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Comint and the Sinking of the
Battleship Yamato
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The Y4m4to under attadt
{

Early in 1944 'he gian, Japanese battleship Y4mmo,'
followin~ repairs for torpedo damagr,2 joined the fleer at
Lin~ga Roads sou,h of Singapoce: She 'hen moved to

Tawita"'l in the Sulu Archipelago near the northeast
coast of Borneo. In June 1944 she par'icipated in 'he
Battle of the Philippine Sea, al'hough she played no
si~nificant role.

• 10 addj,;OIl to Comim. rht" main SOUfer of information for 'his

arricle!' is thC!' hook enlitlC!'(! C4mfhdp,ns ofthe Plidfit W.,.,. compiled by
the Navv frum data uf tht' StrarrgicRumbin~Survey and published hy
tht' U.S. Government Priorin,!: O(fit"C' in 1946. The CTF '8 Aninn
Report of 31 May 19'" has bttn most valuable from the JliUldpoinr of
what was happenin)l: lin the Arnn-ican ~idC'. Thefl~ is also an clemenr of
rt'Cull«tilln on the!' part elf tht" aurhm, who at the time of thC' t'vent was

occupyin~ a radio-intf'IIi~f'n(f' hill~r ()n the uaff of CJNCPA(.

~~ th~ Sprin,lt 1977 is.~u~ of S/HclTllnl for d~scriptiuns

ofYdmdl.... and uf thf' rul~ Cumim pilived in her torpedoin,l( by a U.S.
submarine: on Chri~tma~ Day 1943.

Later, in October 1944, Yamato was involve<:J.in the
Battle for Ley.. Gulf in 'he Philippines. as part of 'he
Center Force (Force" A"j of the First Striking Force.
This Force was subjected to heavy air attack. and Y4m41o
received several bomb hits. Nevertheless, its ships larer
broke ou,into the Philippine Sea and proceeded south
along 'he east coast of Sam... attacking the lightly built
aircraft carriers of the amphibious support forces and
'hrea'ening U.S. ships suppoc,ing 'he Ley.. Gulf landing
area. Onc American CK'orr carrict and rhr« desrroyer!
wete sunk, and several others were damaged by gunfire
from 'he J apane'" force, which in turn was de'erred by
bomb and torpedo attack. and wi'hdrew before breaking'
,hrough to 'he landing area. Following 'his action,
Yamato returned to Kure Navy Yard .on 11 November
1944 for repairs. She spen' most Iie.r:rem~iningdaysin

lhe Inland Sea.
Early tn January 1945. ship-ta-shore communications

between Yamalo and the Kure Naval Radio Station were·
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intercepted. On several occasions single ia(flo~direction

findin~ line bearing5 on the ship were also obtained, Most
of the messages were for, or from, the Commander-in
Chief, Second Fleet. and it later became apparent that this
officer was also the commander of what became known as
the "Surface Special Attack Force," also referred to as the
"First Diversion Att<lck Force."

CINCPAC, on the basis of information derived from
Carnint. on 13 February issued an estimate of Japanese
fleet locations, noting tha.t Yamato, two other
battleships, three aircraft carriers, Jour cruisers, and about
twenty.eight deSTroyers were then believed to be located
in the Kure-Hashirajima-Iwakuni area of the Inland Sea.
All except the destroyers were listed by name, and all
were believed to be operationaL

On 14 March an American Carrier Task Force, TF '58,
departed Ulithi Atoll, located about 360 miles southwest
of Guam. Commanded by Vice Admital Marc A.
Mitscher, TF 58 wa.s to conduct strikes agaion Japan to
hamper Japanese reactions to the invasion of Okin'awa,
scheduled co begin on 1 April. Task force 58's carrier
planes first struck Kyushu at dawn On 18 March, and on
the 19th its planes· hit Kure and nearby locations.
Yamato was hit, by a bomb in these attacks, as were
several other large ships. (Incidentally, photos taken by
Task Force 58's aircraft showed that the ships present
were essentially those listed in the CINCPAC estimate, as
well as an additional 22 submarines.)

Commander.in-Chief, Second Fleet, continued to

appear in intucepts as being on Yamafo at or near Kure
every day through 28 March. On the 28th, an Operation
Order (OPORD), issued by Commander-in·Chief,
S~cond Fleet, was intercepted which revealed that
Yarnato, an unidentified ship, and 12 destroyers would
get underway at 1400

3
and proceed to Sasebo, on the

northwest coast of Kyushu. Times and positions were
gi ven for the trip, and arrival at Sasebo was scheduled for
1115 on the 30th. The sortie, however, was apparently
delayed. And it was "postponed" at 1939 on the 28th by
an OPORD from COI1lmander.in-Chief, Combined Fleet,
who at the same time predicted that an American strike
force would approach Kyushu on the 29th.

