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The Origins of the Honda Disaster       
By Greg Gorga, Executive Director, Santa Barbara Maritime Museum 

On the evening of September 8, 1923 seven 

U.S. Navy Destroyers, the elite class of the 

fleet, wrecked on the rocks at Honda Point, 

north of Point Arguello lighthouse. To this 

day, it is considered the largest naval 

disaster during peacetime in U.S. history. 

But like every story, its origins start long 

before that fateful day. 

 Captain Edward Watson took 

command of Destroyer Squadron 11 in the 

spring of 1923. His family had a history of 

serving in the navy. His grandfather had 

been an Admiral in the U.S. Navy and his 

father was also an Admiral. One of his first 

assignments was to take the squadron up 

to the Pacific Northwest for a review. On 

July 27, the squadron’s newest ship (none 

of the destroyers in Squadron 11 were more 

than five years old), the USS Zeilin, collided 

with another U.S. Navy ship, the USS 

Henderson. It is never good when you are a 

squadron leader, and one of your vessels 

collides with another ship. It is especially 

bad when you are part of a Presidential 

Review, and the President of the United 

States, Warren G. Harding, is on the ship 

you hit (Future President Herbert H. Hoover 

and his wife were also aboard the 

Henderson at the time). 

 The squadron then made its way 

down to San Francisco, eventually arriving 

there for Fleet Week, before their planned 

voyage back to its home base in San Diego, 

CA. The night before the squadron would 

leave for San Diego, Watson ran into an old 

friend of his from Japan, Eugene Dooman, 

the Third Secretary of the U.S. Embassy. 

Watson invited Dooman to join the 

squadron for its voyage to San Diego, and 

Dooman agreed. Staying in a vacant cabin, 

Dooman became a “phantom passenger” 

aboard Squadron 11’s flagship, the USS 

Delphy. It is said that he and Watson spent 

a significant amount of time below decks 

discussing the Japanese navy. Alcohol had 

been banned from U.S. Navy ships just nine 

years earlier, and there is no evidence that 

they were drinking. But did the 

conversations Watson and Dooman 

engaged in distract the captain from his 

other duties?  

Dooman brought with him a heavy bag, 

containing $3,000 worth of silver coins. His 

presence remained a mystery after the 

ships wrecked, he is not mentioned in any 
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of the court proceedings, and though his 

coins were recovered, Dooman never 

claimed them. It is believed he did not want 

to cause his old friend more embarrassment 

by making his presence known. 

 The Commanding Officer of the 

Delphy, Lieutenant Commander Donald T. 

Hunter, had taught navigation at the U.S. 

Naval Academy, and he’d been considered 

one of the best navigators in the Navy 

during World War I. Watson, maybe to 

make up for the blemish on his record after 

the Henderson incident, decided that the 

squadron would attempt to set an 

endurance run speed record on their cruise 

from San Francisco to San Diego. Also, as a 

training maneuver, the ships would be 

under radio silence during much of their 

voyage. With those instructions, Hunter 

decided that his young navigator, 

Lieutenant Junior Grade Lawrence 

Blodgett, would not be up for the task of 

leading this speed run, so he decided to 

take over the navigation duties himself.  

 As they prepared to leave on the 

morning of September 8, word came that a 

cargo-passenger ship, the SS Cuba, owned 

by the Pacific Mail Steamship Company, 

had wrecked off San Miguel Island, on its 

way to San Francisco. This would figure in 

the tragic turn of events about to unfold, as 

Hunter worried that he would lead the 

squadron too far south before turning into 

the Santa Barbara Channel, and strike San 

Miguel Island as the Cuba had done.  

 The fourteen destroyers, divided into 

three divisions, passed the San Francisco 

Lightship at 8:30 a.m. that morning. After 

some gunnery practice, they formed a single 

line, one after the other, traveling 200 to 

300 yards apart. The Navy had recently 

increased their budget, allowing the ships 

to cruise at a speed of 20 knots, versus 

their previously restricted speed of 12 

knots. At 11:30 a.m. they made visual 

contact with Pigeon Point Lighthouse. This 

would be their last sighting of land.   

