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On April 4, 1968, Robert Kennedy was giving a speech in Indiana when he was told that Martin Luther King Jr. had been assassinated. After sharing the news with his shocked and tearful audience, he quoted Aeschylus:


Even in our sleep, pain which cannot forget
falls drop by drop upon the heart,
until, in our own despair,
against our will,
comes wisdom
through the awful grace of God.












List of Illustrations


1.Assistant Secretary of the Navy Franklin Roosevelt watches on March 16, 1914, as the Brooklyn Navy Yard lays the keel for the ship that would be christened USS Arizona and attacked by the Japanese twenty-seven years later.


2.Admiral Isoroku Yamamoto was so conflicted about Tokyo’s rush to war that he proselytized against fighting the Allies publicly while at the same time privately threatening to resign if the navy didn’t approve his plans to attack Pearl Harbor.


3.Vice Admiral Chuichi Nagumo led the First Air Fleet in its strike on Oahu, even though he’d repeatedly opposed Yamamoto’s plan and would forever after be vilified as being timid for not ordering a third strike.


4.Details of the strike force’s targets were provided by Honolulu spy Takeo Yoshikawa. The teahouse he used for surveillance is still open for business.


5.America’s military commanders in Hawaii, General Walter Short, left, and Admiral Husband Kimmel, right, met with Britain’s Lord Mountbatten in 1941. Short and Kimmel would shoulder the burden of blame for the Hawaiian debacle, but were never court-martialed, only retired.


6.American secretary of state Cordell Hull, center, met regularly with Japanese ambassadors Kichisaburo Nomura and Saburo Kurusu to try to negotiate an accord between Tokyo and Washington. Afterward, Hull won the Nobel Prize as a founder of the United Nations, and double Kurusu became American slang for “betrayal.”


7.Japan’s advanced technologies, including its battery-powered midget submarine, would fool Admiral Kimmel, who refused to believe torpedoes could be launched in the shallow waters of Pearl Harbor.


8.Of the ten midget sub crewmen assigned to this mission, however, nine would die, and the only survivor would become America’s first World War II POW.


9.Japan’s First Air Fleet prepares to launch its surprise attack on Oahu.


10.The profound success of this battle will end the era of dreadnoughts and launch the ascendancy of flattops, aircraft carriers capable of projecting massive firepower over great distances.


11.The attack was launched at 7:48 a.m.


12.In less than thirty minutes, Hickam Field lay in ruins.


13.The first minutes of the attack caught by Japanese cameras. The background smoke is Hickam in flames; a torpedo is visibly porpoising; dead center, a shock wave emanates from a strike on West Virginia. Moored by Ford Island.


14.Nevada, Vestal outbound to Arizona; West Virginia outbound to Tennessee; Oklahoma outbound to Maryland; Neosho and California. The explosion in the second picture is a torpedo strike on Oklahoma.


15.Ford Island Naval Air Station under fire. 2,403 Americans died in the attack.


16.Hell on earth: firefighters try to save West Virginia, while a small boat attempts to rescue her crew from the water.


17.Some trying to escape by jumping into the harbor would be suffocated or burned alive by the fuel fires raging at the water’s surface.


18.Arizona collapses. Of more than 1,400 crewmen, merely 334 survived.


19.The smoke of the burning harbor waters finally clears.


20.Revealing Arizona completely destroyed, and Oklahoma fully capsized.


21.The corpse of a Japanese airman is hoisted from the water.


22.President Roosevelt appears before a joint session of Congress on December 8 to give one of the greatest speeches in American history and ask for a declaration of war.


23.His handwritten revisions show his desire to properly convey the momentousness of the attack.


24.Admiral Chester Nimitz, Kimmel’s replacement, awards the Navy Cross to West Virginia’s Cook 3rd Class Doris Miller on May 27, 1942. The heroic Miller will die in action, but his valor at Pearl Harbor will make him a civil rights hero.


25.On June 1, 1942, James Doolittle appears before America’s great secret weapon of World War II—working men and women—at the Inglewood, California, site of North American Aviation’s B-25 assembly line. When America learned that Japan had executed a group of his Raiders, the country bought more war bonds than at any other time in history.


26.Navy divers at work on a heroic effort of salvage as Oklahoma.


27.Is righted to ninety degrees by March 29, 1943, and Nevada is fully restored.


28.Today’s Pearl Harbor, and the Arizona Memorial with its pool of black tears.
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DREADNOUGHTS AND HOLYSTONES


On February 13, 1940, thirteen days before he turned eighteen, San Antonio high school football player James Lawson volunteered to join the United States Navy. Like everyone else at that moment at the bottom of the barrel in the Department of War, he was paid a princely $21 a month, but getting three hots and a cot was an economic toehold in an America just financially rousing itself from the Great Depression. The services had so slimmed down from their Great War peaks that it was a leap to get in, though civilians commonly looked down on sailors as unsavory ne’er-do-wells whom they called squids. First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt had made a quip—“The cleanest bodies and the dirtiest minds in the world”—while Norfolk, Virginia, had signs in its city parks: SAILORS AND DOGS KEEP OFF THE GRASS.


After San Diego boot camp, Seaman 2nd Class Lawson rode a supply ship across the Pacific, arriving in Oahu at Ford Island’s quay Fox 8 in May of 1940. He never forgot crossing the plank for his very first day aboard the USS Arizona, a moment when, so awed by the thirty-thousand-ton dreadnought’s grandeur and majesty, he forgot to salute: “I was just overwhelmed by the size of it. New sailors are like that. You go up that gangway for the first time, and you been trained to ask permission to come aboard and salute the flag at the stern, but the new seamen second come aboard and right away they forget.”


Lawson’s first assignments were brute labor—chipping paint; polishing brass; swabbing—and the most dreaded of all, holystoning. The decks of the ship were planked in teak, and the muscular technique the USN devised to polish them to a sheen was to take a sandstone brick with a hole drilled in it—the bricks originally came from churchly ruins, thus holystones—and use a broomstick in the hole to soothe the deck. Lawson’s bed his first year aboard was a hammock hung six feet in the air so “people could walk underneath it,” as fellow sailor Galen Ballard remembered. “It rocked nice and put you to sleep, but it was very easy to fall out of. . . . That’s a long way to fall.”


Promoted to messcook—better to peel potatoes than holystone decks—Lawson was promoted again after a few months, to gunner’s mate 3rd class, Deck Division 4. He lived in the stern, working the port quarterdeck’s Turret 4 as well as the No. 2 catapult, which threw scouts into the sky: “The [float] plane sat on top of the catapult on a cradle, with a long cable that ran along the tracks of the catapult. Usually the plane went off the port side. As the ship turned and faced into the wind, we get the word to fire. We’d hit the firing key, it was just like firing a gun. The firing mechanism would fire off that five-inch cartridge, basically a can full of powder, and when that charge expanded the gas, it fired the plane, it would run on the cradle all the way to the end of the catapult. By the time it hit the catapult it was at takeoff speed. We had trained to rotate the catapult so that when planes left the ship, they’d be headed into the wind, which was takeoff position for aircraft. When they would come back in, the ship would have to swing around to make a slick. The big ship turning this way or that would flatten out the waves enough for the aircraft to sit down in the water. The plane would taxi up close to where the boatswain’s mates could swing the crane out to hook on to the plane to hoist it back aboard and over onto the catapult.”


In that dawn-of-radar era, a battlewagon’s scout planes sent target coordinates back to her control room, and Lawson, as a pointer, controlled the elevation of his great Turret 4 guns, while the trainers ruled their horizontal. Their 179,614-pound cannon could blast 1,400-pound, armor-busting projectiles at an angle of fifteen degrees for a range of twenty miles . . . so far that they could pierce the horizon to strike enemies unseen: “It was a thrill: pulling the trigger and knowing it was going after somebody across the horizon with another twenty-five hundred to three thousand pounds of high explosives. . . . Every time I’d press the firing key in that turret and hear those big bullets going shreeeeeeeeeooooooooooo twenty miles across the water, I was thinking, ‘Here’s another one for Tojo’—that was what the head honchos called the Japanese in those days. We figured that, with our superior forces, our superior ships, our superior gunnery, we’d take ’em.”


The ship was so huge that it could be depersonalizing—Lawson called everyone “Guns” since he knew so few of the other men by name—but the navy knew how to build camaraderie, as North Carolina’s John Rampley explained: “A man’s name was presented by the senior petty officer to the whole gun crew. If any of them didn’t like him or [thought] that he would be incompatible, he didn’t get in. So if you did make it, you felt you were part of a select group.” Clint Westbrook, originally from the Bronx, was one of the powder men working with Lawson at Turret 4, using hoists to transfer sixty-pound powder bags and shells up from the magazine deep below, across the scuttle of the fireproof hatch, and then up to the turret. Westbrook assumed that war was near . . . but that it would strike, not in their Pacific, but in the Atlantic. “I signed up for a six-year peacetime stint,” he said.


Lawson eventually qualified as a helmsman, taking wheel watch on alternate days, meeting the boss, Captain Franklin Van Valkenburgh, and working the ship’s three methods of steering—electric; steam; auxiliary—to make sure she was ready for anything. Auxiliary meant brute muscle force, a tag team of crew using their full body weight against enormous cranks: “You’d run down a long hallway and grab one of those big spokes and ride that sucker down. Somebody’d go right behind you and ride the next one down. It was a constant run, one man at a time.” But besides that method of power and the dreaded holystoning, Lawson loved his life at sea, especially serving on a battleship: “We were kingpins of the navy in those days. We looked down on the destroyer sailors. It was like living in a big city.”


The Arizona’s keel was laid at the Brooklyn Navy Yard in New York City on March 16, 1914, when she was then known only as No. 39. The keel is the spine of a ship’s hull, which, like a human spine, serves as the structural foundation; the vessel’s backbone. “Laying the keel” places that spine in the cradle where the ship will be constructed around it and is the official moment of birth. Since No. 39 with her sister ship, Pennsylvania, would be the “biggest fighting ship, built or building, for any navy,” according to the New York Times, “the ceremony of laying the keel was . . . postponed until 11 o’clock yesterday morning in order to make possible the presence of Assistant Secretary Roosevelt [in a greatcoat, bowler hat, and gold pince-nez]. . . . The firing of a salute of seventeen guns from the superdreadnought North Dakota announced his coming [then] the giant traveling crane above the cradle of the battleship-to-be began to move. It carried a massive steel plate and dropped it at the spot designated by the constructors. Then Mr. Roosevelt stepped forward. Capt. Gleaves handed him a silver-plated bolt. Mr. Roosevelt quickly hammered it into place while the band played the National Anthem and the crowd stood with bared heads.”


Through his mother, Sara, Assistant Secretary of the Navy Franklin Delano Roosevelt was descended from a family that had made its fortune in seafaring, his grandfather Warren Delano having prospered in the trade of Chinese tea and opium. Franklin as a teenager learned to sail the Hudson River aboard the family’s sixty-foot schooner, Half Moon, and at the age of five, he accompanied his influential father, who had made a great fortune in rail and coal, to the White House, where President Grover Cleveland told the boy, “My little man, I am making a strange wish for you. It is that you may never be president of the United States.”


As a New York state senator, Franklin publicly campaigned for Woodrow Wilson against his fifth cousin Teddy. When Wilson won, he appointed FDR assistant secretary of the navy in 1913, and Roosevelt would have this job when, on April 6, 1917, America joined the Great War. He nagged Navy Secretary Josephus Daniels to grant him a commission, but was turned down because Daniels judged Roosevelt’s administrative duties—overseeing procurement and shipping—as too important.


FDR would forever after love the United States Navy with an unimaginable passion. During his presidency, he personally selected the service’s flag officers, raised its budget every year, and called the navy “us” and the army “them” until General George Marshall insisted he stop. At his White House breakfast meetings, the nation’s chief executive often sat in bed, his shoulders draped in a blue navy cape, surrounded by his collections of postage stamps and naval memorabilia. Admiral Ernest King, chief of naval operations after Pearl Harbor, remembered a visit to the cruiser Houston on the afternoon of February 28, 1939; Roosevelt “was in high spirits, for he loved the Navy and always visibly expanded when at sea. As the admirals greeted him, he would have some pleasant, half-teasing personal message for each.”


During FDR’s tenure with the navy in World War I, Winston Churchill was Great Britain’s first lord of the admiralty, and Roosevelt saw their careers as taking similar paths. Eventually he wrote to Churchill in 1939 that you “should keep me in touch personally about anything you want me to know about.” When Joseph Kennedy, ambassador to England, asked about their relationship, FDR said, “I have always disliked him since the time I went to England in 1918. He acted like a stinker at a dinner, lording it all over us. . . . I’m giving him attention now because there is a strong possibility that he will become the prime minister and I want to get my hand in now.” Cabinet member Frances Perkins called Roosevelt “the most complicated human being I ever knew.”


On August 10, 1921, Roosevelt was on vacation with his family at Campobello, his father’s island estate off the New Brunswick coast. FDR and his sons were out sailing when they spotted a fire in the woods and docked to help put it out. At dinner that night, Roosevelt didn’t feel well and went to bed early; in the morning, he found he could barely walk. By that night, his back and legs were wracked with pain, his temperature had soared to 102 degrees, and eventually he was diagnosed with poliomyelitis and was paralyzed from the waist down. He now had to be carried by attendants up and down stairs; had a Ford convertible modified so it could be driven entirely by hand; and on being elected governor of New York in 1928 and president of the United States in 1932, developed a gentleman’s agreement with the press (especially the photographers) for him not to be seen as helpless. He had trained himself to appear to walk in public through a remarkable feat: holding on to a cane with one hand and the arm of an aide or a son with the other, he would tilt his useless legs (held rigid by steel braces) from side to side, inching forward like an acrobat on the parallel bars, powered entirely by his arms and shoulders. It was such an incredible performance that few Americans ever knew their longest-serving president was completely paralyzed from the waist down. The disease also awoke in him a sympathy for the ignored, the underprivileged, and the dismissed in American society—he told America’s first female cabinet secretary, Frances Perkins, “We are going to make a country in which no one is left out”—and he founded the March of Dimes, which ultimately led to polio vaccines, which may soon eradicate polio entirely.


His paralysis meant FDR needed to keep nearby anything he needed throughout the day, leading to a life of monumental clutter. He ran the nation not from the Oval Office, but from the Oval Study, a small room next to the presidential bedroom on the White House’s second floor, filled with model ships and furniture from the yacht the Mayflower. One corner of the room was taken up by a pipe organ, while shelves were devoted to the 150-volume Roosevelt stamp collection, and the walls were festooned with portraits of his mother, his wife, and historic sailing ships. Using these three adjoining rooms of bed, bath, and study, FDR required no help. The suite was so significant that, in case of a power failure, backup generators would keep the electricity going there, but not in the Oval Office itself.


The USS Arizona’s array of four turrets, each hosting three fourteen-inch guns, made up her signature artillery (fourteen-inch/45-caliber meaning the inner diameter of the bore), but she was additionally provisioned with twenty-two five-inch/51-caliber guns, four three-inch/50-caliber antiaircraft guns, thirty-nine .45-caliber machine guns, and two twenty-one-inch torpedo tubes. Like her great historic predecessor, HMS Dreadnought, Arizona reached a maximum speed of twenty-one knots driven by four shafts, each powered by a Parson turbine fed by three Babcock and Wilcox boilers, but unlike her British ancestor, she supped oil, not coal.


Arizona’s crew nicknamed her At ’em Maru—combining up and at ’em with the Japanese word for “ship”—and Herbert Hoover rode her on a presidential tour of the Caribbean. Then after nine years based in San Diego, she sailed, along with the rest of the American fleet, to Pearl Harbor, in June 1940.


The two stars of the fleet in Hawaii, Arizona and Pennsylvania, were as good as you could get in battlewagons in their day, the result of a revolution in warfare that navies around the world believed would be, forever after, the ways of their world. For three prior centuries, ending with the Age of Sail, nations had built ships of the line that pounded at each other broadside with batteries of gun and cannon mounted in rows in deck upon deck . . . but from no more than a few hundred yards, with their firepower and maneuverings defined by the speed and direction of the wind. France introduced steam propulsion to her of-the-line vessels in 1850 with Napoléon; armoring with iron in 1859 with Gloire; and pioneering steel construction in 1876 with Redoubtable. These innovations triggered an arms race with Britain and Germany, culminating in 1906 with the English ship that would render all others obsolete: HMS Dreadnought. Powered by steam turbines to an astonishing twenty-one knots, protected by an eleven-inch armor belt, and bristling with ten twelve-inch cannons mounted on five turrets, Dreadnought was so revolutionary and so powerful that she indeed feared nothing, as her title proclaimed; her global descendants would be called dreadnoughts and their progeny, superdreadnoughts.


While US battleships averaged crews of around sixteen hundred, it took twenty-one hundred to man the fleet’s other giants, aircraft carriers. Carrier warplanes included the fighter (used for both offense and defense), the dive-bomber (which zeroed in on its target at close range for greater accuracy), the high-level bomber (which dropped heavier ordnance than a diver from a defensive altitude and used gravity to increase its devastation), and the torpedo bomber (which skimmed low over the waters). Vulnerable carriers set sail surrounded by a task force that included the more lightly armored and thus faster cruisers, which screened the formation and scouted foes, and destroyers, which were originally designed to attack torpedo boats and were known as torpedo boat destroyers. One bell-bottom joked that their real name should have been “destroyeds,” since their mission was more often than not to be first to reveal the enemy by taking a hit.


