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In October 1944 the United States Navy engaged in the largest naval battle of World War II, the Battle of Leyte Gulf. After suffering serious defeat during the Battle of the Sibuyan Sea (the first piece of the Battle of Leyte Gulf) on October 24, 1944, the Japanese navy no longer had the capacity to fight the US navy head-on and was forced to pursue more subversive tactics. The Japanese navy was divided into two pieces: Admiral Ozawa’s Northern Force and Admiral Kurita’s Center Force. Prior to the Battle of the Sibuyan Sea, the Center Force was the spearhead of the Japanese navy, led by the massive battleship Musashi. In the wake of the battle however the Musashi was destroyed, and Kurita’s Center Force was scattered and thought to have been no longer a serious threat by Admiral William Halsey Jr., commander of the American naval forces in Leyte. Because of this assumption, Halsey gathered his entire 3rd Fleet[footnoteRef:-1] and steamed off after Ozawa’s Northern Force leaving the San Bernadino Strait and the beachhead at Samar relatively undefended. When the 3rd fleet finally reached the Northern Force (in The Battle of Cape Egaño) it became apparent to Halsey that Ozawa’s ships were barely even capable of combat, and the real Japanese naval threat was Kurita.[footnoteRef:0] Halsey had fallen for a Japanese ploy. The only capable fighting ships left to defend Samar were the members of a carrier escort group known as “Taffy 3” commanded by Rear Admiral Clifton A. F. Sprague. Shortly after Halsey left, Kurita gathered the remains of his Center Force and entered the unguarded San Bernadino Strait and engaged Taffy 3. Through the use of risky tactics and an incredible amount of luck Sprague managed to force Kurita into retreat[footnoteRef:1], but not before he lost over 1100 men and almost half of his ships.[footnoteRef:2] Halsey’s decision to chase after what ended up being little more than a large decoy is unanimously considered by modern historians to be a massive blunder. Where historians disagree, however, lies in what they consider the reasoning behind Halsey’s decision. The truth lies in that Halsey was a simple, aggressive man who cared more for his reputation than the safety of his fleet, and used that logic to come to the conclusion that he needed to chase after Ozawa.  [-1:  Samuel Eliot Morison, The Two-Ocean War (Annapolis: Naval Institute Press, 1963), 455. The 3rd fleet was originally stationed off Samar to protect the 7th amphibious fleet as it landed troops on the beachhead. ]  [0:  As the Northern Force was almost entirely carrier based, it relied heavily on air power which (due to a shortage of trained Japanese pilots and heavy losses in the Battle of the Sibuyan Sea) was severely lacking]  [1:   Thomas J. Cutler, The Battle of Leyte Gulf, 23–26 October 1944. (New York: Harper Collins,1994) 433. Kurita was completely unaware that Ozawa had successfully drawn Halsey off, so he was convinced that the 3rd fleet was on its way to surround and eliminate his forces, and assumed that Taffy 3 was merely a small part of the 3rd fleet. ]  [2:    Sprague’s force consisted of 16 ships including destroyers, escort carriers, and destroyer escorts. None of these ships had the weaponry capable of defeating Kurita’s heavily armored battle ships. ] 

One of the largest issues historians struggle with is why Halsey didn’t just divide his fleet to chase after Ozawa and defend Samar at the same time. The 3rd fleet at the time period was the largest in naval history and could have easily defeated Ozawa and Kurita at the same time. There was absolutely no need to chase the Japanese Northern Force with the full 3rd fleet, a fact that must have been apparent to Halsey at the time. An easy explanation could have been that Halsey figured that Kurita’s force was so broken down that if would not have been a threat at all, but intelligence reports from the battle have stated otherwise. Samuel Eliot Morrison wrote in The Two-Ocean War “Admiral Halsey was informed by a night-search plane from Independence that Kurita’s Center Force would sortie from San Bernadino Strait. Sightings of it heading that way reached the Admiral as late as 2120 October 24.”[footnoteRef:3] Morison also states in Leyte, June 1944-January 1945 that Vice Admiral Lee, Rear Admiral Bogan, Commodore Arleigh Burke, and Commander James Flatley all came to the conclusion that the Center Force was running a decoy pattern, and were rebuffed by Halsey’s staff.[footnoteRef:4] Halsey may not have been entirely aware of the state of the Center Force but he at least knew that it was organized and heading towards the beachhead at Samar. In a personal interview, Thomas J. Cutler (Author of The Battle of Leyte Gulf: 23-26 October 1944) stated that he believed Halsey was a very simple man who merely relied on his teachings to make strategic decisions.[footnoteRef:5] In 1930 Halsey graduated from the Naval War College under the teachings of Captain Alfred Thayer Mahan. Mahan was widely renowned as a naval historian and tactician during the American Civil War, and one of his more famous lessons was “never divide the fleet”[footnoteRef:6] Halsey, Cutler believes, took Mahan’s teachings very seriously, even to the point of leaving behind an unguarded backdoor for his enemy. Cutler also mentions in The Battle of Leyte Gulf: 23-26 October 1944 that in the recent Battle of the Philippine Sea, Admiral Raymond Spruance had taken heavy criticisms for acting too cautiously and allowing the bulk of the Japanese fleet to escape unharmed.[footnoteRef:7] Halsey had no desire to be criticized for taking the same approach and acted accordingly.  [3:     Samuel Eliot Morison, The Two-Ocean War (Annapolis: Naval Institute Press, 1963), 454.]  [4:      Samuel Eliot Morison, Leyte, June 1944 – January 1945, History of United States Naval Operations in World War II Vol. 15 (Annapolis: Naval Institute Press, 1956), 337-356. ]  [5:     Thomas J. Cutler, interview by Dan Russell, Annapolis, MD, October 17, 2011]  [6:     Mahan was more widely acclaimed as an academic than an officer; several of the ships under his command were damaged by collisions out of combat. ]  [7:     Thomas J. Cutler, The Battle of Leyte Gulf, 23–26 October 1944. (New York: Harper Collins,1994) 417-422.] 