The Navy had recently begun using radio 

navigation technology, and a radio station 

had been installed at Point Arguello, just 

above Point Conception. The Delphy and 

several of the other Squadron 11 ships had 

this technology onboard. But Donald 

Hunter was old-school, he trusted dead 

reckoning, not this new technology. Using 

the ship’s speed, direction, and time 

underway, Hunter chartered their course 

along the California coast. As they 

approached Point Arguello he began 

receiving signals showing that the squadron 

was on a direct course for the signal 

station, but his dead reckoning calculations 

put the squadron further off the coast, and 

farther south.  

 What Hunter did not know was that 

on September 1, seven days earlier, a major 

earthquake had struck off the coast of 

Japan. The Great Kantō earthquake, with a 

magnitude of 7.9, killed more than 140,000 

people, and created tsunamis of over 40-
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feet. Seven days later, the currents from 

that quake would have arrived on the North 

American coast, possibly slowing down 

these ships, and pushing them closer to 

shore. Did this throw off Hunter’s 

calculations? 

 At 8:00 p.m. Hunter was required to 

notify Rear Admiral Sumner E.W. Kittelle, 

their commanding officer, of their location. 

Though they had not spotted land since 

11:30 a.m. and his dead reckoning 

calculations and the Point Arguello radio 

positioning signals differed significantly, he 

reported their position as north of Point 

Arguello and on a direct course for San 

Miguel Island. He gave no indication that 

this positioning was an estimate.  

Hunter could have requested radio compass 

readings to get a better fix on his location at 

that time, and he could have ordered depth 

readings, to determine their distance from 

the coastline, but he chose not to take those 

measures. He could have asked Watson to 

order the last ship in the line, the USS 

Thompson, to slow down and get depth 

readings, which would have given them a 

better fix on how far off the California coast 

they were or have the ship veer towards 

land to get a visual sighting to confirm their 

location. But Watson needed the full 

squadron to be together to set an endurance 

run speed record, so Hunter again chose to 

rely solely on his dead reckoning 

calculations.  

 At 8:30 p.m. Hunter asked for a 

reciprocal bearing from the Point Arguello 

station, giving him an approximate reversal 

of their actual bearing. This reading showed 

the Delphy in the mouth of the Santa 

Barbara Channel, between San Miguel 

Island and Point Conception, but heading 

west of the island. Still worried about 

running aground along the coast of San 

Miguel Island and disregarding the 

numerous prior radio readings from the 

Point Arguello navigation station, Hunter 

believed this reciprocal reading to be the 

correct one. At 9:00 p.m. he ordered a 90-

degree turn to port, expecting all the other 

ships to follow his lead.  

 Commander Walter G. Roper, leading 

the third division, had made several 

requests of Captain Watson throughout the 

day to break off from the speed run and 

assist with the rescue of the SS Cuba off 

San Miguel Island. Watson, needing the full 

squadron to set the speed record, eventually 

reprimanded Roper for his constant 

pestering.  

 Roper had two young navigators 

tracking their position, and they warned 

their commanding officer that they were still 

far north of Point Conception, and very close 

to shore. At 9:00 p.m., when Roper received 

the order to turn 90-degrees to port, he 

decided not to anger Captain Watson again 

by questioning these orders. But he did 

countermand Hunter’s orders, choosing 

instead to make only a 45-degree turn to 

port. Unlike the other two divisions, only 

one of his four ships, the USS Kennedy, 

would suffer damage, and it struck rocks 

but was able to remain afloat. The rest 

escaped unscathed. 

 Visibility at 9:00 at night remained 

minimal. Though the Point Arguello 

Lighthouse stood just a few miles away, its 

beam provided no guidance in the heavy fog. 