One of the maneuvers all sailors needed to learn at this time was zigzagging to evade torpedo strikes. During one practice zigzag, Oklahoma smashed into Arizona’s bow, leaving a gash thirty feet high and twenty feet wide, which was quickly repaired in dry dock. One sailor would later say, “You can’t hurt a battleship much.”


If the navy’s capital ships were state-of-the-art for their era—in December of 1940, one midshipman wrote home, “Well, Mother, a battleship is about as safe a vessel as you can find in a fleet, so you don’t have to worry about my well-being!”—the same could not be said for America’s army forces based just down the road, charged with both defending the American territory of Hawaii and the US Fleet when she was at anchor. These soldiers were still armed with bolt-action Springfields, their heads protected by “dishpan” helmets with cotton liners that took a good half hour to thread into place.


While presenting awards to the various Fleet sports teams at the start of December 1941, Admiral Isaac Kidd made a special announcement: “I think I know what all you men want for Christmas, and you’re going to get that.” “We all wanted leave,” John Rampley remembered. “After he said that, scuttlebutt started floating around the ship that we were scheduled to leave Monday the eighth for R and R in San Diego.” Galen Ballard, with a week of duty left on his ticket, was told he’d be going home on December 13: “I don’t think any of us had any idea whatsoever that anything was going to happen. We were happy as larks.”


They were, on the whole, happier than larks. Some places in the world are so beautiful it’s impossible to believe they haven’t been retouched by Hollywood or Photoshop, and one of these is a swath of volcanic peaks shimmering in the midst of a too-blue-to-be-true Pacific. Today, California likes to think she’s the prettiest one, but she is wrong; the most beautiful state in America is both a glorious archipelago and a military stronghold, with an ocean undulating in cobalt blue and Coke-bottle green; butter-yellow sands; creamy-white surf; hell-black lava; pencil-thin waterfalls; primordial canyons; and even a snowcap. She is home to marine-mammal leviathans, and the planet’s most active volcano, belching white smoke and fiery red magma; and she is a territory of flowers: orchids and jacaranda; hibiscus and bougainvillea; lavender and oleander; the latter with such strong perfumes they stop passersby in their tracks. In case you can’t tell, I love her like Christmas, and Charles Lindbergh loved her so much, he arranged to die there.


Hawaii is a salting of 130 islands and atolls over fifteen hundred miles of the Pacific. Her first arrivals were Polynesians from the Marquesas, bringing gods that were tall and lean and grimacing, as well as a society with a code of behavior and relationships called kapu, which included wife swapping, torture, human sacrifice, and a worship of gods and spirits found in such things as canoes, mists, odd noises, and lunatics. The first European arrival was James Cook, who returned a year later to retrieve a stolen boat, but came under attack by two hundred warriors and died in combat. Over the next hundred years, Cook’s fellow travelers, lured to this crossroads of the Pacific, would wreak a kind of vengeance, as 90 percent of the archipelago’s population died of European diseases.


Records portray the first American and British visitors to what were then known as the Sandwich Islands as concentrating on Maui, Kauai, and the big island of Hawaii. In 1794, US merchant ship Lady Washington used her cannon to help the king of Oahu win a victory at Rabbit Island and Wai-Momi—today’s Ford Island and Pearl Harbor. Fifteen years later, the first King Kamehameha united the archipelago into a Polynesian state, and ten years after that, the Congregationalist Church sent the first of a dozen missionaries to his kingdom. By 1820, an “Agent of the United States for Commerce and Seamen” was stationed at Honolulu to assist the great fleets of American whalers and merchants, which numbered forty-two out of the forty-eight ships in the city’s harbor by November of 1867. On January 20, 1887, the US Senate amended its treaty with Hawaii to include that “His Majesty the King of the Hawaiian Islands, grants to the Government of the U.S. the exclusive right to enter the harbor of Pearl River, in the Island of Oahu, and to establish and maintain there a coaling and repair station for the use of vessels of the U.S. and to that end the U.S. may improve the entrance to said harbor and do all things useful to the purpose aforesaid.” Maui’s Lahaina became practically an American city, she was so filled with whaling crew, and the isle of Molokai became a notorious leper colony. Sufferers were taken by boat and forced into the waves after being told, “Prepare for Molokai as for the grave.”


Establishing schools and creating a written Hawaiian language, missionaries converted Queen Keopuolani on her deathbed in 1823, beginning a protected niche for haole (whites) in the islands, many of whose descendants made their fortunes in white gold—sugar. In 1850, the general population was bequeathed ownership of their lands, and the Alien Land Ownership Act was passed, letting them sell said lands to outsiders. As whaling declined, sugar roared, as did a Hawaiian craze for American clothing and furniture, paid for by devastating the archipelago’s groves of sandalwood. In an 1893 coup led by the American Annexation Club (composed of the “Big Five” sugar executive haoles—onetime missionaries who’d tried to outlaw surfing and that “vile obscenity,” hula dancing) and supported by marines invading from a ship in the harbor, Queen Lili‘uokalani was deposed. She appealed to the White House, but refused to promise leniency for the guilty Americans, and the Hawaiian throne fell to a shameful swipe by colonial plutocrats.


After five years as a republic under President Sanford Dole, the onetime kingdom was annexed to the United States as a territory in 1898, with the official ceremony on August 12 at Iolani Palace attended by no one of native birth; Lili‘uokalani’s niece called that moment “bitterer than death to me.” The following year the United States Navy started building on Oahu its keystone for operations in the Pacific, and by 1935 the New York Times could report, “An armada of 160 ships, the greatest fleet ever to visit Pearl Harbor, was moored or anchored in the east and west lochs tonight. Twelve battleships, two flotillas of destroyers, about thirty submarines, twelve heavy and seven light cruisers and several score auxiliaries were ‘home from the sea.’ . . . Only the large aircraft carriers, the Lexington, the Ranger, and the Saratoga, lay at anchor in the open roads off Honolulu. . . . It is the first time such a large number of ships has ever been, and their presence definitely indicates that Pearl Harbor has assumed first rank as a naval base.”


With Admiral James Richardson in command, the US Fleet was dispatched to Hawaii in the spring of 1940 for its annual maneuvers known as Fleet Problem XXI. Less than a week before they were to return to California on May 9, however, Richardson was ordered to instead remain in Hawaii by Chief of Naval Operations Harold “Betty” Stark.1 Two weeks later, Richardson complained to Stark that Pearl Harbor’s facilities were inadequate: “My objections for remaining there were, primarily, that you only had one port, secure port, and very crowded, no recreation facilities for the men, a long distance from Pearl Harbor to the city of Honolulu, inadequate transportation, inadequate airfields. A carrier cannot conduct all training for her planes from the carrier deck. In order to launch her planes she must be underway at substantial speed, using up large amounts of fuel. So that wherever carriers are training their squadrons there must be flying fields available, so that while the ship herself is undergoing overhaul, or repair, or upkeep, the planes may conduct training, flying from the flying fields. There were inadequate and restricted areas for anchorages of the fleet; to take them in and out of Pearl Harbor wasted time.”


With one of the signature “on the one hand, on the other” cables that would eventually get him demoted, CNO Stark replied on May 27, “You are there because of the deterrent effect which it is thought your presence may have on the Japs going into the East Indies. . . . Suppose the Japs do go into the East Indies? What are we going to do about it? My answer is I don’t know and I think there’s nobody on God’s green earth who can tell you.”


On June 17, the US War Department, believing that an aggressive Tokyo, having concluded a treaty with Moscow, was now setting its sights on Hawaii, cabled Major General Charles D. Herron, the army’s Hawaiian Department commander, with the first of a stream of warnings: “Immediate alert. Complete defensive organization to deal with possible transpacific raid. . . . Maintain alert until further orders.” The warning was held for a number of months, then faded away.


After Stark refused to reconsider Richardson’s orders to remain in Hawaii, the Commander-in-Chief, United States (known as CINCUS) came to Washington to make his case directly. “On October 7, I talked with Stark, Nimitz, Knox,” Richardson said. “And while here I lunched with the President. Had a long talk with him. The President stated that the fleet was retained in the Hawaiian area in order to exercise a restraining influence on the actions of Japan. I stated that in my opinion the presence of the fleet in Hawaii might influence a civilian political government, but that Japan had a military government which knew that the fleet was undermanned, unprepared for war, and had no train of auxiliary ships without which it could not undertake active operations. Therefore, the presence of the fleet in Hawaii could not exercise a restraining influence on Japanese action. . . .


“The President said in effect, ‘Despite what you believe, I know that the presence of the fleet in the Hawaiian area, has had, and is now having, a restraining influence on the actions of Japan.’


“I said, ‘Mr. President, I still do not believe it, and I know that our fleet is disadvantageously disposed for preparing for or initiating war operations.’


“The President then said, ‘I can be convinced of the desirability of returning the battleships to the west coast if I can be given a good statement which will convince the American people and the Japanese Government that in bringing the battleships to the west coast we are not stepping backward.’ ”


Secretary of State Cordell Hull, among others, took issue with Richardson’s version of events. “Now, someone suggested that the government was trying to bluff the Japanese,” Hull later testified. “The whole truth is that we were in our own waters, in our territory, on our own side of the Pacific, and that we were pursuing a perfectly peaceful and defensible course. In all our talks with the Japanese and all of our representations, we were pleading with them for peaceful relations and their continuance. If we happened to have a double-barreled shotgun sitting back in the corner somewhere in the house when we are talking to a desperado, it does no harm, to say the least. I always feel a little better and I think he would feel a little worse if he could see the outlines of that gun back there. It is a psychological thing that nobody can escape.”


Another Washington official taken aback by Richardson’s statements was Fleet Admiral William Leahy. “The President asked me to have luncheon with him on October 8,” Leahy recalled. “I found after I arrived that Admiral Richardson was also to be at lunch. . . . My memory in that matter is good, principally because I was exceedingly surprised to learn that the commander in chief of the fleet did not consider the fleet prepared for war and at that time I was apprehensive in regard to an early war situation in the Pacific, although I was very far from sources of information and I had no late information in regard to that matter.


“[Richardson] said the ships did not have their war complements; that the facilities in Pearl Harbor were not sufficient to keep the ships in a top condition at all times; that he had not a sufficient number of fuel ships to make it possible for him to operate the fleet at any distance from the Hawaiian Islands; that the personnel of the fleet, the officers and the crews, did not know why they were in the Hawaiian Islands; that apparently nobody expected to be called upon for war duty; that the families of the men and officers were in the continental United States and they wanted to get home and see their families; that the recreation facilities and the means for taking care of his men when they were on shore in Honolulu were almost nonexistent, at least they were entirely insufficient and that he felt that if there was a prospect of calling upon the fleet for war service it could be done much more advantageously in a port on the Pacific Coast of the United States where he could clear his ships for action, get the additional things that would be needed and reinforce his peacetime crews. . . . I expressed to Admiral Richardson my surprise to find that the fleet was in the condition which he had stated to the President and I said that I hoped he would manage to correct as many of the deficiencies as possible without any delay because I had been telling the Congress and the people of this country for some time that the Navy was ready for war and I was distressed to find that it was not.”


The Japanese had in fact taken notice of the American fleet remaining at Pearl Harbor, but their reaction was not what FDR had presumed. Japanese admiral Isoroku Yamamoto: “Conversely, we’re within striking distance [of Hawaii], too. In trying to intimidate us, America has put itself in a vulnerable position. If you ask me, they’re just that bit too confident.”


Admiral Richardson and President Roosevelt had their difference of opinion solved in ninety days. “In early January, a dispatch came in ordering Richardson to be relieved by Admiral Husband E. Kimmel,” Vice Admiral George Dyer remembered. “Richardson’s remark was ‘My God, they can’t do that to me.’ But, of course, they could and did.” The by-the-books, humorless, hardworking, and picture-perfect Rear Admiral Kimmel arrived in Oahu on February 1, 1941, with the dual title of commander in chief, United States Fleet, and commander in chief, Pacific Fleet. While Admiral Isoroku Yamamoto would be known for a temper that left the elfin man stomping his office floors so hard the furniture quaked, Kimmel—called by his friends Kim or Mustapha—would throw his hat on the ground and stomp on it while screaming . . . and he had a hat on standby to be used in such circumstances. In his first months after taking command, Kimmel moved his administration out of the USS Pennsylvania and into an office on the second floor of the Fleet Headquarters building at the submarine base opposite Ford Island, not for the admiral’s comfort, but for the battleship to be readied for war instead of pomp. Yamamoto never did this, making in turn his flagships Nagato and Yamato residences instead of the dreadnoughts they were built to be.


While Richardson had alternated half the fleet at sea and half in port, Kimmel started three task forces under William Pye, William Halsey, and Wilson Brown, resulting in ships spending 60 percent of their time in port and 40 percent at sea. Kimmel had wanted to regularly have two task forces on the prowl at a time, but Hawaii didn’t have the fuel reserves to allow it. One key drawback of basing the US Fleet in Hawaii was that all of Pearl Harbor’s fuel had to be tankered across the Pacific from the American mainland.


Oahu’s other significant drawback, one shared by the majority of America’s military installations, was its paucity of surveillance aircraft. On January 16, 1941, Naval Base Defense Air Force commander Admiral Patrick Bellinger wrote CNO Harold Stark, “After taking over command of Patrol Wing Two and looking over the situation, I was surprised to find that here in the Hawaiian Islands, an important naval advanced post, we were operating on a shoestring and the more I look the thinner the shoestring appeared to be [which] indicates to me that the Navy Department as a whole does not view the situation in the Pacific with alarm.” After meeting with Kimmel, Bellinger was ordered to work with Hawaiian Air Force commander General Frederick Martin to draft a plan coordinating army and navy air operations in the event of an attack on Oahu. On March 31, 1941, their memorandum warned:




(a) A declaration of war might be preceded by:


1. A surprise submarine attack on ships in the operating area.


2. A surprise attack on OAHU including ships and installations in Pearl Harbor.


3. A combination of these two.


(b) It appears that the most likely and dangerous form of attack on OAHU would be an air attack. It is believed that at present such an attack would most likely be launched from one or more carriers which would probably approach inside of 300 miles.


(c) A single attack might or might not indicate the presence of more submarines or more planes awaiting to attack after defending aircraft have been drawn away by the original thrust.


(d) Any single submarine attack might indicate the presence of a considerable undiscovered surface force probably composed of fast ships accompanied by a carrier.


(e) In a dawn air attack there is a high probability that it could be delivered as a complete surprise in spite of any patrols we might be using and that it might find us in a condition of readiness under which pursuit would be slow to start, also it might be successful as a diversion to draw attention away from a second attacking force. The major disadvantage would be that we could have all day to find and attack the carrier. A dusk attack would have the advantage that the carrier could use the night for escape.





What would later be known in Pearl Harbor history as the remarkably prescient Martin-Bellinger Report concluded, “The aircraft at present available in Hawaii are inadequate to maintain . . . a patrol extensive enough to insure that an air attack from an Orange [ Japanese] carrier cannot arrive over Oahu as a complete surprise.”


On February 4, Kimmel’s army counterpart, Lieutenant General Walter Short, arrived to replace Herron as commander of the Hawaiian Department, and despite their services’ decades of vicious rivalry, the admiral and the general quickly began a tradition of playing golf together on alternate Sundays. Just as quickly, since Short’s army was supposed to protect Kimmel’s navy while it was anchored in Hawaii, Kimmel complained to CNO Harold Stark that the army was under armed and understaffed for the assignment, notably in the category of aerial patrols. In response, army chief George Marshall said that, just as every army base and command had been shortchanged through years of disastrous economic depression, so it was in Honolulu, but that “Hawaii is on a far better basis than any other command in the Army.”


One man who did not think much of the newly arrived Walter Short was the general’s predecessor, Major General Charles Herron, who’d commanded Hawaii for the army since 1937. Herron’s opinion began with their first meeting. Since Herron would be returning to the mainland on February 7 aboard the same ship that had brought Short and his wife to Hawaii on the fourth, they had about two days to work out the transfer of command and fully brief Short on his new position. To help with this, Herron had his staff create a briefing book, which was sent to Short in San Francisco to read on the voyage to Oahu. “Upon my meeting Short when he arrived” on February 7, Herron said, “I asked him whether he had read the papers and material. He replied that . . . he had not given them much time while en route.” Instead he’d read the Kenneth Roberts novel Oliver Wiswell.


Herron would also say that Walter Short and his wife, Isabel, were insulted by being posted to Hawaii, believing that he deserved a spot in Washington or at the Presidio in San Francisco. Mrs. Short was additionally angered at being taken away from her friends and family to live in the middle of nowhere. Herron concluded, “Following my talks with General Short at the time, he did not ever ask my opinion, or for information, or correspond with me on the subject of command or related problems.”


