THE WORLD NO LONGER WONDERS

Battle Scenario 5a, Leyte Gulf

     The role of Admiral Takeo Kurita’s Center Force at the Battle of Leyte Gulf was to, after the main body of William F. Halsey’s Third Fleet was drawn off by Admiral Jisaburo Ozawa’s decoy carriers, cruise around the eastern end of Samar and destroy the landing force at Leyte.  In reality, Halsey was unwittingly accommodating to the Japanese plan.  By taking Ozawa’s bait and sailing north with every ship he had, Halsey left San Bernardino Strait uncovered.  Kurita’s powerful surface fleet used this passage to steam towards Leyte, only to be turned back by the heroic resistance of the destroyers and escort carriers of “Taffy 3” (as well as his own fears) off of Samar.  This action is covered in Battle Scenario 5.

     Halsey had communicated to CINCPAC (Admiral Chester Nimitz) his intention to form Vice Admiral Willis Lee’s “Battle Line” into Task Force 34 and use it to guard San Bernardino Strait.  However, Ozawa’s carriers were sighted, and Halsey’s pursuit started, before this was actually done.  Nonetheless, Nimitz (and Seventh Fleet’s Admiral Thomas Kincaid, commander of the amphibious forces at Leyte) assumed Task Force 34 had been assembled.  When the crisis off of Samar came to a head, CINCPAC sent off an anxious query as to Lee’s whereabouts.  Following standard procedure, the encoded message was sent with “padding” on each end to confuse enemy cryptoanalysts.  As sent, it read:

     TURKEY TROTS TO WATER RR WHERE IS TASK FORCE 34 RR THE WORLD WONDERS

     When Halsey’s staff decoded it, the padding was removed from the front of the message but inadvertently left intact on the back end.  Thus the admiral was presented with:

     WHERE IS TASK FORCE 34 RR THE WORLD WONDERS

     Halsey was incensed at what he considered the sarcastic coda (“the world wonders”)  to Nimitz’s inquiry.

     Now, thanks to Leyte Gulf’s scenario 5a, “Third Fleet vs. Kurita,” the world no longer has to wonder.  In this battle, Task Force 34 has been formed and is waiting at the east end of the strait as Kurita steams relentlessly for Leyte.  Several of Kurita’s ships (notably BB Nagato) exhibit minor damage from the carrier aircraft attacks in the Sibuyan Sea the day before (and they have already lost the giant Mushashi and several CA’s.)  The scenario gives the U.S. the option of four or six battleships; in reality, TF 34 was finally formed with all six battleships after Kurita had been chased away, and missed intercepting the Japanese as they recoiled in defeat.  Here, I’m assuming that as Halsey swept north after Ozawa he would have kept a couple of battlewagons with him, and thus I am using the four-BB option.  The stage is set for a dreadnought-lover’s fantasy: the last big clash of the super-battleships.   

Turn 1

     The U.S. wins the initiative roll, so the Japanese set up first.  The angle that they set up on (in echelon with their right flank thrown forward, per the scenario) puts them at a slight disadvantage that is compounded when, in a rookie SWWAS mistake, I place the battle line (accompanied by 4 DD’s) in the lead hex.  Next to them are three CA’s and 4 DD’s, and in the trailing hex four more CA’s, 2 CL’s and several DD’s. The US placement, in a three-hex line abreast, has the BB’s and 4 DD’s in the center of the three hexes, the CA’s, 2 CL’s and 4 DD’s on the right, and a CL with six DD’s on the left.

     The lead Japanese DD’s move out ahead of the big ships to torpedo position, in range of the enemy heavies.  The battleships follow, turning broadside to the Americans.  The center and left groups each move forward a hex.  Moving second, the Americans start CL Biloxi and 6 DD’s on a left hook, move the CA-CL-DD group to the right to challenge the enemy cruiser forces, and turn the battleships and their small friends broadside to the Japanese battle line.  The melee will start at 2 hexes.

     Combat segments 1-4 and 1-5:  The ships sort into gunnery duels:  Yamato and Nagato against Iowa and New Jersey, Kongo against Alabama, Haruna versus Washington.  The American heavies, with a healthy respect for the Long Lances, fire their tertiaries at the four closest Japanese DD’s (those DD’s also exchange shots with the four US destroyers that have remained with Lee’s main body.)  The three cruisers in the Japanese center, Myoko, Haguro and Chokai, square off against CA’s New Orleans and Wichita plus CL’s Miami and Vincennes; the DD’s accompanying each are not yet in gunnery range.  The trailing Japanese group is both far back and bows-on.

     New Jersey scores 6 dice out of 18 on Yamato, inflicting two hull and four gunnery hits.  Her terts take out a tert factor on Shimakaze.  Iowa scores on 7 of 18, almost all of them reducing Nagato’s gunnery at all three levels.  Her terts score three hits on Asashimo and blow her out of the water.  Among Alabama’s seven hits on Kongo are six gunnery blows and critical damage that takes out three hull factors and slows the aging giant.  Washington racks up five hull hits that reduce Haruna’s speed, plus a few gun hits.