Within five minutes of turning, still traveling 

at 20-knots, the Delphy ran aground at 

Point Honda Mesa, an area of coastline 

known as the “Jaws of the Devil” for the 

many shipwrecks it had witnessed over the 

years.  
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After striking the rocks, the only 

message the Delphy managed to get out 

before the ship lost power was “turn hard 

left,” because they believed they had 

wrecked on San Miguel Island (it would take 

the 10:30 p.m. train passing, its tracks just 

one-hundred yards from the cliffs at Honda 

Point, for them to realize they were stranded 

on the mainland and not out on what at 

that time was mostly an uninhabited 

island). But these ships had no time to 

turn. Within five minutes, seven of them 

had wrecked on the rocks, with two others 

sustaining some damage, but were able to 

escape the devil’s bite.  

Twenty-three brave sailors died that night. 

Only 17 of the bodies were found. Though 

many errors in judgement led up to this 

tragedy, no one can be faulted for their 

actions once these ships struck the rocks. 

Not a single sailor abandoned ship without 

orders. Many of the officers and sailors were 

commended for their acts of bravery, and 

several officers went on to become admirals. 

But one wonders if this tragedy could have 

been avoided if it weren’t for a few factors: 

• Would Watson feel the need to set an 

endurance run speed record if the Zeilin 

had not struck the Henderson?  

• What if President Harding had not been 

aboard the Henderson at that time?  

• What if the squadron was not 

conducting an endurance speed run and 

Blodgett remained as the lead navigator? 

• What if Hunter accepted the reading of 

the new radio navigation technology and 

did not insist on his own dead reckoning 

calculations? 

• What if an earthquake had not created 

huge tsunamis the week before? 

• What if Watson had not run into 

Dooman the night before they left San 

Francisco, and he spent more time on 

the bridge or in the navigation room? 

• What if Roper had reached out to the 

Delphy, and questioned their readings, 

giving Hunter the position as calculated 

by his two young navigators? 

• What if Hunter had insisted that they get 

a visual land reading before reporting 

the squadron’s position to Admiral 

Kittelle at 8:00 p.m.? 

• What if Watson had ordered the 

Thompson to slow down and get depth 

readings, so they could look at the 

charts and get a better fix on their 

location compared to the coastline? 

• What if the ships travelled at 12-knots 

instead of 20-knots? 

One hundred years later the Honda 

Disaster remains one of the least talked 

about accidents in our country’s history. 

Many naval officers are unfamiliar with this 

incident. But we should all be aware of this 

tragedy and try to learn from the lessons it 

can teach us.   
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Arthur Peterson, 

born in 1893 in    

St. Louis, joined the 

Navy in 1909. He 

served in the Navy 

for many years and 

was a US Marshall 

in Shanghai.  In 

1940, he married 

Lydia Chernych, a 

Russian citizen and 

fled China on 

the SS  President 

Pierce in 1941. He died in 1950. 

From the Poplar Bluff Republican 20 Sep 

1923 Chief Boatswain's Mate Arthur Peterson 

Begged Shipmates to Let Him Sleep When 

Destroyer Young went on rocks near San 

Diego, Calif. “Lemme alone-lemme sleep” That 

was the remark made by Chief Boatswains Mate 

Arthur Peterson of the U. S. S. destroyer Young, 

when members of the crew tried to awaken him 

when the boat went on the rocks several days 

ago. Peterson, in a letter to his mother Mrs. 

