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To all my grandparents, who lived through this story; 
I am grateful for what I have inherited from them.
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PROLOGUE

 

The Ghosts of History


PEARL HARBOR.


The first time I saw these two words, they were at the top of a dreaded pop quiz.


Our fifth-grade math teacher had scrawled them there, and we knew it meant something important—but what? She was growing impatient with how little attention we were paying to her latest lesson. The moment had come, she said, to see what we were made of.


We had no idea what “Pearl Harbor” meant. But for people of my math teacher’s generation, I later learned, those two words needed no explaining. They were about the power of surprise, about treachery, and about how something could literally come out of the sky and change your world forever.


Their meaning had a flip side, too: that you must always be prepared.


I later learned that Pearl Harbor was where one of the most important events in all of American history had taken place. But I came to understand it was something more than that: Pearl Harbor was a history lesson, one that neither my teacher nor the America she was born into had ever recovered from. The world was a dangerous place, it said, filled with evil and uncertainty—and America always had to be ready for what came its way.


We had been given no warning that such a math quiz was coming. Were we prepared?
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On December 7, 1941, four decades before I was handed that math quiz, the Imperial Japanese Navy launched a devastating attack against the US Pacific Fleet, headquartered in Pearl Harbor, Oahu, one of the volcanic islands that make up Hawaii, at the time a US territory.


The United States of America was caught completely off guard. No one could remember anything like this happening before, and Americans vowed never to let it happen again. On street corners, at bus stops, in train stations and school hallways, the same message appeared: REMEMBER PEARL HARBOR.


Pearl Harbor jolted Americans awake. For years, Adolf Hitler’s Nazi armies had been on the march across Europe. In 1940, Imperial Japan joined Hitler’s “Axis” of dictatorships and was sweeping across Asia. Before Pearl Harbor, most Americans believed that they were safe—insulated from Europe and Asia by two oceans—and could choose when, where, or whether to join the fight for democracy.


After Pearl Harbor, Americans finally got the message about the mortal threat to their country. The United States went to war against the Axis and emerged victorious four years later.


By 1945, America seemed to have avenged Pearl Harbor, once and for all—at great human cost. And Americans everywhere agreed that the United States would never again suffer a deadly surprise attack.
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As it turned out, however, there would be more Pearl Harbors.


On September 11, 2001, many years after I took—and promptly failed—my fifth-grade math quiz, another brazen attack came out of the blue and stole the lives of thousands of Americans. This time, it was close to home. I watched from a pier on the west side of Manhattan as the Twin Towers collapsed, killing nearly three thousand people. The acrid smell from the wreckage filled my nose for weeks afterward.


The newspaper headlines the next morning made no mistake of it, calling the terrorist attacks of September 11 a “second Pearl Harbor.”


Almost twenty years after that, when I first decided to write this book, the United States had come under assault from a different kind of foe, an invisible and lethal virus that seemed to strike without warning. During that terrible spring of 2020, the surgeon general of the United States announced, “This is going to be our Pearl Harbor moment.”


All of these Pearl Harbors had something in common. Despite what seemed (in retrospect) like obvious warning signs, America found itself unprepared, and there was finger-pointing at those people inside the country who, it was believed, allowed this to occur. And in each case, racism—toward the Japanese after Pearl Harbor, toward Muslims after 9/11, or toward China and Asian Americans when the COVID-19 pandemic struck—infected how some Americans decided to assign blame for what had happened.


Why, I asked myself, had the story of Pearl Harbor so powerfully shaped how we understand our present? Why is this history so unsettled?


Winston Churchill, the British politician who guided Great Britain through the worst days of World War II as prime minister, remarked that “Those that fail to learn from history are doomed to repeat it.”


How should we react when our world changes suddenly? Do we give up or do we dig in and fight back? Do we look for scapegoats, someone to blame, or do we try to help one another?


The real story of Pearl Harbor, it turns out, is more complicated—and much more interesting, tragic, and heroic—than the simplified version handed down to us by our parents and grandparents.