On 29, 30, and 3 I March the usual patrern of
.transmissions continued to reveal probable locations of
japanese ships. Also, intercepted communications of the
31st revealed that Yamato was "unable to proceed."
Whatever the problem with Ydmato. it was evidently
remedied a few days later.

3Japan ti~es and dates are used in {his anide unless otherwise
noted -J8 S~E~rJB~FF:l1'~Snfili6l5'iKuEi"--

Earlier, on 26 March, U:S.· Ar'mY'tr';"ps l~nded i~ the
Ryukyu Islands at Kerama Retto, a group of islands some
17 miles to the west of the southern tip of the main island
of Okinawa. From then undl 1 April Okinawa was under
bombardment daily, and Task Force 58 was interdicting
aircraft and destroying facilities in Japan, as well as
attacking various ships. Too, B-29 raids 0(\ the main
Japanese island of Honshu were heavy during this pedod.

On 1 April the US. Tenth Army, under the command
. of Lt. General Simon B .. Buckner, Jr., landed on
Okinawa, supporte.d by hea.vy naval gunfire and air attack
from the U.S. Fifth Fleet. During the invasion, Task
Force '58 augmented the air capability of the amphibious
support force by providing day and night air cover of the
Fleet and close support of the Marine and Army troops
ashore. But as soon as American aircraft began operating
from Okinawa itself, some planes from TF 58 again
attacked Kyushu airfields," reducing, to a. degree the
severity of subsequent· Jap~n~st·::'.air' ai:taf~s against
Okinawa, although they remained 'heavy inde~d, .

At 2250 on 4 April an OPORD was intercepted which·
outlined a joint "Navy.Army #1 Kikusui 'Operation;":
for which X-Day was to be 6 April. This 'was 'to be the.
first of ten major operatio~s by suicide, aircraft. The
action was scheduled to begin at. O~OO on the 6th with
anacks on the "anchorage" at Okinawa. At the same
time an additional unit was ·co· strafe enemy: troops; still
another was co' locate and attack American surface ships.
Another air group was ordered to organize ~lis-, fighter
planes into three suicide units to J~,:dispatched ~[·1330,
1400, and 1500. Another grOlip ..."tild. attack between
1600 and 1800. Four other air groups. were_ ordered to
stand by to attack on short notlce. ".. .

According to intercepted·communicati~ns:·Yainato:an4~
Commander, Secon~ Fleet, !iere at Kuri:on 2-~priL-On·
the 4th. however, Cornin.t reports r'ea4'3 ..Iitt~~differently,

noting that they were peobably·.in the Kure
Communication Zone and t.h.at th~re.. ~as_ ,sof1.1e slight.
suggestion that a sortie was about to. begin. On 5 April
the suggestion ,became a certainty, when a messageof that
date, issued at 1446. -revealed that a,).apahese force·
would exit Bungo Suido~ thes[r'ait:~paf~~ing_Kyushu·and
Shikoku, at 0530 on 7 ·April. The' mesSage' further'
requested that the ships be fuded' at:.Tokuyama on the
morning of the 6th, and that a water b'-rge be.provided io ,
Yamato at noon the same .day. Furth~t; -this:force was'
scheduled to arrive in an area,east of O~inawa at dawn on

4 This was the ··Surface Speci8:1 ,Attack Force.·.. or ··First
Diversion Attack FQrce:' mentioned earlie'r in ·this article: A~ noted'
previouslv, Commander, S«ond Flet't. on:' board Yamato; also

commanded this Force.

,'." ~.". ..... ,
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the 8th, according to a message from Commander-in.
Chief, Second Fleel, senl at 2203 on 5 April. Two
addressees were asked. in this message to establish direct
communications beginning at 1200 on the 7th. and to

providt: information concerning the American situation,
particularly in regard to the transports. Comint
concerning this message was published with an
accompanying (ommenc that this was the "Surface
Suicide Attack Unit." Given this information. Admiral
Raymond Spruance, commanding the Fifth Fleel, told TF
5810 " ... take (hem." BUI at 0956 a Japanese Combined
Fleet message changed the time and date of the sortie co
1800 on the 6th. The trap had already been set, however,
and 1800 on the 6th is about the time the Japanese force
was sighted exiting the strait.

