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INTRODUCTION











The U.S. Navy’s struggle against kamikaze pilots off the coast of Japan in the last months of World War II was the last great naval confrontation of the war. This is the story of what happened on May 11, 1945, aboard the USS Bunker Hill, during the worst kamikaze attack on American forces. Historians have ignored this confrontation for over half a century. Eclipsed by the surrender of Germany three days earlier, the attack has become a mere footnote even in detailed naval histories of the Pacific war.




Two cultures, American and Japanese, collided aboard the Bunker Hill that day. It was and is almost impossible for Americans to comprehend cultural forces that would obliterate the will to live. How could so many young men train for months for a mission whose success necessarily meant their own death? Particularly when the suiciders knew Japan was going to lose the war. As America struggles to come to terms with a global war on terror, and the reality of suicide bombings around the world, it is vital to understand the cultural forces that can overcome the basic desire to survive.




This is also the story of the men, both American and Japanese, whose lives intersected that day on the Bunker Hill, an icon of the Second World War. The Bunker Hill was the flagship of the American naval air forces that carried the Pacific war to the Japanese. Among the officers aboard her that day were two of the most important naval strategists of World War II and postwar U.S. naval doctrine: the father of carrier battle group strategy and the fast carrier forces, Admiral Marc Mitscher—who skippered the Hornet in the Doolittle Raid and at Midway and often sat in the bridge at night, wearing a long bathrobe and a lobsterman’s hat over his bald head—and Mitscher’s equally brilliant chief of staff, Arleigh Burke.* Burke later served an unprecedented three terms as chief of naval operations and is rightly credited with building the nuclear Navy.




Histories usually are written about men like Mitscher and Burke—the military leaders who determined the course of the war. But the great lessons of World War II may be learned by passing on the stories of the “ordinary” men who were dragged into the conflict, who fought with and for each other. These men are dying now at a faster rate than they were killed during the war itself. It is vital that we record their stories, their hopes, and their wisdom to hand along to our own children.




This remains essentially a story about ordinary men—laborers, factory workers, college students—who were thrust into an extraordinary situation and performed many exceptional acts of bravery. But for Pearl Harbor few of these men would ever have joined the armed forces. The war, though, became their own.




Few Bunker Hill crewmen had been aboard ship before they joined the Navy. Most did not know how to swim. Many had not seen the ocean. Only a small portion could have found Japan on a map. By 1945, they had been tired for the nearly two years since she left Boston, because it was nearly impossible to sleep in the crowded quarters of a carrier where aircraft were always taking off and landing, and where the threat of enemy attack remained omnipresent for weeks on end. Yet at the critical moment, the time of decision, each had the particular quality to say, “I will do this.”




“I will fight the fire.”




“I will remain in the smoke-filled room, though it will kill me, because that is what it will take to save this ship, and my shipmates’ lives.”






Caleb Kendall and Al Turnbull—college students from dissimilar backgrounds—served aboard the Bunker Hill as Navy pilots. Turnbull was the son of an immigrant sign painter attending a state school. Kendall’s ancestors fought in the Revolution—in the Battle at Bunker Hill—and, like him, attended Harvard. The chief engineer, Joseph Carmichael, joined the Navy in the 1930s. The son of a mining engineer, he kept the engines running. Al Skacan was a regular crewman—he joined the Navy to avoid getting drafted into the Army.




The war and the Bunker Hill brought all of these men together. But it was the kamikaze attack on May 11, 1945, that has held them inextricably intertwined since that day.




In 1943, the Japanese drafted a young, gifted university student and trained him to fly his plane into enemy targets. His name was Kiyoshi Ogawa. Kiyoshi was among the first men to use suicide as a tactic and to use aircraft as a suicidal weapon. His sacrifice was the only effective defense the weakened Japanese military could muster against overwhelming American matériel superiority. Kiyoshi’s death dive changed the life of every man on the Bunker Hill; it also left Americans uneasy about the postwar world.




Americans in the middle of the twentieth century spent a huge amount of time avoiding the fact of death in their daily lives; not really accepting the capriciousness of the universe. They were taught that by improving their own individual lives, citizens would improve America. The Japanese, on the other hand, strove daily to accept their own limited individual lives, and to live instead Bushido, the warrior ideal of individual sacrifice in favor of the collective society. The kamikazes epitomized this warrior ideal, and its clash with American values.




Perhaps the most basic cultural value, the role of an individual within society, set Americans apart from Japanese during the middle of the twentieth century. Americans were schooled in the ideal of rugged individuals on an errand into the wilderness, hewing with a broad axe a new nation carved from a new continent, raised to believe that their nation was not subject to limits. The manifest destiny of the United States was to expand westward, and any difficulty could be overcome by an individual willing to work hard to solve the problem. American ability, ingenuity, and success, like the Great Plains, appeared to have no limits. Japanese understood more deeply that their individual lives remained fundamentally limited, and that the only thing that might last would be their contribution to Japan, which remained eternal.




In Japan the essence and continuance of society was preeminent for a thousand years. In medieval Japan samurai safeguarded the social fabric. Any threat to the samurai system was seen to threaten the whole community. Every Japanese knows the story of the 47 ronin: samurai whose master had been put to death. Duty required that they kill the man responsible. But the law dictated that if they murdered the culprit, they, too, must die. The ronin determined nevertheless to honor their social duty and avenge their master’s death, even though revenge meant they all must commit suicide. It took the 47 ronin two years to carry out their plan, each day knowing they were that much closer to suicide. In the end, they cut off the head of the lord who caused their master’s death. Then, together, they went to their master’s grave and committed seppuku, a highly ritualized act of suicide. Each ronin thrust a nine-inch dagger into his own belly.* Then with both hands, he drove it up, tearing his chest cavity open. These suicidal ronin who put the group interest above their own are still revered by virtually every Japanese.




A basic tenet of Western culture is aversion to suicide. But this distaste is a relatively recent phenomenon. Romans, like the Japanese, considered suicide an honorable solution to personal failure. Greek and Roman civilizations revered the suicides of Socrates and Seneca, just as failing Japanese leaders during World War II saw suicide as a rational, even praiseworthy act.




Christian dogma, too, has not always held that suicide is a sin. Christians have always maintained that killing oneself in order to accomplish a greater good is acceptable. When a dangling mountain climber cuts his line so that the rest of his group might make a safe return, he is not committing a sin. The determination of righteousness lies in intent. If one is killing oneself to avoid pain or misery, it is forbidden, but if one is putting one’s life on the line for a greater good it is heroic. This is not terribly far off from the Japanese point of view. The rub, of course, lies in determining what constitutes a legitimate interest and a legitimate death. Winston Churchill, when he saw news footage of the bombing of Berlin, asked, “Have we become animals?” But he continued to burn women and children alive throughout the war. Moral lines blurred. One of this book’s objectives is to enable us to understand, through the power of a story, how an individual’s desire to live can be so successfully suppressed that he is willing to train for months to kill himself in the perpetration of a mass homicide. The answer is as complex as human belief.