I wrote Attacked! to try to get past the headlines, the official memories, and the REMEMBER PEARL HARBOR posters, to tell a story from the words, memories, and experiences of a diverse cast of characters, ordinary people who could never have prepared for a morning when history came crashing out of a blue sky.
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CHAPTER 1



ONLY A FEW WEEKS INTO THE MOST IMPORTANT MISSION of his life, Takeo Yoshikawa—code name: “Morimura”—had run out of ideas. It was the fall of 1941, and the twenty-eight-year-old Japanese spy was supposed to be gathering as much information as possible about the sprawling American naval base at Pearl Harbor, an enormous, closely guarded military installation on the Hawaiian island of Oahu.


Posing as a Japanese diplomat, Yoshikawa expected to move freely through the city of Honolulu and its surrounding towns. But all of Oahu felt like an armed camp, with military police manning every street corner. As he jostled against strangers on crowded sidewalks, he felt watched. Unfamiliar sounds and voices trailed out of streetcars, bars, pool halls, and shops of every type, and hundreds of American sailors in crisp white uniforms spilled onto the streets at all hours. Yoshikawa scurried past them, avoiding eye contact.


Every night, in the secret code room of the Japanese consulate where Yoshikawa worked undercover, the telegraph machine spewed questions and demands for information.


“How many naval vessels are docked?”


“Where are the battleships and aircraft carriers anchored?”


“How many aircraft are stationed at Ford Island?”


If he didn’t deliver answers, it would mean shame for Yoshikawa and for his proud parents.


Yoshikawa had grown up in a family that prized military training. In high school, he was a champion swordsman of kendo, the stick-fighting sport that had helped train samurai warriors for centuries. He followed the tenets of Zen Buddhism and believed that its teachings of self-discipline prepared him well for the fight against Japan’s enemies.


He had entered the Imperial Japanese Naval Academy just two years before Japan’s fateful decision to become a true empire.
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Imperial Japan—Dai Nippon Teikoku. The island nation of 100 million people had changed faster than any other country in history. Once the territory of medieval samurai lords known as shogun, Japan had morphed into an industrial powerhouse in mere decades.


At a time when European and American empires had carved up Africa and much of Asia, Japan was determined to compete with the great world powers.


In 1931, the Japanese army crossed the Sea of Japan and invaded resource-rich Manchuria, renaming it Manchukuo. Six years later, in 1937, Japan staged an all-out, brutal invasion of China. Blessed by the emperor himself, the war in China became known as “the sacred war,” or seisen. Many Japanese citizens believed firmly that their country’s military conquests were a righteous quest for glory.


On December 13, 1937, Japanese troops captured the Chinese city of Nanjing and slaughtered as many as 300,000 soldiers and civilians. Western news reports of the atrocities shocked many Americans, turning public opinion in the United States sharply against Japan’s new push into Asia.


Japan pressed on with its war aims. Under the rallying cry of “Asia for Asians,” Japan announced what it called the Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere (under Japanese leadership). Japanese propaganda criticized Western powers for their own imperialism in Asia—and the United States for its racist treatment of its citizens of color, particularly those of Asian descent. But in reality, these messages covered up Japan’s ruthless treatment of the Asian peoples newly under its control.


Japan soon joined with Nazi Germany and Fascist Italy, forming a military pact in September 1940. Each country in the Axis pledged to go to war to protect the others.


As Japan’s military chiefs dreamed of an empire spanning the Pacific, they saw only one real obstacle: a single US naval base in a shallow harbor, bristling with battleships, aircraft carriers, and thousands of American sailors. No other military force in the Pacific had the strength—or was close enough—to block Japan’s ambitions.


Japan’s military leaders decided they needed to know more about what its main enemy across the Pacific was up to. They sent an unassuming, slightly nervous young spy to find out.
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The spy Takeo Yoshikawa in an undated photo. 


THE HAWAII TIMES PHOTO ARCHIVE FOUNDATION.








On Yoshikawa’s first attempt to get a closer look at the big naval base at Pearl Harbor, his taxi driver sped up as they passed the wrought-iron perimeter fence. He explained to Yoshikawa that the Navy was on the lookout for spies, and that police officers lurked in the bushes to arrest anyone—even an innocent cabdriver—trying to peer inside.