As news of Japanese attacks in Asia reached a crescendo over the start of 1941, many officers and FBI agents on Oahu, knowing that 155,000 residents were of Japanese ancestry—a third of the population—became convinced that a fifth column lurked behind the scenes in Honolulu, sabotaging the territory and infecting the populace in preparation for Tojo’s invasion. No evidence was ever found. Instead, historian Thurston Clarke theorizes that the fifth column sabotaging American defenses wasn’t Japanese immigrants and their children, but the glories of Hawaii itself: “Cables from the Navy Department might have declared, ‘This dispatch is to be considered a war warning,’ but when their recipients looked out windows and up from breakfast tables, they saw paradise. They rose to soft and flower-scented breezes, ate papaya or mango from backyard trees, and took cool showers, because in a climate that may be the most perfect on earth, many houses lacked water heaters. On weekends, women dressed in loose-fitting muumuus or kimonos, and men wore aloha shirts, a recent invention of a local Japanese tailor, who made them from the colorful silk fabrics used for children’s clothing in Japan. On weekdays, people worked in the mornings and relaxed in the afternoons. After the attack, a captain commanding a field artillery battery at Schofield Barracks told the army board of inquiry, ‘Because it was in the tropics we did very little work in the afternoon. It was just the opposite of a warlike attitude.’ ”


Pearl Harbor itself was then a tourist destination, with each capital ship looking like the industrialized skyline of a small town from the future. So many of them massed in one harbor was thrilling to behold. In the Pacific sun, the navy’s dress whites shone, and while that service’s blues matched the ocean itself, the army’s khaki browns and greens faded into the jungle. James Jones’s From Here to Eternity captures that time, when American officers wore white gloves, gazed over manicured lawns, and presented engraved calling cards, while granting their men “Cinderella liberty”—back aboard by midnight. The 1941 slogan for the city of Honolulu? “A World of Happiness in an Ocean of Peace.” The town had no stoplights; instead, policemen either sat under umbrellas with leis draped across their shoulders flipping Stop levers and Go levers or waved cars through with their gloved hands, while shimmying a hula.


Yet, some signs couldn’t be ignored. “During the spring and summer of 1941 we saw a death ship,” Lawson remembered. “It was a British cruiser, and it had just a makeshift bow they had put on in the Philippines. And the ship stunk to high heaven, because they had had to seal off a couple of frames to make the ship seaworthy, but inside those frames was a whole bunch of their crew dead and rotting, and you could smell it all over the harbor. They were dead from a torpedo they took somewhere in the South Pacific.”


On what would be the last sail of Arizona’s life from late November to December 5, 1941, Japanese subs followed the fleet around the Hawaiian Islands. Lawson: “Long about one o’clock in the morning the general alarm went off—‘Man your battle stations!’ The picket submarines and picket destroyers had detected a bunch of sonar contacts. Every man aboard knew that meant Japanese submarines.” But such reminders of hostilities were all too rare, and the warnings of what was to come seemed so distant. Lieutenant Albert Brower: “We’d have a few beers at the Officers’ Club. Talk would get around to the war in Europe. And we kept patting each other on the back saying that, in case of war, this is the place to be. We have it made! Look at all this water around us, protected by the United States Navy. We have it made.” “Nobody talked about the possibility of war. That was the farthest thing from our minds,” Naval Hospital nurse Lenore Rickert said. “I met my husband, Albert, at that time. He had been a patient in the wars there. We weren’t supposed to go with patients, of course. I remember he was stationed at the marine base right next door to us. So I would go down the road and I would flash my light so he would step out from the bushes, knowing that it was me that was coming.”


Though their routine chores may have been stultifying, the soldiers and sailors of Oahu were living the life of Mutiny on the Bounty’s Fletcher Christian, with their ironwood trees and breadfruit groves; their warm and hibiscus-kissed breezes; and their light daily rain. West Virginia bugler Richard Fiske: “It was actually my first time to have any distance away from home. I’d just made my eighteenth birthday and I’m thinking about a lot of hula girls in just grass skirts. It had all the enchantment that a person could imagine by reading books. . . . We had ice cream parlors, and a few bars where we could get a cold beer for twenty-five cents. It was a great place. You could go down to Waikiki Beach and you could see the bathing beauties. You could sleep on Waikiki beach and nobody would even bother you.” Their life was evoked by the most popular song in Hawaii four years in a row, the one played by all the local bands of Honolulu, an Oscar winner from the 1937 movie Waikiki Wedding, “Sweet Leilani,” which had turned into a number one hit single for Bing Crosby:


Sweet Leilani, heavenly flower
I dreamed of paradise for two
You are my paradise completed
You are my dream come true.


1Stark’s nickname Betty was a joke about Revolutionary War hero John Stark’s wife begun by classmates at Annapolis, though Secretary of War Henry Stimson saw it as more than that, calling Stark “timid and ineffective . . . the weakest one of all.”
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THE ROADS TO WAR







CHAPTER ONE
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CONCEIVING THE INCONCEIVABLE


One of the world’s most beautiful countries, Japan is so crowded she has developed both a unity of social grace and a national impulse of exceeding kindness to strangers. Those of us who love her and have been treated so well by her find it impossible to imagine her war crimes of World War II, just as after so many decades as allies, it is impossible for most Americans to imagine our two countries at war. It was, in fact, nearly as difficult for Americans to imagine such a thing in 1941, part of the reason that Pearl Harbor came as such a shock. Yet, in the decades leading up to the attack, the one word for the two nations’ history was fraught—and this querulous state began at their first encounter.


On February 3, 1867, four weeks after his father’s sudden death, a teenager named Mutsuhito was crowned emperor of Japan. For centuries, his nation had been governed by a shogunate, a feudal military clique led by the greatest of the nation’s warlords, each of whom employed private armies of samurai constantly warring with each other, with their greatest honor being to die for their master. The shogun ran the country from the city of Edo, while the symbolic head of state, the emperor, resided in the ancient capital of Kyoto, devoting his life to a contemplation of poetry, philosophy, and calligraphy . . . not politics.


In the 1600s, after a string of Catholic missionaries had appeared and tried to convert the citizenry, the shogun decreed sakoku—“closed nation”—a foreign policy pioneered by the Chinese. Beyond a select group of Dutch and Japanese merchants restricted to the island of Dejima, any foreigners trying to enter the country would be executed. Sakoku was the rule of law for 250 years, until 1853, when Mutsuhito was all of one year old, and the commandant of Brooklyn’s New York Naval Shipyard and the father of the American steam navy, Commodore Matthew Calbraith Perry, appeared in Tokyo Bay with a letter from American president Millard Fillmore, a white flag, the seven cannon-festooned gunboats of the East India Squadron (including his black-pitch-hulled frigate, Susquehanna), and a regiment of US marines. President Fillmore wanted commercial access to Japan to globally strengthen America’s whaling and merchant businesses, and the president’s letter promised that, if Edo did not revoke sakoku and allow American entry, the United States would destroy the country. With one look at Perry’s boats, which could sail upwind, armed with state-of-the-art Paixhans guns firing explosive shells that could demolish anything along the way, the shogun knew he could not win and signed a treaty acceding to Fillmore’s demands.


In the years that followed, many in Japan refused to accept the forced presence of foreign barbarians, especially a group of young samurai known as shishi—“men of high purpose”—who believed such conditions evidenced a faltering society, a culture that could only be repaired through violent revolution, including the death or expulsion of foreigners, and the downfall of the ruling clique (Mutsuhito’s grandson, Hirohito, will face an almost identical constellation of social forces across the 1930s and 40s). Emperor Komei, Mutsuhito’s father, was thirty-five years old, and in excellent health. Suddenly in January of 1867 he turned grievously ill, dying on the thirtieth. Many of the era’s scholars believe he was poisoned, but it meant the fifteen-year-old Mutsuhito inherited the throne. Riding the revolutionary sentiment streaking through his country, he would turn everything upside down.


Crowned as Meiji, the emperor hired foreign immigrants to build railroads, shipyards, spinning mills, port facilities, and foundries. When each business was up and running, it was sold to a Japanese family. He moved his palace from Kyoto to Edo, renamed that city Tokyo, abolished the feudal land system, and created a government with a constitution, a cabinet, and a legislature. As more and more examples of Western science, business, and culture appeared, the Japanese underwent a cultural upheaval similar to the West’s Enlightenment—the Meiji Restoration. Top-ranking Tokyo students traveled to London to study shipping, to Paris for law, to Germany for medicine, and to the United States for business. Every innovation of the past three hundred years—from lightbulbs to hansom cabs—was immediately imported. While wearing Western clothes and eating Western food, however, Meiji saluted his ancestry by composing one hundred thousand waka verse, one of which would be quoted by his grandson as Hirohito’s most significant stand against fascism:


The seas of the four directions—
all are born of one womb:
why, then, do the wind and waves rise in discord?


Emperor Meiji chose for his tutor the son of a samurai, an admiral who would become a legendary naval hero: Heihachiro Togo. In 1876, Meiji dispatched gunboats to Korea to force it to sign commerce agreements—exactly what Millard Fillmore and Matthew Perry had done to the Japanese in 1853. Japan then won its first two wars back-to-back, against the China of the Qing, and the Russia of the czar. One news item displayed on the bulletin boards of Japanese elementary schools announced, “Japanese troops defeat Chinese at P’yongyang and win a great victory. Chinese corpses were piled up as high as a mountain. Oh, what a grand triumph! Chinka, Chinka, Chinka, Chinka, so stupid and they stinka.”


Across the Pacific at that moment, America had similar feelings. Beginning in the 1850s with settlers from Guangdong hoping to pan their fortune out of California’s gold rush, the American West swelled with Chinese immigrants, peaking when the Transcontinental Railroad imported hordes of manual laborers to work its desert and mountain track. After that great feat was completed in 1869, however, many Americans came to believe that their states were infested with Asian immigrants taking their jobs and engaging in criminal enterprise, a belief that grew into a mass panic known as yellow peril. The San Francisco Chronicle ran stories such as “Brown Asiatics Steal Brains of Whites,” and New-York Tribune editor Horace Greeley—he of “Go west, young man” fame—complained “The Chinese are uncivilized, unclean, and filthy beyond all conception without any of the higher domestic or social relations; lustful and sensual in their dispositions; every female is a prostitute of the basest order.” An estimated two hundred Asians were lynched by white mobs in the 1870s and 1880s, leading to the colloquialism a Chinaman’s chance—i.e., no chance. Meanwhile, so much of Chinese culture would permeate into America that it became invisible, such as the US Marine Corps slogan gung ho—a version of the Chinese for “work together.”


On May 27, 1905, the Japanese Imperial Navy made history, using its twelve-inch guns imported from England to battle the czar. It would prove a field test of the new battleships’ value and would echo, in detail upon detail, with another historic battle—that of December 7, 1941. Russia and Japan were then competing in imperial designs on China and Korea—Japan wanted natural resources, and Russia yearned for a warm-water Pacific base for both defense and trade, to complement its seasonal port at Vladivostok. Japan offered to settle their quarrels by splitting the difference, giving Russia preeminence in Manchuria if Japan was given free rein in Korea. Moscow, knowing her navy was far more powerful than Tokyo’s, refused, and Tokyo interpreted this bellicosity as a threat. On the night of February 8, 1904, an Imperial Japanese squadron of destroyers launched a surprise attack against the Russian fleet at Manchuria’s Port Arthur. Two days after, Japan declared war, and by May, Japanese army troops were invading the peninsula. Russia massed her own troops across the Trans-Siberian Railway and, on October 15, sent five divisions of her Baltic Fleet around the Cape of Good Hope to Vladivostok through the strait that lay between Korea and Japan—Tsushima.


On the night of May 26, 1905, Russia’s Second Pacific Squadron entered these narrows, camouflaged by heavy fog. In the dark murk, hospital ship Oryol came across an auxiliary cruiser, and the two vessels signaled their identities to each other, with Oryol helpfully adding that other Russian ships were nearby. But the cruiser was not Russian, but Japanese, and in one of the first uses of wireless radio in a naval clash, the ship cabled her commander and Mutsuhito’s mentor, Admiral Heihachiro Togo, “Enemy is in square 203.” By 0500, the Russians in turn had intercepted the Japanese messages and knew they had been discovered.


Togo would now risk forty ships—nearly the whole of Japan’s navy—in this one-throw-of-the-dice battle. He wrote a message to the naval ministry, which would echo through Japanese military history for its daring confidence and lace of sangfroid: “In response to the warning that enemy ships have been sighted, the Combined Fleet will immediately commence action and attempt to attack and destroy them. Weather today fine but high waves.” At 1355, the admiral ordered a Z flag to rise, which signaled to his crew, “The Empire’s fate depends on the result of this battle. Let every man do his utmost duty.”


If Togo’s first great asset was his nerve, the second was his fleet’s radio, as he described this technological miracle: “Though a heavy fog covered the sea, making it impossible to observe anything at a distance of over five miles, [through radio reports] all the conditions of the enemy were as clear to us, who were thirty or forty miles distant, as though they had been under our very eyes.” A third asset was that the Russians had trawled eighteen thousand miles to war, but hadn’t been able to maintain their ships’ power systems along the way, and their speeds were now greatly reduced, and a fourth was that, because of his attack on Port Arthur, Togo was the world’s only admiral with dreadnought experience in an actual engagement. But perhaps the greatest asset of all for the Japanese was that all of these advantages united into Togo’s perfect execution of one of the great naval strategies of all time, which he executed twice at Tsushima: crossing the T.


For three hours, beginning at 2000, Togo sent twenty-one destroyers and thirty-seven torpedo boats to continually barrage the Russian fleet from every direction. While the enemy’s attentions were focused on defending itself, Togo then turned his battleships, one by one, so they were broadside, facing the front line of Russia’s navy, enabling the whole of Japan’s aquatic arsenal to be used against Russia, while only Russia’s forward guns could be fired against Japan. In a mere ninety minutes, Oslyabya became history’s first armored battleship to be sunk by gunfire alone, with Commander Vladimir Semenoff reporting “The steel plates and superstructure on the upper decks were torn to pieces, and the splinters caused many casualties. Iron ladders were crumpled up into rings, guns were literally hurled from their mountings. In addition to this, there was the unusually high temperature and liquid flame of the explosion, which seemed to spread over everything. I actually watched a steel plate catch fire from a burst.”


The six remaining Russian ships were ordered to give up. They raised XGE flags, international codes for surrender, but the Japanese didn’t recognize those and kept firing. The Russians then raised white tablecloths up their flagpoles, but Togo had lost a ship eleven years before to Chinese sailors using a white flag as a ruse, and the Japanese kept firing. Finally, the Russians stopped their motors dead in the water and raised Japanese naval flags up their mastheads to signal their complete and unconditional surrender.


For the first time in modern history, an Asian nation had devastated a European navy. The czar’s flagship was lost, as were all of Russia’s battleships, most of its cruisers and destroyers, and 4,380 sailors. In victory, however, Togo retained his grace. Visiting his counterpart, the gravely wounded Admiral Rozhestvensky, Togo offered a kindness, insisting, “Defeat is a common fate of a soldier. There is nothing to be ashamed of in it. The great point is whether we have performed our duty.” In decades to come, Togo would be so revered that, even among the Japanese immigrants working in Hawaii, a brand of sake was named for the admiral and labeled with his portrait.


Some historians theorize that Russians’ discontent with the Romanov military disaster at Tsushima was a major impetus for their revolution, and the consensus is that, with this one battle, Japan vaulted herself into the league of global powers. However, British historian Geoffrey Regan posited that Tsushima had unforeseen consequences, creating “a legend that was to haunt Japan’s leaders for forty years [when] victory over one of the world’s great powers convinced some Japanese military men that with more ships, and bigger and better ones, similar victories could be won throughout the Pacific. Perhaps no power could resist the Japanese navy, not even Britain and the United States.”


Aboard one of those torpedo boats attacking the Russian fleet in the fogs of Tsushima was a twenty-one-year-old, five-foot-three-inch-tall ensign who would in years to come be the most studied Japanese man in American history. Isoroku, which means “5-10-6,” was the son of schoolteacher Teikichi Takano, who was fifty-six years old at the time of his sixth son’s birth. As was tradition in Japan for the lucky, the child was in time adopted by a wealthy family and grew to become the great military visionary Admiral Isoroku Yamamoto, who would remember the triumph of Tsushima for the rest of his life, as his abdomen was scarred with its shrapnel, and the second and third fingers of his left hand had to be amputated, leading Tokyo geishas to nickname him Eighty Sen (a manicure then cost one hundred sen). They knew him well, for the admiral had a decade-long love affair with the remarkable temptress Plum Dragon, to whom he wrote letters of transforming passion. Yamamoto would call his attack on Pearl Harbor Operation Z and would order Togo’s Z flag raised at the time of battle to remind his men of their victorious heritage. Like Roosevelt decades later, Yamamoto was determined to never let his handicap hold him back. He insisted on no special treatment in the service, trained himself to play catch with his son using the three-fingered hand, and perhaps, like Roosevelt, his difference from others inspired him to new ideas.


When Emperor Meiji died in 1912—the same year that Tokyo’s mayor gave America’s capital city her Tidal Basin’s voluptuous cherry trees, their petals so quick to fall—his rule had lasted forty-five years, longer than even that of Queen Elizabeth I. As a child, his country was feudal and backward; now, it had all the hallmarks of a modern nation: universities; rail transit; even a national post office. But his greatest achievement, Mutsuhito believed, was his modernization of the country’s armed forces.