 




By the spring of 1945 Japan was devastated. They had almost no fuel; their air force and navy had been decimated by American forces. Their cities had been completely bombed out. Their army was retreating in Asia, and beyond the help of the Home Islands. Japanese civilians were starving. More than anything, the brutality of this war seemed to harden the will of combatants on both sides. Americans resolved that the Japanese war machine had to be utterly destroyed. The Japanese military hierarchy knew that the United States military would eventually annihilate them, and so in the war’s desperate last nine months, they finally made suicide attacks state policy and turned increasingly to the kamikazes. The Japanese leadership came to see these young pilots as not merely a solution to their dwindling military aircraft, bombs, and fuel supplies, but also as a means of revitalizing the Bushido fighting spirit of the entire nation, the warrior ethic that it was better to die than to submit.




The kamikazes were the first men to use suicide as a matter of state policy. They used only marked military vehicles and always attacked in uniform. They never targeted civilians. Nevertheless the Japanese military leadership well understood the evil they were converting into state policy. “Such an inhuman thing will have to be answered for in heaven,” Rikihei Inoguchi* said in March 1942 when he heard that Admiral Isoroku Yamamoto had organized midget submarine attacks in which the pilots were not expected to survive.






Desperation born of Japan’s imminent destruction distorted Japanese values. Two years later, Inoguchi planned and organized the Imperial Japanese Navy’s kamikaze program. The kamikazes moved Japanese policy an important step beyond the tactics of self-sacrifice. Pilots and crewmen of midget submarines had not been expected to survive. But it was at least theoretically possible for these submariners to both succeed in their mission and remain alive. A few did. A successful kamikaze mission, in sharp, appalling contrast to historic military policy in Japan and the West, absolutely necessitated the pilot’s death. None who succeeded could survive.




 




Japan had not faced invasion since the thirteenth century when Kublai Khan sent 40,000 men to attack the Home Islands. The Khan’s overwhelming force appeared certain to triumph against the paltry Japanese armed forces. But a severe typhoon struck the Khan’s fleet and sank more than 200 of his ships. This storm became known in Japan as the Divine Wind. The wind appeared a clear indication of the divine protection of Japan as God’s chosen culture. The character for Divine Wind may be pronounced as “kamikaze.” Thus, the young men who served as kamikazes were a human realization of God’s saving grace on the Japanese. Just as the first Divine Wind saved Japan at its darkest moment and ushered in a victory that would preserve the emperor’s line for a thousand years, so the young kamikazes would again save the nation.




The kamikazes were more formally called tokkotai—“Special Attack Corps.” So the kamikaze tokkotai was the Divine Wind Special Attack Corps. The term “special attack” was a euphemism for self-sacrifice or suicide. Today, the pilots who survived their assignment to the tokkotai corps refer to themselves interchangeably as kamikaze or tokko pilots. I will use both these words to describe them in this book.




Choosing death was a complex issue in Japan even during the war. Veteran Japanese fighter pilots serving in the Philippines volunteered in great numbers to be kamikaze in late 1944. When these front-line pilots were killed, it became more difficult to get newly trained conscripts to replace them. Many of the young draftees, like Kiyoshi Ogawa, were simply ordered to kamikaze duty in the last months of the war.




But it is clear that most of the kamikaze pilots were not mere fanatics, happily dying for the emperor. Few if any felt they would be rewarded in heaven for their martial deaths. Japan’s decision to order widespread suicide missions upset and astonished many of the conscripted pilots. Flying Officer Ryuji Nagatsuka, who survived his kamikaze mission, wrote that when he bowed down before his final flight he saw flowers at his feet and thought, in outrage and amazement at his death sentence and imminent mortality:








They still have the right to live, whereas I shall be dead in two or three hours! My life will have been more fleeting than that of a humble blade of grass.







The Bunker Hill functioned essentially as a protective shield for the men who fought aboard her—a steel holding environment from which to launch assaults. She was too valuable to take part in most forward engagements. But when the war finally moved to Japan itself, the carriers had to remain in harm’s way, within easy striking distance of Japan’s kamikaze bases. And so, suicide transformed the Bunker Hill from a place of safety in the vanguard of attack to the disquiet and anxiety of being America’s largest target, waiting, it seemed, mainly to be bombed or crashed. It became obvious to the men on the Bunker Hill that the kamikazes were a new weapon, which like today’s suiciders could come anytime, day or night, and from which no amount of aircraft, ammunition, training, or technology could protect them.




This is a story about men, but it is also a story about the world being remade, as it has been every fifty years or so since the Age of Reason. Japan, the last great warrior culture, was destroyed and then reborn as a peculiar bourgeois democracy, while the American triumph at the end of the Second World War marked the beginning of what Henry Luce called “The American Century.” It has been more than fifty years since that victory, and the world is again beginning to change in vital ways. We cannot hope to understand those changes without knowing how Americans as a people won that victory.




Not since World War II has this story been more relevant. For the first time in sixty years the United States again is confronted by the actions of groups of people driven to sacrifice their own lives in order to harm us. Once again, the most effective weapon being used against American armed forces today is suicide. Aircraft carriers remain the backbone of U.S. naval ability to extend force beyond American borders. American carrier battle groups have sailed back and forth to the Persian Gulf for the last several years to support American troops in Iraq and Afghanistan. The carriers are still the safest, most flexible forward operations base in the U.S. arsenal. They have proved since the close of the Second World War to be immune from suicide attack.




 




“Horatius at the Bridge” was young Winston Churchill’s favorite poem. This epic, a celebration of what bravery, determination, self-sacrifice, and moral authority may accomplish in battle over a foe with grave numerical superiority, could have been written by any of the poets of Japanese Shinto, and echoes the strategy of the kamikaze defense.




“Horatius at the Bridge”








Then out spake brave Horatius,




The Captain of the gate:




“To every man upon this earth




Death cometh soon or late.




And how can man die better




Than facing fearful odds,




For the ashes of his fathers,




And the temples of his Gods,






“And for the tender mother




Who dandled him to rest,






And for the wife who nurses




His baby at her breast,




And for the holy maidens




Who feed the eternal flame,




To save them from false Sextus




That wrought the deed of shame?




“Hew down the bridge, Sir Consul,




With all the speed ye may;




I, with two more to help me,




Will hold the foe in play.




In yon strait path a thousand




May well be stopped by three.




Now who will stand on either hand,




And keep the bridge with me?”




