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Th. J.,....... suprrbottlrship Y.......to. unsurposord in
Ii.. .nd firqx>wrr, .... • much .JQUghl·.fter priz•.
Allhaugh buill in RCl'<C)', lhr nisl.ncr IJld Ii.. of lhi.
brhrmodl had brrom. known 10 tho AlIi... Sinlti"ll .....
would be a singular accomplishment, and Comint pve
tho U.S. N.vy lhr opportunity 10 do jillt thol••nd pro....1
thr notion with a llJliqu. ChriJtmos pr.....1 in 1943. '

I Comint. c:. "Radio Intclligcnor" .. the Navy rhta 'called it.
had bcm of &rat uainantt EO submarine-aDd othft'-optfMions in
the Pacific. It was common practicr for 1M FItft wbmal'ine broadnso
to carry rnessap whim told SUbmariMS on PAuol 10 look few JIplMIt

mgtU at known limn and positions. « that a tar&« of I muin
ca«qory was: cxpccrcd 10 be at • particular IocatioJ'l It. muin tinx.
Thnr mnJ&I'O~ worded, in so far &J possible', fa .void lhe _ of
aau.al aama and numndl which had appeared in tht cIta,pced lUI.

nw, Wf'I'~ maJl*d (or bn.dc:uc in a madUftc sy-.ra which
rcmaiMd K'CWC' rhl"CMJlhouc 1M war.
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,_""pof .... Y_dui.·....~_""'-ted

duriDf CDNInICriOCl to an math n....icr. tM I.rpsr fUCb ship
launcbcd dllriq the war 0 • o. •

Work on dnign of lhr Y_ hod brgun in 193~.

ColUlrUClion brgan in 1937 .1 lhr K.,", NaVy Yard,
continuing lhrre iA .n ."""'''''"''' of ulmOlt IOCrrcy.
Launchrd in Drcrmbrr 1941, thr Y._ .... claaibrd
•• a "Ii"llularly brouiifuI ohip."

p l,~'

Ilrlinrd to br UNinltobJ. by lhr Jopooar, Y.....,.,
.nd hrr uounhip MllUShi ..m lhr Iargat'lJld 1I\OSl'

. formidabl. battlrshipo .... b.ik.· DiJplaci"ll 68,000
tons, IJld O\'U 72.000 lOllS whrn fully 1oIldrd, Y._
had • main battrry CODIUIi"ll of aiar IB.II·inch guao,
capobk of hurli"l 3,200·pouad projutiln .,..,. 22
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milts.' sli. moosurod 863 f~ over-.Il. her .ngin. rooms
.pr~ by 16.1-inch v.rtic.l .nd 7.9-inch horizontal
armor pIa... Origin.lly pl.nned '0 .ccommod.,. 2.200
officers and enlisted men, Ydnwlo had its complement
incr~ [0 over 2,700 with the addition of radar and
extra antiaircraft suns. She also' posses.sed remarkable
sptod for • ship her siz•• c.pabl. ofcruising spe<ds of 2~
kno<.< .od lOp spe<ds .pproaching 30 knots. She could
euily outrun submarines, and she could ouuhoor any
Alli.d ship.

I"no.,·
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.........
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~.
however could not be read until more ,nan:i in";"h
later. s . . .'.'" \ ~....:; .. " ..: :'.<'

As a consequence, the next relevant ComlDt concerning
the b,"leship was not obtained unlil 17 Decembet. when
a message from Ydm4lO. announcing her arrival at
Yokosuka. was in,ercepred. And the next d.y ,he N.vy's
Washington processing conler (OP-20-G) published this
rleport of Y411U1o's arrival at Yok05uka.
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By lal. 1943. ,h. Japanos. si,ua,ion in ,he Sou,h
Pacific w.s becoming desperale. J.pane.. shipping had
taken htavy ~osse5. and it was becoming increasingly
ne<:....ry 10 U...porl soldiers and equipmen, by wa,ships
to reinforce ~Iea&uered garrisons. Even the mighty
YdlndlO was pressed into such ~rvice. lO assist if'!
".nspor,ing uoops .nd equipmen, 10 ,he J.pan...
garrison at Kavicng, New Ireland.

