horn, “you’ve got to play this thing better.” He grabbed a bugle and took Procai down to steering aft. Thereafter, a couple of times a week, Morgan and Procai hunkered down in the heat, machinery cranking, practicing the bugle calls. The horse-race trills of “Reveille,” the regal notes of “Tattoo,” the mournful tones of “Taps.” Morgan played them all, and Procai echoed them back. The kid got to be pretty good and in the process, down there sweating it out in steering, the two got to be good friends.

As morning on the bridge unfolded, Admiral Spruance took station in his bridge chair. At 5:30 a.m., the carriers launched the CAP, followed by the first sweeps against enemy airfields at Shikoku and northwestern Honshu on the Japanese mainland. Shortly after 6 a.m., sunrise chased the night away, revealing the ships of the mighty task force as if raising a theater curtain.

At the conn, McVay ordered the OOD to maneuver on a general northeasterly line as the first enemy planes appeared in the sky. At 7:08 a.m., an enemy bomber nosed out of a cloud base at less than two thousand feet, and about a thousand feet dead ahead of the carrier Franklin. Indy’s bridge crew watched as the pilot accelerated in a masthead bombing run. Two bombs dropped from the fuselage and sailed in twenty-five degrees off horizontal, falling through the flak of Franklin’s guns. The first smashed into the flight deck in the center of thirty-one planes, burst into the hangar, and exploded. The second hit the flight deck, then penetrated the hangar, where it detonated over twenty-two parked planes.

The men of Indy could see a thick pillar of black smoke erupt from the carrier, with multiple red explosions bursting at its base. Sparks and fire triggered a massive gasoline vapor explosion. Planes that had been turning up for launch were flung violently together, and their whirring props sliced each other into strips. Fire poured across the flight and hangar decks in thick sheets, fed with fuel from ruptured aircraft gas tanks.

Against the backdrop of Franklin’s inferno, suicide planes screamed in, guns rattling. The heavy carrier Essex splashed one attacker. Eighteen minutes later, another plane dove on Essex, but missed and crashed close aboard to port. At 12:54 p.m., a Japanese Judy made another attack run on the crippled Franklin, but its bomb exploded short.

Soon the enemy turned its attack on Indianapolis. At 1:19 p.m., a Zero appeared on the starboard quarter, 4,500 yards out, altitude 4,000 feet. Adrenaline raced through the ship, an exhilarating cocktail of raw combat power and esprit de corps, spiked with a tincture of fear. Indy’s gunners opened fire.

The plane dodged into cloud cover, then shot out into blue sky again, now falling with a friendly fighter on its tail. A minute later, spotters picked up another enemy fighter circling the ship. Cries went up from the range-finder operators—“3,800 yards!” The trigger men locked onto the plane, tracing its killing path toward Indianapolis. Sixty seconds later, the fighter was diving toward Indy’s port quarter when one of the 5-inch gun crews blew off its tail, ending the pilot’s day. No time to rest, though, as another Judy zinged in for a third run on Essex. Again, Indy opened fire. The plane smashed into the sea on Essex’s port beam, but McVay and his gunners couldn’t tell whether they or one of the other American ships had shot it down. At 2:30 p.m., another Judy appeared directly over Indianapolis, at twelve thousand feet, flying port to starboard. The plane was later reported shot down, but the Indy bridge crew did not see it fall.

It was the last attack in a very busy day that dealt Spruance a significant blow. The Japanese had long targeted his heavy carriers, but with little success. Now they had hit five in a single week, with Franklin’s fiery agony in full view of the admiral’s seat on Indy’s bridge.

In the end, it was never a suicider, a bomb, or a torpedo that actually sank a ship. It was water. The interior of a warship is a honeycomb of watertight compartments segmenting the space inside her skin. Corridors called “passageways” run fore and aft and also, at intervals, traverse the vessel across the beam. These are interrupted by walls called “bulkheads,” into which watertight doors are built.

Each watertight door or “hatch” is equipped with a handle, or “dog.” When the door is shut and the handle turned tight, or “dogged down,” it renders the door watertight. Ladders connect one deck with another, and each point of connection is equipped with a “scuttle,” a small hatchway that can also be dogged down and made watertight. Compartments off passageways—such as machinery spaces, berthing, offices, chow hall, and the like—also have doors equipped with watertight seals.

