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The Battle Of Leyte Gulf

Introduction: The
Greatest Naval
Engagement in History

In October 1944, the waters surrounding the
Philippine archipelago became the stage for
what remains the largest naval battle in terms
of fleet tonnage ever fought. The Battle of
Leyte Gulf was not a single clash but a
series of four interrelated engagements

This monumental confrontation between the
Imperial Japanese Navy and the combined
forces of the United States and Australia
effectively ended Japan's ability to wage war
as a naval power. The stakes could not have
been higher: the liberation of the Philippines
was underway, and the Japanese knew that
losing this strategic archipelago would cut
their empire off from the vital oil supplies of
Southeast Asia. Understanding this battle is
essential for anyone seeking to grasp how
World War II reached its climactic

spanning thousands of square miles of ocean. __conclusion in the Pacific theater,
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Strategic Background:
Why Leyte Gulf
Mattered

By mid-1944, the tide of war in the Pacific
had turned decisively against Japan.
American forces under General Douglas
MacArthur had advanced through the
Solomon Islands, New Guinea, and the
Central Pacific, capturing islands like Saipan
and Guam. The Japanese High Command
understood that losing the Philippines would
sever the sea lanes connecting their Home
Islands to the oil-rich Dutch East Indies.
Without fuel, Japan's navy and air force
would grind to a halt. The American strategy,
code-named Operation Shoestring, aimed to
land troops on Leyte Island in the central

Philippines, establishing an airbase that
would enable further operations to liberate
the entire archipelago. Japan, in response,
devised Operation Sho-1, a desperate plan to
lure the American covering forces away and
destroy the vulnerable invasion transports in
Leyte Gulf.

The Japanese Plan: A Desperate
Gamble

The Imperial Japanese Navy had been
weakened significantly by defeats at Midway,
the Philippine Sea, and the Solomon Islands
campaign. However, they still possessed
formidable warships, including two of the
largest battleships ever built, Yamato and
Musashi. The Japanese plan was deliberately
complex, relying on deception and surprise.
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aircraft carriers, was to sail south from
Japan, acting as a decoy. The hope was that
Admiral William Halsey's powerful Third
Fleet would chase Ozawa, leaving the
invasion beaches unprotected. Meanwhile,
two other Japanese forces would converge on
Leyte Gulf. Vice Admiral Takeo Kurita's
Center Force would transit the Sibuyan Sea
and San Bernardino Strait, while Vice
Admiral Shoji Nishimura's Southern Force,
later joined by Vice Admiral Kiyohide
Shima's Second Striking Force, would
penetrate Surigao Strait. The plan was
audacious, but it depended on perfect
coordination and a critical strategic
miscalculation by the Americans.

Leyte Gulf

The Battle of Leyte Gulf is best understood
as four distinct but interconnected
engagements that unfolded over several days.
Each battle had its own character, heroes,
and tragic losses.

The Battle of the Sibuyan Sea
(October 23-24, 1944)

The first blows were struck before the main
surface actions began. On October 23,
American submarines Darter and Dace
ambushed Kurita's Center Force as it passed
Palawan Island. The submarines sank two
heavy cruisers, including Kurita's flagship
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Atago, and damaged another. Kurita survived
the sinking, but the loss of experienced staff
officers hampered Japanese command and
control. The following day, aircraft from
Halsey's Third Fleet launched relentless air
strikes against Kurita's ships in the Sibuyan
Sea. The superbattleship Musashi, absorbing
wave after wave of torpedo and bomb hits,
finally capsized and sank, taking over a
thousand crewmen with her. The attacks
forced Kurita to reverse course temporarily,
leading American commanders to believe he
had retreated for good. This assumption
would prove dangerously incorrect.

The Battle of Surigao Strait
(October 25, 1944)

While Kurita's force was being battered from

the air, Nishimura's Southern Force steamed
toward Surigao Strait. The American
Seventh Fleet under Admiral Thomas
Kinkaid had prepared a classic naval
ambush. Destroyers and torpedo boats
patrolled the narrow waters, while Rear
Admiral Jesse Oldendorf's battle line of six
battleships, eight cruisers, and numerous
destroyers waited at the northern end of the
strait. As the Japanese ships entered the
confined channel under a moonless sky,
American PT boats and destroyers launched
coordinated torpedo attacks that devastated
the formation. The battleship Fuso was hit,
broke in half, and sank. The destroyer
Yamagumo exploded and vanished.
flagship,  the  battleship
Yamashiro, pressed on despite mounting

Nishimura's

damage, only to confront the concentrated



gunfire of Oldendorf's batld @ilRatiiesOfnigyte®:Gualf morning of October 25, he

line of battleships engaged an enemy in a
traditional surface action, a crossing of the T.
Yamashiro was reduced to a flaming wreck
and sank with most of its crew, including
Nishimura. Only one Japanese destroyer
survived the night. Shima's force, arriving
later, encountered the wreckage of
Nishimura's command and wisely retreated.

The Battle off Samar (October 25,
1944)

The most dramatic and unexpected
engagement of The Battle of Leyte Gulf
occurred off the island of Samar. Kurita,
having reversed course again, transited San
Bernardino Strait undetected during the

relatively weak escort carriers, destroyers,
and destroyer escorts of Task Unit 77.4.3,
known by the radio call sign "Taffy 3."
Miscommunication and Halsey's decision to
take his entire fleet north to chase Ozawa had
left the invasion beaches almost defenseless.
What followed was one of the most heroic
actions in naval history. Outgunned and
outmatched, the American destroyers and
escort carriers fought back with desperate
courage. Destroyers like the USS Johnston,
Hoel, and Heermann charged the Japanese
battle line, launching torpedoes and laying
smoke screens. Escort carriers launched their
aircraft armed with whatever weapons were
available, including depth charges. The
ferocity of the American response, combined
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with concerns about potential air attack and
fading daylight, convinced Kurita that he was
engaging Halsey's main force. After three
hours of brutal combat, during which several
American ships were sunk and many others
damaged, Kurita ordered a withdrawal. The
battle off Samar saved the Leyte beachhead
and remains a testament to the fighting spirit
of the United States Navy.