After her victory over Russia at Tsushima, Japan expected a treasure of concessions. Instead, the peace treaty arbitrated by Theodore Roosevelt (who won the Nobel Peace Prize for his efforts) offended the winners when they didn’t get the reparations payments or Manchurian territory they’d expected. This was followed by the post–Great War Washington Naval Conference of 1922, a treaty which forced Tokyo to accept a 10:10:6 ratio of US:UK:Japan tonnage for battleships and aircraft carriers. Many Japanese officials considered this concession proof that their country would never be considered an equal by Britain and America, whom they called the Anglo-Saxons. With the treaty’s conclusion, chief naval adviser Kanji Kato was seen sobbing and shouting, “As far as I am concerned, war with America starts now. We’ll get our revenge over this, by God!” The day after the Pearl Harbor attack, Japan’s home minister, Admiral Nobumasa Suetsugu, said the carnage in Hawaii had been birthed in 1922: “Ever since the ten:six ratio was imposed by the Washington treaty, we have endured unspeakable drills for over twenty years, and today we must say these drills produced a wonderful result. Furthermore we may say that these drills and pent-up resentment exploded today to produce this success.” One of the attack’s architects, Minoru Genda, explained that 1922’s limitations produced the technological innovations that would make December 7 a triumph: “Throughout the history of Japanese naval aviation, the prevailing philosophy was to emphasize attack, particularly by torpedoes. . . . We introduced dive-bombing and found it to be highly destructive and superior as a method of surprise attack. It also enabled us to put more stress than previously on the offensive potential of carrier planes.”


In 1922, the US Supreme Court ruled that Japanese immigrants could not become American citizens and, the following year, held as constitutional a ban against Japanese owning American real estate—at a time when Japanese immigrant farmers were producing 10 percent of California’s produce on 1 percent of its farmland. In 1924, after Congress imposed national immigration quotas, with a quota for Japan of zero, fifteen Tokyo newspapers attacked the Americans’ insulting behavior, and soon after, the Japanese Army and Navy General Staff’s Imperial National Defense Policy appointed the United States as enemy number one.


At the same time that Japan felt disrespected by Americans and Europeans, she saw herself encircled by their colonies. Hong Kong, the Malay Peninsula, Singapore, and a part of Shanghai were British; China’s Shantung Province was German; another district of Shanghai was French; the Dutch had their vast East Indies holdings; Hawaii, Midway, Guam, and the Philippines were American; and even the Russians were moving into Manchuria and the Liaotung Peninsula. In the years before Pearl Harbor, Japan’s leaders would continue to complain of this foreign encirclement, even though after victory in the Great War, Tokyo was awarded the German possessions of Tsingtao, the Marianas, the Carolinas, and the Marshall Islands, while her own military successes brought her Korea, Taiwan, Sakhalin, the Ryukyus, the Bonins, the Pescadores, and the Kuril Islands; as well as parts of Manchuria. Long before 1931’s start of the Great East Asia War (what the Japanese call World War II), she was on her way to empire.


In 1925, London Daily Telegraph naval correspondent Hector C. Bywater published The Great Pacific War, reviewed by the New York Times Book Review on its front page with the headline “If War Comes in the Pacific.” Bywater’s novel described a Japanese surprise attack on the American fleet in Pearl Harbor, with simultaneous assaults on Guam, and on the Philippines at Lingayen Gulf and Lamon Bay. Though no paper trail ties this novel to Japanese military strategy, it predicted exactly what would happen in the closing weeks of 1941. An additional quirk of the Bywater coincidence is that one of the architects of the Pearl Harbor attack, Isoroku Yamamoto, was serving as a naval attaché in the United States when The Great Pacific War was published.


Until that moment, Yamamoto’s life had paralleled in lockstep that of another historic Japanese figure of the era, General Hideki Tojo. In World War II American eyes, Yamamoto and Tojo would become Asian Adolf Hitlers. Time magazine’s cover of December 22, 1941, called Yamamoto “Japan’s Aggressor,” portraying the admiral as sinister and treacherous, with slitted eyes and yellowed skin, while high lighting his boast to “dictate the terms of peace in the White House.” That boast was, in fact, made to try to talk the Japanese out of going to war with the United States, as Yamamoto was so in favor of Tokyo’s remaining friendly with Washington that he would repeatedly be targeted for assassination by ultranationalist fascists.


Both Yamamoto and Tojo were born in 1884 in their country’s northern provinces to families descended from samurai, and both were rewarded for their hard work and dedication in the armed forces with foreign postings, the army flying Tojo to Berlin, and the navy sailing Yamamoto to Washington. With those foreign educations, however, the similarities ended. The admiral was confident, charismatic, fun loving, with a nearly childlike enthusiasm about the world, and utterly inspirational to his subordinates, breaking the formalities of Japanese tradition with games of shogi, poker, and bridge. He did not drink, but loved women and gambling, the latter for high stakes. He was rumored to have won so much playing roulette in Monte Carlo that he was forbidden from ever returning to its great casino, and one of his closest staff officers remembered, “In all games Yamamoto loved to take chances just as he did in naval strategy. He had a gambler’s heart.”


During his years in America, the young officer traveled the country on his naval stipend, staying in fleabag hotels and skipping meals, becoming such a devotee of Abraham Lincoln that he struggled with his rough command of English through presidential biographies to further understand someone who rose from rural poverty to become Yamamoto’s highest ideal—“a champion [of] human freedom.” As commander, Yamamoto regularly urged his staff to read Carl Sandburg’s life of Lincoln to improve their English.


At this time, both Japanese and American military chiefs were wholly convinced that their nations’ great Pacific conflict would be waged according to the groundbreaking turn-of-the-century battle theories of an American Civil War lieutenant who had avoided as much naval duty as possible, since he found steamships unpleasant. To write The Influence of Sea Power upon History, 1660–1783, Alfred Thayer Mahan had extensively studied the nineteenth-century navies of Britain and France and decided that a navy was the most important engine of both national defense and global stature for any country, with “command of the sea . . . attained by the defeat of the enemy’s fleet in a decisive battle, after which the enemy’s coast and ports would be subject to block ade and perhaps invasion.” Mahan urged America to acquire Hawaii to curb Japanese territorial aggression.


American leaders so believed in a decisive battle won by state-of-the-art battleships that Theodore Roosevelt gave The Influence of Sea Power upon History to his navy-loving cousin Franklin for the lad’s fifteenth birthday in 1897. As Japan had won her wars against Russia and China with decisive Mahanian battles, her admirals became his biggest acolytes, with more of his works translated into Japanese than any other language. After the forced reduction in their capital ships from 1922, the Japanese dramatically improved their carrier and submarine technologies and created a Mahan-inspired war plan—the Kantai Kessen—the decisive battle. If the United States tried to sail a great fleet in the Pacific, Tokyo’s submarines would decimate it as it traveled west, and planes from her bases on her League of Nations mandate islands would attack it from the air. Finally, her main naval warships would utterly defeat it in Japan’s home waters.


During his eight years (1919–27) as an attaché in America, however, Isoroku Yamamoto came under the spell of the gospel of air power as taught by the great visionary Brigadier General William Mitchell. A decorated commander of America’s pilots defending the skies of France in the Great War, General Mitchell convinced Congress to let him run tests against a flotilla of targets captured from the kaiser, including submarine U-117, destroyer G-102, light cruiser Frankfurt, and battleship Ostfriesland. After Mitchell’s air crews struck the battleship with six two-thousand-pound bombs, it was sunk in a mere twenty minutes.


While America’s generals and admirals sputtered about how this test didn’t reflect real-world battle conditions, Mitchell biographer Alfred Hurley noted a “basic fact which deeply impressed itself on the public’s mind. Mitchell had sunk a battleship, as he claimed he could.” When Congress then asked why the Department of War was still pursing expensive battleships instead of inexpensive planes, the Joint Army Navy Board, created to squelch the constant interservice rivalries of American defense forces, issued a report signed by General Pershing that concluded: “The Battleship is still the backbone of the fleet and the nation’s defenses.” Three years later, Mitchell testified before the House Select Committee of Inquiry into Operations for the United States Air Service, “It is a very serious question whether airpower is auxiliary to the army and the navy, or whether armies and navies are not actually auxiliary to airpower.” These outspoken declarations enraged his superiors, and in March 1925, he was demoted. But Mitchell would not be deterred from his great dream; when the end of that year brought two naval air disasters, he returned to the newspapers, claiming the Navy and War Departments were suffering from “incompetency, criminal negligence and almost treasonable administration of the National Defense.” In October 1925, the War Department court-martialed Billy Mitchell, and he resigned from the service.


Regardless of this turn of events, Yamamoto and his colleague at Japan’s naval air command Admiral Shigeyoshi Inoue became proselytizers of such Mitchell nostrums as “with the advent of aircraft, the battleship has become window dressing, [for] he who commands the air commands the sea.” They essentially came to believe that the navy should turn itself into a floating air force, with Inoue predicting that if Japan controlled the skies of the Pacific, the United States could not attack it, and that a naval contest between the two nations would focus on the islands stretching from Hawaii to Malaysia that were big enough for airstrips. His predictions came true, for after Pearl Harbor, Japan didn’t control her airways, the United States attacked, and World War II’s Pacific theater focused on islands big enough for airstrips stretching from Hawaii to Malaysia.


On his return to Tokyo from Washington in 1927, Yamamoto tried to warn his nation’s militant fascists that they were underestimating the United States: “Anyone who has seen the auto factories in Detroit and the oil fields in Texas knows that Japan lacks the national power for a naval race with America.” After being promoted to admiral, Isoroku Yamamoto would publicly belittle his superiors’ prized superdreadnoughts Yamato and Musashi, calling them “as useful as a samurai sword,” and relentlessly criticize his superiors’ beloved strategy of Kantai Kessen. When Yamamoto was then promoted to vice minster of the navy, it became publicly known he was a member of the service’s moderate “treaty faction,” which considered war a last instead of a first resort. Called an Anglo-Saxon “running dog” by the fascists, Yamamoto was threatened with punishment “on heaven’s behalf.” A bounty was offered for his murder, and a terrorist scheme to blow up a bridge as he crossed it was uncovered. During the whole of his tenure in the ministry, Yamamoto’s residence had to be patrolled by armed guards.


One of the great architects of Pearl Harbor was thus the Japanese leader least enthusiastic about war with America. His position stood out, for across the first decades of the twentieth century the two countries’ armed forces had regularly planned to attack each other. Along with the Panama Canal Zone, Oahu became America’s most significant post–Great War foreign military base. The navy spent about $75 million a year in Hawaii, and the army more than $150 million, eventually making the Oahu garrison its largest and, for the most part, its best equipped.


In 1936, the Japanese Navy War College published “Study of Strategy and Tactics in Operations against the United States,” which noted, “In case the enemy’s main fleet is berthed at Pearl Harbor, the idea should be to open hostilities by surprise attacks from the air.” From February 1 to 14, 1932, the Americans’ Grand Joint Exercise Number Four war games simulated the US navy attacking Hawaii with the islands defended by the army, notably her Air Corps. With an assault beginning at dawn on Sunday, February 7, the navy achieved complete surprise and won the game easily. Admiral Arthur Radford remembered, “The general nature of the exercise was pretty well publicized [and] apparently, the Japanese read all this publicity in great detail. Their attack on Pearl Harbor, which came within two months of being exactly ten years later, was almost a perfect duplicate.”


On January 10, 1938, Colonel Edward Markham completed his survey of Hawaiian military strength for the War Department that concluded, “War with Japan will be precipitated without notice. One of the most obvious and vital lessons of history is that Japan will pick her own time for conflict. The very form of its government lends itself to such action in that its military and naval forces can, under the pretext of an emergency, initiate and prosecute military and naval operations independently of civil control. . . . If and when hostilities develop between the United States and Japan, there can be little doubt that the Hawaiian Islands will be the initial scene of action, and that Japan will apply her available man-power and resources in powerful and determined attacks against these islands.”


How could nations with such long traditions of culture and civility as Japan and Germany fall under the sway of fascist thugs? Is civilization so light and so precarious that it can be tossed off like an old sweater? The stories of both nations’ fall began in social chaos. When the Great Depression surged, and with it many countries’ shortsighted fix of stringent import tariffs, Japan found itself in an especially sorry state. She couldn’t sell her products, notably silk, to other nations, and she soon enough couldn’t afford to buy anything, either—notably petroleum. By 1932, as around 20 million Germans faced starvation, four-fifths of Japan’s college graduates were unemployed, and its rural population suffered such constant crop failure that rice—the signature foodstuff of the nation—had to be rationed and could only be bought with coupons, leading to such endemic poverty that daughters were sold into brothels, and sons believed, like the samurai shishi from the great era of Meiji, that their nation required revolutionary political change. The most successful of those rural sons ended up in the Imperial Japanese Army and Navy, where exactly that revolution could be wrought. As historian Donald Goldstein commented, “In the 1920s and 30s, the best and brightest in America didn’t go into the military. But in Japan, to be in the military was the best that one could do.”


Just as Meiji’s father had fallen to revolutionaries, so would his grandson Hirohito be beset by radical militarists who wanted to forge a new nation, Dai Nippon Teikoku—the Great Empire of Japan. In October 1921, four officers known as “the pillars of the army” met in the Black Forest resort of Baden-Baden to secretly engineer a pact. This group, which would be known as the ruthlessly pragmatic Control Faction, would radically reorganize the management and personnel of the Imperial Japanese Army. In their great dream, Japan would be purged of corrupt politicians and business interests, and its people would be led by the divine presence, the emperor, wholly supported by a vast army without rules, a fighting force whose generals would be key figures in the nation’s political life, and whose troops were always ready for total war. One founding father of the Control Faction was a main backer of the ultranationalistic terrorist group Imperial Way, and another was the man who would one day lead his country into World War II: Hideki Tojo.


On June 4, 1928, Manchurian warlord Marshal Chang Tso-lin was traveling by rail through the Kwantung Peninsula, a sliver of Chinese land won by Japan after its 1905 victory over Russia as negotiated by Teddy Roosevelt. A bomb exploded on the train, and the warlord was assassinated. On September 18, 1931, another explosion struck the same Japanese railway. Blaming these attacks on Chinese rebels, troops of Japan’s Kwantung Army—a regiment that defended the protectorate’s bureaucrats, expatriates, and businesses—invaded the town of Mukden. They were ordered to withdraw by their Tokyo commanders, but instead, under “insubordination in service to the nation,” within five months they took over all of Manchuria, turning it into a colony, providing Japan with such key commodities as iron, coal, and rice, as well as serving as a buffer against Russia.


Though Japanese newspaper editors knew full well that both railroad bombs were detonated by Kwantung Army troops, they watched their circulations soar with such headlines as “Our Army Heroically Marches from Changchun to Jilin” and “Our Imperial Army Charges into Qiqihar, Its Great Spirit Piercing through the Sky!” On March 1, 1932, Japan officially renamed Manchuria Manchukuo, and in time, half a million Japanese immigrants would settle there, with the “last emperor” of China, Pu Yi, installed as the colony’s governor.


On January 28, 1932, a Chinese mob attacked five Japanese Buddhist priests in Shanghai, killing one. The Kwantung retaliated by bombing the city, killing hundreds of thousands. That same year in Tokyo, a group of army and navy cadets loyal to the Kwantung assassinated the “corrupted” leaders who had opposed the invasion of Manchuria, including the prime minister, the finance minister, and the chief of military affairs.


The Imperial Japanese Army’s legendary brutality began at this time, with the Kwantung’s training of green recruits. From his days in Manchukuo, Second Lieutenant Shozo Tominaga remembered, “We planned exercises for these men. As the last stage of their training, we made them bayonet a living human. Prisoners were blindfolded and tied to poles. The soldiers dashed forward to bayonet their target at the shout of ‘Charge!’ Some stopped on their way. We kicked them and made them do it. After that, a man could do anything easily. The army created men capable of combat. . . . Human beings turned into murdering demons. Everyone became a demon within three months. Men were able to fight courageously only when their human characteristics were suppressed.”


The Japanese public, meanwhile, wouldn’t know the truth about their military’s overseas machinations for fifteen years.


Across this decade, the US ambassador to Japan was the exceedingly temperate and insightful Joseph Grew, a Boston Brahmin. He had, like Franklin Roosevelt and Assistant Secretary of State Sumner Welles, attended Groton and Harvard and was a member of Washington’s cosmopolitan internationalist wing, believing that the United States needed to stop isolating itself between the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans and wholly engage with the community of nations for both commercial and defensive gain. Joseph Grew had served as ambassador to Denmark, to Switzerland, and to Turkey, but after eight years in Japan, he and his wife, Alice—a grandniece to Commodore Matthew Perry and fluent in Japanese—had ascended to the peaks of Tokyo society. Ambassador Grew had developed deep insights into the complications of Japanese politics, insights that were wholly ignored by Washington.