Offensive weapons could only make holes in a warship. Fluid tons of seawater would then rush in to equalize pressure. When the weight of the water exceeded the ship’s buoyancy, down she went.

Miraculously, Franklin would not go down. Casualty reports from the crippled carrier streamed in to the flag staff aboard Indianapolis. The total number of men killed would reach 724, with another 265 wounded. With a thirteen-degree list and three feet down by the stern, the ship was taken under tow by USS Pittsburgh. Soon, though, she was able to cast off her tow and proceed under her own steam, having endured one of the worst fires any warship ever survived.



I. Though in overall command of the Pacific Fleet, Spruance alternated at-sea command with Admiral William “Bull” Halsey. Under Spruance the fleet designation was 5th Fleet and under Halsey, 3rd Fleet. The two admirals took it in turns, with one at sea and the other ashore planning the next operation. Indianapolis was Spruance’s flagship. Halsey’s were the battleships New Jersey and Missouri.
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MARCH 31, 1945

Imperial Japanese Navy Special Attack Unit

Kanoya Airfield

Kyushu, Japan

VICE ADMIRAL MATOME UGAKI stood on Kanoya airfield on Kyushu, watching as aircrews climbed into twenty-four Ginga bombers. The day was momentous. After establishing the Special Attack Unit, the “kamikaze,” as the last line of defense against the American invaders, this mission would be the unit’s first major test. It was a far cry from where Ugaki had been two weeks before, huddled in an air raid shelter on this same field as a great tide of enemy planes blistered his flight-line with bombs and bullets. He had not been afraid—just annoyed by all the damned noise.

Now he would strike back. Before him on the airfield stood the crews of five Kawanishi flying boats and four land-based bombers that would lead the formation, contributing advance patrols and weather reconnaissance.

Already, Ugaki’s search planes were keeping tabs on an enemy battle group, including its flagship, Indianapolis, now fifty miles southeast of Okinawa. The group had begun bombardment of the island, preparing to seize the last stepping-stone en route to the homeland invasion, and General Mitsuru Ushijima was charged with its defense. Most Okinawans lived on the island’s southern half, along green ridges thickly terraced with rice paddies and fields of sugarcane. Ushijima’s garrisons had enlarged and reinforced a natural network of caves, and also dug into a chain of slit trenches and bunkers concentrated around the southern capital of Naha. Ugaki was determined to come to Ushijima’s aid.

It had been a little over a month since Admiral Ugaki, who was fifty-five, took over Japan’s Special Attack Unit. On February 10, he was enjoying a bottle of sake when he received a telephone call summoning him before the emperor. Two days later, His Majesty received the admiral in audience at Fukiage Imperial Garden in Tokyo—albeit in an air raid shelter due to the menacing presence of an enemy plane. The forty-three-year-old emperor was a slight, bespectacled man. In his shy way, he honored Ugaki with kind words and personally assigned him to lead the kamikaze. It was a mission Ugaki understood as key to the fate of his nation.

By the spring of 1944, Ugaki had found himself shocked at the turnabout in the war. Territory after territory lost. The ominous attrition of matériel and men. Meanwhile, Allied forces were reaching peak strength, and Ugaki felt time was running out. His beloved commander, Admiral Isoroku Yamamoto, had predicted this result. In August 1941, the admiral, who had studied briefly at Harvard and had many American friends, ascended to commander in chief of Japan’s Combined Fleet. He appointed Ugaki his chief of staff. As Japan contemplated war on America, Yamamoto warned that since the Empire could not win, it should not provoke this Western leviathan. But once ordered to fight, Yamamoto, a brilliant strategist, put the full force of his intellect behind the effort. Having spent two years in Washington, D.C., as a naval attaché, he knew the American Navy well and once called it “a dagger pointed at our throat.” To counter that threat, Yamamoto engineered the surprise attack at Pearl Harbor.

But the admiral would not live out the war. In April 1943, U.S. intelligence received detailed information about his flight plans. Yamamoto would be aboard one of two planes departing Rabaul, New Guinea, on the morning of April 18. Ugaki would be on the other. At 7:30 a.m., a flight of sixteen American P-38 Lightning fighters intercepted the Japanese planes and shot both down. Yamamoto was killed, a small vengeance for Pearl Harbor. Ugaki, wounded but alive, vowed vengeance for his commander and friend.