Designated Ihe "E T,ansportation Opera,ion" by Ihe
J.p.n.... ,his rtsupply effor, was '0 be divided inlo cwo
groups. OntE, designated the "E-l Transportation
Group," included Ytl11UItO and the destroyers TdnjRazl,

Y"""'guno• •nd A.igumo. all modern ships. The E-I
o~ration was to be in effect from 17 D~cmber until
arrival at Truk. 4 Another group, the "E-2

·Transportation Group," consisted of two destroyers and
the ht'avy crui~s HdglJro, Myoko, and Tone. Cominr
.Iso providod informa,ion Ihal .U ships of ,his latter
group Wefl~ in various stages of repair. HtlgllrD and
Myo.o. comprising CRUDIV ~. wore conduCling posl_
repair trials in the western Inland Sea. The two destroyers
were schedul.d to complete rep.irs on 18 December. and
Tone on an unknown dare.
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On 19 Novtmber. a longer .nd far more portin.n,
message was publishod by FRUPAC•. •· lhe. N••(s
procossing conter at M.W.pa. H.waii.·Thii in'erc~ptod.
message. originated by Comm.od.r:in-Chief, Combinod·
Fie... providod ,he detaib of ·the '~E Transportation
Operation·· norod .bove.
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:. In Dtcembcr 1943. tbC' primary Japannc- Navy cryptographic
l,slem used for operatiotu and adminiSl'r"Ition ...as alar8~ five. numeral
e-oophCTed cock. The code had bun in use: since August 1943. but the
cipher chan~ every four ro six wt'Cks. Inc! the one primarily of
concern~ was in effra from I Decem.brr dvouSh 9 January. The
code had bttn reCO¥tTtd. but the cif.htt. whKh:con~i~ of cJos:t to
100.000 randomly arranged fivt-numeralgroups. h~.not. cspeci~JJy

duriD& the first thttt wt'eh of use. TM muh· ~I.I •.•.hal .¥triOU;'.
mnJag~s were ROI read until .fter lhetr pniod, of ~ti;lil

nploitabiliey had expired. NC'Verthtleu, much timely and' ~ful
information was produced. Abo, thc rwo all sign Sp:mlS in usc It

that rime lIm'f in a Sood state of rCCQY(ry.
6 Flue Research Unit, Plcific.

. On II D«emba', Y"17J4'to sent a "movement report"
notiDg that the ship and several others would arrive at
Yokosuka. Japan. on 17 December. Th. mts.age.

··On 2 November 1943. a decryptod mess.ge rove.lod
that the YamalO had been assignod an anchorag. at Teak.
Tha, sbe was indeed at Trul was· contirrnod on 4
Novem~ in an intercept of a "uaffic-routing" message.

.. By comparison. Ih~ larg~SI U.S. bald~!hips C'Vcr buill werc four'
of Ih~ low" c1au. displacing 4'.000 cons nch and armed ';ch main
bane-rics of )6·inch Buns.

4 Trull: Atoll wal chto principal Central Pacific anchora~~ of the­
Japannc Combincd FI~ Ie that time.

~. ' .. ~
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The next. relevant CamiRt was obtained on .20
December, when the Air Supply Depot at Yokosuka
informed its counterparts at Truk and Rabaul, New
Britain, that 250 belly tanks for Type.Zero fighters
would be shipped in Yama,o, departing on Ihe 21st. This
Camint was highly significant in that it provided the
inirial reference to the departure date of Yamato from
Yokosuka. It was published by CINCPAC about 30
hours after the time of origin-about: 12 hours after
Yamato sailed-leaving ample time to arrange an
ambush at Truk North Channel.

The responsibility for inlercepting Yama'o fell to the
submarine Sute. stationed north of the North Channel to
Truk. Skate had been patrolling in this general area since
late in November. during which time it sank a merchant
ship, the Terukawa Maru.

But a major question remained-when would Yamdto
arrive at Truk? The author has been unable to locate
intercepts giving in advance her arrival time at Truk-or
other relnoanr information about the voyage-though it
is probable. as will be shown later. that such dara was
available. BUI even if Comint were not available in this
regard, il would have been possible-given her date of
departure, her standard cruising speed, and the distances
involved-to estimate Ytlf114to'.r arrival date at Truk with
a fairly high degree of accuracy.

