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Following the outbreak of the Manchurian lncident in

September 1931, Japan was placed in a very diffcult
diplomatic position, which eventually led to their
withdrawal from the League of Nations in March 1933.
This withdrawal caused a pressing need for Japan to
immediately reinforce their national defense posture.
The Japanese Navy was fully aware that their main line
ships were not up to required standards, due to the
arms limitations placed upon Japan by the Washington
and London treaties following WWl. ln orderto freely up
grade their national defense, Japan renounced both
treaties by the end of 1936. The Japanese NaW, while
producing powerful battleships, also concentrated on
steadily strengthening their naval air power by
constructing new aircraft carriers. Under the Third
Naval Replacement Program (known locally as "Maru-
San") of 1937, the Japanese Naval Shipyards began
building the new concept aircraft caniers Zuikaku and
Shokaku. These caniers later became famous as
masterpieces in canier design for their era.
The Zuikaku was laid down in the dockyard of

Kawasaki Heavy lndustries in Kobe on May 25 1938,
and was completed on September 25 1941. Since
launching their first aircraft canier in 1922, Japan
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continually developed and improved their carrier design
expertise through completion of the Ryu,o, Akagi and
Kaga caniers. The treaty produced medium caniers
Soryu and Hiryu were also being constructed during the
same time frame as the Zuikaku and Shokaku were
being built. Freed from all imposed treaty limitations,
the Zuikaku wâs designed as a 25,000 ton class vessel
with 8-boiler powerplants, yielding a maximum of
160,000 horsepower. Combined with the awesome
power was a highly advanced and sophisticated hull,
with a Yamato battleship type bulbous bow that
enabled a top cruising speed of 34 knots. The carrier
was engineered to resist direct hits over the engine and
ammunition storage rooms, plus it canied torpedo belt
armor for the best possible protection, She could carry
a total of 84 aircraft consisting of fighters, bombers,
attack aircraft, and auxiliary planes.
Upon commissioning with the Japanese Combined

Fleet in autumn of 1941 , the Zuikaku joined the Sth Air
Fleet along with her sistership Shokaku which was
completed a month earlier. The aircraft canier units of
that time consisted of two caniers escorted by several
destroyers. The sth Air Fleet was young and inexperi-
enced, and therefore underwent an extensive training
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program in preparation for the Pearl Harbor attack,
scheduled for I December 1941. The Zuikaku and
Shokaku exceeded every standard set for conventional
Japanese aircraft caniers, and it is said that the naw
waited for the completion of these caniers before
finalizing plans for the proposed attack. Following the
successful attack on Pearl Harbor, the Zuikaku
participated in the Ceylon operations where her
bombers sunk a British aircraft canier. ln May 1942, the
Zuikaku, along with Shokaku, participated in the Battle
of the Coral Sea. Although the operation resulted in the
sinking of the U.S. canier Lexington, Shokaku suffered
damage, and it was decided that the fleet be retumed
for maintenance and repairs. During their absence, the
Japanese Navy suftered severe losses and casualties
at the Battle of Midway, which eventually led to the
downtum of the Japanese naval power. The Zuikaku,
after making a comeback to front line operations,
continued her tedious mission in the South Seas, and
was active unscathed until hit by a bomb in the Battle of
the Marianas. Her last mission was the participation in
the Philippines operation nearthe Leyte Gulf, where she
was sunk by 8 torpedo and 7 bomb hits ending hêr
gallant career with the Japanese Navy.
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