On August 13, 1932, Grew sent a memorandum to Secretary of State Henry Stimson on Japan’s Chinese aggressions, which included, “This situation reminds me strongly of the efforts of the German Government, by calumniating foreign nations, to build up a public war psychology in 1914, the effort being repeated whenever some new venture, such as the indiscriminate submarine warfare, was about to be launched. Here in Japan the deliberate building up of public animosity against foreign nations in general and the United States in particular has doubtless a similar purpose—to strengthen the hand of the military in its Manchurian venture in the face of foreign, and especially American, opposition. I believe that on the part of the Japanese it is a sign of weakness, not of strength. The internal economic and financial situation in Japan is serious and may become desperate. The plight of the farmers is very bad, many industries are at low ebb, unemployment is steadily increasing. . . . Such a national temper is always dangerous. The German military machine, supported by a carefully nurtured public war psychology, took the bit in its teeth and overrode all restraining influences in 1914. The Japanese military machine is not dissimilar. It has been built for war, feels prepared for war and would welcome war. It has never yet been beaten and possesses unlimited self confidence. I am not an alarmist but I believe that we should have our eyes open to all possible future contingencies. The facts of history would render it criminal to close them.”


Grew’s boss had an more hawkish view. President Herbert Hoover had declared a new American doctrine on August 11—“That we do not and never will recognize title to possession of territory gained in violation of the peace pacts”—a policy drafted by his secretary of state, Henry Stimson. This policy’s ensuing categorical refusal by Washington to accept any Japanese government in China would be known as the Stimson Doctrine. In Japan’s view, the Stimson Doctrine was pure hypocrisy, since America’s own Pacific territories were acquired by force. When Hoover lost to Roosevelt in 1932, Stimson joined FDR’s cabinet as secretary of war, a position he’d also held under William Howard Taft, and the Stimson Doctrine continued as such a key tenet of America’s Asian foreign policy that it led directly to Pearl Harbor.


On February 24, 1933, delegates of the forty-member League of Nations met on the shore of Lake Geneva in Switzerland’s Palais Wilson to consider Japan’s Manchurian expeditions. The League voted 42–1 that Japan should withdraw its armies and return sovereignty to the Chinese, the one opposing vote being Japan’s. The head of her delegation, Yosuke Matsuoka, then approached the podium. As a child, Matsuoka’s family was too poor to support him, so at the age of thirteen he became a ward of Methodist missionaries in Portland, Oregon. There he would be called Frank and work as a farmhand, janitor, busboy, rail worker, and substitute pastor, escaping destitution but facing racial prejudice. He would rise to become vice president of the South Manchurian Railway Company and then foreign minister of Japan, where he would in time try to create a new political party in the style of Mussolini’s Fascists and would engineer the Tripartite Pact uniting Tokyo with Berlin and Rome into the Axis powers. All the same, in 1938 Matsuoka would rescue Jewish refugees with a safe harbor in Japanese-controlled Shanghai.


On that evening at the Palais Wilson, Matsuoka in his trim white tie and tails, with a mustache notably similar to Hitler’s, announced that Japan, which had been one of the League of Nation’s Big Five framers and which had contributed more than its share of financial and diplomatic support, would quit the League. Matsuoka privately disagreed with Tokyo’s order to exit but on coming home, he discovered that his spirited declaration in Switzerland had made him a national hero as a man who had stood up to the racist and arrogant West. Exiting the League, however, also meant losing a restraint that the civilian government held over her military forces. With no global organization castigating the Japanese for their war crimes in Asia, the Imperial Japanese Army was unleashed to conquer an empire, and the fascist revolution was reignited.


In February 1936, a cadre of fifteen hundred servicemen assassinated the nation’s finance minister, the lord keeper of the privy seal, and the prime minster’s brother-in-law by mistake; they were trying to kill the prime minister. The terrorists stormed and occupied the War Ministry and Diet buildings, forcing legislators to flee for their lives, and published a manifesto: “The national essence of Japan, as a land of the gods, exists in the fact that the Emperor reigns with undiminished power from time immemorial into the farthest future in order that the natural beauty of the country may be propagated throughout the universe, so that all men under the sun may be able to enjoy their lives to the fullest extent. . . . In recent years, however, there have appeared many persons whose chief aim and purpose have been to amass personal material wealth, disregarding the general welfare and prosperity of the Japanese people, with the result that the sovereignty of the Emperor has been greatly impaired. . . . The senior statesmen, military cliques, plutocrats, bureaucrats, and political parties are all traitors who are destroying the national essence.”


These rebels were quickly surrounded, taken into custody, tried, and executed. Even so, many in the press and the public revered their “selfless” acts. The public reaction meant the Japanese government had fallen beneath the thumb of extremists who could blackmail with threats of assassination and coup d’état. The nation’s military now believed it could defeat any enemy, while its populace as a whole came to believe in kokutai, the idea that the Japanese were a unique race with a unique culture governed directly by a godlike emperor. Starting in 1936, the nation’s secret police could imprison those acting contrary to kokutai with that year’s Law for Protection against and Surveillance of the Holders of Dangerous Thoughts.


Outsiders learning of kokutai and tenno heika banzai—“long live the emperor”—would understandably think that Japan’s head of state was divine and his rule, absolute, especially considering the sacred talismans accompanying the Chrysanthemum Throne—the sword, the jewel, and the mirror, representing courage, benevolence, and wisdom—bequeathed at the dawn of Japanese society from the Sun Goddess to her grandson, the first emperor, for his descent to the earth. In reality, after her legislature, military leaders, prime minister, and cabinet had agreed on government policy, it was both tradition and expectation that Japan’s emperor had to concur; the consensus policy was then revealed to the nation as his personal decision.


When he was crown prince, Hirohito’s tutor for ten years impressed on his charge the principle that meddling in politics would damage the imperial family’s reputation and its unique and lofty position as the spiritual embodiment of the Japanese race. Crippled by this tradition and by his own social awkwardness, as ruler Hirohito disliked, in turn, nearly every one of his generals, admirals, ministers, and advisers. Emperor Showa wanted to be a marine biologist, not a monarch; he liked whiskey more than sake, listened to Western classical music, and loved golf. His face was covered in moles, which to the Japanese signified good luck, but Hirohito was also a notorious tightwad, using pencils to their nubs, and wandering the palace grounds in ragged clothes with buttons fastened in the wrong places. All of this resulted in a leader who would only speak his opinions in the vaguest of terms. Subordinates had to interpret his cryptic, expressionless utterances, which usually took the form of poetry, or quotations from his ancestors. This vague lack of command allowed military hard-liners to do exactly as they wished, all in the name of the emperor . . . and yet Hirohito had faced assassination attempts in both 1923 and 1932.


On November 25, 1936, Japan and Germany signed the Anti-Comintern Pact, joining together to fight the menace of communism. Though Grew reported to Washington that Japan’s foreign office had categorically denied any military element to this agreement, many in the diplomatic community knew that Japanese and Nazi officers had come to a secret understanding. The Japanese navy, however, was still pro-Anglo-Saxon. Naval air visionary Shigeyoshi Inoue read Hitler’s Mein Kampf in German and was shocked to see that its anti-Asian and anti-Japanese diatribes had been left out of the Japanese translation.


On July 7, 1937, Chinese and Japanese soldiers were practicing maneuvers near the Marco Polo (Lugou) Bridge in Tientsin near Peking. Shots were fired. On the morning of July 8 a Japanese officer was discovered missing. Truce negotiations were begun, but then, more shots were fired—by whom is unclear. The Japanese thought it was a plot by Communist agents, while the Chinese believed that the Japanese were triggering incidents similar to the Manchurian railway bombings. Sporadic, chaotic, incidental skirmishes turned into battles, and both Peking and the port of Tientsin fell into Japanese hands.


Many Japanese leaders saw their imperial ambitions as mirroring not the path of Germany, but of the United States, echoing in 1823’s Monroe Doctrine, which declared that any attempts to colonize the western hemisphere would be considered hostile by the United States and be countered by American military action. Japan’s “Asia for Asians and Japan above all” philosophy began that same year with political scientist Sato Nobuhiro’s Kondo Hisaku (A Secret Strategy for Expansion), which held that “Japan is the foundation of the world” and described how the conquest of Manchuria and then the whole of China would begin Japan’s inexorable process of making the rest of the globe her “provinces and districts.” In the 1920s, politician Kijuro Shidehara explained this philosophy of hakko ichiu—“bringing the eight corners of the world under one roof”—as “the four races of Japan, China, Korea, and Manchuria will share a common prosperity through a division of responsibilities: Japanese, political leadership and large industry; Chinese, labor and small industry; Koreans, rice; and Manchus, animal husbandry.” Then in the same year that Teddy Roosevelt brought peace to Moscow and Tokyo with the treaty that embittered so many Japanese, he suggested to his Harvard classmate, reporter Kentaro Kaneko, that Japan should pursue her own version of the Monroe Doctrine. In the 1930s, junior officers in the navy and army passed around the demagogue Ikki Kita’s pamphlet “A General Outline of Measures for the Reconstruction of Japan,” which explained, “Seven hundred million brethren in India and China cannot gain their independence without our protection and leadership. . . . The only possible international peace, which will come after the present age of international wars, must be a feudal peace. This will be achieved through the emergence of the strongest country, which will dominate all other nationals of the world.”


In the World War II era, Japan would use this version of Monroe to justify her military aggression in Asia and its name—the Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere—would come from the man who’d walked out of the League of Nations and who was now the nation’s foreign minister, Yosuke Matsuoka. On December 23, 1935, a key official of the foreign office, Saburo Kurusu—who will appear again in this story, as he will arrive in Washington as the crisis between America and Japan escalates—met with American consular staff in Tokyo and explained this new thinking. He said that Great Britain was degenerating and that the Soviet Union was a bunch of dreamers who would never amount to anything, leaving one power in the West: the United States. Japan’s fate was to be the leader of an oriental civilization—the “boss of China, India, the Netherlands East Indies, etc.”—as the United States would become the leader of the occidental civilization. And, he insisted, these two great new world powers must never fight. That would be suicide.


If it is difficult for Americans today to imagine 1930s Japanese as enemies, it is just as hard to imagine 1930s Chinese as our closest friends. In fact, a 1938 poll revealed that 80 percent of Americans considered the Chinese to be their natural allies in the fight against global fascism, versus 40 percent who thought of the British in that way. For decades, US missionaries had crossed China seeking converts to Christianity in a campaign financed by children’s donations, similar to the March of Dimes. This vast network of Christian missionaries and their stateside fund-raising endeavors resolutely portrayed the country as a hardworking and earnest little brother trying to follow in America’s democratic footsteps. China’s American proselytizers included media baron (and child of American missionaries preaching in China) Henry Luce and bestselling Nobel laureate Pearl S. Buck. Luce’s coverage of Chinese resistance to Japan’s brutal invasion in Time, Life, and Look rang with analogies to Americans fighting for their own freedom in the Revolutionary War, while American newsreels, projected before the entertainment in movie theaters, showed Japanese airmen—their padded cotton helmets and full-face goggles making them look more like robots than people—gleefully strafing rice paddies and water buffalo while vicious soldiers on the ground manhandled defenseless Chinese peasants and set their meager daub-and-straw dwellings on fire. The Depression-era American public was dazzled by the alluring Soong sisters, Madame Chiang (wife to the current leader, Chiang Kai-shek), and Madame Sun (wife to the father of the nation, Sun Yat-sen), and so loved China that the first US paperback book, test-marketed by Pocket in 1938, was Buck’s three-hankie weeper of striving Chinese peasants and devious landlords, The Good Earth. Yet this unswerving dedication to the Chinese baffled any number of American officials who found no reason for it besides a moral high ground. “We have large emotional interest in China, small economic interest, and no vital interests,” a perplexed US ambassador to France, William Christian Bullitt, pointed out to Roosevelt.


As highly as Americans regarded China at this time, they held Japan in low regard, thinking them slow brained, irrational, primitive, neurotic, compulsive, and mechanically incompetent, with inner-ear defects, extreme nearsightedness, and buckteeth—racially inferior. A

 significant element in the surprise at Pearl Harbor was the great number of Americans who couldn’t conceive of Japan successfully attacking the United States. The most influential Asianist in the American State Department was a man who’d spent five years teaching in China before being named consul general to a city at the heart of Japanese aggression: Mukden. Stanley Hornbeck insisted that no matter what Washington demanded of Tokyo, the timid Japanese would never attack. When, as late as November 23, 1941, Foreign Service officer John K. Emmerson returned to Washington from a Tokyo posting to tell Hornbeck that if the United States kept pushing Japan into a corner, her militarists would insist on fighting, Hornbeck insouciantly replied, “Tell me of one case in history when a nation went to war out of desperation.” In fact, nearly this exact phrase had appeared in an October 7, 1941, letter from Yasaka Takagi to Joseph Grew, which Grew had forwarded to State: “The danger of war is by far the greatest . . . when [Japan] feels, rightly or wrongly, that she is driven into a corner, and, therefore, desperately strikes back defying consequences.” Hornbeck’s hard stance was mirrored by FDR’s secretary of war Henry Stimson, who insisted that he understood “the Oriental mind” from his experience as governor-general of the Philippines. Stimson advised, “To get on with Japan, one had to treat her rough, unlike other countries.”


Five decades after December 7 and eight years before 9/11, Central Intelligence Agency analyst A. R. Northridge summarized these attitudes in a September 22, 1993, Pearl Harbor report: “It seems clear to me that we failed to foresee the Japanese assault largely because we were influenced by a faulty stereotype of what was an adversary nation. Today, progress in the arts of weaponry and technical intelligence collection make unlikely another Pearl Harbor kind of surprise attack, but the faulty stereotypes that can lead to grave miscalculation of an adversary’s capability and intent remain with us, almost as a human condition. . . . What sort of people did Americans, at the time of Pearl Harbor, believe the Japanese to be, and what did they believe about Japanese intentions toward themselves? . . . ‘The Japanese people, given the conflicts of interest between us, will quite likely—or maybe only possibly—do us a mischief if they can; but they lack the capacity to harm us seriously, and they know that this is so. On the other hand, they are so cultivated and mannerly that it really is, after all, inconceivable that they would even try to harm us.’ ”


The Japanese, meanwhile, shared this cultural and racial blindness. As historian Donald Goldstein described it, while Americans viewed the Japanese as “at a lower order of the human evolution, the Japanese saw the Americans ironically almost in the same light. To the Japanese, the Americans were not pure. Their view was what they saw in the motion pictures. The Americans to them were gangsters and bums and prostitutes.” The Japanese also believed the United States was a nation governed of the rich, by the rich, and for the rich. Colonel Masanobu Tsuji, the member of the Control Faction who will plan his country’s astounding 1941 military assault on Southeast Asia (including Pearl Harbor), Operation Number One, assumed, like many of his fellow officers, that the Great East Asia War would end quickly with Japan’s victory: “Our candid ideas at the time were that the Americans, being merchants, would not continue for long with an unprofitable war.”


For thirteen years, American leaders met for cocktails each twilight at the White House’s library office, the drinks made badly by Roosevelt himself from a wet bar on wheels. This second-floor room next to the elevator included a card table for FDR’s solitaire game of Miss Milligin, shelves for his stamp collection, and practically a museum’s-worth collection of paintings and carvings of schooners, steamboats, dreadnoughts, and barques. The conversation was limited to good jokes, great stories, and the latest gossip about everyone from Sonja Henie to Shirley Temple, since during the day that same room was the meeting ground for the men and women who ran the United States during what was likely its grimmest era.


Along with secretary of war Henry Stimson and presidential aide Harry Hopkins, the men who met daily in the White House library office included Roosevelt’s military aide and appointments secretary, General Edwin “Pa” Watson; secretary of the navy Frank Knox; the chief of naval operations, Admiral Harold “Betty” Stark; the commander in chief of the US Fleet, Admiral Ernest J. “Ernie” King; the army air corps chief of staff, General Henry “Hap” Arnold; and the army chief of staff, General George Catlett Marshall. A more disparate band of headstrong individuals could only be found in the cabinet of Abraham Lincoln. While Roosevelt was constantly laughing and joking, waving his cigarette holder, his favorite reaction “I love it! I love it!,” Marshall was notoriously humorless. Stimson said that listening to FDR “was very much like chasing a vagrant beam of sunshine around an empty room,” while Marshall’s conversation was marked by austerity and a need to cut to the quick. “Unsmiling and unbending, the tall, ramrod-straight general [Marshall], formal in manner and manners, was disciplined and organized, and was offended aesthetically by his commander in chief [Roosevelt], who was none of these things,” noted biographer David Fromkin. “And he refused to laugh at the president’s jokes.”


On July 12, 1937, Roosevelt’s secretary of state, Cordell Hull, lectured Japan’s ambassador to Washington, Hiroshi Saito, that war was futile—as it damaged both the victor and the vanquished—so a firstclass power such as Saito’s could afford to exercise self-restraint while emphasizing trade and business, the keys to peace and prosperity, and one of Hull’s Eight Pillars of Peace, a compilation he considered as significant as the Ten Commandments. Hull asked Saito if instead of squabbling over provinces in China, Japan would partner with the United States in leading the Pacific to a stable future of peace and prosperity through a program of amity similar to the Declaration of Principles of Inter-American Solidarity and Cooperation, which the nations of North and South America had negotiated at Buenos Aires in December 1936.