—THOMAS BABINGTON MACAULAY







Young men willing to sacrifice their lives, each to stop a single ship, could as individuals achieve more in Special Attacks than a thousand men in conventional battle. Churchill’s hero Horatius gave his life to delay Sextus’s shameful attack—and gave the city time to destroy the bridge and mount an effective defense. The kamikazes would sink enough carriers and other ships of the American invasion force to enable the Japanese to recover their military forces, or compel a more honorable peace. The war, however, had been decided long before the young men of the Special Attack Corps were called to their tragic mass self-sacrifice, and long before the men of the Bunker Hill were called to give so much to put an end finally to the long war.




But Horatius’s self-sacrifice at the bridge remains important not merely because he held the bridge. Rather it is the fact that so many Westerners have been inspired over generations by individual martial sacrifices, similar to Horatio’s, which must alert us to take note. American youth are taught that the sacrifice of servicemen in every American war was worthwhile to protect American freedoms. Japanese military leaders well understood they had lost the war when they forced so many young men to die as kamikazes. But they knew, too, that thousands, even millions, may be inspired to sacrifice by the moral example of a young man willing to give his life even to a desperate cause. Their last hope remained that Japanese of future generations would take heart and resist in the spirit of the special attackers. It is this alluring and ennobling aspect of suicide attacks that everyone living now must try to understand.
























PART I




LOOMINGS








Circumambulate the city of a dreamy Sabbath afternoon…what do you see?—posted like silent sentinels all around the town, stand thousands upon thousands of mortal men fixed in ocean reveries. Some leaning against the spiles; some seated upon the pier-heads; some looking over the bulwarks of ships from China; some high aloft in the rigging, as if striving to get a still better seaward peep.




—HERMAN MELVILLE, MOBY-DICK


































1. THE PATH TO PEARL HARBOR









But she goes not abroad, in search of monsters to destroy.




—JOHN QUINCY ADAMS ON AMERICA, 1821














Looming is an old sea term—it describes the result of peculiar atmospheric conditions that occur rarely, but most often at sea, in which ships far beyond the furthest horizon may be clearly seen long before they are within visual range. When this happens, sailors and landsmen near shore are treated to a view over the horizon—a look forward into time. Rural Americans were shocked by the bombing of Pearl Harbor. Easterners thought the war would begin in Europe, but students on the West Coast, and those Americans who followed events in Asia more closely during the 1930s, saw war in the Pacific looming over the not so far horizon.




In 1939, America and Japan were on a collision course. Both their economies were recovering. Defense spending was lifting each nation’s economic potential. Shipyards in both nations were being expanded. All the while, a noose in the form of an economic blockade was tightening as America brought increasing pressure on Japan to end its expansion in Asia. Japanese militarists who controlled their government determined they would be overthrown if they capitulated to American demands. These leaders, including Hideki Tojo, realized, too, that they could not defeat the United States in a fair fight. The Japanese concluded that they had one chance: if they could severely damage the American Pacific Fleet—especially America’s carriers—then the weakened United States, more concerned about the war in Europe, would make peace with Japan.




It is difficult to rationalize the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, and much easier to write it off along with the kamikazes as the irrational act of a fanatical nation gone awry. However, it is important to try to understand the Japanese point of view leading up to the war in the Pacific, and the reasons behind the attack on Pearl Harbor. A detailed analysis is far beyond the scope of this book, but a broad outline may be drawn.




 




From the time of the first European settlements in America, a frontier line, descending north to south, separated civilization from wilderness. This line can be seen clearly on maps through the decades, beginning first on the Eastern Seaboard, and moving steadily westward. By the mid-nineteenth century, the western frontier began to merge with American settlements founded on the West Coast that were expanding eastward. By 1890, the census announced that the American frontier no longer existed. For a time, though, America continued to advance westward, beginning a period of colonization and imperialism that directly threatened Japanese hegemony in Asia and the Pacific. America’s west, for the first time, did not end at the shores of California.




This expansion continued an extensive history of confrontation over control of the Pacific. Marines had been sent to Sumatra in 1831. In 1853, Commodore Matthew Perry landed in Japan and forced Japan to open trade with America. In the midst of the American Civil War, President Abraham Lincoln sent a U.S. naval vessel to the Sea of Japan to shell the Home Islands and teach the Shogun a lesson about American power and interest in Asia. In the 1870s, when Japan was wresting control of Korea from China, President Ulysses Grant sent naval forces to Korea to burn coastal forts.




Japanese and American expansion were poised to collide, each determining, as the nineteenth century ended, how to get the most of what was left of Pacific Asia. The de facto annexation of Hawaii in the 1890s put Washington, D.C., 5,000 miles from its farthest borders. Control of the Philippines in 1899 extended American territory westward even beyond Japan.






Before Perry’s visit, Japan knew little of the outside world and considered itself the preeminent nation. But once Japan opened itself to the West, Japanese leaders were shocked by the power of industrialized countries, and determined to force 200 years of economic development into a single generation under the Meiji emperor. Remarkably, they largely succeeded and set their sights on becoming not merely an island nation, but a power on the mainland of Asia.




Japan fought China in 1894–1895 and won Taiwan and parts of Manchuria. Yet they were forced by the colonial powers, particularly the United States, to take a limited profit from their brutal China war. The Japanese people were told by the emperor that they must “endure the unendurable.” (These words were echoed fifty years later by his grandson, Hirohito, when Japan surrendered.) The newly industrialized Japanese devastated the Russian fleet in the Russo-Japanese War in 1905. But the United States brokered peace, and again forced the Japanese to lose face—accepting less than they had won.




Although Japan was an ally of the United States against Germany during the First World War, the Japanese were insulted when the white Western powers refused to allow a racial equality clause in the peace treaty at Versailles. They again felt slighted when the victorious powers divided up the world and gave Japan only a few island chains considered to have little value—the Marshalls, the Carolines, and the Marianas. In 1922, again under American pressure, Japan signed a naval treaty in Washington, D.C., which limited the size of its navy to about two thirds the size of the American fleet.




It wasn’t long before the United States and Japan were looking down each other’s throats.




 




Japan, like the United States, was torn by the Great Depression. Families that had prospered for generations within the traditional Japanese economic system were suddenly undone by new competitive realities as Japan became integrated into the world economy. Japan’s leadership grew alarmed at the paucity of jobs and economic possibilities for the growing and increasingly restless population. They feared that Japan would be unable to compete without controlling land beyond the Home Islands, so the military regime continued and extended a foreign policy of aggressive territorial expansion.




In 1931, the Japanese invaded Manchuria and established a puppet regime called Manchukuo. The subjugation of the Chinese population in the 1930s required an enormous political, economic, and military commitment. Japan sent thousands of otherwise unemployed youths to Manchuria to make it Japanese. They built railroads, roads, bridges, and schools—especially teaching schools to indoctrinate Chinese into the Japanese system. The Japanese government, like Adolf Hitler’s in Germany, began a large-scale buildup of its military financed through deficit spending. This spending lifted the Japanese economy out of the depression and created an alliance between Japanese capitalists and Japanese military cliques. This coalition in turn determined a great deal of the country’s national policy—a policy that led inexorably to war.