Now, as commander of the Special Attack Unit, Ugaki had ramped up both special attack recruitment and training. American pilots had already decimated Japanese airpower. Now many of the Empire’s pilots were fresh from flight school, some still in their teens. Ugaki’s recruits were presented with the kamikaze concept, given forms to sign, and offered a choice: They could sign their names either next to the word “eager” or next to the words “very eager.” Some signed out of bravado, but others felt forced, some by peer pressure and some by ancient national traditions such as honor and love of country and family.

Some who had signed now found themselves standing before Ugaki about to make their final flight. The young men about to die had spent their last days quietly. They read and reread letters from loved ones and spent hours gazing at treasured photographs. They wrote letters home. Many tucked locks of their hair into the envelopes. Finally, they boxed up their personal belongings to be shipped to their families when they did not return.

Ugaki’s executive officer, Rear Admiral Toshiyuki Yokoi, thought the whole enterprise an enormous waste. When Imperial General Headquarters issued the unprecedented order that all armed forces should resort to suicide attack, Yokoi considered it nothing less than a national death sentence. He had studied the recent string of Japanese defeats and was working to improve land-based patrol methods, eliminate enemy surprise, and build up force protection at Japanese ground installations. To him and many other commanders, the suicide strategy proved that the High Command, panicked by a string of defeats, had abandoned cool military judgment and collapsed into wild gambling.

Doctrinally, Yokoi had never believed in the soundness of suicide tactics. First, there was the physics of the matter: A striking plane could not achieve sufficient velocity to pierce the decks of America’s capital ships, the largest and most important in the enemy fleet. Second, there was no way to measure success, since dead pilots could not report. Finally, the expenditure of life and matériel ran precisely opposite the goals of an operations staff, which is to maximize damage at the least possible cost.

But other senior officers agreed with Ugaki, whose thoughts had run wild seeking ways to save the Empire. Some kamikaze leaders said openly that they could afford to sacrifice two thousand men—that if just 30 percent of their pilots hit Allied targets, it would be enough. For Ugaki’s part, this calculus was not as cold as it seemed. He felt deep gratitude to the pilots who sacrificed themselves, and confided this to his most trusted confidant, his journal: “It is not because I am unfeeling that I can send our young men to die with a smile . . . ,” he wrote. “I had made up my mind to follow the example of those young boys some day.”
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MARCH 31, 1945

USS Indianapolis

Okinawa, Japan

ON MARCH 31, THE morning before Easter, Seaman Second Class L. D. Cox sauntered down Indy’s second-deck passageway toward breakfast. Cox, a nineteen-year-old with a round, open face and a gap-toothed smile, was nearing the mess hall when he ran into another sailor.

Cox stuck out his hand and introduced himself. The sailor grinned and gave Cox’s hand an exuberant shake. “Pole!” he said. “Pole’s my name!”

Cox’s eyes went wide. “Not the great Basil P. Pole from Hugo, Oklahoma?”

“Yessir, that’s me!” Pole said. Then he laughed and laughed, just as he did every day when he and Cox performed this same ritual. Cox laughed, too, shoulders bouncing as he continued down the passageway. He got a kick out of Basil P. Pole, but he was pretty sure that old boy’s elevator only went about halfway up.

Nearing the mess hall, Cox could already smell what was for breakfast: beans. He sighed. He wished right now he had some of his mama’s biscuits and gravy instead. On the other hand, he wouldn’t trade what he’d seen out here during the war. At Iwo Jima, he’d stood at the rail and watched the Marines stomp ashore. They’d been so close that if he’d looked through binoculars he felt he could have seen them fighting hand-to-hand. And when that flag went up on Mount Suribachi and the horns blew and the bells clanged, tears winked into Cox’s eyes and the hair on the back of his neck stood straight up.

Now they’d been bombarding Okinawa for a week. The percussion of the big guns hammered with such intensity that many crew members developed a ringing in their ears that would last the rest of their lives. It seemed to Cox on some days that a hundred hostile planes swarmed overhead. Air and sea fused in a hash of smoke, blast upon blast, ships’ gunners firing up, pilots firing down, opposing rounds slashing black Xs in the sky. Cox had seen enemy planes get nicked, their tails erupting in flame like trick birthday candles before they zoomed down to explode against the hard plate of the sea. Some had their control surfaces shot off and entered slow flat spins, pinwheeling down almost lazily to hit the water with barely a splash. Sometimes, surface gunners simply shredded planes in midair.