The Navy wasn’t taking chances: on nearby Hickam Field air base, where hundreds of America’s best fighter aircraft were parked close together out in the open, armed guards stood by to protect them from potential sneak attacks by Japanese secret agents. The Navy’s commanders reasoned that they would be safest this way.


If the Americans found out who Yoshikawa really was, it would be life in prison—or death by firing squad.
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After a particularly stressful day, Yoshikawa made his way up to the Shunchoro Teahouse in Alewa Heights in Honolulu, to relax over whiskies and soda.


It was a beautiful evening, and the Shunchoro’s main room had a large picture window looking out toward the ocean. Laid out before Yoshikawa was an unobstructed view of the US Navy base at Pearl Harbor. “Lights were flickering all over,” he later remarked, “making it look like an enormous starfish.”


That very evening, a new plan took shape in Yoshikawa’s mind.


Although Hawaii was an American territory, much of it was culturally Japanese. While tourist brochures touted Hawaii as a vacation paradise for white visitors, two-thirds of the island’s 260,000 full-time residents were descended from Japanese parents or grandparents—men and women who had immigrated to pick pineapples or cut sugarcane on large plantations where thousands of poorly paid workers toiled in the hot sun.


With the right disguise, Yoshikawa realized, he could blend in.


Donning a Hawaiian shirt and cap, the spy began to make daily forays onto the streets of Honolulu, listening for bits and pieces of information about the US fleet.


He went swimming, making note of coral reefs that might prevent a boat from reaching the shore safely.


He read the local papers, carefully clipping information about admirals, captains… and their ships.


Abandoning his diplomatic cover, he sometimes worked as a dishwasher at the Pearl Harbor officers’ club, pricking up his ears for gossip.


He played the tourist, taking glass-bottom boat tours, going on hikes, and even purchasing tickets for charter flights that offered a view of all of Oahu from several thousand feet up.


He took measurements of the harbor depth, breathing through a reed to stay underwater for long periods of time without attracting attention.


And he returned again and again to the Shunchoro Teahouse. He even took to renting a room with a clear view of the harbor, which he would scan carefully through a set of binoculars. Under the spy’s watchful gaze, planes took off and landed, and ships of all sizes came and went.


All of this information he committed to memory, never carrying a camera, pen, or notepad. At night, in the cramped telegraph room in the consulate, he would carefully encode his daily catch of information and wire it to Tokyo.


Over weeks and months, Yoshikawa assembled a detailed picture of every military installation on Oahu—including all the ships stationed in Pearl Harbor. He could even predict their movements with accuracy.


But he could not answer one simple question: Why did his bosses in Tokyo need all this information?


















[image: image]








CHAPTER 2





ON SATURDAY, DECEMBER 6, 1941, AN EXHAUSTED President Franklin Delano Roosevelt retired to his study after hosting thirty-two dinner guests in the White House dining room.


Months of negotiations were taking their toll on the president. He had used a wheelchair since contracting polio, and throughout 1941 FDR had sunk into bouts of anemia, the flu, and other illnesses.


Over the past eighteen months, the world FDR thought he knew had crumbled.


In May and June of 1940, Adolf Hitler’s Nazi armies rolled into the Netherlands, Belgium, Luxembourg, and France (having already invaded Poland, Czechoslovakia, and Austria). Now eyeing Britain, Hitler launched his fearsome air force, the Luftwaffe, in an all-out assault on England.


The British Royal Air Force managed to halt the Luftwaffe’s advance, but German bombers still pounded British cities. Would all of Europe fall to the Nazi menace? And would Hitler then set his sights on the United States? To FDR, there seemed to be little he could do about it.


A powerful group of “isolationists,” people who believed that the United States should not get tangled up in international affairs, conspired to block FDR’s moves to support England’s war against Hitler. The America First Committee handed out leaflets, bumper stickers, and pins by the hundreds of thousands, and flooded the White House mailroom with postcards and letters opposing any intervention in a “European war.”