A third reason as to why Halsey decided to act so rashly lies in his temperament. Halsey was famous for his incredibly aggressive, colorful personality and was used by Ernest King (Chief of Naval Operations at the time period) to motivate troops in desperate situations such as the Guadalcanal campaign.[footnoteRef:8] Because of his brash personality Halsey was always spoiling for a major naval victory.  Despite his desires however, Halsey missed out on the two greatest naval battles of the war by the time he assumed command of the 3rd fleet: The Battle of Midway and The Battle of the Coral Sea. After 6 months at sea immediately following the attacks on Pear Harbor, he contracted a debilitating skin condition[footnoteRef:9], became unable to sleep, and was ordered ashore for medical leave. In a speech to the midshipmen at the Naval Academy at Annapolis, Halsey stated: “Missing the Battle of Midway has been the single greatest disappointment of my career, but I am going back to the Pacific where I intend personally to have a crack at those yellow bellied sons of bitches and their carriers.”[footnoteRef:10] By the time of the Battle of Leyte Gulf, Halsey had not been a part of any significant American naval victories, and began to actively seek them out. When the choice came down to defending MacArthur’s foothold on Samar or chasing Ozawa’s Northern Force, why Halsey decided on the latter is clear. The Northern Force consisted of mostly slow moving carriers, which could not easily avoid Halsey’s quick battleships. In his rush to seize his chance at a glorious naval victory, Halsey ignored intelligence reports and the counseling of surrounding officers, placing his ambition above his duty.  [8:     American Soldiers were struggling to hold a recently captured Japanese airstrip on Guadalcanal, and with the arrival of Halsey’s fleet were able to turn away Japanese reinforcement and hold the strip. ]  [9:     Potter only mentions that Halsey had a skin condition, not what it was or how it exactly affected him. ]  [10:     E. B. Potter, Bull Halsey (Annapolis: Naval Institute Press, 1985) 148-150.] 

In Bull Halsey, biographer E. B. Potter argues that Halsey’s decision was neither a result of his temperament nor desire to win a massive naval battle, but a tactically sound decision that was based off of inadequate information. According to Potter, Halsey was a firm advocate in the superiority of aerial combat in naval warfare, which was a relatively new phenomenon in that time period. Because Halsey was so thoroughly convinced of how powerful a weapon the carrier ship was he immediately saw Ozawa’s Northern Force (which was widely dominated by carriers) as a much more severe threat to the United States Navy than Kurita’s battleship heavy Center Force. [footnoteRef:11] Because of this belief and the fact that he had no knowledge of how crippled the Northern Force truly was, Halsey fell for Ozawa’s decoy. The problem with Potter’s thesis was that Halsey was forewarned that Kurita’s fleet had regrouped and was heading towards the area he was designated to protect. The fact that Halsey chose to ignore these intelligence reports shows that his decision to leave was not even remotely a tactically sound decision. Regardless of how much value he placed in carrier power, Kurita’s battleships were still a significant threat to Samar and Halsey was by no means ignorant of that fact.  [11:   E. B. Potter, Bull Halsey (Annapolis: Naval Institute Press, 1985) 218.] 

Halsey’s disastrous decision to chase after the Japanese decoy force resulted in the loss of two escort carriers, two destroyers, one destroyer escort, and 1130 sailors. On top of that an additional 913 sailors were wounded and 4 other ships were badly damaged in the defense of Samar.[footnoteRef:12] The decision was impulsive, rash, and driven by a childish desire to find glory in a rapidly concluding Pacific War. Halsey ignored the advice of his peers and (underlings?) placed his own ambition ahead of the safety of his fleet, and his duty. The reasoning behind his decision was purely emotional and cannot be blamed on exaggerated intelligence reports or lack of information. Halsey made the wrong decision for the wrong reasons.  [12:   Samuel Eliot Morison, The Two-Ocean War (Annapolis: Naval Institute Press, 1963), 463.
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