     In return, Yamato (firing her guns in anger at an enemy surface vessel for the first time in the war) scores on 9 of her 18, wiping out almost all of Iowa’s tertiary factors, scoring three hull hits (and a speed reduction), and taking out several primary factors.  The rest of the Japanese battlewagons have both far fewer factors and much worse luck; Nagato’s four hits on New Jersey produce a hull and three gun hits, while a secondary hit fails to penetrate the armor on a primary gun.  Other than Yamato’s outstanding volley, the heavyweight bout is off to a lopsided start.

     The exchange of cruiser fire results mostly in secondary gunnery damage, fairly light to both sides.  Myoko does lose her torpedo mount, however.  The destroyers pound away at each other with little damage to show for it.  In 1-5 the three remaining van destroyers (Shimakaze, Hayaname and Okinami), two of whom have lost their gunnery to the tertiaries of Alabama and Washington, launch their deadly fish, with the most powerful ship, Shimakaze, targeting Iowa while the others launch at New Jersey.  Only Okinami hits, inflicting 3 hull and two tertiary hits on the superbattleship.

     Segments 1-6 through 1-9:  Both battleship groups hold in place, since both groups had ships suffer speed losses and are speed 2 (and not allowed to move in these impulses anyway.)  The now-empty Japanese destroyers heel about in a 180-degree turn, as they are practically toothless.  The cruiser groups advance.  The US continues the left hook by Biloxi’s group, which closes to 1 hex from the struggling enemy battle line, and moves up their own cruiser group. 

     Iowa and New Jersey trade targets, and Iowa’s salvo devastates the mighty Yamato: 8 dice hits, almost all of them hull damage (9 total hull factors taken out; six are from three speed-loss “11’s.”)  The pride of the IJN still has all but five of her 18 primary factors intact, but they will be of no use after this round; she is dead in the water.  The other three BB’s all score five to six dice apiece, slowing both Nagato and Kongo further, and Alabama’s terts sink the fleeing Okinami.  Yamato’s salvo scores six times on Iowa, taking out more primary factors, the rest of her terts, and a couple of AA groups.  Nagato and Haruna each impact their targets a few times, but Kongo misses Alabama entirely.  (Her terts at least reduce DD Knapp’s gunnery by one, as does Yamato against Ingersoll.)

     In the lower weight classes, Miami scores yet another “11” (that’s 8 so far in the first two gunnery rounds! What is going on here?), shuddering Chokai.  New Orleans takes a few hits from Haguro, and Wichita has a tert from Myoko bounce off of her hull at 2-hex range but takes secondary hits from Tone and Chikuma, who have opened up from longer range.  The destroyer duels have now expanded to include the DD’s from the closest cruiser groups of each side.  Not much happens there except a catastrophic critical hit inflicted by Marshall on Yukikaze: 5 hull hits, swamping her under in minutes flat.

     The retreating Japanese destroyers serve as unwitting screens to any torpedo launches from the trailing groups, but the six DD’s accompanying Biloxi are in perfect 1-hex launch position.  All six hit; The Sullivans and Ingersoll add 7 hull, plus some tertiary and AA damage, to Yamato while Knapp, Tingey, Cogswell and Caperton gang up on Nagato, scoring 10 hull damage points and sending her to a watery grave.  DD’s Marshall, Lewis Hancock, Hickox and Hunt unload their fish at the Myoko group CA’s, with no hits.

     Balance of Turn 1:  Yamato DIW, Nagato and 3 DD’s sunk, the battlecruisers heavily damaged; Kurita is in deep trouble and knows it.  In 1-12 the now-powerless Yamato takes more damage from Iowa and is one hull hit from oblivion.  The badly damaged Kongo and Haruna have turned tail, ganging up on Iowa in the process (and scoring but one die hit, another of the ubiquitous “11’s.” Kongo receives an “11” back among the hits New Jersey scores on her.) Washington switches from battlecruisers to CA Myoko, and blasts her with secondary and hull damage.  

     Chokai and Haguro take more gunnery hits from New Orleans, Wichita, Miami and Vincennes, while Wichita is hard hit by Myoko and Tone.  By 1-12 the cruisers on each side have taken heavy gunnery damage; only the trailing-group Japanese CA’s  (Tone, Chikuma, Kumano, Suzuya) have much punch left.  

     In 1-16 Iowa sinks Yamato and New Jersey finishes off Kongo; Haruna is still afloat, but she is obviously not long for this world.  Alabama and Washington open up on the freshest Japanese CA’s, Kumano and Suzuya, pummeling their upper works and rendering them nearly impotent with one volley apiece.  CL Biloxi blasts the battered Haruna from close range, scoring several hull hits.  The DD’s get into the act as well, but point-blank shots from Cogswell and Caperton fail to penetrate.

     The weakened Japanese cruisers shift their fire from the heavily-damaged US CA’s to the DD group that had started with Lee’s battle line and are now which are lining up for torpedo runs on Haruna.  Kumano takes out Owen’s torpedo mount, but two of the other three (Patterson and Miller) score enough torpedo hits to swamp the battlecruiser.  In the meantime Kishinami, Hayashimo and Akishimo target the US heavy cruiser group; the former practically breaks Wichita in half, while the others bring New Orleans to the brink of destruction (only one hull factor left) and score a couple of hull hits on CL Vincennes.