The League of Nations refused to recognize Manchukuo, so Japan withdrew from the League, and refused to sign the new Geneva Convention. Two years later Japan withdrew from the Washington Naval Treaty, which had set proscriptions on the size of the signators’ navies. Japan then initiated a rapid expansion of their fleet. By August 1937, Japan was conducting a full-scale war against China, committing violent atrocities, including what is now known as the Rape of Nanking. The world was outraged, but Western powers, hoping to avoid war, did nothing aside from putting forth weak protests. This policy of appeasement emboldened the Japanese militarists.




By 1940, the Far East and the Pacific were controlled by the great European colonial powers and Japan. The British controlled Australia, India, Burma, northern Borneo, the east coast of New Guinea, the Bismarck Archipelago, the Solomon Islands, and the Gilberts. The Dutch controlled much of what is now Indonesia and southern Borneo. The Vichy French controlled Indochina (now Vietnam).* The United States controlled the Philippines, Hawaii, Midway, Wake, and Guam.






In addition to the Home Islands, Japan controlled Manchurian China, Korea, Okinawa, Taiwan, much of Sakhalin Island, and the Caroline, Marshall, Bonin, Ryukyu, and Marianas island chains.




The Japanese island chains in the Pacific were almost unknown to most Americans. Their names now have a deep resonance for anyone with knowledge of the Pacific war. Micronesia includes the island battlegrounds of Palau, Yap, Truk, and about 550 other small islets, including Ulithi Atoll. The Marianas chain includes Saipan, Tinian, and a dozen or so other smaller islands. Guam is part of the Marianas, but it was controlled by America via a small, extraordinarily brave contingent of Marines until the start of the war. The Marshall Islands became known for the battles on Kwajalein, Eniwetok, and Majuro—they include about thirty other coral atolls located halfway between Australia and Hawaii. The Ryukyus, the island chain hanging south of the Japanese Home Islands and sweeping down to Okinawa, was the battleground of the kamikazes. The Bonins are most famous for a small island called Iwo Jima.




Perhaps the most salient factor in Japanese territorial acquisition was that the Japanese, who had a relatively small military, were able to accomplish so much with so little. Radical nationalists had developed a pattern of brutal, lightning attacks against enemy strong points, followed by aggressive territorial acquisition far exceeding anything they could reasonably be expected to acquire, much less to hold. After these initial gains, the Japanese would enter into peace negotiations, in which much of the original territory would be divested, though still leaving Japan with enormous new territories, “legitimized” by the new peace treaty.




The United States, through a combination of economic sanctions and diplomatic pressures, determined to end Japanese expansion in Asia and the Pacific. This conflict between America and Japan was intensified repeatedly in a series of diplomatic moves by both countries that eventually made war inevitable. Each time the Japanese increased their territorial expansion, the United States ratcheted up pressure on Japan to withdraw.




America became particularly alarmed when the Japanese government, at the urging of General Tojo, formally aligned itself with Nazi Germany and Fascist Italy in the Tripartite Pact. The Japanese pressured the French government in Indochina into concessions for naval bases in North Vietnam. In 1941, the Japanese forced the French to grant additional bases in the South. The United States feared that these would be used as a jumping-off point for a push through the Philippines toward the southern resource areas of the East Indies.* In reaction to this expansion, President Franklin Roosevelt froze Japanese assets in the United States and immediately put a halt to all oil shipments to Japan.




Roosevelt then made two demands upon the Japanese: that the Imperial Japanese Navy (IJN) withdraw from Vietnam and that the Imperial Japanese Army (IJA) withdraw from northern China. The IJN, which had entered foreign policy politics for the first time with its foray into Vietnam, could not afford to lose face to the domestic population by backing down.




The IJA, which was significantly more politically powerful than the IJN, was even more reticent to accept a result that ended in the army losing face. But if Japan could not ensure a reliable petroleum supply they could not hope to stand up to the United States. The American fuel embargo put the Japanese in an untenable position. They had only a year to a year and a half’s supply of petroleum reserves.




The Japanese war machine, its economy, and its military regime were entirely dependent on imported oil. Radicals in the Japanese government began to look southward to additional violent territorial acquisition to solve their resource problem. The Dutch East Indies was full of oil then, as it is today, and the Japanese militarists determined to take control of these reserves. The only force left in Asia that could stop them was the American fleet at Pearl Harbor.






The Japanese generals knew that the United States would soon be at war with Germany. American leaders were vastly more concerned about a unified Europe controlled by Hitler, and so Japanese leaders reasoned that the war in Europe would take precedence over anything going on in Asia. But they also knew that it was possible for the Americans to fight on two fronts so long as the powerful U.S. Pacific Fleet remained ready.




The two nations had been furiously building warships since the middle of the 1930s, and both sides now had navies of nearly equal size. When the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor they had ten aircraft carriers to America’s eight, ten battleships to America’s twelve (although the Japanese had the two most powerful battleships in the world), thirty-six cruisers to America’s fifty, and only ten destroyers to America’s one hundred seventy-one. Each side had a little more than 100 submarines. Nevertheless, the war-making potential of the United States vastly outstripped that of the Japanese.




According to the United States Strategic Bombing Survey (USSBS),* the successful Japanese history of use of force with limited commitments counted more in the minds of Japanese military planners than the relative war-making potential of Japan and the United States. The unfortunate pattern of Western appeasement, probably more than any other single factor, led the Japanese to believe they could attack America’s largest naval base in the Pacific with relative impunity.




The Japanese armed forces decided on a complex, bold, but reckless plan to attack the United States fleet without warning. They would utilize carrier-based planes to deal such a crippling blow to America’s naval forces that Japan could sue for a relatively benign peace that would end America’s blockade and leave Japan in control of a steady supply of oil. After sinking America’s Navy, the Japanese armed forces calculated they would be able to take, in relatively quick succession, the Allied-held islands of the Pacific out to Midway, north to the Aleutians, and south to New Guinea, along with the European colonial holdings in mainland Asia.




First, a Japanese carrier strike force would destroy or neutralize the American fleet at Pearl Harbor using a surprise attack on a Sunday morning. In order to ensure success at Pearl Harbor, Admiral Takijiro Onishi determined to send ten volunteers in miniature submarines, each about seventy-eight feet long and weighing nearly fifty tons. On the same day, Japanese troops would attack simultaneously in points throughout Asia. Their objective was to secure the “southern resource area,” a group of mainly Dutch-held oil-rich East Indian islands. This oil would fuel Japan’s economy and put off a major confrontation with the United States for half a century. But in order to succeed, the Japanese would have to destroy the American fleet at Pearl Harbor, especially the aircraft carriers, in a single, decisive battle.