Elizabeth Hulse-bus of this city, received today, 

tells of the terrible accident, not in the words of 

a “hero” but as a member of a crew who had no 

part in saving lives, through his bravery. He 

stated that all members of the crew were very 

calm and self-composed during the hour 

immediately following the accident when the 

destroyer struck the rocks. “l am sure proud of 

him” his elated mother declared today. “I think 

he is a wonderful boy," and no doubt this 

assertion would be vouched for by the sailors 

whose lives were saved by the former Poplar 

Bluff boy's bravery. When he was awakened, he 

took a rope, plunged into the water, swimming 

against the high wave to another destroyer that 

had met the same fate as his own. He saved 

seventeen sailors from drowning through his 

bravery. The article as published in a San Diego 

paper follows: Weary, unshaven, clad only In 

trousers, a navy hat and an old chief 

storekeeper's coat, Chief Boatswains Mate 

Peterson of what was the U.S. S. destroyer 

Young, the acknowledged hero of the naval 

disaster at Point Arguello, vainly tried to secure 

some rest on the long train bearing the survivors 

to San Diego. "Let him alone if it wasn't for him 

lots of us wouldn't be here," counseled his 

shipmates, and the Illustrated News 

photographer, heeding their advice, shot 

Peterson as he lay sprawled on the seat of the 

day coach. Peterson is lauded by Captain 

Edward Watson, commander of the ill-fated 

destroyer, Squadron Eleven, as the hero of the 

disaster. When the Young, third of the 

destroyers proceeding south in column 

formation piled on the rocks, Peterson was one 

of the first to answer the general alarm. One and 

one-half minutes from the time the ship struck, 

it was heeled over at an angle of 90 degrees. The 

crew, those who were on the deck, walked up 

the slanting deck and over on the side of the 

ship, reports say. Peterson, donning a life jacket 

and slipping a loop at the end of a line over his 

shoulders, plunged into the ocean and swam 

300 feet to the USS Chauncey, which had gone 

aground on the beach. 
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Marcia came into 

the historical society 

reference room with 

Myra Manfrina. 

Marcia now owned 

the house on J 

street that Myra had 

grown up in and she 

was so thrilled to 

have a wonderful 

couple owning her 

old family home. She 

started volunteering 

at the Historical 

Society and would 

willingly take on any 

task that needed doing. One huge one was 

redoing our Rose Garden Name tags which 

were missing and broken. There was a “Rose” 

book, but just finding the exact rose and 

listing all those that needed reprinting was a 

monumental task. In 2019, Marcia researched 

and wrote a two part article on the “Once 

Vibrant Corner of NE H and Ocean. I had no 

idea that her relative, Anna Corker Corning, 

once owed a store at that very spot, called, 

“The Racket!” Those are in Legacy's 133 and 

134. Marcia wrote many articles for the 

Legacy and proofread all of issues. In March 

2022, the Historical Society agreed to do a 

program for the DAR on the History of Women 

in Lompoc. Alpha Club attended that meeting. 

Marcia wrote about all of the 20th century 

women along with story boards for the 

meeting. That program became Legacy 150 

and 151. Marcia was always inspiring, 

energetic and generous with her praise and 

encouragement, assisting at events Marcia 

was an amazing, irreplaceable woman. The 

Historical Society was so very fortunate to 

have her as a volunteer and she will be 

missed by all. 

In Memoriam                       

Marcia Harris Hart 1950-2023  

The Paducah Sun-Democrat 31 October 

1925 Former Recruiting Officer gets Medal 

from Navy Chief Boatswain's Mate Arthur 

Peterson, of the United States Navy was 

awarded a gold Life Saving Medal of Honor 

recently for extraordinary bravery and valor 

shown in the saving of life on the occasion of 

the stranding of several destroyers off Point 

Honda, California; on the night of September 

8,1823. Peterson, who is Chief Boatswain's 

Mate on the USS Henshaw, was formerly 

Naval Recruiting officer in charge of the 

recruiting station In Paducah. Following is 

the event cited, in “Our Navy," for which the 

gold medal was awarded:: "Unaided, without 

a life preserver, with no one to help on the 

other end, swimming through a rough sea 

literally infested with jagged rocks and 

covered with fuel, Peterson carried a line to 

the beach after having previously been under 

water from six to eight feet, diving down and 

cutting loose the motor dory falls which were 

submerged. as the Young lay on her side; 

from these falls the line was made which he 

towed ashore. The Commanding Officer 

reported that it was only due to the fact that 

death faced the entire crew that caused him 

to let Peterson make the sacrifice to save the 

ship's company as it appeared to be 

Impossible for one man without a life 

preserver to carry a line any distance through 

that sea in darkness and amidst the rocks. 