The persistent stench of cordite infused the crews’ uniforms, their skin, even their hair. The only respite came when the ship turned to a heading with a strong wind abeam so that the smoke of the guns could be carried overboard.

Cox thought it funny that he’d signed up for all this just to meet girls.

He’d graduated from high school only three years earlier—at thirty students, his graduating class in Comanche, Texas, was famously large—and attended two semesters at John Tarleton Agricultural College. But when he turned seventeen, Cox realized he was a prime candidate for the draft, so he thought he’d better just go on and volunteer. On the road between his family’s livestock farm and the college, every second telephone pole was plastered with a flyer that said, “Join the Navy, see the world!” Those flyers alternated with ones that said, “A girl in every port!”

That sounded good to Cox, and one midnight in 1943, he hopped an old train passing through Comanche and rode it to Dallas, where he raised his right hand. Another train slid him west to boot camp in San Diego, then it was on to Indianapolis, where he arrived at about the same time as Captain McVay.

The first time he laid eyes on Indy, Cox just stood and gawked. She was colossal. Sleek. Magnificent. He could hardly wait to get aboard. When he did, a chief petty officer assigned Cox to deck division and here he still was, six months later, doing the dirty work. Chipping paint, lugging stores, sweating in the mess hall scrubbing pans the size of the pig troughs back home. Now, he stepped one-two over the knee knocker—a watertight doorway with an oval-shaped, man-sized cutout to pass through—and entered the mess hall. He lifted his chin in greeting to three sailors, Lyle Umenhoffer, Verlin Fortin, and Troy Nunley, all hunched over their plates. Sure enough, breakfast was beans.

•  •  •

On the bridge, McVay ordered Indy released from formation and maneuvered to take station in column astern Salt Lake City, another heavy cruiser. During the weeklong bombardment leading up to D-Day, Indy and the fleet had fired more than five thousand tons of ammunition on targets at Okinawa. Now, underwater demolition teams reconnoitered the beach approaches while Mitscher’s carrier planes sanitized the island’s sandy skirts, laying lines of rocket fire.

McVay was the second generation of his family to fight at sea. His father, Charles B. McVay, Jr., fleeted up in an entirely different Navy, when U.S. warships proceeded mainly under sail, carried livestock as food stores, and during drills, repelled enemy “boarders” with pikes and cutlasses. The elder McVay fought first in the Spanish-American War, then commanded the armored cruiser Saratoga during World War I, along with a pair of battleships, New Jersey and Oklahoma. He then served as commandant of Washington Naval Yard, chief of the Bureau of Ordnance, and commander in chief, U.S. Asiatic Fleet. McVay Junior was seventy-six now and, in his retirement, had assumed the role of hanging judge. He delivered a steady stream of sharp-tongued verdicts on the younger McVay’s Navy performance and demanded that he cover himself with glory befitting an admiral’s son.

McVay felt the pressure, but he was charting his own course in a Navy modernized under President Theodore Roosevelt. An academy man like his father, McVay III was commissioned in 1920 and rose quickly to prestigious postings, including commanding officer of USS Luzon, the flagship of the Yangtze Patrol in China. An officer on the rise, he had proved himself a utility player, serving as naval aide to the high command in the Philippines, as skipper of an oiler, and as executive officer of the light cruiser Cleveland. There, in action in the Solomon Islands, he earned a Silver Star for gallantry. Before taking command of Indianapolis, McVay served as chairman of the Joint Intelligence Staff under the Combined Chiefs of Staff of U.S. and British forces, a group privy to most of the war’s deepest secrets.

As a leader of men, McVay’s manner was somewhat less formal than his father’s. He made it a regular practice to visit his enlisted men in their work spaces and ask them how things were going. Not in an inappropriately familiar way, but one that communicated his concern. The sailors’ feedback worked itself out in practical ways. When McVay learned that the morale and welfare folks were showing movies only for officers, he ordered movies to be shown for enlisted men, too. Once, he went down and had a meal in the enlisted mess. After he finished, he stopped in at the galley and told the cooks to start serving better food. He felt it was important for his sailors to know that they were as critical to the life and mission of the ship as his officers, and that he, their skipper, was looking out for them.