The IJN fleet that attacked Pearl Harbor would then race back across the Pacific, refuel, and cover the advance of Japanese armies in Asia. Those forces would occupy Vietnam and use it as a launching point to neutralize the French in Cambodia and Laos, and British forces in Malaysia, Burma, and Singapore in order to gain complete control of the southern resource area. Half of the IJA divisions would be utilized in China to complete the conquest there, and to extend the Japanese empire into Burma. The islands of the Central and South Pacific would be occupied and then reinforced to become “unsinkable aircraft carriers” to defend against any attempted encroachment by the weakened American fleet, and to cut off the Philippines from American resupply efforts.




Then they would sue for peace.




 




Early on the morning of December 7, 1941, Japanese fighters, dive-bombers, and torpedo planes attacked the ninety-six ships of the U.S. Pacific Fleet at Pearl Harbor. American radar detected the initial Japanese sorties while still 200 miles away, but incredulous officers considered the blips erroneous or friendly. American ships remained anchored less than 1,000 yards apart. Nearly 400 American planes were lined wing to wing. American antiaircraft gunners did not have live ammunition.




Commander Mitsuo Fuchida, leading the Japanese aerial attack, radioed back to Admiral Yamamoto at 7:53 A.M., “Tora Tora Tora,” confirming that the Japanese naval air forces had achieved total surprise.




The United States Pacific Fleet was devastated. The backbone of the American Navy in the Pacific, the battleships (BBs), were almost entirely wrecked at Pearl Harbor. The Arizona, the West Virginia, the Oklahoma, and the California sank at their berths after receiving multiple torpedo and heavy-bomb hits, and near-misses. More than 1,100 Americans were killed when the USS Arizona exploded and sank. The Nevada was struck by numerous bombs and at least one torpedo.




The Pennsylvania, the Maryland, and the Tennessee were damaged by bomb hits. The stern of the Tennessee buckled from the heat of the fires burning on the nearby Arizona.




American cruisers (CCs) were also badly damaged. The Helena was struck by aerial torpedo; the Honolulu was damaged by a near-miss from a large bomb. The Raleigh was struck by both torpedo and bomb and severely flooded.




The destroyers (DDs) were mauled. The Shaw was hit by a bomb that detonated her forward magazine. The Cassin and Downes were struck by three bombs in dry dock. A fourth detonated between the two ships. The Cassin rolled off her stands and struck the Downes—detonating torpedo warheads aboard the Downes. Fuel from the two ships then ignited and damaged both hulls.




Many auxiliary vessels were also badly damaged or destroyed. Some exploded against the sides of others. Many capsized before they sank, notably the Utah, which ended up almost precisely upside down.




The Japanese destroyed nearly every plane at the Army airbase at Hickham Field, and wrecked many naval aircraft at Pearl Harbor. Two thousand four hundred and three Americans were killed. In comparison, Japanese losses were paltry. Fifty-five Japanese airmen were killed. They lost twenty-nine planes. All five of their suicidal midget submarines were lost; nine out of their ten crew were killed.*
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It is helpful to keep in mind the relative sizes of various American naval ships. The chart is reproduced from a wartime handbook for American sailors.




America’s Pacific Fleet was all but crippled by the Japanese attack. But far from being disheartened by the infamous assault, Americans became set in their absolute determination to avenge Pearl Harbor and force the unconditional surrender of Japan. Nothing less would be sufficient. The American submarines and carriers, which were not at Pearl Harbor on December 7, were the only fleet arms to emerge from the Japanese surprise attack relatively intact. This fortuitous preservation led to a complete restructuring of U.S. naval strategy, based on carriers rather than destroyers. Ironically, loss of the fleet at Pearl Harbor forced the United States to create an entirely new, entirely modern fleet. American political will, incensed by the “dastardly” Japanese assault, allowed the president to immediately begin construction of the largest, most powerful navy in the history of the world, and to use the new carrier-based Navy as the principal means of destroying the empire of Japan.




The Japanese woefully underestimated the outrage, strength, discipline, and resolve of the American people and the war-making potential of the American economy. America may not have desired empire in Asia, but President Roosevelt never considered anything less than Japanese surrender after the attack on Pearl Harbor.




The Japanese leaders who initiated the assault on Pearl Harbor, especially Admiral Onishi, became increasingly desperate as the war moved closer to Japan and the magnitude of their error became manifest. Far from conceding, however, these men turned to increasingly fanatical measures to slow the American advance. In perhaps their most reckless undertaking, Japanese leaders drafted all of their most gifted university students in a single day. They taught the brightest of the student-conscripts how to fly, and in the final months of the war ordered these idealistic young men to crash their aircraft into the American aircraft carriers.



























2. KIYOSHI OGAWA









Harmony is to be valued




—THE FIRST LAWS OF JAPAN (A.D. 604)














Kiyoshi Ogawa’s life was typical of gifted Japanese children growing up between the wars. Japan was rapidly industrializing, but the educational system remained exclusive. Only the most talented young people and children of the oligarchs were able to attend Japan’s few universities. But for those privileged scholars, life was almost easy. Japan’s culture remained essentially feudal—individuals rarely were called upon to make choices regarding their own lives. Liberated from much of the burden of defining personal identity, Kiyoshi and his age-mates were freed to live a life that was chosen for them. But for the war, Kiyoshi and other privileged young men like him would lead lives of civic duty and contemplation. Military leadership was reserved for sons of officers. Enlisted men were drawn from Japan’s poor.




Kiyoshi Ogawa was born at home at 433-1 Fujizaka, Yawata Village, Usui-gun, Gunma prefecture in what is now Takasaki City. Today, Takasaki is a modern metropolis with residential neighborhoods stretching out from a densely crowded city center. But when Kiyoshi was a boy, Takasaki was a small farming community, and Yawata Village a simple hamlet. All the homes were made of wood and paper and nearly everyone was a farmer. When Kiyoshi was a child, a row of centuries-old cedar trees, dark and forbidding, grew along the banks of the Usui River, which flowed forever westward toward Kare Mountain. An early shrine, built in the 1500s to honor Takeda Shingen, a local warlord, nestled in the dark trees. The river then was particularly prone to flooding, as dangerous to body as it was frightening to mind. The Jobu Road, a pebble-strewn street merely a few yards wide and used only for wagons—Yawata’s only connection to the outside world—stretched into the distance. Children played safely. Life was slow. The huge coal-powered locomotives came through every now and then, but they never stopped.




There were no after-school activities, no organized sports, and of course no TV. Few villagers had radios. Children returned home from school and helped at farming. Each season the villagers celebrated a single festival that offered a short respite. The grown-ups organized games and contests. Takasaki drifted along, an isolated, provincial, but comfortable place to live.




Japan was struggling successfully to modernize their near-feudal economy. The businessmen in each of the towns worked hard, and risked much to improve their villages. Kiyoshi’s family were members of an emerging rural merchant class. His father, Kinjiro Ogawa, was the chef at Kadoya, a small restaurant that the family owned and ran. He wore the typical chef’s uniform of the day: a sushi chef’s short smock-jacket tied with an obi sash and baggy striped navy blue cooking pants.