Secretary Hull was a log-cabin-born, sixty-nine-year-old Tennessee mountaineer who had been a circuit court judge, a congressman, and a senator, but though he’d spent decades in Washington and developed the hair of an éminence grise, he wasn’t highly regarded; his plodding and his earnestness produced the nickname Parson Hull. Within the cabinet chain of command, Hull found himself repeatedly undercut by Roosevelt’s playing favorites with Undersecretary Sumner Welles, and since the president was focused on Europe and considered Japan a sideshow—if Roosevelt bears any responsibility for Pearl Harbor, it is through this failing—the secretary was stuck in the thickets of Asian diplomacy. Hull also had a speech impediment, which amused his boss. “If Cordell says, ‘Oh, Chwist,’ I’m going to scream,” FDR told Frances Perkins. “I can’t stand profanity with a lisp.”


At times stubborn, willful, thin-skinned, and hot tempered, the American secretary of state conducting negotiations with Japan believed that Japanese cultural politeness bordered on criminal hypocrisy. Hull referred to Tokyo’s envoys as “pissants” and described his Japanese counterpart, Foreign Minister Matsuoka, “as crooked as a bundle of fishhooks.” Even so, Secretary Hull worked tirelessly and patiently trying to achieve a peaceful accord with Japan’s fascists in order to, at the least, keep the United States out of any overseas conflict until her army and navy were ready to fight.


Instead of following Hull’s suggestion on friendship, in August 1937 Japanese troops invaded Shanghai. Chinese resistance was strong, and it took four months for the Imperial Japanese Army to triumph. The Japanese then burned the town of Sung-chiang to the ground, killing 100,000 civilians, and slaughtered nearly the whole 350,000 population of ancient Suzhou on November 19. “Smoldering ruins and deserted streets present an eerie spectacle, the only living creatures being dogs unnaturally fattened by feasting on corpses,” Manchester’s Guardian reported.


Surging up the Yangtze River, the Imperial Japanese Army was by the second week of December assaulting Chiang’s capital, Nanking. As the Chinese abandoned their homes and the last of the Americans were extricated from the city by embassy staff, the American gunboat Panay waited at anchor in Nanking harbor to escort the last of the US consulate to safety. After the evacuees boarded on December 11, Panay sailed upriver to avoid the barrage of gunfire.1


On December 12, Japanese pilots were ordered to attack “any and all ships” in the river above Nanking. Knowing Panay was there, the aviators asked for confirmation of the order. It was confirmed. For twenty minutes, the Japanese bombed and strafed the American gunboat, injuring the captain and several others. Finally Panay was abandoned, as were two of her accompanying tanker barges. Survivors reported that the Japanese even strafed the reeds along the riverbanks where they were swimming to shore.


The crew and embassy staff were cared for by local Chinese for two days until they could be taken aboard HMS Ladybird and USS Oahu. The final tally was three dead, with an additional forty-three sailors and five civilians wounded. Instead of any military retaliation, though, the United States requested the Japanese pay $2.2 million in reparations and make “a formally recorded expression of regret, an undertaking to make complete and comprehensive indemnifications; and an assurance that definite and specific steps have been taken which will insure that hereafter American nationals, interests and property in China will not be subjected to attack by Japanese armed forces or unlawful interference by any Japanese authorities or forces.” The US State Department explained, “The overwhelming endorsement given by the people of the United States to the manner in which the Panay incident was settled attested to their earnest desire to keep the United States out of war.”


When the Nationalist capital fell on December 13, 1937, fifty thousand Japanese soldiers took control of a metropolis of half a million. Posters were tacked on street corners: trust our JAPANESE ARMY—THEY WILL PROTECT AND FEED YOU. Going neighborhood by neighborhood, the conquerors eased Chinese civilians into surrender and divided them up into groups of around 150. The new commander in chief of the Nanking area army was a prince, Lieutenant General Yasuhiko Asaka, given the job by his nephew Hirohito. His order: “Kill all captives.”


Historian Iris Chang: “The Japanese would take any men they found as prisoners, neglect to give them water or food for days, but promise them food and work. After days of such treatment, the Japanese would bind the wrists of their victims securely with wire or rope and herd them out to some isolated area. The men, too tired or dehydrated to rebel, went out eagerly, thinking they would be fed. By the time they saw the machine guns, or the blooded swords and bayonets wielded by waiting soldiers, or the massive graves, heaped and reeking with the bodies of the men who had preceded them, it was already too late to escape.”


Kuomintang forces fled to inland Chongqing, and Japanese soldiers rampaged through the streets of Nanking for months on end in what became known as Nanjing Datusha—the Rape of Nanking—killing somewhere between 260,000 and 350,000 civilians . . . the exact number is still unknown. Japanese military correspondents reported back to their Tokyo readers, “One by one the prisoners fell down to the outside of the wall. Blood splattered everywhere. The chilling atmosphere made one’s hair stand on end and limbs tremble with fear. I stood there at a total loss and did not know what to do. . . . There was the dark silhouette of a mountain made of dead bodies. About fifty to one hundred people were toiling there, dragging bodies from the mountain of corpses and throwing them into the Yangtze River. The bodies dripped blood, some of them still alive and moaning weakly, their limbs twitching. . . . After a while, the coolies had done their job of dragging corpses and the soldiers lined them up along the river. Rat-tat-tat machine-gun fire could be heard. The coolies fell backwards into the river and were swallowed by the raging currents. . . . Those in the first row were beheaded, those in the second row were forced to dump the severed bodies into the river before they themselves were beheaded. The killing went on nonstop, from morning until night. . . . I’ve seen piled-up bodies in the Great Quake in Tokyo, but nothing compared to this.”


A Japanese veteran of Nanking, Hakudo Nagatomi, remembered the details: “Few know that soldiers impaled babies on bayonets and tossed them still alive into pots of boiling water. They gang-raped women from the ages of twelve to eighty and then killed them when they could no longer satisfy sexual requirements. I beheaded people, starved them to death, burned them, and buried them alive, over two hundred in all. It is terrible that I could turn into an animal and do these things. There are really no words to explain what I was doing. I was truly a devil. . . . Soldiers would force one group of Chinese captives to dig a grave, a second group to bury the first, and then a third group to bury the second, and so on. . . . One method of entertainment was to drive mobs of Chinese to the top stories or roofs of buildings, tear down the stairs, and set the bottom floors on fire. . . . Another form of amusement involved dousing victims with fuel, shooting them, and watching them explode into flame. . . . Many women in their eighties were raped to death. . . . Chinese witnesses saw Japanese rape girls under ten years of age in the streets and then slash them in half by sword. In some cases, the Japanese sliced open the vaginas of preteen girls in order to ravish them more effectively. . . . After gang rape, Japanese soldiers sometimes slashed open the bellies of pregnant women and ripped out the fetuses for amusement. . . . The Japanese raped a barber’s wife and then stuck a firecracker in her vagina. It blew up and killed her.”


Beyond raping somewhere between twenty thousand to eighty thousand women, the Japanese disemboweled them, cut off their breasts, tried to see how deeply they could punch their way inside their vaginas, had fathers rape daughters and sons rape mothers while the rest of the family watched, nailed women to walls, carved organs out of the bodies, hung women from hooks by their tongues, and buried young men up to their waists for the sport of unleashing German shepherd attack dogs to tear them apart. Raping a virgin, some believed, made you stronger; carrying a packet of their pubic hair could protect you from injury. After raping, Nagatomi remembered, “We always stabbed and killed them. Because dead bodies don’t talk. . . . Perhaps when we were raping her, we looked at her as a woman, but when we killed her, we just thought of her as something like a pig.” In time the Imperial Japanese Army would establish “comfort houses,” or brothels, stocked by captured Taiwanese, Korean, and Chinese women, who were referred to as “public toilets.”


An anonymous soldier remembered, “I personally severed more than forty heads. Today, I no longer remember each of them well. It might sound extreme, but I can almost say that if more than two weeks went by without my taking a head, I didn’t feel right. Physically, I needed to be refreshed. I would go to the stockade and bring someone out, one who looked as if he wouldn’t live long. I’d do it on the riverbank, by the regimental headquarters, or by the side of the road. . . . A good sword could cause a head to drop with just an easy motion. But even I sometimes botched the job. . . . Sometimes I’d hit the shoulder. Once a lung popped out, almost like a balloon. I was shocked. All I could do was hit the base of the neck with my full strength. Blood spurted out. Arteries were cut, you see. The man fell immediately, but it wasn’t a water faucet, so it soon stopped. Looking at that, I felt ecstasy. . . . It was almost like being addicted to murder. When I met people, I often looked at their necks and made a judgment. Is this an easy neck, or hard to cut?”


While the Japanese military and her civilian government would frequently give speeches promoting their policy of “Asia for Asians,” the Rape of Nanking would instead turn out to be one element in a cavalcade of gruesome Japanese war crimes against Asians. Starting in 1937, the Imperial Japanese Army began using chemical weapons on the Chinese, escalating to lewisite, phosgene, chlorine, and nausea red gases in 1938, and then mustard gas in 1939. Over the ensuing decade, the Japanese army built and staffed a “water purification unit” outside the Manchurian city of Harbin, which was in fact a testing ground for bacterial warfare, using prisoners as living guinea pigs to be infected with bubonic plague, pneumonia, epidemic hemorrhagic fever, typhoid, and syphilis. Founded by an army medical lieutenant general, Shiro Ishii, it was known as Unit 731.


Where did this barbarism come from? One Asian scholar, Robert Edgerton, believes that Japanese soldiers were once among the world’s finest, but their attitudes changed in the 1930s. Bushido, their military code of honor inherited from the samurai, was now interpreted as meaning no soldier would be held accountable for crimes committed against an enemy. Many found guidance from Tsunetomo Yamamoto’s eighteenth-century Book of the Samurai: “Meditation on inevitable death should be performed daily. Every day when one’s body and mind are at peace, one should meditate upon being ripped apart by arrows, rifles, spears, and swords, being carried away by surging waves, being thrown into the midst of a great fire, being struck by lightning, being shaken to death by a great earthquake, falling from a thousand-foot cliff, dying of disease, or committing seppuku [suicide by disembowelment] at the death of one’s master. And every day without fail one should consider himself as dead.”


The Imperial Japanese Army had allied with Britain in the Great War, but it felt shabbily treated by the armistice and decided afterward to send its officers for training to Berlin instead of London. Aligning with a German spirit, the Army Ministry’s September 1, 1934, pamphlet Kokubo no hongi to sono kyoka no teisho (On the Essence and Improvement of National Defense) began with inspiring words from Prussian general Carl Philipp Gottfried von Clausewitz: “War is the father of creation and the mother of civilization.” The IJA also adopted the peculiar German innovation that midlevel staff officers should hold the key role in forming military policy, reaching decisions, and preparing documents for their commanders to sign. Decisions rose up from lieutenants known as the bakuryo—“officers behind the curtains”—instead of down from generals. By the late 1930s, the two most influential bakuryo were the chief of the Army General Staff’s Operations Division, Shinichi Tanaka, and a section chief in the Navy Ministry’s Military Affairs Bureau, Shingo “Wild Shot” Ishikawa. Tanaka was so ardent in his convictions that he became Japan’s squeaky-wheel leader in setting military policy, while by the end of 1940, Wild Shot had become the head of the Arms Division and could boast, “I am the one who brought Japan to the war course.”


These Japanese lieutenants, wholly in control of their nation’s army, had spent most of their lives isolated from civilian society and came to believe they had unique talents as heirs to the samurai warrior tradition, a tradition that emphasized immediate and resolute action. They developed a self-confidence far beyond their achievements as well as a belligerence that ignored the opinions of those outside their clique. They were also distinct in the samurai thinking that, should soldiers be inspired by patriotism and the need for action that would enrich all Japan—gekokujo, insubordination in service to the nation—it was their right to move forward and do whatever needed to be done, regardless of their commanding officers, their standing orders, or their country’s civilian leaders. The bakuryo system produced a fighting force that lurched from decision to decision instead of following a coherent long-term strategy.


This self-absorbed and belligerent fervor coincided with the unique status of the armed forces within the Japanese government. Instead of serving under the civilian legislature or prime minister, the army and navy reported directly to the emperor in what was called “the independence of the supreme command.” During audiences at the Imperial Palace between admirals, generals, and the emperor, to keep defense of the nation free from the taint of politics, the prime minister and other members of the civilian government, and even Hirohito’s own political adviser, Lord Privy Seal Koichi Kido, were not invited, except for rare and momentous occasions. The armed forces’ civilian leaders were, meanwhile, chosen by the minister of war, the inspector general for training, and the general staff chief, giving the military effective control of the civilian cabinet—by withdrawing their ministers, they could bring down a government and force a new prime minster into office, one who needed their approval to form a new cabinet. This essentially led to a system of two governments, military and civilian, each with its own foreign policy.


Within the military, the army and the navy were always at odds with each other, their struggles creating further chaos. From 1937 to 1941, the only significant opposition to a rampage across Asia by the Imperial Japanese Army was found not in the civilian leadership, but in the Imperial Japanese Navy. That service would try until the very last to keep the country out of an ever-expanding global war.


Japan, then, had the appearance of a civilian government, but it was a de facto military dictatorship. Yet, unlike the smooth governance offered by other fascists, all of this resulted in anarchy. In the fourteen years of the Great East Asia War—from 1931’s Manchurian Incident, to 1945’s unconditional surrender—Japan was led by fifteen different prime ministers. This wasn’t just a fascistic and chaotic government; it was one so marred by threats of domestic violence that even the revered emperor regularly feared his assassination. One simple explanation for Pearl Harbor, then, is the great difficulty American leaders had in crafting an effective defense strategy against an enemy that had lost its mind.


After an eleven-day sojourn aboard Vincent Astor’s yacht, President-elect Franklin Delano Roosevelt made a brief speech in Miami, Florida, on February 15, 1933, and then met with the visiting mayor of Chicago, Anton Cermak. There was the crack of a rifle. Cermak fell. The Secret Service reflexively began speeding the convertible away, but Roosevelt made them stop and turn around, insisting they carry Cermak to the hospital. “Tony, keep quiet—don’t move. It won’t hurt you if you keep quiet,” Roosevelt said, cradling the dying man.


That night, the Secret Service drove Roosevelt back to Astor’s yacht. Waiting for him was speechwriter Raymond Moley, who remembered expecting to see some reaction in a human being who’d just survived an assassination attempt and who had held a dying man in his arms. But there was nothing—“not so much as the twitching of a muscle, the mopping of a brow, or even the hint of a false gaiety—to indicate that it wasn’t any other evening in any other place. Roosevelt was simply himself—easy, confident, poised, to all appearances, unmoved.”


That same year, Mein Kampf was published in the United States, and FDR, like Inoue, was shocked to see how edited the translation was from the German, writing on the flyleaf, “A wholly false view of what Hitler really is or says. The German original would make a different story.” He told his State Department, “Hitler is a madman and his counselors, some of whom I personally know, are even madder than he is.” One of Hitler’s closest friends, Nazi philosopher Alfred Rosenberg, had recently commented on how much he would enjoy seeing, from the train window on his journey from Berlin to the North Sea, a Jew’s head atop each telephone pole.


As the 1930s ended, American defense forces were notably meager and her military technology out-of-date, since the nation was still broke. When FDR won his first election to the Oval Office, the unemployment rate was 25 percent. By March 4 and his inauguration, thirty-eight states had closed their banks, and the remaining ten were moving to follow suit. During a period when the president judged one-third of the nation as “ill-housed, ill-clad, ill-nourished,” the US Army totaled 185,000 men, smaller than the defenses of Sweden, or even Switzerland, and the world was shrinking in two ways at once. Just as Japan had once felt itself encircled by Western colonies, so now the United States felt surrounded by fascist imperialists.


The month after Mussolini’s forces invaded Ethiopia in October of 1935, Pan American Airways’ China Clipper—a Martin M-130 flying boat decked out as a hotel lobby, with stuffed armchairs and elaborate meals—lifted from the waters of San Francisco on its maiden voyage on November 22. It puddle-jumped for nearly sixty hours across the new bases that Pan Am’s founder, Juan Trippe, had built for it—Pearl Harbor’s Middle Loch; Midway; Wake; Guam—before berthing in the Philippine capital of Manila on the island of Luzon on the twenty-ninth. Pearl Harbor; Midway; Wake; Guam; Luzon—these were America’s links to Asia and Australia, sea routes established by New England whaling schooners, and now, air routes created by Pan Am. They would in five years to come be the route of victory in MacArthur and Nimitz’s Pacific theater, and of revenge for Pearl Harbor. The regular passenger and mail service the Clipper provided, though, informed those with foresight how little their oceans now protected the United States.


Over one hundred Pan Am employees would die in World War II.


In 1938, Admiral Isoroku Yamamoto instituted a Japanese navy training program that was so rigorous, it begat a motto: “Death in training is a hero’s death.” By 1939, however, he was so publicly known as being in favor of Washington and against Berlin that guards outside his residence weren’t enough; naval minister Admiral Mitsumasa Yonai promoted him to commander in chief, Combined Fleet, and sent him to sea duty. Far from Tokyo, he was protected from assassination.


By the middle of 1939, Japan controlled five northeastern Chinese provinces as well as China’s Pacific coast, but as Cordell Hull had foretold, military conquest, instead of civilian trade and treaty, had significant costs. The solution to the Japanese was as it had been to the Nazis: more conquest.