In any event, on 23 December C1NCPAC Bulletin
647 noted "possibility Yama,o and 2 destroyers carrying
Army troops may arrive at Truk 25th from Japan." , And
Bulletin 650, issued at 0322Z on the 26th, provided still
more detail when it noted that "E-I Transportation
Group (Yama,o plu. 2 DDs) believed due Truk 25th,
thereupon this group dissolved. E-2 Transportalion
Group (CRUDIV 5 plus Tone and I or 2 destroyers)
departed Kure ara. 23rd for Rabaul via Truk. Almost'
1,700 Army troops for Kavieng on board this group:'
The 25th as the Truk arrival date for Yama,o could have,
as noted previously, been ..timated, but the rest of this
new information had to have come from intercepts,
although the author has been unable to locate Ihem to
date. a

7 Throoghout most of the war a daily CINCPAC Bullefin W25

issued in a aype:ographic system held only by Comint recipients in the
Pacific Fleet. plus CNO and COMINCH in Washington. TheSC'
bull~ins wete the vehicln used for rapid' distribution of Comim
provided to CINCPAC by the R.dio Intelligener ocgani.%ation.

1'1 Ie IS virtually certain that CINCPAC had CO baVC' bad. Corrunt
sourer to provide tbe specifics published in BuJlt'tin 6'0, Such a
message could have given the precise speed. track. and schedule for the
E-l Group as well as the uniquC' information re8arding the place and
date of departure of the E-2 Group and the sile of its contingent of
soldiers. That the spttd. trade and course information was not in the
Bulletin would ha~ been consistent wilh normal practice. since it
would have been of use only to COMSUBPAC, who would have
gOften it by direct service from FRUPAC.
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Lending further cred~nc~ to rhe possibi'i~y that'Cominr
had pinpointed Yama,o'niine of arrival and location was
the war-patrol report of Skate. This report, like all action
and reconnaissance reports, could not contain any Comint.
Nevertheless it did contain rwo rather revealing
statements. One was to the effect that at the time of initial
radar contact, a navigational fix had just been obtained by
Skate, and it was "discovered that we were to the east of
our desired position on the line for a dawn arrack." The
second statement noted thar ir was "too dark for a
satisfactory attack,"

The former strongly suggests that the interception of
Yatnllto was expected, and was to be made ar a
predetermined location in order to take advantage of the
situation where the darkness in the west would help hide
the submarine and the light of dawn in the east would
silhouette the targets. i That essentially the reverse
occurred may have been simply bad luck, but il filS 'he
implication in the second statement that darkness reduced
the effectiveness of the attack.~50..:another entry in the
parrol reporr notes that it was too dark .t~ make out the
targets diltincdy, after the submarine: submerged: Radar
could not have been used then, and tracking had to be
done visually through the periscope, aided by sound
bearings and raoga. The' report alsO ·nores'that a' bow: ..
tube attack had been planned, ~t sound bearings
indicated Ihe ships had changed course and were passing
astern of Skate, and that while it was possible to obtain
good bearings, rhe ranges were doubtful. Thus, by the
time he had to fire, at a range of about 2,200 yards, the
mathematical problem may, nol have been, solved to the
Captain's satisfaction, but he couldooi expect to betrer his
opportunity, Yama,o',.peed would riot permit another
chance. Four torpedoes 'were fired'by 'Su,e.froin the stern'
tubes, with a one.degree spread. One hit the taigel. ,. '

From postwar Japanese information, there is a' facet of
the story which may be hyperbole, b~t 'i; is 10 thieffeCi '
that when the hit occurred, the Officer of the Deck failed
to nOle any signs of it until the ship ,heeled slightly to
starboard, and an escorting dtstroytt sent him a message
noting that.' 'your ship may have received a hir. as we saw
a high column of water on your side aft:' Although there
is nothing in this informsrion ,a~ut six depth charges
heard by Ska,e, the screening·de~oY..rs would no doubt
have tried to locate the possible submarine a~d atrack il.
In any case, Y"nwto, according· to ',her' log.: arrived. at'
Truk on Christmas day. Also, she'sent a movement report
which, although not deciphered" until.ne~r!y' a. lllont~ ..
later. noted thar Ydmato and Taniu%~ arrived there at

, Y"",..,o WIS intercepted by Sltlllt! about 100 miles north·
norrhw«t of th~ North Channel entrtncc to Truk Atoll.

lOIn Siimt Victory. Clay Blair. Jr. statn '~hat two torpedoes hit
y..",..w.
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1600 local time on the 25th. Two desltoyers were with
her at the time of the auack, but the arrival of the s«ond
one was not mentioned in this message. And, as norM
previously, thret' dcstroyen were to have sailed with
Ya1nlliO from Japan, although it apJ>C'ars that one did not
make the voyage,

. Several attack-related messages were intercepted and
later read. One conveyed an order to YamalO from the
Commander-in-Chicf, Combined Fleet, directing the ship
to turn in about two-thirds of her antiaircraft ammunition
to the Truk supply depot and a similar portion of ..all
usable repair materials" to an unidrntified ship. Although
sent on 2 January 1944, this mnsage was not read until
13 January. Earlier. on 29 December. Yamato made a
report of hull damage resulting "from torpedo attack."
Although not puhlished until 8 Febtuaty. it no,ed ,ha,
(l) the ship had a hole about II meters in diame,er. (2)
there were three- flooded, though empty. compartments,
and (3) one magazine was flooded. Damage '0 sevetal
.other compartments, causing leaks, was also mentioned,
including the powderCsupply room for lhe numb<r 3
turret.

