


World War II
Book Discussion Points 

The Last Stand of the Tin Can Sailors: The Extraordinary World War II Story 
of the U.S. Navy’s Finest Hour, by James D. Hornfisher (2004)

1. The U.S. Navy was ready for combat off the Philippines in 1944, with experienced officers and enlisted personnel in every front-line ship. If you have participated in combat operations or been mobilized as an individual to Iraq, Afghanistan or other contingency, share those experiences—both good and bad. 
2. Compare the great size of our fleet in World War II (about 6,700 ships) to now (less than 300 ships). Does technology make up for numbers? Do you think that vastly improved C4I capabilities, weapon systems, and joint integration compensate for fewer platforms? Are payloads more important than platforms? Why?
3. The Navy’s technical capabilities—especially radar fire control—contributed greatly to its success against the Imperial Japanese Navy. How does your unit use technological systems defensively and offensively? How do you contribute to your unit’s mission? 
4. The dangers of friendly fire are ever-present. Two examples from The Last Stand of the Tin Can Sailors are the sinking of the submarine Seawolf (SS 197) and the shooting down of friendly planes by jittery antiaircraft gunners. Similar unfortunate events still happen. How does your command and the Navy try to prevent a blue-on-blue incident? Is there such a thing as too many check sheets?
5. This book illustrates the importance of damage control at all levels—from the damage-control officer to each Sailor. Are you comfortable with your expected duties? Good wartime engine room gangs taught each other how to walk through the steam plant blindfolded to reach shut-off valves. Can you do the equivalent for your department? 
6. What are the lessons you can take from the ships in Taffy 3? From USS Cole (DDG 67)? 
7. The author regards escort aircraft carriers (CVEs) as “Kaiser Coffins” or “combustible, vulnerable, expendable.” How does that view compare with the safety of our fleet? 
8. The CVEs were designed and built for one mission (antisubmarine), but were thrown into a different situation. How would your command handle a similar situation? 
9. What are the similarities and differences of life at sea between Sailors then and now? 
10. Despite close control of ships within task forces, Navy ships operated far more independently during combat operations than they do today. Why do you think that was so? Was the level of responsibility among Sailors, especially enlisted Sailors, in 1944 more or less than that of today? Do you think junior officers and senior enlisted exercised more or less authority than they do now? Could you change the current level of responsibility within your command to benefit combat operations?
11. How did the Sailors of Taffy 3 react to the shock of Kurita’s Task Force appearing on the horizon? Has your command ever been operationally surprised? Or caught out in an exercise? How did you and your shipmates react? How could you improve your reactions?
12. The details of the battle off Samar were recorded in after-action reports, war diaries, and deck logs. These reports inform us of the fog of war, the movement of ships and aircraft, and the details of combat operations, including friendly and enemy losses. Like lessons-learned studies, these reports also speak to what was unusual or new. What do such reports have to do with warfighting? 
13. The air and ship communities united to ensure success off Samar. How would the joint community react to win that fight today?
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