Other Comim became available as events evolved.
Intended use of Army as well as Navy aircraft became
appar,ent from a message at 1500 on the 5th. when a
Combined Fleet OPORD nOled Ihat (he Sixth Air Army
,!ouI4. use all available strength to attack shipping in the
Okinawa arC'a and that the Army defenders on Okinawa
would make a heavy anack on 7 April against the
American troops. Additionally, at "1606 on the 5th,
Commander-in-Chief. Combined Fleet. de.ignaled
Kanaya Air Base as his "112 Command Post."
--japanese traffic on 6 April was especially heavy,
resulting in a Comint report which noted that
Cammander-in-Chirf, Second Flerr, was involved in an
unusual amount of traffic, revealing, among other things,

_. _..,~:~-i .._~:~~-:~~~ ,::."~-.--
....-~....' -- ~

that he would transit Bungo Suido, possibly with air cover
from Saeki Air Base. Anothe:r ~essage prescribed radio
frequencies for Saeki Air Group air operations and for
communications with surface ships. Three ~dditional

messages sene on 6 April between 0750 and 1300, and
promptly read, revealed that the surface force would
consist of Yamato and Destroyer Squadron 2 (DESRON
2), comprising one light cruiser (believed to be Yahagil
and eight destroyers. Anti-submarine proteaioD was to be"
provided ahead of the force. Arrival time at its destinarion
east of Okinawa was scheduled for 0500 on the 8rh,
Also, a( 1241 on the 61h a Japanese Army report noted
that abour 20 American ships, including a bartleship, had
entered Nakagusuki Wan (Buckner Bay), Okinawa, and
were shelling Japanese Army installarions. Some 15
messages were also inrercepled on 6 April regarding air
operations, which were consisrenr with the '·#1 Kikusui
Operation" outlined earlier. And ar 2356,on the ~t~,.

fighter cover for the Surface >Atrack Force
o
>~~5 ordered

from 0600 to lOOO on lhe 7th. ~uI.a ·P!'s_lwar. !eP!'!t_
showed thal Japanese air cover was afforded by only three
to five planes. And none was noted by TF 58 when Ihe
arracks on the Japanese ships began. . .

True to the Comint prediction, the first gf.ten major
arcacks by Japanese Army and Navy suicide planes began
on 6 April. Task Force 58, meanwhile, had moved to Ihe
east of the northern coast of Okinawa ,co interdiCt rhe
expected Japanese planes. It was also nored· in -C~minr"'
that this suicide sonir of Y4mato was purpos~ly

The U.S.S. Hacldeback
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coordinated with the air operations. [n a message of 6
April. for example, the Sixth Air Army was given the
schedule and composition of the Japanese surface force,
along with reco~njtion characteristics, SO that Japanese
aircraft would noc attack it by mistake. Another message,
to an unknown addressee, directed "the strictest attention
to the friendly markings." In the 3nack itself, the suicide
aircraft caused considerable damage to U.S. ships. but at
the cost of heavy losses. Task Force 58 destroyed 248
airborne planes on the 6th, while itself losing only two
planes in combat. .

The sortie of the Surface Special Attack Force took
place as scheduled and, probably nm by coincidence. was
sighted at 1600 on 6 April by B-29s over the Inland Sea.
and at 1745 by the submarine Threadfin near the
entrance of Bungo Suido. Later, at 2020. the submarine
Hackleback reported that the ships were proceeding south
along the east coast of Kyushu. When south of Kyushu
the formation turned west for a distance (as a
diversionary move). where it was sighted by a U,S. patrol
plane operating out of Kerama Reno. Two such planes

subsequently shadowed the force for five .hours.
Meanwhile, Admiral Mirsche~ moved his ships slightly t~
the north, although still to the cast of Okinawa.

At 0823 on 7 April the Japanese force was sighted by a
search plane from USS Euex. Seven minutes later. the
Japanese ships reponed sighting seven American carrier'
planes at a distance of 25 miles. And at 1000 Yamaro
opened fire on one of the shadowing patrol planes at the
very long range of 23 miles. The plane was not hit.

The contact report from the Es.rex's starch plane was
relayed back .to TF 58', flagship via two VHF
transponder units. airborne at 100- and 200-mile
distances from the flagship. TF 58 subsequently launched
a "tracking force" of 16 fighrer planes at 0915, and at
1000 the launch of strike units began. In all, 386 planes
were launched. But 51 planes failed to locate the targets
because of poor visibility, raising the posslbility that
Yamato might have gouen much closer to her objective
had the weather deteriorated further, especially ifComint
had not revealed the details of her mission in. advance.

Th. U.S.S. Hancock
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were fighters, 119 torpedo planes, and 60 dive bombers.
Launched 240 miles from the Japanese ships, the
attacking aircraft were guided by radar in a dive bomber,
which located the enemy at a distance of 32 miles. And
while the strike force was airborne, TF '8 itself was
attacked by four }apancst aircraft. Three were shot down
while approaching the ships,. bur the other cra~hed inro
Hancock, resulting in 135 casualties and considerable
damage, By early evening, howev~I, Hancock had been
repaired sufficiently to land her own aircrak

The sHack on the Japanese ships began at 1232 in
poor visibility. Yamato received two bomb hies from the
initial attack, and both the attack and the antiaircraft tire
were described as "furious." Fortunately, the antiaircraft
fire was not overly effective. for American losses in the
entire attack amounted to just ten planes, ,four pilms. and
,eight other crewmen. The rest were rescued.