Now Indianapolis steamed ahead to a position eleven miles off an Okinawa beach called Zanpa, still astern Salt Lake City, about a thousand yards behind. There were no other ships in the formation.

•  •  •

In fire control aft, Cleatus Lebow held his cards close to his chest and fanned them out to take a peek. Liking what he saw, Lebow, a fire controlman third class, glanced up at his regular poker buddies—Murphy, Gaither, and Smitty. All four men were seated around a four-by-six steel box that held spare 20 mm gun sights. Someone had covered the box with a wool blanket.

Paul Murphy, also a fire controlman third, was the dealer this hand. Dark-haired, with an open, all-American smile, Murphy, of Chillicothe, Missouri, was one of those happy-all-the-time folks who’d never met a stranger. He reported to Indy just a few months after Lebow. Both men were twenty years old and had become good friends. Now, Lebow studied Murphy’s poker face, but the eyes weren’t giving anything away.

“I’m in for a nickel,” Lebow said in his heavy Texas drawl.

The other fellows hooted. It was a fairly rich bet, since there was a fifteen-cent per game maximum—money enough to buy three Cokes. Murphy and Smitty matched Lebow’s nickel, but Gaither folded. Lebow usually won these games and thought old Gaither probably didn’t want to give him any more of his money.

Lebow checked his cards. He slipped two from his hand and slid them facedown across the wool blanket to Murphy, who flipped him two more. Smitty took a couple of cards, and Murphy dealt himself one.

Lebow had been aboard since January 1944. With eight brothers and sisters, he was from a big, churchgoing family—which meant if church was open, the Lebows were going. Still, Lebow was no pacifist. As a gunnery range-finder aboard Indianapolis for most of the ship’s battles, he had personally helped treat Japanese defenders to the latest fad in the Pacific: the “Spruance haircut.” That meant total destruction, everything in sight laid low and burning.

Wagers circled the table again. “Call,” Murphy said, and pitched in another nickel.

One by one, Lebow ticked his cards down on the gun-sight box, followed by Smitty, who revealed his all at once. Murphy slapped his cards faceup on top of Lebow’s, his laughter bubbling like a soda fountain. “Read ’em and weep, boys! Read ’em and weep!”

•  •  •

Mike Quihuis glanced at the oddball cast on Adolfo Celaya’s hand. “Hey, Celaya, you still layin’ off the rednecks?”

“Nah,” Celaya said. “I ain’t scared.”

Celaya and Quihuis were walking down the port side, the skies for the moment quiet.

In 1944, with so many of his friends going off to fight the war, Celaya had decided to join the Navy. Since he was only seventeen, his father had to sign for him. After he reported to Indianapolis, Celaya made friends with Santos Pena and Mike Quihuis, who was also of Mexican descent. There were only a couple dozen Hispanics on the ship, a tiny minority in a crew of about twelve hundred.

In Arizona, being Mexican hadn’t been a big deal. In fact, it was a Mexican kid who had given Celaya his nickname, “Harpo.” The kid said Celaya’s puffy hair looked like Harpo Marx’s, and Celaya had decided to embrace it. But in the Navy, Harpo’s brown skin was a problem. From boot camp on, it seemed to Harpo that Navy recruiters had stacked the ranks with corn-fed rednecks from the middle and southern states. They called him “Pancho” and “wetback” and wanted to know when he was going to crawl back into that hole in Mexico he’d crawled out of. The rednecks didn’t care that Celaya’s family had been in America for four generations.

Quihuis and Pena were older than Harpo and tried to keep him out of trouble. But the kid was full of piss and vinegar, and having friends by his side only made him bolder. It didn’t hurt that Quihuis had once been the welterweight boxing champ of Arizona.

Increasingly, when the rednecks ragged Harpo, he ragged back. Then one day, after a big Texan spat out an insult, Celaya wound up a roundhouse and clocked him in the jaw. The Texan’s nose spouted blood and he crumpled to the deck. Pena, Quihuis, and several other men grabbed Celaya and held him back.

The Texan lumbered to his feet, towering over Celaya. “I’m gonna get you, you dirty goddamned Mexican! I’m gonna get you alone someday and kill you!”