Gunma was far from the sea so the sushi Kiyoshi’s parents served came mainly from freshwater fish like carp. The Usui River, which flows nearby their home, is famous still for its “sweet fish.” The Ogawas served makizushi (fish rolled in nori seaweed) and koikoku (soup made with carp) or koinoarai (raw carp served as sashimi).




Mrs. Ogawa was unusually short, but spoke in a refined manner that impressed everyone in the neighborhood. She had an aura of elegance about her that the young people who grew up with Kiyoshi remember.




Kiyoshi’s brothers and sisters were affable and bright, but he is recalled as more so than any of them. Kiyoshi was simultaneously the boy all the girls wanted to be with and the child every boy wanted as his best friend. Yet he remained unaffected by his popularity. And he was smart. His schoolmates recall that Kiyoshi raised his hand in class, but not in a way to show off—rather out of a joy and curiosity for learning. Everyone realized early on that he was special. They all knew he would probably end up going to college, an unusual thing in those days.
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A photo taken of Kiyoshi in grade school. He was a skinny kid, but muscular, and seemed always to be smiling.




Kiyoshi had a flat nose, which gave him a slightly Caucasian appearance and makes him stand out in group photos. Everyone from Kiyoshi’s childhood seems to remember five things about him: he was smart, he was funny, his face was pale and handsome, he was kind, and he had a tsukitoota voice, a vibrant, booming voice filled with joy. The people from Joshue (as Gunma was called in those days) are known around Japan for being outgoing. But Kiyoshi’s openness and joyful nature were notable even there.




The future kamikaze pilot grew up in a military dictatorship in which information was tightly restricted by the government. Religion, politics, economics, and social order all converged and were controlled and defined by a single entity: the god-emperor.




It is difficult now to fathom the role the emperor played in the life of every single Japanese. The emperor was God; his word law. Even the calendar was changed to reflect the emperor’s life. Each Japanese emperor takes a new name when he accedes to the throne. Emperor Yoshihito took the throne as Taisho from 1912 to 1926. Everyone born during Taisho’s reign marks their life in terms of the emperor’s rule. Thus Kiyoshi was born on October 23, Taisho 11 (1922). The calendar begins with Taisho’s accession, and ends upon his death. A new calendar is then initiated. Taisho’s son, Hirohito, became the Showa emperor and led Japan during the war and through reconstruction, until his death in 1989.*




The emperor exercised his authority via a constitutional government controlled by the military. The only checks and balances among military and industrial leaders in Japan came from the emperor’s inherent moral authority. But his actual authority and well-being rested in the military. Education, jobs, the press, all were controlled by the military. Japanese had no right to freedom of expression.




Authoritarian government in Japan, deeply enmeshed in duty and militaristic patriotism, was more subtle than that of other dictatorships. The constitution before the war stated specifically that the emperor was God. The Japanese called Japan shinkoku nihon: “God’s country Japan.” God and emperor were one, so when they fought for the emperor they were fighting for God.




They called him daigensui-heeka, the “Grand Admiral,” and he controlled everything: the generals and admirals, all of the armed forces, the prime minister, and every single person. The emperor’s authority far surpassed mere worship in the Western sense: it was religious, political, and social. Every Japanese always prefaced the word for “emperor” with Chi, “Our Fearful.” Chi was a warning as well as an honorific. The word notified all in hearing that the emperor would soon be mentioned. This phrase was always followed by “Kono tare! Kami goichi nin,” “Our Fearful and Only God.”




Tatsuo Ono, a kamikaze pilot who trained with Kiyoshi, believes that the acceptance of the divinity of the emperor led to acceptance of the war. Ono cannot recall a time when he believed in tensonkourin, the belief that the imperial family is derived from Amaterasu Omikami, the Sun God. But he could never voice his doubts or his convictions. College students, more so than perhaps any other group, sensed the unreasonableness of the system, but they could speak of these things in only the most general and half-joking manner. They lived a great strange lie that virtually every educated Japanese person knew to be absurd, yet none questioned.




 




The youngest of five children and his parents’ favorite, Kiyoshi Ogawa was raised much like the other young people in his village. His best friend in school was Osamu Numaga, born one year behind him. They lived about 500 yards apart, separated by rice paddies and vegetable plots and bushy green mulberry fields—all easily crossed—and played together often.




After school, Kiyoshi and Osamu would stop at a little pond that had a small school of koi living in it. They would pause each day to sit and just look at the fish. Both would stare silently for fifteen minutes or so, in a sort of youthful meditation, and then resume their walk, children again. They fought epic battles with their classmates each day on the way home. But then they would see each other at school the next day and all were friends again. They were innocent and just playing games.




Children like Kiyoshi and Osamu all memorized the Imperial Rescript on Education during grade school. This text from the Meiji era defines the duty of all Japanese entirely in terms of their place in society. It is an extraordinary document and was read at every important event in school. The rescript taught children from the earliest age what would be expected of them at every stage in their lives.




Most, but not all, of the children in rural villages were able to complete primary school. Education for nearly every girl ended there. In the sixth grade, the boys were separated by intelligence, achievement, and gender. Kiyoshi was smart and able to move on to Takasaki Junior High School, which he attended from 1938 until graduation in March 1941.




Only one in five Japanese graduated from junior high school. Japan had just six major universities during World War II. Students were granted admission based partially on socioeconomic status, but because there were so few seats available, all had to prove themselves meritorious. The country could only afford to educate the brightest and most promising students and educators began weeding students out as early as grade school.






Kiyoshi, like every student who completed junior high school, took part in a national examination process that determined if they would go to a university, a vocational college, or end their education.




During shiken jigoku, the term for the examination period, which translates as “exam hell,” young men would isolate themselves and attempt to create a wholly devoted frame of mind before the exams. They wore hachimaki, headbands reminiscent of those worn by the ancient samurai, symbolizing a complete dedication to a single task. Kiyoshi wore those bands only twice. The first was when he prepared to take the entrance exam for Waseda University. The second was during his time at Kanoya, preparing for his final mission.




Kiyoshi was tested in Japanese literature, language, Kambun (Chinese literature), English, math, politics, social studies, economics, physics, biology, and general education. The entrance examination questions could be almost randomly esoteric. Kiyoshi was required to sketch the Kanji Chinese character for kappou—a subtle and complex character drawing on the idea of cuisine.




Kiyoshi passed through shiken jigoku and on April 5, 1941, entered Waseda Second High School, a college preparatory school in the midst of the Waseda University campus. He was eighteen years old.




The day after Kiyoshi started university, Germany, which already controlled nearly all of Europe, invaded Greece and Yugoslavia. Both nations capitulated before the end of the month and Japan signed a neutrality pact with the Soviet Union. Three months later, President Roosevelt froze Japanese assets in the United States and cut off oil exports to Japan.