Peterson succeeded, however, and at a result 

every survivor of the Young, not immediately 

drowned at the ship turned over, landed via. 

the line, a total of eighty-six men. Peterson 

reenlisted October 31, 1921, and is serving 

on board the Henshaw at the present time. 
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A Very Big Thank You 

to Beth Dunn and Pat 

Boyer for helping with 

the roses! Dr. 

Jamison is most 

thankful for the help! 

NEED YOUR HELP! Our blacksmith shop 

needs a docent to clean and straighten it. 

It is on the security system, so someone 

needs to be there to turn it off. Probably 

an hour a month would be sufficient. Hope 

someone can help with this area soon! 

Please plan on attending the Elk's dinner 

celebrating all classes of Lompoc High, 

although anyone is welcome to attend. 

Due to a generous donor (who paid for the 

room, insurance and other extras) the 

price has remained the same. The 50 year 

class is holding their reunion at another 

time, so attendance might be very light. 

Need your support on this one! The 

chicken BBQ will be at Ryon Park. Pay at 

the Park and eat there or take away! The 

Historical Society will have a table at Old 

Town Market, Saturday, August 12 from 

12-3 pm celebrating the city, August 13, 

1888. Come visit! 
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by Karen Paaske 

Reference Room 

Ramblings 

May, June & July 2023 

Memorials & Membership 

Welcome New Members 

Janis Miner Family 

David & Linda Jay-Zivich 

Andy Alba 

Beth Dunn 

 

Total Number of Members: 371 

Memorials for 

Marcia Hart 

 

Anthony Machado 
 

Members that have Passed Away 

Howard Mitchell (Life Member) 

Irene McCoy (Life Member) 

Marcia Hart (Life Member) 

From the Desk of Treasurer : 
I will be mailing our renewals for those 

memberships on annual basis 
sometime in August. They are due 

by Sept. 1st, 2023. 
 
The Elks dinner is fast approaching, so 

mail your checks to me ASAP. Mail to 
the P.O. Box 88, Lompoc 93438. Make 

sure to list the names of all attending 
that you are paying for. 

Happy Summer! 

 

 

 

The Lompoc Valley Chamber of Commerce  

announced the return of Old Town Market for 

2023. The Old Town Market event will be held on 

Friday evenings from 5:00 – 8:00 pm, July 7th 

through August 11th, with an additional day 

extended to Saturday,     

August the 12th, Noon to 3pm 

in Celebration of Lompoc’s 

135th Birthday on the 100 

block of South H Street. This 

event will feature different 

theme nights each week with 

live music, vendor booths, 

farmers market, and activities 

for the youngsters.  

Happy 135th Lompoc ! 



 

Lompoc Valley 

Historical Society  

P .O. Box 88 

Lompoc CA 93438 

Up an d Co min g Event s. . .  

Executive Board 

Ken Ostini - President                                   

Ardeane Machado Eckert  - 1st Vice President   

Dr. Blake Jamison  - 2nd Vice President                    

Linda Warren - Secretary                            

Lynn Romine  - Corresponding Secretary 

Directors                                                      , 

Dan Dutra, Jesse Jones, Karen Paaske, Don 

Fletcher, Sherrie Chavez, Debbie Schuyler 

Manfrina, Larry Huyck, Steve Junak, Karen 

Osland and Julie Moore 

 Honorary Board member                       

Carolyn Huyck 

Treasurer is Jeannette Miller Wynne   

 

• Aug 12 Old Town Market Noon to 3 

• Sept 1 Pioneer Weekend Reunion @ Elks 

• Sept 2 Open House 10 to 1 

• Sept 3 Pioneer BBQ Picnic @ Ryon Park 

• Sept 23 Open House 10 to 1 

• Oct 28 Open House 10 to 1 

 

 

 

Group Tours please contact 

lompochistory@gmail.com 

Non Profit Organization 

U.S. POSTAGE PAID 
Permit No. 16 

Lompoc, CA 93436 

 

COME JOIN US FOR                                     

2023 PIONEER  

CELEBRATION ON 

LABOR DAY WEEKEND  

SEPTEMBER 1ST  - 3RD 


