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On 27 October 1942, four “Long Lance” torpedoes fired by the Japanese destroyers Makigumo and Akigumo
exploded in the hull of the aircraft carrier USS Hornet (CV-8). Minutes later, the ship that had launched the Doalitte
Raid six months earlier slipped beneath the waves of the Coral Sea 100 miles northeast of the island of Guadal canal
and just north of the Santa Cruz Islands, taking with her 140 of her sailors. With the loss of Hornet, the United States
Navy now had one aircraft carrier left in the South Pacific, USS Enterprise (CV-6), herself badly damaged in the two
previous days of the Battle of Santa Cruz, the fourth Japanese-American carrier battle since the Battle of the Coral Sea
five months and three weeks before. Of the prewar carrier fleet the Navy had struggled to build over 15 years, only
three were left: Enterprise licked her wounds at Espiritu Santo while USS Saratoga (CV-3) lay in dry dock at the
Bremerton Navy Y ard, victim of a Japanese submarine torpedo two months earlier. USS Ranger (CV-4) was in mid-
Atlantic on her way to support Operation Torch, the invasion of North Africa.For the American naval aviators, it
would be difficult to imagine that within 24 months of this event, Zuikaku, the last survivor of the Imperial Japanese
Navy aircraft carriersthat had attacked Pearl Harbor, would lie at the bottom of the Philippine Sea north of Cape
Engano on the island of Luzon, alongside the other surviving Japanese carriers, sacrificed as luresin afailed attempt
to block the American invasion of the Philippines after the Imperial Japanese Navy's aviators had been destroyed as a
viable fighting force in the Battle of the Philippines Sea, and that the United States Navy's Task Force 38, composed of
16 fleet carriers, would reign supreme on the world's largest ocean.Ten months after the loss of Hornet at Santa Cruz,
an entirely new fleet of aircraft carriers would begin to make their presence known in the Pacific, starting with araid
by USS Essex (CV-9), class leader of the largest and most important class of capital ships ever built, and USS
Lexington (CV-16), namesake of the carrier sunk at Coral Sea, against the Japanese-held island of Marcus. Fourteen
months later, the islands of the south and central Pacific would be under American domination, led by the ships of the
Fast Carrier Task Force, which would cement their position as the strongest naval fighting force ever to set sail, in the
largest naval battle of history.The fourteen months of the Central Pacific Campaign constitute the most successful
naval campaign ever undertaken and Pacific Thunder will put all elements of this campaign into historical context.
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