On 8 and 9 January both OPNAV and FRUPAC
.published a message sent on the 71h by Tokyo to the
Commander-in-Chief. Combined Fleet. and to the Kure
Nav~y Yard, requesting the schedule of Yamsto'] return to

.japan and urging 'hat the ship be thete for drycdocking
· o~ I ~ January, or as soon thereafter as possible. The
C1NCPAC Bulletin for 9 January. on the b..is of thi,
interct'pt. stated that Ya11lilto would leave Truk soon for

· docking at Kure Navy Yatd and that she had been
:'possibly 'otpedoed on December 2~th while en route

· Truk froin Japan.". II

.Also. on 9 January Yamato sent a message informing
1~ addtessee, thar,he ,hip would leave Truk at 0600. 10
January, and arrive in Ku.re at 1100 on the 16th.

· Ayerage speed would be 17 knots. and 10 navigational
~sitions, with times and course changes. were given for.
the six-day trip. Three destroyers were to accompany her.
Also,_ surfatt and air antisubmarine protection was
requested for the last day of the trip. This mes.sage wa,
published by the Washington center about 20 hours aher
its time of origin, and the CINCPAC Bulletin for 10

L1S.~te's war.patrol ~JXln provides no indications [hat Ihe
sutimarine mad~ any radio transmissions during her return trip;
therd'are. the fact she had made the attack had perhaps not yet
reached fhe writer of the BuJktin item.

January noted that Yamato and three destroyers left Truk
on the 10th and would arrive in Japanese waters at about
noon on ehe 1~th. A "communications guard schedule,"
sent by Truk to Kure and relayed via Saipan and
Chichijima. was also read on the lOeh, confirming the
dates of the voyage.

The final item relating to the incident was in the form.
of an antisubmarine warning sent at 1\30 (Tokyo time)
on 12 January. reporting a surfaced submadp.e.
Reliability was labeled as "certain." Reported in Comint
at lIl6Z on 12 January, an accompanying comment.
published by Washington. noted that Yamato ,hould
have been very close to this position at the time ·given.
Yantato, however," was not anadced on its return voyage.
dC'Spice the abundance of Cornint concerning ies course,
speed. locations. etc. She was apparently lucky on that
occasion and had several more. campaigns to go, before
being sunk on 7 April 1945 by carrier planes in the
Okinawa campaign. II

Skate returned to the Submarine Base, Pearl Harbor,
abou, mid-day on 7 January. On \3' January.
COMSUBJ'AC, in his "confidential endolSement" to
Skate's war-parrol report. gave the submarine 'credit for
damaging a 20.0oo-10n cruiser or battleship in 'he
ChriSlmas morning anack. but he did not disclose ,hat he

. knew it was the superbattleship Ydmato.

Admiral Schulz. a graduate of the Nanl Academy
and a veteran of almost 3S Jean of NaTal 5enice, bas
held a number of senior positions. in the ,ayptologic
community. including Head, NaYal Security, Group;
Cbief, NSA Pacific; and Assistaat Oiftao.r, ~SA•. for,
tbe National Cryprologic Staff. During 'World;War ~I,

be served in tbe Map Room at the White House, and as
a communications officer on tbe staff of the
Commander-in-Chief. U.S. Pacific Fleet. Hesened in
a number of positions afloat aod aShore, ioclud.ing
Executive and Commanding Officer of me ,banJeship
USS I11Ji""tI. Since his retirement in 1971 Admiral
Schulz has worked part-time in the hislOry program of
the National Cryptologic Schoo'" researcbing aDd
writing a history depicdng tbe role Comint played in
,be Cen.ral Paci6ccampaigns of World War 11_

It Yam.lo'.1 sistenhip, MlIJtlshi, was sunk earlj~-o~ i4 OCtOber
1944-in the Barde for Le}tt Gulf in the Philippines.
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