In July, Hirohito gave the go-ahead for the army to invade Britain’s Asian colonies, but refused to approve of a Tripartite alliance with Germany and Italy even though his brother Prince Chichibu had campaigned for it ardently. The emperor believed the army was using the threat of America and England as a smoke screen to divert the Japanese public from its Chinese quagmire, and refused to accommodate it. The Chinese, meanwhile, told the Western press that Japanese colonial representatives ran “opium governments,” since for all the talk of coprosperity spheres, that turned out to be their colonies’ principal revenue stream.


As the Japanese army took over the nation’s government, so it took over her culture. Toy shops sold out of miniature tanks and soldiers; boys’ clothing included helmets, rifles, bugles, antiaircraft guns, and howitzers. One common children’s game was to tie a bag of logs to your back to simulate the human bombers who went on suicide missions. The story is told of a 1930s youngster bursting into tears when faced with dissecting a frog. His teacher screamed, “Why are you crying about one lousy frog? When you grow up, you’ll have to kill one hundred, two hundred Chinks!”


After Hitler invaded Poland on September 1, 1939, and war was declared by France and Great Britain, on February 9, 1940, President Roosevelt sent his State Department favorite, Undersecretary Sumner Welles, to Berlin, London, Rome, and Paris, hoping to negotiate a peace for Europe. In Rome, though many of Italy’s leaders fervently hoped to avoid war, Mussolini refused to consider any negotiations with Welles, and in Berlin, after being assaulted by a two-hour lecture from German foreign minister Joachim von Ribbentrop, Welles concluded, “The man is saturated with hate for England.”


On March 1, Welles met Hitler. The Führer was fretful that the Americans might convince Mussolini to stay out of the conflict, so Welles bluffed, reporting that he and Il Duce had a “long, constructive, and helpful” conversation, with Mussolini agreeing “there was still a possibility of bringing about a firm and lasting peace.” Hitler in a fury insisted the fault lay with Paris and London, that there would indeed be peace . . . after fascists ruled the whole of Europe.


Even with twenty-twenty hindsight, it is difficult to comprehend the fury and speed of the Nazi blitzkriegs. On April 9, 1940, German troops conquered Denmark and, a few weeks later, Norway. On May 10, 1940, they began their assaults on Belgium, the Netherlands, and France, all of which surrendered in thirty-eight days. The US public had been so hostile to Americans fighting another European war that Washington legislators had almost annually passed “neutrality” laws. But the fall of France provoked a sea change. In May 1940, 35 percent of Americans favored supporting the Allies; by August, 60 percent did, enabling FDR to get through Congress a nearly tenfold increase in the War Department’s budget.


Nazi foreign minister von Ribbentrop on May 22 informed Tokyo that Hitler “was not interested in the problem of the Netherlands East Indies,” meaning that the territory was free for Japan to invade. In June, Japan told the conquered French to give her permission to post a military base in Vichy Indochina (today’s Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos); told the Netherlands East Indies (today’s Indonesia) to guarantee her a flow of raw materials; and said that if Britain did not remove its troops from Shanghai and close the borders between China, Burma (today’s Myanmar), and Hong Kong, there would be war.


An Imperial Japanese Army war plan drafted soon after included building air bases in Indochina and Thailand and attacks on the Netherlands East Indies, Hong Kong, and Malay, but “war with America was to be avoided as much as possible . . . although preparations must proceed in anticipation of a probable military clash.” Those preparations included Combined Fleet Commander Yamamoto, now fifty-six years of age with a crew cut gone silver, saying to one of his lieutenants, “I wonder if an aerial attack can’t be made on Pearl Harbor.” The following year he would begin plans for Operation Hawaii, also known as Operation Z.


For all its outward show of military force, Japan was so internally chaotic that political assassinations were an open topic of conversation. Prime Minister Yonai created a plan to save the emperor aboard a battleship if the Imperial Palace was attacked. These fears escalated when it was discovered that, in the first days of July, members of the secret police plotted to murder anyone who championed friendship with Britain and the United States, including Prime Minister Yonai and Lord Privy Seal Kido. The traitors were discovered and captured; the army and police acted as they should—but it was another grave turn of events.


On July 16, the army brought down Yonai’s government, and Prince Fumimaro Konoye returned as prime minister. During his prior reign, each time the world learned of new Japanese war atrocities, Konoye would offer his deepest lamentations and then do nothing to stop the carnage. Lean and mustachioed, with a driving need to keep everyone happy, Konoye came from a lineage as lofty as Franklin Roosevelt’s as he was a Japanese prince descended from one of the country’s four noble clans whose daughters served as royal concubines from whom all emperors were birthed. The prince was notorious for his extremely picky eating habits. Arriving at a lavish dinner offering the choicest of raw fish, a geisha would follow him to the table with a bowl of boiling water. She would, piece by piece, shabu-shabu the sushi, then use her chopsticks to place the food into the prince’s mouth. Also, like Roosevelt, Konoye enjoyed talking directly to his citizens over the radio, which was convenient as he was president of the nation’s leading broadcaster, NHK, and his sonorous voice—a melancholy tenor—was captivating.


Konoye’s new cabinet included at least two avowed foes of the Anglo-Saxons, Foreign Minister Yosuke Matsuoka and War Minister Hideki Tojo. In the face of Japan’s continued military rumblings, while Joseph Grew and Sumner Welles urged moderation, Chief of Naval Operations Harold Stark, Navy Secretary Frank Knox, Interior Secretary Harold Ickes, and War Secretary Henry Stimson urged FDR to take the hardest possible line with Tokyo.


The president found an answer from the other side of the world. In October 1937, the US Asiatic Fleet commander, Admiral Harry Yarnell, had written a letter to his superiors pointing out Japan’s reliance on imports, a letter that eventually made its way to the White House. The admiral suggested that the United States, Britain, France, the Netherlands, and the Soviet Union cut off all trade with Japan, battling the Asian fascists with commerce instead of troops. The idea reminded FDR of when America used a similar technique against Tripoli in the Barbary Wars, the subject of an article he’d published in Asia magazine in 1923, an article he had hoped at the time would strengthen ties between Tokyo and Washington.


Yarnell’s logic was so convincing that it begat a new foreign policy, the thinking that, with its oil, iron, and other material exports, the United States was providing Japan with the materials it needed to subjugate the Chinese and, in time, the whole of East Asia. In 1938, the State Department announced its vigorous opposition to the sale of American-manufactured aeronautical equipment to nations employing airplanes to attack innocent civilians and, in 1939, extended this “moral embargo” to production methods for aviation-grade gasoline.


The Japanese immediately noticed, even the new commander in chief of the Combined Fleet, the navy’s highest-ranking seagoing officer, Admiral Isoroku Yamamoto, living aboard flagship Nagato, anchored in Hiroshima Bay next to the military port of Kure. Yamamoto wrote Vice Admiral Shigetaro Shimada in September 1939 that, as Japan imported most of its oil and steel from the Anglo-Saxons, losing them as allies was foolish, especially since “there is no chance of winning a war with the United States for some time to come.”


Ambassador Grew, meanwhile, foresaw the unintended consequences of economic weaponry in October: “In both my talks with the President I brought up clearly my view that if we want to start sanctions against Japan we must see them through to the end, and the end may conceivably be war. I also said that if we cut off Japanese supplies of oil and that if Japan then finds that she cannot obtain sufficient oil from other commercial sources to ensure national security, she will in all probability send her fleet down to take the Dutch East Indies.”


Roosevelt didn’t listen to Grew’s cautions; instead in January 1940, he ordered Hull to inform Japan that the United States would now withhold key petroleum exports since “so many countries were engaged in fighting in various parts of the world . . . that my Government felt that it should undertake to conserve quite a number of commodities and products in order to be able better to defend itself in case it should be attacked,” as the secretary phrased it. Hull would later tell the American public that the Japanese “have in a large number of instances resorted to bombing and machine-gunning of civilians from the air at places near which there were no military establishments or organizations. Furthermore, the use of incendiary bombs has inflicted appalling losses on civilian populations. Japanese air attacks in many instances have been of a nature and apparent plan which can be comprehended only as constituting deliberate attempts to terrorize unarmed populations.”


In the spring of 1940, Grew wrote Hull that three Japanese groups were now arguing over their country’s future. One wanted to negotiate with the Kremlin to divvy up China; another wanted to join Hitler and battle Churchill; the third wanted to negotiate a peace with the Anglo-Saxons and end the war in East Asia. The latter was the weakest group and needed help, so Grew proposed that he be allowed to tell the government that, as soon as Japan made clear steps to begin a withdrawal of military forces from China, America would grant it economic benefits.


Hull on June 4 vetoed this. Instead, on July 18, 1940, Stimson and Knox had dinner with representatives of Britain and Australia, Stimson noting in their conversation, “We now had an opportunity under the new legislation of stopping the supplies of oil to Japan.” The group decided that the United States should halt petroleum exports, with Britain and the United States buying up any surplus; the Dutch should destroy their East Indies oil wells; and a bombing campaign would stop production at Germany’s synthetic-oil plants. Without fuel for their war machines, the rampaging fascists would be stopped in their tracks. At a White House meeting of Stimson, Knox, and Welles the next day, Stimson remembered, “The president . . . finally came to the conclusion that the only way out of the difficulties of the world was [limiting export of] the supply of fuel to carry on the war.”


On July 25, 1940, FDR announced that scrap metal and oil exports would be subject to license, and that same day, navy chief Harold Stark and army chief George Marshall warned Admiral Kimmel and General Short in Hawaii of the embargo, but added that they “do not anticipate immediate hostile reaction by Japan through the use of military means but you are furnished this information in order that you may take appropriate precautionary measures against possible eventualities.” Washington informed Tokyo the next day that it would also terminate their Treaty of Commerce and Navigation, meaning that in six months at its expiry, additional controls and limits would be placed on Japan’s American imports. The hawks in FDR’s cabinet—Stimson, Treasury Secretary Henry Morgenthau Jr., and Harold Ickes—wanted to halt the export of all petroleum products to Japan, but the president, mindful of the Nazi’s Atlantic U-boat patrols, said that might trigger “the wrong war in the wrong ocean at the wrong time.” His aviation and iron embargoes, though, would allow him to “slip the noose around Japan’s neck, and give it a jerk now and then.”


The government-dominated press in Japan reacted vehemently. “It seems inevitable,” reported Tokyo’s biggest daily paper, Asahi Shimbun, “that a collision should occur between Japan, determined to establish a sphere of interest in East Asia . . . and the United States, which is determined to meddle in affairs on the other side of a vast ocean.” Yamamoto wrote Shimada that the Konoye government’s “action in showing surprise now at America’s economic pressure and fuming and complaining against it reminds me of the aimless account of a schoolboy which has no more consistent motive than the immediate need or whim of the moment” and warned Prime Minister Konoye, “If you tell me that it is necessary that we fight, then, in the first six months to a year of war against the U.S. and England I will run wild, and I will show you an uninterrupted succession of victories; I must also tell you that, should the war be prolonged for two or three years, I have no confidence in our ultimate victory. . . . I hope at best you’ll make every effort to avoid war with America.”


Joseph Grew wrote Secretary Hull on September 12 that the military and nationalist elements in Japan saw in Europe’s turmoil a “golden opportunity” to create an empire in Asia, as Germany’s many victories, “like strong wine,” had gone to their heads. Others in Tokyo believed it likely that Germany would never conquer Great Britain; that the union of London and Washington would turn out to be a formidable force; and that if Germany succeeded in taking over all of Europe, it might next turn its eyes toward Asia. Grew continued that, if the Japanese military felt that American commercial embargoes kept it from victory, its “do or die” temperament would lead to some form of retaliation, probably some sudden strike by the navy or army, possibly without either knowledge or permission from Tokyo. Japan’s imperial ambitions, he concluded, were a clear threat to American interests in Asia and the Pacific.


It was a significant threat. The Japanese had a two-foot-long, oxygen-powered torpedo that could travel twenty-four miles and was twice as effective in speed, in distance, in targeting, and in explosive power as anything American-made. Their Zero fighter, which could take off from a carrier and reach 330 mph while maneuvering the currents like a raptor, was outfitted with two machine guns and two twenty-millimeter cannon and was dramatically superior to any fighter that America then produced. In the plane’s premier engagement on September 13, 1940, thirteen Zeros took down twenty-seven Chinese flying Russian-built Polikarpov I-15 and I-16 fighters . . . in thirty minutes . . . without a single Japanese loss.


Years of economic hardship and political gamesmanship had meanwhile left American defenses in decay. America’s top field commanders were all veterans of the 1898 Spanish-American War. The average recruit—there were only 243,500 of them in 1940—was issued a Springfield rifle, designed in 1903. Many of their uniforms were Great War leftovers smelling of mothballs along with tin hats and puttees—canvas strips for wrapping around the tops of shoes to keep them dry. As late as October 27, 1941, Time magazine reported, “The worst example of the [Army Ordnance Department’s] doodling in the peacetime years is the U.S. soldier’s steel helmet. Knowing full well that the helmet exposed the wearer’s neck to shell fragments and was also uncomfortable, Ordnance delayed adoption of a better helmet. Today, 20 years later, with a crackerjack design in its pocket, Ordnance is delayed in getting production because it can’t get enough manganese steel to make it.”


On September 23, 1940, the die was cast. Japanese troops invaded what are today the nations of Malaysia, Vietnam, Cambodia, and Indonesia, and what were then the resource-rich Southeast Asian colonies of Europe. Japan now controlled British Malaya’s acres of rubber plantations, French Indochina’s sinuous veins of tin, and most important, the Dutch East Indies’ bounteous cache of oil. Washington’s hawks saw their worst fears confirmed: Japan had turned into Germany’s criminal little brother, treating the Chinese as the Germans were treating the Jews, rampaging across a continent with no regard to international law. Even civilian life in Japan seemed to be following in the Nazis’ footsteps, with that autumn’s mandatory creation of neighborhood associations, which trained civilians to defend the nation in case of direct attack, helped fight fires, organized patriotic rallies, and distributed rationed items. The Special Higher Police, which brutally attacked thought crimes, had informers in each of these groups.


Joseph Grew: “I reported to the State Department that our Japanese contacts, sources of information, were falling away simply because they were being very carefully watched by the secret police and most of them did not dare come to the Embassy any more, they did not dare meet me outside, and even when I went to the Tokyo Club, which was sort of a neutral meeting ground for Japanese and foreigners, I found the Japanese I knew would quietly slip away into other rooms or corners. They just did not want to be seen talking to me; they did not dare. Therefore, it was extremely difficult, under those circumstances, for us to keep in touch with everything that was going on there.”


Four days after the invasion of Southeast Asia on September 27, Japanese foreign minister Yosuke Matsuoka arrived in Berlin to thunderous drumrolls, cries of “Heil Hitler! Heil Matsuoka!,” and the Swastika and Rising Sun waving side by side in unison. After signing the Tripartite Pact with Hitler’s eager representatives, Matsuoka was next received in Rome by Mussolini and Pope Pius XII, with Matsuoka telling the pope, “Of all the world’s statesmen, there is nobody before or after me who understands and loves Christianity as much as I do.” Il Duce insisted that the Japanese must have a clear focus on their mutual enemies, and enemy number one would now be the United States.


Both Hitler and Matsuoka hoped the treaty would frighten Amer ica from interfering with their global conquests, as the Tripartite Pact’s central tenet was that Japan, Germany, and Italy would aid each other if attacked “by a power not already engaged in war.”


For years, the Imperial Japanese Army had supported an alliance with Hitler, who was seen as being both unbeatable and an ally who might make Joseph Stalin think twice about meddling against Japan in China. But Japanese admirals, including Yamamoto, worried that officially joining the Axis would trigger war with Britain and the United States. “Our opposition to the alliance was like desperately paddling against the rapids only a few hundred yards upstream from the Niagara Falls,” Admiral Yonai later explained. When asked whether he would have opposed the treaty if he’d still been minister of the navy or prime minister, he replied, “Of course, but we would have been assassinated.” The alliance so worried Hirohito he uncharacteristically made his personal opinion known. As he pressed his seal of acquiescence into the pact with the Nazis, the emperor darkly told Prime Minister Konoye, “You must, therefore, share with me the joys and sorrows that will follow.”


After signing a neutrality agreement with Moscow the following spring, a triumphant Foreign Minister Matsuoka was waiting to board the first-class car of the Trans-Siberian Railway’s Red Arrow when who came out of the fog to bid him adieu but Stalin and Foreign Minister Vyacheslav Molotov. It was an immense honor, as Stalin almost never appeared in public and had found himself at his last encounter with Matsuoka on the receiving end of his typical lecture on the benefits and perils of communism. With his farewell, Stalin explained, “You see, I am an Asian. I am from Georgia! We are brothers, so we must work together!” On the ride home, plied generously with vodka and caviar, Matsuoka explained to his staff that “he would make puppets of Hitler and Stalin” and wrote poems “full of subtle twists of thought.” “To shake hands with Germany is a temporary excuse to shake hands with the Soviet Union,” he told his secretary. “But that handshaking with the Soviet Union is also nothing more than an excuse to shake hands with the United States,” meaning the strength of Japan’s new alliance would force Washington into a more conciliatory posture. Sumner Welles, among other American and British leaders, said only one word described the Soviet-Japanese treaty: “sinister.”