The Battle off Cape Enganio
(October 25-26, 1944)

As the desperate fight off Samar raged,
Halsey's Third Fleet had indeed taken the
bait. His carriers and battleships steamed
north to engage Ozawa's Northern Force.
The Japanese carriers were essentially
sacrificial decoys, carrying few aircraft and

inexperienced pilots. American air strikes
sank the carriers Zuikaku (the last survivor
of the Pearl Harbor attack force), Zuiho,
Chiyoda, and Chitose, along with several
escorting destroyers. Ozawa's mission was
accomplished, however, in that he had drawn
Halsey away. The controversy surrounding
Halsey's decision to pursue Ozawa without
leaving a covering force at San Bernardino
Strait would fuel debate among naval
historians and strategists for decades. While
Halsey achieved a tactical victory at Cape
Engafio, the strategic situation he left behind
nearly resulted in disaster.

Key Commanders and
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The Battle of Leyte Gulf was defined by
the decisions made by several key
commanders. Admiral William Halsey,
commanding the Third Fleet, was a
renowned aggressive commander. His
decision to pursue Ozawa's carriers reflected
the prevailing doctrine that the primary
mission of a carrier force was to destroy the
enemy's carriers. However, he failed to
communicate his intentions clearly to
Admiral Kinkaid or to consider the
possibility that Kurita might still advance.
General Douglas MacArthur, overseeing the
Leyte invasion, was focused on the ground
campaign and relied on the Navy to protect
the beachhead. Vice Admiral Takeo Kurita,

B}

Samar. His decision to withdraw when
victory was within reach remains
controversial among historians. Some argue
he was exhausted, ill-informed, and
overestimating American strength. Others
believe he acted rationally given the risks.
Vice Admiral Thomas Kinkaid, commanding
the Seventh Fleet, faced the impossible task
of coordinating defenses against multiple
threats with limited resources.

Weapons, Technology,
and Tactics

The battle showcased a diverse array of naval
technology. The Japanese deployed the

b
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and most heavily armed battleships ever
constructed, armed with massive 18.1-inch
guns. American battleships of the Seventh
Fleet carried 16-inch and 14-inch guns and
were equipped with advanced fire control
radar that allowed them to engage targets
accurately at night and in poor visibility. The
battle also demonstrated the devastating
effectiveness of air power. American carrier
aircraft, including the fabled F6F Hellcat
fighter and TBF Avenger torpedo bomber,
proved capable of crippling even the most
heavily armored surface ships. Japanese
naval aviation, by contrast, had been
decimated by earlier campaigns, and their
pilots lacked the training and experience
needed to challenge American air
superiority. Torpedo technology also played
a critical role. American submarines and

destroyers wielding the Mark 14 and Mark
15 torpedoes inflicted heavy losses on the
Japanese, while the Japanese Type 93 "Long
Lance" torpedo, with its exceptional speed
and range, remained a potent threat
throughout the conflict.

Casualties and Losses

The human cost of The Battle of Leyte
Gulf was staggering. The Imperial Japanese
Navy four
aircraft carriers, three battleships, six heavy

cruisers, four light cruisers, and eleven

suffered catastrophic losses:

destroyers were sunk. An estimated 12,500
Japanese sailors perished. The United States
Navy lost one light carrier, two escort
carriers, two destroyers, and one destroyer
escort, with approximately 2,800 men killed.



Many of the American loskle dBattlel Offigeyke fGuéf Its remaining surface ships
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the crews of small ships fought against
overwhelming odds. The loss of the escort
carrier Gambier Bay to surface gunfire was a
particularly grim milestone, marking one of
the few times an American carrier was sunk
by a battleship in surface action during the
war. The destroyer USS Johnston, under
Commander Ernest Evans, became a symbol
of heroism, fighting until it was overwhelmed
and sunk.

Legacy and Historical
Significance

The strategic consequences of The Battle of
Leyte Gulf were profound. The Imperial

ad al
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cover, unable to influence the course of the
war. The liberation of the Philippines
proceeded, cutting Japan off from the
resources it desperately needed to continue
the war. The battle also marked a significant
shift in naval warfare. It was the last time
battleships engaged in a traditional gun duel,
and it demonstrated the dominance of
carrier-based air power. The controversial
command decisions, particularly Halsey's
pursuit of Ozawa, continue to be studied in
naval academies as case studies in command
and control, communication, and the fog of
war. The heroism displayed off Samar
remains a powerful example of what smaller,
determined forces can achieve against
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courage and skill.

Conclusion

The Battle of Leyte Gulf stands as a
defining moment in naval history. It was a
battle of unprecedented scale, complexity,
and drama, featuring desperate gambits,
heroic sacrifices, and decisions that have
been debated for generations. The victory
secured the Philippines, crippled the
Imperial Japanese Navy, and opened the
door to the final campaigns against the

Japanese Home Islands. More than just a
military engagement, Leyte Gulf represents
the culmination of a strategic journey across
the wvast Pacific Ocean, a testament to
industrial power, tactical innovation, and the
indomitable spirit of the men who fought
there. Understanding this battle is crucial for
appreciating how World War II was won and
how naval warfare transformed in the
twentieth century. The waters of the
Philippines, silent now, still carry the
memory of those extraordinary days in
October 1944 when the fate of nations hung
in the balance.



