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THE SINKING OF THE PRINCETON: 

OCTOBER 194-4-

Death of Carrier Described 

by Peggy Hull Deuell 

FROM A NAVAL BASE-They may be home now-the several 
hundred survivors of the light carrier Princeton sunk in the 
second battle of the Philippine Sea. They may be walking 
through the quiet streets of their home towns and the people 
who meet them will not know of that day-long savage fight to 
save their ship. 

None will know because it is difficult and painful for a man 
to talk about the ship he has lost, more painful than the battle 
itself. And so they will talk of other things and wait for the 
call they are eager to hear-orders to report to a new ship. 

But this is what happened and if you meet a sailor from the 
Princeton you will know what his memory holds. Capt. Wil
liam H. Buracker, the skipper, of Winchester, Mass., shy and 
slim, soft-spoken and sad, told us about it in the gloomy re
cesses of the navy's briefing room while a tropical rain beat 
down to the alleyways and provided a fitting accompaniment 
to his story. 

He wanted to be matter of fact about it. He was a naval 
officer first and a man, a very human man, second, and the 
combination of the officer who loved his ship and the man 
who saw her die brought him close to the breaking point 
more than once as he talked. 

The day of the Princeton's death her combat air patrols 
shot down 36 of the more than 100 enemy planes which had 
attempted to attack the task group. It was early morning 
when this fight took place and the area having been cleared 
for the time being of the Japanese, the Princeton's planes re
turned to be serviced and reloaded for another strike at 9 a.m. 

Ten had reached the deck safely. The sky was overcast. 
There were low, thick clouds and it was raining. 
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Suddenly a gunner picked up a plane starting a gliding 
run on the ship. Swift orders to maneuver were flashed to 
the engine room. The antiaircraft batteries let go into the 
murky ceiling but the Jap pilot came on and over the ship. 
He dropped a bomb, a 500-pounder, Capt. Buracker thought, 
and it hit the flight deck squarely between the plane 
elevators. 

"I wasn't too much concerned." The lines from his nose to 
his mouth grew deeper as he spoke. "I thought it was a small 
bomb and we could patch up the damage quickly. But, unfor
tunately, the bomb went through the flight deck into the 
hangar below where the torpedo bombers were gassed and 
loaded." 

He moved uneasily as if it hurt to remember the shock of 
the explosions which followed, the fire which broke out im
mediately, the heavy smoke which filled the ship and inter
fered with the efficient movement of the crew. 

Fire fighting controls were destroyed by the explosions and 
it was a few moments before the manual controls could be 
operated. In the meantime, the fire made headway. It was 
now 9:30 a.m. and Capt. Buracker, watching the fires spread, 
thought of the bombs stowed aft in an auxiliary stowage 
compartment. 

"I thought," he told us, "that if I could keep the fire away 
from it we could save the ship. About IO o'clock the torpe
does on the hangar deck went up and the flight deck buckled. 
It seemed to me that if that auxiliary compartment was going 
up, it would have gone then." 

In this last explosion the elevators were blown up and the 
flight deck buckled and conditions made the carrier's nerve 
center-the island-untenable. Men were trapped aft and 
the captain turned the ship in the hope that the wind would 
carry the smoke away from the island. 

The Morrison, a destroyer, came alongside and put fire 
fighting lines aboard but these proved inadequate. Then the 
Birmingham, a cruiser, brought her more effective equipment 
to the Princeton's aid. With the destroyer on one side and the 
cruiser on the other, it looked as if it were going to be pos
sible to save the wounded carrier. 

"This is what everyone aboard thought of," said the cap-
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tain, "to save the ship first. There seemed to be no concern 
about personal safety." 

The fires began to die down and Capt. Buracker's hope 
mounted. "I didn't think the ship was hurt inside. I was sure 
we could bring her in. She might not look very pretty, but I 
knew we could bring her in." 

All personnel not engaged in fighting the fire had been or
dered to abandon the ship. "Many of those who had the right 
to go and should have gone refused to leave. They joined the 
salvage crews as volunteers." 

At this point, it was about 1:15 in the afternoon. Japanese 
planes and submarines were converging on the task force and 
the Birmingham and Morrison had to cast off. The helpless 
Princeton was left once more a prey to the fire, which began 
building up as soon as the ships shoved off. 

"We were only 150 miles from Manila," he said, "and the 
Jap planes could find us easily." 

When the all clear came, Capt. Buracker asked for a tow 
and the Reno, a cruiser, came alongside with the Birming
ham. 

"It took some time to get the lines aboard, as the Prince
ton was drifting leeward," said the captain. "I had thought 
that if the auxiliary bomb stowage was going to go up, it 
would have gone long before. My air officer, Commander 
Bruce Harwood of California, was in charge of one of the 
damage control parties and they went aft to check on the 
compartment." 

He stopped suddenly, moved restlessly, and then, embar
rassed by his emotion, continued in a low voice. 

"It was as surprising as it was terrifying-that explosion. It 
was the worst I have ever heard in my life. I can't describe it 
to you. I was on the flight deck with the captain, who had 
come aboard a short time before as my relief, Capt. John 
Hoskins of Bethesda, Md. 

"We were all wounded, more or less. I started forward and 
then looked back to see Capt. Hoskins lying on the deck, his 
leg hanging by a shred. I called for the doctor, who was 
wounded himself and who was attending to wounded on the 
hangar deck. Capt. Hoskins found a piece of line where he 
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had fallen and he applied his own tourniquet. Commander 
Sala had no kit. He had some morphine, sulfa and a sheath 
knife, and when he reached Capt. Hoskins, he severed the 
shred with it." 

It was apparent to Capt. Buracker now that he would have 
to abandon his ship. As Capt. Hoskins was carried overside he 
said: "Take her home, Bill. You deserve to." But it was Capt. 
Hoskins who went home, where he is recovering in a Phila
delphia naval hospital. 

A search was made of the ship for living personnel and at 
4-:4-0 the captain went over the side, still hoping it would be 
possible to tow her home. She was floating on an even keel 
and he thought he could make it with her. But the task force 
group commanders decided it would cripple their force; sun
set was coming on and the night would be filled with Japa
nese planes and submarines. She was in more potential danger 
than her ultimate salvage justified. They decided to sink her 
with her still unexploded bombs and gasoline, for the storage 
tanks had not gone up yet. 

It was there in the Philippine Sea as the sun went down 
over the horizon in a red glow that the Princeton shuddered 
from the death blows of her sister ships and settled beneath 
the sea. 

Capt. Buracker took a muster of the crew at once, and of 
the 1,54-8 men aboard, he found that he had lost but 88 en
listed men and IO officers. 

"We never saw Commander Harwood and his party after 
they had gone to the stowage compartment," he said. "I was 
afraid we had lost four or five hundred men. It was the only 
consoling point." 

The Princeton had been in a number of strikes previous 
to the second battle of the Philippine Sea. She had been in 
the Gilbert show, took part in the Marshall landings, 
launched strikes at Truk, Palau and Ponape. She had a part 
in the Marianas landings and had been strafed time and 
agam. 

Off Formosa, when the Japs were more than usually effec
tive in their bombing, it seemed that she would surely be hit. 
But she wasn't. 
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"It seemed to me that if she had been going to get hurt, it 
would have been in one of the other shows," said the captain. 
"I can't reconcile myself to the fact that it was just one bomb 
that caused it all." 
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