Waseda, though, remained an elite island of liberalism with fewer rules and restrictions than probably any other institution in Japan. Waseda students were able to wear clothes beyond the school uniform and attendance was not enforced.




Kiyoshi and his schoolmates were born during a sort of golden age of political liberalism in Imperial Japan that lasted only a few years. The liberal movement was led by Okuma Shigenobu, who founded Waseda University. Shigenobu was a nationalist intellectual who believed that Japanese success was tied to reconciliation with the West. He reasoned that liberalism was a vital component of Western success, so he struggled to liberalize Japan. Shigenobu was backed by Japanese corporations that flourished because of the liberalized economy. For a time between the wars, Japan’s leaders placed a high value on freedom. Limited economic, social, intellectual, and political freedoms were taught then to be fundamental to the health of the nation.




Japan’s expansionist foreign policy in the 1920s that led to war in China had shifted control of the nation from the liberals to a military clique. This junta annihilated domestic political freedoms during the Taisho dynasty. By the time the Second World War had begun, liberal ideas had disappeared and were almost forgotten except by college students isolated within the university environment.




 




Kiyoshi lived at a geshuku, a student boardinghouse, called Higashi Gokenchou, in an area popular with students who did not receive housing in one of the campus dormitories.




Waseda students awakened each day around 6:00 A.M., had a breakfast of rice, perhaps some dried fish, and miso soup. They walked to school, where the first class began at eight. Classes were two hours long and students attended two each morning and two in the afternoon.




Kiyoshi and all of the students were affected by the lack of basic supplies, directly caused by the war with the United States. The cafeteria often served the same food for breakfast, lunch, and dinner: rice with thin miso soup and a pickled radish. Sometimes they had udon noodles. Meat was a rare treat. Though the food situation was tight in 1941, when they entered Waseda, it got progressively worse as the war wore on. By 1945, Japan’s lack of food would become critical.




Kiyoshi loved to eat hinomaru bento, an inexpensive white rice dish served in a bento box. A sweet plum, pickled red, sat in the center of the rice. The pickle juice radiated out into the rice in waving lines. The rectangular box, with the red center and red lines in white rice, was a patriotic dish formulated to resemble a waving Japanese flag with the rising sun.




After class, many students returned home or to their rented rooms to study or read. Radio programs were entirely state-controlled and mundane. The military had inserted itself into all areas of life in Japan, including education, and Waseda, perhaps the most traditionally independent of the top colleges, was also affected. Waseda began teaching martial arts—a Japanese version of ROTC—to all students, and required a physical education course. The martial arts courses were taught by an officer of the IJA and included traditional work with swords, but the students also learned how to handle guns, basic military drills, and theories of ground combat.




Retired IJA officers ran the training, and in IJA tradition, they verbally and physically abused the college students, and often belittled the value of education. The students found the IJA to be boorish, locked in an old worldview that appeared increasingly irrelevant. Most college students were already aware of the differences between the services, but for those who were not, the negative ROTC experience with the IJA officers made most wish for an assignment to the navy.
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Japanese students were exempt from the draft, but in a symbolic show of patriotism they were required to aid in the war effort by carrying munitions along a narrow rail spur that ran through Waseda’s campus.
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Kiyoshi was strikingly fair-complexioned. He shaved before all known photographs. He is wearing the blue uniform of the Waseda Second Senior High School. Even sixty years later Kiyoshi’s smile remains infectious. In nearly all of the photographs of Kiyoshi he is either bursting with mirth or seems uniquely aware of something terrifically amusing.




This martial training was essential. Even before their attack on Pearl Harbor, Japan’s military was too spread out. They had conquered far too much, too fast. Though the Japanese armed forces had excellent pilots and disciplined ground forces, the government had been fighting a war in China for many years and could not train new recruits quickly enough to replace seasoned veterans killed.




Kiyoshi graduated from the Waseda Second Senior High School on September 30, 1942, and entered the School of Political Science and Economics at Waseda University the following day. The students at Waseda were gifted, and worked hard. They had passed through a grueling apprenticeship and challenging exams, and had been accepted into a university where the liberal ideas that they grew up with were still quietly and subtly acknowledged. The college students were held protected in this isolated intellectual environment, even as the war that had originally destroyed those freedoms closed in upon the country.



























3. 1942: JAPANESE PRIMACY









You’re in the army now




—SOLDIER’S SONG














With the attack on Pearl Harbor, Japan had begun the largest air, sea, and land assault in world history. And for a full year America struggled to halt the relentless Japanese onslaught.




In the days following December 7, Japanese forces expanded their wild, centrifugal assault, invading the Philippines, Malaysia, Guam, Burma, Borneo, Hong Kong, and Wake Island before Christmas. Japan took Wake on December 23 and the British surrendered Hong Kong on Christmas Day. General Douglas A. MacArthur had by then already begun withdrawing from Manila to the more defensible Bataan peninsula, which Japanese troops attacked on January 7. A few days later they began advancing into Burma and the Dutch East Indies, including British Rabaul.




The Japanese took the Borneo oilfield center at Balikpapan—which produced 70,000 barrels of crude each day, 90 percent of Japan’s needs—on January 24, 1942. By the end of the month, British troops had withdrawn into Singapore. The Japanese invaded Java and Sumatra at the beginning of February, and the British surrendered Singapore at mid-month.* The victorious Japanese sent a large air force to attack the British base at Darwin, Australia, and invaded Bali.






America seemed plagued in the early part of the war by bad luck; the French ocean liner Normandie, which was being converted to transport troops, had burned at her pier in New York City and turned turtle. Ten days later, though, the United States received some rare good news: Navy Lieutenant “Butch” O’Hare, flying from the USS Lexington (CV-2),* had shot down five Japanese bombers in five minutes. He became the first American ace of the war, and the Chicago airfield later was named for him. The Japanese submarine I-17 shelled the Elwood oilfield near Santa Barbara on February 23.† President Roosevelt, in a tacit acknowledgment that the United States would lose the Philippines, ordered General MacArthur to leave. A couple of days later Japanese bombers sank America’s first aircraft carrier, the USS Langley. The British evacuated Rangoon in early March, and the Japanese landed at Lae in New Guinea, about 200 miles north, across the Owen Stanley Range from the capital, Port Moresby.




On March 11, 1942, General MacArthur was evacuated to Australia by courageous PT boatmen who successfully ran the Japanese naval blockade. The men left behind by MacArthur in the Philippines were steadily crushed. The besieged soldiers slaughtered horses and mules for food. On April 9, about 2,000 Americans swam across a channel in Manila Bay to a small island called Corregidor. The 76,000 Americans left on Bataan surrendered the following day.