In the summer of 1941, the forces of Imperial Japan made a bold move in the Pacific. In July, Japanese troops seized a group of airfields in southern Indochina (now Vietnam and Cambodia), an action that put them in position to attack farther south, toward the British colony of Singapore, the oil-rich Dutch East Indies (now Indonesia), and even Australia.


In an attempt to interrupt Japan’s plans, Roosevelt froze all of Japan’s financial assets in the United States and placed a total embargo on the sale of oil to the island nation. This would make it impossible for Japan—a nation that imported more than 80 percent of the petroleum it needed—to run its economy and far-flung military.


Japanese leaders estimated that they could last eighteen months without American oil. Either America had to give in or Japan had to push south to secure its own source of petroleum. It was a classic standoff, and the clock was ticking.


For the remainder of that summer and through the fall, talks between Japan and the United States dragged on, with neither side giving an inch.


As far as FDR was concerned, slow-moving negotiations were exactly what America needed. War in the Pacific would come eventually, he believed—but where? With the isolationists blocking his attempts to increase military spending, the president knew that America was in no shape to hold back Hitler, let alone Imperial Japan.


FDR needed time. Time to build up his armed forces. Time to persuade his stubborn fellow citizens to take the Axis threat seriously. Time to keep Japan from making rash moves into Thailand, Singapore, or Indonesia—or, worse, into the American-held Philippines, where the small American force deployed there would be no match for Japan’s powerful army.


The flames of war licked at America’s doorstep. To the east, FDR tried to douse them by sending weapons and supplies to America’s main ally, Great Britain. To the west, with little time to spare, he did the one thing that might give Japan second thoughts about igniting a war in the Pacific: In the fall of 1941, the president ordered battleships, aircraft carriers, fighter aircraft, and Army personnel to reinforce a lonely US Navy base on the small Hawaiian island of Oahu named Pearl Harbor.


Thousands of miles from Japan, Pearl Harbor was not at risk of being attacked itself, FDR believed—and his advisers agreed. But by sending American ships and planes to Oahu, America was sending a powerful message to Japan.


The United States was ready.
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If he walked a short way down his farm’s dirt road, nine-year-old Donald Keli’inoi could just make out the dark shapes of battleships. They came and went from Pearl Harbor, belching black clouds from their smokestacks. The constant whine of plane engines as they took off, landed, and performed aerial maneuvers overhead played like a soundtrack to his quiet, lonely life.
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An aerial view of the US naval base at Pearl Harbor. 


PHOTOGRAPHER UNKNOWN. US NATIONAL ARCHIVES AND RECORDS ADMINISTRATION PHOTOGRAPHY COLLECTION, 1941.














The Keli’inoi family’s ten-acre farm sat only three miles from the big Navy base, but it may as well have been on a different planet. When a car came up the road, the family would rush outside, hoping for visitors to break the monotony of their lives.


“Day in, day out, you just saw each other. A visitor was a major event,” Donald said.


The western shore of Pearl Harbor bordered an area of flat, saltwater farms owned by hardworking Hawaiian families like Donald Keli’inoi’s, descendants of the island’s original inhabitants. The United States had invaded the island kingdom just over forty years earlier, deposing its leader and annexing Hawaii as its colony. In the years since then, white Americans gobbled up the best lands for themselves, pushing once-thriving Hawaiians to shabby backwaters such as Pu’uloa Farms, where the Keli’inois tilled the ground for a meager living.


Donald’s home was about as far away from an island paradise as one could imagine. His family’s ten-acre vegetable farm was so remote that they had no mailing address: letters were simply sent to the Keli’inoi Farm in Pu’uloa. The wider world seemed very, very far away.


And yet, just over the horizon from Donald’s quiet life, things were getting louder, more hectic, and more ominous.


Three miles to the east, hundreds of new sailors arrived every week at the largest naval base in the world. Battleships, destroyers, aircraft carriers, and smaller Navy vessels of all kinds anchored in the calm waters of Pearl Harbor, and launches ferrying sailors and officers in crisp white uniforms crisscrossed between them at all hours. And on the runways of Ford Island and nearby Hickam Field, long-range bombers, fighter planes, and reconnaissance aircraft kept ground crews scrambling from daybreak to nightfall.
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