Celaya had been too happy to be afraid. He had finally given it to one of those rednecks, and good. But when he looked down at his punching hand, he saw that he’d also paid a price. A shard of naked bone poked up through his skin.

Quihuis hustled him down to sickbay, where Indy’s chief physician, Dr. Lewis Haynes, examined Celaya’s hand.

“How did this happen, sailor?” the doctor asked.

“Slipped and fell, sir.”

Haynes got to work. He put Celaya’s hand in a cast and installed the wire contraption. It was an experimental technique Haynes had never tried before, a kind of traction. Celaya hopped off the exam table to leave, but Haynes stopped him.

“Yes, sir?” Harpo said.

Haynes leveled his gaze, but a smile pushed at the corners of his mouth. “Next time you hit someone,” he said, “close your fist.”

Harpo’s face flushed and he looked at the deck. “Yes, sir.”

Now, walking down the port side, Celaya told Quihuis he’d probably get the cast off in another week. At thirty-one years old with a wife and three kids, Quihuis was as much an uncle as a buddy to Celaya, who was still only a teenager. Quihuis agreed with Pena that the kid needed to watch his mouth. After Celaya decked that Texan, Pena had pulled him aside and whispered fiercely, “If you keep up that attitude, you won’t be around anymore.”

“What do you mean?” Celaya said.

“I mean, some night a bunch of those rednecks are gonna grab you and throw you off the fantail. That really happens! Is that what you want?”

Apparently, Harpo did not, because Quihuis noticed that he settled down some after that, despite his big talk to the contrary.

Suddenly, the high whine of props and acceleration hit Quihuis’s ears like a stinger. He froze, whipped his head skyward, and saw a suicide plane. It was headed straight for the ship.
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MARCH 31, 1945

USS Indianapolis

Okinawa, Japan

THE JAPANESE PLANE, an Army Peregrine Falcon, burst through the low overcast at 7:08 a.m., whining wide open. The 20 mm gun mount on Indy’s fo’c’sle unleashed a chatter of bullets. McVay charged out from the charthouse, shouting, “Who is that trigger-happy—?”

Then he heard the plane. McVay wheeled around and ordered general quarters—the signal for the crew to drop what they’re doing and prepare for battle. A boatswain’s whistle piped over the 1MC,I a one-way loudspeaker system that reached every compartment on the ship. “All hands, man your battle stations.”

On the port side amidships, Quihuis yelled one word at Harpo: “Run!” He wanted to put some steel between them and the suicide plane and sprinted down the port side, Harpo on his heels. They plunged through a hatch and down a ladder, sliding down the handrails on their armpits, feet never touching the rungs.

Edgar Harrell, a twenty-year-old Marine corporal from Kentucky, raced to the 40 mm gun mount on the fantail. He saw the plane screaming toward the ship. It appeared to be balanced on the twin pillars of fire streaming from its guns.

On the fo’c’sle, the “trigger-happy” 20 mm gunner, Buck Gibson, kept shooting. He saw tracer rounds piercing the plane and his parents’ faces flashed before him. Would he ever see them again?

On the mess deck, L. D. Cox heard the battle stations call, dropped his tray on the table, and flew out the door and up a ladder. He reached the main deck just in time to catch movement at the skyward edge of his vision. It was a suicider, and it seemed to be headed straight for him.

•  •  •

On the 40 mm gun, Ed Harrell was ready to shoot. He was waiting for the gun sights to connect to radar when the pilot changed course slightly, possibly deflected by Gibson’s gun. The plane now flew almost parallel to Indy, but then seemed to lose control. It veered left, dove, and slammed into the main deck aft with a thunderous sound, just inside the port gunwale, and a five-hundred-pound bomb dropped free of the wing. The crash tore a hole in the main deck, four feet by five, its outboard portion open to the air, like a bite out of the ship.

The projectile plummeted nose first through the main deck and drilled down through the ship, just three feet inboard of her skin.

The bomb punched a sixteen-inch hole through the second deck and kept falling. On the mess deck, Lyle Umenhoffer, Verlin Fortin, and Troy Nunley saw it crash through the overhead and pierce the deck eight feet from their table. The impact sprayed them in a maelstrom of beans.

The bomb continued banging down through the ship, smashing straight through a crew berthing compartment where Seaman First Class Tony King saw it fall right past his bunk. The bomb kept falling, drilling the first platform deck and cracking
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