On October 16, 1940, every American man of at least five feet in height and 105 pounds in weight with fixable vision, but no VD, hernias, or flat feet, appeared before one of the nation’s sixty-five hundred Selective Service boards to receive urine tests, a cursory medical inspection, and a one-minute psychiatric exam—“flies spread disease, so keep yours buttoned” was one admonition—and then registered for the first peacetime draft in US history. Anyone under the age of forty had to march, in full equipment, for at least twenty-five miles and be able to complete an obstacle course with a rifle and a thirty-pound pack: assaulting an eight-foot wall, shimmying down a ten-foot pole, jumping across flaming trenches, crawling through water mains, climbing one rope and then swinging on another across a ditch, and swinging hand-over-hand on a rope ladder—in less than 3.5 minutes. On October 29, a blindfolded Secretary of War Henry Stimson fished numbers out of a ten-gallon glass bowl. The first was handed to President Roosevelt, who announced, by radio, number 158. The 6,175 draftees holding number 158 immediately received Selective Service telegrams that began, “Greetings.”2


On the night of November 11-12, 1940, Britain’s Royal Navy launched twenty-one obsolete Fairey TSR Swordfish biplane torpedo and dive-bombers from the carrier HMS Illustrious to attack Italy’s fleet, then anchored in the shallow Mediterranean harbor of Taranto. The British lost two planes, with two men dead, and two taken prisoner. The Fascists lost thirty-two men and three battleships, nearly half of its capital fleet, and had to sail to Naples to avoid another devastating assault, giving the British the upper hand in Mediterranean naval power. The night’s victor, Admiral Andrew Cunningham, concluded, “Taranto, and the night of November 11–12, 1940, should be remembered for ever as having shown once and for all that in the Fleet Air Arm the Navy has its most devastating weapon.”


Learning of this great triumph, on November 22, CNO Stark recommended to then-CINCPAC (Commander in Chief, Pacific Command) James Richardson that antitorpedo nets be installed in Pearl Harbor. Richardson replied, “Torpedo nets within the harbor are neither necessary nor practicable,” reasoning that “ships, at present, are not moored within torpedo range of the entrance.” After the war, Richardson admitted, “I had not considered that it was likely that the fleet would be attacked by a carrier raid,” ignoring the great naval lesson of Taranto. When Henry Stimson mentioned torpedo nets to Richardson’s replacement, Husband Kimmel, Kimmel also demurred, saying, “It would restrict boat traffic by narrowing the channel.”


Those in Washington had good reason to be concerned by Taranto. An assistant naval attaché in Germany, Lieutenant Commander Takeshi Naito, flew to the site to make a report, as did a Japanese naval mission. The lead pilot against Pearl Harbor, Mitsuo Fuchida, later said, “The most difficult problem was torpedo launching in shallow water. We learned from when the British navy attacked the Italian fleet at Taranto.” Taranto came as such a surprise that CNO Stark, for one, couldn’t stop reflecting on its implications, especially in regard to Hawaii. He assigned Rear Admiral Walter Ansel to do a study and then on January 24 cabled War Secretary Stimson and Hawaii’s Kimmel, Short, and Rear Admiral Claude Bloch on the conclusions:




The security of the U.S. Pacific Fleet while in Pearl Harbor, and of the Pearl Harbor Naval Base itself, has been under renewed study by the Navy Department and forces afloat for the past several weeks. This reexamination has been, in part, prompted by the increased gravity of the situation with respect to Japan, and by reports from abroad of successful bombing and torpedo plane attacks on ships while in bases. If war eventuates with Japan, it is believed easily possible that hostilities would be initiated by a surprise attack upon the Fleet or the Naval Base at Pearl Harbor.


In my opinion, the inherent possibilities of a major disaster to the fleet or naval base warrant taking every step, as rapidly as can be done, that will increase the joint readiness of the Army and Navy to withstand a raid of the character mentioned above.


The dangers envisaged in their order of importance and probability are considered to be:


(1) Air bombing attack.


(2) Air torpedo plane attack.


(3) Sabotage.


(4) Submarine attack.


(5) Mining.


(6) Bombardment by gun fire. . . .





Originally believing the United States would battle one enemy at a time, the American War Department’s War Plans Division had designed “color plans”—Japan was orange; England was red—but the rise of the Axis powers made it clear that the army and the navy would have to fight on multiple fronts at once. Five “Rainbow” plans were drafted, and with the fall of France, it became clear that if Britain was lost, the United States would need to fight Germany, Italy, and Japan on its own—a dark and terrifying prospect. Stark submitted a memo to the president on November 12, 1940, extending an earlier Rainbow plan of military operations, setting forth a series of options—


A. Defend the western hemisphere.


B. Go on the offensive in the Pacific against Japan while remaining on the defensive in the Atlantic.


C. Fight equally committed in both the Atlantic and the Pacific.


D. Go on the offensive in the Atlantic (against Germany and Italy) while remaining on the defensive in the Pacific.


—and recommending the last. Known as Plan D (or Plan Dog), the memo would crystallize the “Europe first” leanings of both Stark and the army’s chief of staff, George Marshall, which held that America must help England in any way possible, giving priority to the Atlantic in the escalating global conflict. The most powerful Republicans in FDR’s cabinet, Henry Stimson and Frank Knox (who had been a Rough Rider with FDR’s cousin Theodore), aggressively concurred on pursuing a muscular foreign policy that included fully supporting Churchill. A fundamental belief of Henry Stimson’s was that the world would be dramatically improved if the United States were a global superpower, and the efforts he oversaw as FDR’s secretary of war would make that dream come true. Roosevelt, meanwhile, believed in Plan Dog wholeheartedly, saying, “If Great Britain goes down, all of us in the Americas would be living at the point of a gun.”


Even those without knowledge of Plan Dog pondered, how could the United States defend itself on two oceans at once? The prospect seemed overwhelming, and insurmountable. On December 14, 1940, Ambassador Grew wrote the president:




DEAR FRANK:


About Japan and all her works. It seems to me to be increasingly clear that we are bound to have a showdown some day, and the principal question at issue is whether it is to our advantage to have that showdown sooner or to have it later. . . . After eight years of effort to build up something permanently constructive in American-Japanese relations, I find that diplomacy has been defeated by trends and forces utterly beyond its control, and that our work has been swept away as if by a typhoon, with little or nothing remaining to show for it. Japan has become openly and unashamedly one of the predatory nations and part of a system which aims to wreck about everything that the United States stand for. . . . It is important constantly to bear in mind the fact that if we take measures “short of war” with no real intention to carry those measures to their final conclusion if necessary, such lack of intention will be all too obvious to the Japanese, who will proceed undeterred, and even with greater incentive, on their way. Only if they become certain that we mean to fight if called upon to do so will our preliminary measures stand some chance of proving effective and of removing the necessity for war.





At the start of 1941, rumors of war began to circulate in Japan’s diplomatic community. A book published in Tokyo predicting war between Japan and the United States and analyzing its course—the winner: Japan—sold fifty-three thousand copies in its first month on sale. At the same time that the United States began recalling her consulate staff’s families, Japan replaced her American ambassador with onetime foreign minister Admiral Kichisaburo Nomura. In fact an attempt to improve the relationship since Nomura had gotten to know Assistant Secretary of the Navy Franklin Delano Roosevelt while serving as a naval attaché in Washington. In the telling of the drama of Pearl Harbor, it has been common for Americans to portray Nomura as either a dupe of the warmongers or as a duplicitous agent who knew full well of the attack, and for the Japanese to portray him as an incompetent stooge. Instead, Admiral Nomura was as honorable, and as unlucky, as Messrs. Kimmel and Short.


At six feet, the Japanese admiral was strikingly tall, but that wasn’t his only distinguishing physical feature. On April 29, 1932, Chinese rebels had thrown a bomb into the middle of attendees at a ceremony in Shanghai, leaving him with a limp, and destroying his right eye.


Originally, Nomura refused his orders to Washington, reasoning that “it is impossible to rectify diplomatic relations between Japan and the United States by trying to juggle both Germany and the United States at the same time, I could not accomplish any purpose were I to go to the United States.” But Nomura came to believe that his country needed a steadying hand to avoid war, so he departed for the United States on January 23. On his layover in San Francisco, Nomura met with American naval intelligence officer Ellis Zacharias who had been stationed in Tokyo in the 1920s and ’30s, where he became friendly with both Nomura and Yamamoto. In what Zacharias remembered as an “amazingly frank” conversation, Nomura said he was fearful of how power in Japan had been concentrated in the war extremists, who were pushing to battle the United States. The admiral felt this conflict was becoming both inevitable and, for Japan, suicidal.


The year before, Zacharias had been told by a confidential informant that the Japanese were planning an October 17 surprise attack against the American naval base in San Pedro, California. The threat did not come true, but that information combined with Nomura’s revelations convinced Zacharias that Japan would go to war with America, a war that would begin with a sneak attack.


At the end of March 1941, Zacharias warned Hawaii’s Admiral Kimmel that Japan “would begin with an air attack on our fleet on a weekend and probably on a Sunday morning; the attack would be for the purpose of disabling four battleships.” Zacharias predicted carrier-based planes would arrive from the north of Oahu to take advantage of the prevailing winds, preceded by submarine patrols. Kimmel asked what should be done to make sure this didn’t happen, and Zacharias said, “The only possible way of doing it would be to have a daily patrol out to five hundred miles” for surveillance. When Kimmel said he didn’t have the men or the planes to do that, Zacharias said, “Well, Admiral, you better get them because that is what is coming.”


After the war, when asked by congressional investigators about this conversation, Kimmel claimed no memory of it, while another man at this meeting, Captain W. W. “Poco” Smith, said there was no talk of air attack, and that Zacharias was suffering from “clairvoyance operating in reverse.”


When Admiral Kichisaburo Nomura arrived in Washington on February 11, meanwhile, Roosevelt at a press conference tried to be welcoming: “Nomura is an old friend of mine. . . . There is plenty of room in the Pacific area for everybody. It would not do this country any good nor Japan any good, but both of them harm, to get into war.”


An American with a great deal of business interests in Tokyo at this moment was Kuhn, Loeb & Co. Wall Street banker Lewis Strauss. Strauss decided it would be a good idea to introduce three of his friends—the postmaster general of the United States, Frank C. Walker; the vicar general of the Roman Catholic Foreign Mission Society of America at Maryknoll, James M. Drought; and James E. Walsh, the superior general of Maryknoll (which to this day has extensive missionaries and charities in Asia)—to Japanese business colleague Tadao Ikawa, a banker who himself had many friends in high places, notably Prince Fumimaro Konoye. Calling themselves the John Doe Associates, this American group thought they could succeed in bringing peace to Asia where the US State Department and the Japanese Foreign Ministry had failed.


In January 1941, the John Doe Associates met with Hull and Roosevelt to insist that, if Washington restored trade, Tokyo would withdraw from China and renounce Hitler. FDR and Hull didn’t believe it, but asked the JDA to get a treaty offer in writing. On April 9, 1941, a draft said to be supported across the whole of Japan’s leadership was delivered to Cordell Hull. It was far from what had been promised, including such provisions as American recognition of Japanese rule in Manchukuo; Japanese troops remaining in China; and the halt of US aid to the Chinese Nationalists until Chiang agreed to merge his leadership with that of Japan’s Manchukuo governor, Pu Yi.


At a meeting at Hull’s Wardman Park apartment, Ambassador Nomura explained that he was a collaborator on this plan and eagerly hoped it would be the beginning of a new dialogue with the United States. Hull replied that Washington could accept neither Japanese troops ruling the Chinese by force, nor the demand to halt further American aid to China. Additionally, Japan had to agree on Hull’s four points: respect for the territorial integrity of all nations; noninterference in their internal affairs; equality of opportunity including trade; and nondisturbance of the status quo, except by peaceful means. The secretary then “said that I had observed every phase of Hitler’s conduct and utterances . . . and that I, in common with many others, have absolutely no faith in any statement or promise that he makes, but any world, subjected to his methods and his philosophies, which are rooted largely in barbarism, would be an unthinkable world in which to live; that he has no real friends anywhere and that he is not a real friend to anyone; that he would abandon overnight the most solemn obligation taken the day before, if it suited his purpose in the least. I then added that this Government cannot conscientiously sit still and see this unthinkable brand of government fastened on the world.”


In Japan, the JDA treaty draft was received on April 15 with great joy since, when Ambassador Nomura sent it to Tokyo, he left out Hull’s four points, making it more palatable to the government’s right wing. Only Foreign Minister Matsuoka realized something was wrong, telling an underling, “The draft understanding that came from America is appalling. . . . That thing has been written by Japanese. Everyone, including Prince Konoye, seems to think that the hardest part is over, that we just need to give the United States a positive reply. What fools! . . . I guarantee you, once we start negotiating, all sorts of problems are bound to emerge. . . . With the China Incident still going on, we cannot negotiate [with Washington] properly. . . . And if the negotiation fails, that will have given the military an excuse to start a war.”


1Panay’s launch, on November 1, 1927, had been ominous. Chinese bandits had stolen the grease to be used to slip her from Shanghai’s Kiangnan Dockyard and Engineering Works into the water, substituting a cheap replacement. Instead of launching stern-first, Panay slid sideways out of dry dock, coming to a stop halfway down the rails. This, as any sailor knows, is a dark portent.


2In a year’s time, the army would meet its quota of 900,000 and retire the fishbowl, but eventually, 9,818,977—one-sixth of America’s males—would serve in World War II.






CHAPTER TWO


[image: images]


A SINISTER WIND


At the same time that Tokyo’s Foreign Ministry was arranging for Admiral Nomura to become the newest Japanese ambassador to America, Admiral Yamamoto began planning to attack Pearl Harbor. On January 7, 1941, from his cabin aboard the thirty-two-thousand-ton battleship Nagato in Hiroshima Bay, Yamamoto composed a letter to Navy Minister Koshiro Oikawa that predicted “A conflict with the United States and Great Britain is inevitable.” After his cross-country American travels, the admiral concluded that Japan could not win a traditional war against a nation so mighty with industry, and so he could “see little hope of success in any ordinary strategy.” His plan, which he called Operation Z or Operation Hawaii, was “conceived in desperation.”


The admiral wanted a naval blitzkrieg to “fiercely attack and destroy the US main fleet at the outset of the war, so that the morale of the US Navy and her people [will] sink to the extent that it cannot be recovered.” Japan’s navy must “decide the fate of the war on the very first day. . . . In case the majority of the enemy’s main force is at Pearl Harbor, attack it vigorously with our air force, and blockade the harbor . . . on a moonlight night or at dawn.” All of Japan’s forces would have to be “firmly determined to devote themselves to their task even at the sacrifice of their lives,” including himself: “I sincerely desire to be appointed commander in chief of the air fleet to attack Pearl Harbor so that I may personally command that attack force [and thereby] devote myself exclusively to my last duty to our country.” As for any of his fellow naval officers who might criticize this plan as too risky, they needed to consider “the possibility that the enemy would dare to launch an attack upon our homeland to burn down our capital and other cities,” a devastation for which the navy’s cowardice would be blamed. Combined with the pressing need to fight Hitler on the opposite side of the world, this devastating strike, he was certain, would convince America to forfeit Asia to Japan.


Yamamoto’s plan was so inconceivably daring that it met with tremendous criticism from his fellow officers. Vice Admiral Chuichi Nagumo summarized that, taking into account the enormity of America’s fleet, the great distance of Oahu from the Japanese mainland, and Pearl Harbor’s shallow waters, Yamamoto’s scheme was absurd. Instead, the Imperial Japanese Army should first invade Southeast Asia, then wait patiently for the Anglo-Saxons to draw nigh, where they would be annihilated in the battle that Japanese sailors had spent their lives training for, Alfred Thayer Mahan’s decisive confrontation of dreadnoughts, the Kantai Kessen.


Nagumo’s position was widely supported, even by Yamamoto’s chief of staff, Vice Admiral Shigeru Fukudome. When Yamamoto first told Fukudome of his Operation Z thinking in the spring of 1940, the vice admiral said that a much better strategy would be a decisive maritime battle between the fleets of Japan and America, followed by an air attack on Oahu. Some Imperial Japanese Navy leaders, though, considered Yamamoto’s scheme so crazy that it would come as a stunning surprise to the Americans—who in their right mind could ever imagine such a thing?—and therein lay its only chance for success. Even so, they expected their task force to lose a third of its ships to counter-striking US bombers.


Coincidentally on that same January 7 that Yamamoto wrote Oikawa, Pearl Harbor’s commander Admiral Richardson memoed CNO Stark on the subject “Situation Concerning the Security of the Fleet and the Present Ability of the Local Defense Forces to Meet Surprise Attacks,” which included, “Aircraft attacking the base at Pearl Harbor will undoubtedly be brought by carriers. Therefore, there are two ways of repelling attack. First, by locating and destroying the carrier prior to launching planes. Second, by driving off attacking bombers with anti-aircraft guns and fighters. The Navy component of the local defense forces has no planes for distant reconnaissance with which to locate enemy carriers and the only planes belonging to the local defense forces to attack carriers when located would be the Army bombers . . . [of which] neither numbers nor types are satisfactory for the purpose intended. . . . To drive off bombing planes after they have been launched will require both fighting planes and anti-aircraft guns. The Army has in the Hawaiian area 36 pursuit planes, all of which are classified as obsolete. . . . The ideal defense against submarines would be conducted by patrol vessels and aircraft working in conjunction. The district has no aircraft for this purpose.”
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