Early in the attack the destroyer Hamakaze was hit by
a torPedo and a bomb and quickly sank. The light cruiser
Yahagi was also hit by a torpedo and a bomb anel went
dead in the wa,er. By 1344 Yamato had suS!ained six

· torpedo hits on her pon side, and, listing heavily to pOft,
1051 forward speed rapidly. Between 1402 and 1417 rhe
slowly: moving, almost helpless ship was hit by three more
torpedoes on the port side and one on the starboard side.
More·homb hits followed, and a, 1423 Yamaro, wracked

· by internal explosions. capsiztd and sank. Vice Admiral
Seiichi Ito, Commander, Second Flee,/Surface Special
Attack Force. and Yamalo'J Captain, Rear Admiral
Kosaku· Aciga, went down wi,h her, along wi,h 2.496 of
the ship's company. Only 269 survived. Yahagi, proving
almost as difficult to sink as Yamato, received at least
twelve bomb and seven rorpedo hits before going down.
"three addnional destroyers were sunk; four others,
damaged to varying degrees, remained [0 pick up,
'survivors and return to Japan.

," Sev~ral Comint items' concerned thIS final event. One
.rePorted" a message from Commander. Surface Special
Arrack Force. Sent at 1350 on 7 April, ,he message
reported"being engaged by over 200 carrier. based planes.
It stated· ,hat Yahagi had sustained two torpedo hits and

.. was d.ead' in the water, that Yamalo had taken a large
·n"u.~~r ·of torpedo and bomb hits, and that, except for
two destroyers, all ships in the formation had been either
damaged or sunk. Also. at 1500, Commander, Destroyer

,\\,,,,,,.,<;, \.\, \.~\c:.<l. ~I.\ ~\\e of the desrroye;s, gave hi;

position and provided additional information concerning
the outcome of the barrie. And COMDESRON 11 sent a
message at 1512 on 7 April direering two of his
destroyers to proceed south and help the retur.ning
remn3nts of the Japanese force. Still another message on
,he 7th, from Commander-in-Chief, Combined Fleet, at
1639 cancelled ,he Surface Special Attack Force
operarion, ordering the remaining ships to pick up
survivors and return to Sasebo.

On the 8th, Commander. DESRON 2 (Rear Admiral
Keizo Komura. who survived the battle despite being on
Yahagi) sent an account ofJapanese and American losses
in his acrion summary, .Promptly pubJishcd as Comine, ie
claimed ,hat 19 Ame,ican planes had been destroyed and
~isted the Japanese ships lost as Yamato, Yahagl, Uama·
Itaze, !Joltaze, and KaJumi. It also noted ,hat .t1JdJhimo
had left the formalion early in ,he battle and had not
been heard from since. The ntxt day it was further,notC'd
in Comint that Kure Radio had callecl Yamato a,. 0215

to deliver a message to Commander, Second Fleet: .as so .
often had been done in the past. Apparently the: K~re 
operator had not been kept up to dare !'n ,he events of. 7.
April. .

Admiral Mirscher made his preli.minary TePan. Qf ~~e.

0?Cration on 7 Apri.l. Admiral Nimitz' neadquart~s on
Guam issued a "Blue Flash" which read much the same,
noting, among other things, thatthtTc had ,bt~n ~o. ,air
opposition over the tar,ltet and that YdtnJllO had ~us~ained·

a, leaS! eiRht rorpedo and eigh, half-ton bombh,i~s, ..

Admiral Schuh. a graduate of the Naval A~deniy .
and a veteran of almost 35 years of Navar service, has
held a number of senior p05itions in the cryptc:.log'c
community. including Head. Naysl Security Gtoup;
Chief, NSA Pacific; and AssistaDt Dilutoi. NSA. for
the National Cryptologic Staff; During World War II,
he served in tbe Map Room at tbe WhitE HO";se. and "as'
a communications officer on tbe' srsiffof. the'
Commander.in-Chief, U.S. Pacific Fleet. He sen'ed in
a number of posirions afloat and ashore. j~cludjng

Executive and Commanding Officer of tbe· battleship
USS Indiana. SiDce hb retirement in 197.1 ,Admiral
Schulz bas worked pan~time in the history progfaar of::
tbe National Cryptologic School, researc~il!g ,ana.
writing a history depicting tbe role Comii..: played in
the Cenrral Pacific campaigns ol~otld Wac JI. -
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