     In the final combat segments (1-20/21) the battleships pound Tone, Chikuma, Kumano and Suzuya mercilessly, though none are sunk.  Myoko takes three hull hits from CL Miami, but two are tert hits that fail to penetrate.  The Japanese cruisers (and a couple of destroyers at point-blank range) try to finish off New Orleans, but the only hits are non-penetrating hull hits by the DD’s (a 4-6 on just one of them would have sunk her.)  In the process of turning about to flee, the Japanese ships that still have torpedoes available fire them at Iowa (long range) and two DD’s at medium range; Chokai’s Long Lances sink the destroyer Hickox, but no other hits are made.

     Finis:  Kurita, of course, does not wish to continue the contest, and Lee is content to see him leave.  A few of the victorious Yankee skippers (especially aboard Alabama and Washington) grumble privately, but “Ching” Lee’s decision is sound.  After all, their primary job is to guard the strait, they have no torpedoes left, one cruiser is gone and another near-worthless, and there is not-inconsiderable damage to most of the battleships and light cruisers.

     Nonetheless, it is a resounding victory for Task Force 34, even without the two extra battlewagons.  The tally:

KURITA

Sunk: BB Yamato, BB Nagato, BC Kongo, BC Haruna, DD Yukikaze, DD Asashimo, DD Okinami.
Damaged: CA Myoko (7/7 sec, torp mount, 3/7 hull), CA Haguro (4/7 sec, 1/1 tert, 1 speed, 4/7 hull), CA Chokai (6/7 sec, 1/1 tert, 1/3 AA, 1 speed, 3/7 hull), CA Suzuya (7/7 sec, 1/1 tert, 1/7 hull), CA Kumano (7/7 sec, 1/1 tert, torp mount, 1 speed, 4/7 hull), CA Tone (5/5 sec, 1/3 AA, 1/7 hull), CA Chikuma (4/5 sec, torp mount, 2/7 Hull), CL Yahagi (1/2 sec), DD Kishinami (2/2 tert), DD Haminami (2/2 tert), DD Shimakaze (3/3 tert, 1/1 AA, 1/3 hull.)

LEE

Sunk: CA Wichita, DD Hickox
Damaged:  BB Iowa (5/18 prim, 5/5 tert, 3/6 AA, 1 speed, 7/21 hull), BB New Jersey (2/18 prim, 5/5 tert, 5/21 hull), BB Washington (3/16 prim, 2/6 tert), BB Alabama (1/16 prim), CA New Orleans (6/6 prim, 1/1 tert, 3/3 AA, 1 speed, 4/5 hull), CL Vincennes (4/5 sec, 2/3 tert, 3/7 hull), CL Miami (2/5 sec, 1/7 hull), CL Biloxi (1/5 sec), DD Patterson (1/2 tert, ½ hull), DD Ingersoll (2/2 tert), DD Knapp (2/2 tert, 1/1 AA, 1/3 hull), DD Miller (1/3 hull), DD Owen (torp mount.)                            

     In retrospect, while my less-than-impressive IJN set-up didn’t help, whatever chance the Japanese had of making a fight of it was probably scotched when Iowa’s second salvo made a shambles of Yamato’s lower hull and stopped her dead in the water.  (Yamato had been impressive in her two shots, scoring on 15 of 36 dice, and a few more impulses of firing could have put at least Iowa in a world of hurt.)  With Yamato out of the picture, the US battleships completely outclassed the pre-damaged Nagato and her obsolete compatriots.  The IJN heavy cruisers put up a good fight, but any chance they had of making a real impact was negated when the battlewagons were able to shift attention to them (and that, again, stemmed primarily from Yamato’s early TKO.)

     I also discovered something I had never known; that the Cleveland-class light cruisers were as tough, if not more so, than most US pre-war heavies (the old CA’s, of course, were somewhat hampered by treaty limitations.) And indeed, they are worth as many VP as many of the old CA’s.  They seem to have been be light in name only, as (except for torpedoes) they could have held their own against the Japanese heavies.  Lord knows they were far superior to Japanese CL’s, which (as I already knew from “Tokyo Express”) were essentially oversized destroyers.

     The best approach for the Japanese is probably to attempt to maintain 3-4 hex distance (which might be possible with initiative), where her cruisers have an advantage over their counterparts since they are out of the American tert ranges (especially since Japanese cruisers have, in game terms, no gunnery armor.)   The DD’s should take shots at the battleships from 3 hexes, thus avoiding the multiple tert factors while still having a reasonable shot at scoring with their Long Lances.  However, keeping the range longer will do little to help her heavyweights against the superb American BB’s.   

     In any case, a better set-up, better luck, more distance and the addition of Mushashi and a couple more CA’s might make this a truly even match.  But the strictly historical version is a tough win for Kurita.  As it would have been in reality.

                                                                               ---  Patrick McCormick              