The Japanese were in no way prepared to deal with the great mass of American POWs, and almost immediately initiated a sixty-mile forced march to the Filipino village of San Fernando. Most of the Americans were given no food or water and perhaps 11,000 of the prisoners were killed during the transfer, which became known as the Bataan Death March. Many were tortured by their captors and endured agonizingly slow deaths. A few days later, the desperate United States established the War Relocation Authority, which rounded up 120,000 U.S. citizens of Japanese descent and forcibly transported them to barbed-wire-encircled desert concentration camps.




Within six months Japanese troops conquered a huge empire including all of coastal China to the Soviet border, then arcing northward across the Aleutian Islands, and south across the Pacific just west of Midway, then arcing back across the midpoint of Guadalcanal and Papua New Guinea, then across Asia and the Indian frontier. Imperial Japan pulsed with a powerful sense of inevitable victory after Pearl Harbor. The near-complete destruction of the American Navy and the series of land victories against the European powers in Asia led to a sense of chosen invincibility. But thoughtful Japanese naval leaders knew that the American carriers had not been sunk and that a fight was coming.




Japanese leaders understood that Japan could not compete against the United States in a sustained conflict. Even a fully mobilized Japan could not possibly hope to construct a navy that could rival what the United States might produce over a period of years. As Japanese could not build sufficient numbers of their own carriers, they instead planned on creating a series of island bases that would act as “unsinkable aircraft carriers,” which would allow the Japanese to project force thousands of miles from the Home Islands. The island bases would form a protective barrier through which the badly damaged American Navy would not dare pass.




These islands, stretching across thousands of miles of open ocean from the Bering Sea down to the Solomons, formed a sort of Maginot Line of heavily fortified fixed defensive positions. It also presented an almost insurmountable problem of logistics. Resupply quickly became Japan’s biggest challenge in the Pacific. The Japanese island bases were effective only so long as they could fly their aircraft. Air groups required huge amounts of fuel and tons of spare parts, but supply ships traversing the 10,000-mile arc of the Japanese empire were imperiled by American submarines that could travel almost anywhere in the Pacific and already had begun a quiet campaign that severely curtailed and eventually all but eliminated Japanese resupply efforts.




 




Admiral Yamamoto wanted to finish the job begun at Pearl Harbor—to sink the American Navy. He realized, too, that Port Moresby of Papua New Guinea, the last Allied base between Imperial Japan and Australia, was a key to Japan’s new line of defense. If taken, Port Moresby would offer the Japanese air and port facilities from which they could cut off sea lanes to and stage an invasion of Australia. But if the Allies continued to control Port Moresby, Japanese troops in Southeast Asia and Japanese oil supplies throughout the empire would be threatened. Yamamoto believed the small Allied force at Port Moresby could not hold out against a sea-based assault and almost blithely assumed that if the Navy carriers did show up for the fight, superior Japanese fliers would sink the American flattops.




The Battle of the Coral Sea was fought on May 7 and 8, 1942, entirely through air power projected by carriers. It was the first naval battle during which opposing vessels never visually sighted one another. Seamen everywhere began to realize that traditional surface ships were becoming irrelevant.




During the battle, Lieutenant John Powers, a carrier pilot from the USS Lexington, crash-dived into the Japanese carrier Shokaku. He was killed, but the Shokaku was disabled for more than a month. Her sister ship, the Zuikaku, escaped undamaged, but her air group was severely depleted. The Japanese called off their naval assault on Port Moresby when their carriers were forced to retire.




Soon after the Coral Sea, the course of the war began to change. A United States submarine sank a transport ship en route to the oil production areas in the East Indies and 900 skilled workers drowned; their loss seriously hampered the Japanese ability to manage oil production. Nevertheless, the Japanese assault across Southeast Asia continued and by the end of May, Japanese forces had taken all of Burma and crossed into India.






The Japanese won a tactical victory in the Coral Sea. The Lexington was sunk and a bomb badly damaged the USS Yorktown (CV-5). But the battle was an important strategic and moral victory for the United States. Robert Dixon,* the Avenger pilot who led the Lexington’s dive-bombers and who dropped one of the twelve bombs and seven torpedoes that sank the small Japanese carrier Shosho, radioed back “Dixon to carrier: Scratch one flat-top.” This phrase, repeated in newspapers across the United States, became a powerful psychological boost. More importantly, Japan’s naval assault on Port Moresby had been halted. Instead of an amphibious landing, the Japanese armed forces would have to slog southward over the Owen Stanley Range along the Kokoda Trail. This barely passable route slowed their advance until Allied reinforcements arrived.




Admiral Yamamoto understood that Japan could not compete against the United States in a war of attrition. Japan was then training only a few hundred pilots each year. Their veteran airmen were as good or better than the best American pilots, but they were dying much faster than they could be replaced. The United States was now engaged in the largest shipbuilding program ever initiated. Yamamoto knew that those ships would be larger, more powerful, and more numerous than anything Japan could hope to produce and that the new vessels would begin sailing against Japan in 1943. He reasoned that if the U.S. Pacific Fleet was not destroyed before the end of 1942, Japan would eventually lose the war. He decided therefore to try to lure the American Navy into a decisive battle, a trap for which the Americans would be unprepared. The Lexington had been sunk, and Yamamoto thought that the Yorktown was either sunk or so badly damaged that it could not take part in operations for at least a month. He wanted to use Japan’s most powerful weapon, the Yamato—the largest battleship in the world—in a classic surface fleet battle to finally destroy the American Navy. But how could he force the Americans to fight so soon again after the Coral Sea?




Yamamoto decided to capture Midway, a tiny atoll 1,300 miles west of Pearl Harbor. He knew that Midway had not been sufficiently reinforced to hold out against a major assault, and that the United States could not allow the Japanese a land base so close to Hawaii. Once the Japanese took Midway, the United States would have to send out its still ill-prepared surface fleet to defend the island, and Japan could sink the American Pacific Fleet in one final battle. Yamamoto had no time to do the meticulous planning and drills normally required of a large fleet action. For his plan to work, he had to rush to battle before the Americans could repair their carriers. But the Japanese fleet had dispersed across the Pacific. In order to get his fleet ready and into position in time, Yamamoto sent his battle plan, in code, though on open frequencies across the Pacific to his far-flung ships. They got the message, but so did the U.S. Navy. Gifted code-breakers were able to decipher most of the dispatch.




Yamamoto split his fleet; he sent six major carriers to Midway, under radio silence, far ahead of his main force of surface ships, and sent two light carriers, Junyo and Ryujo, to supplement a simultaneous invasion of the tactically insignificant Aleutian Islands. He planned to bomb Midway with carrier aircraft, then land sufficient forces to take the island and await the Americans with his gigantic surface navy. Yamamoto’s defeat came about more than anything because he failed to grasp the strategic value and tactical use of aircraft carriers. He sought to end the war with a classic clash of battleships, the kind of fight he had studied so often in the days before carriers.




Admiral Chester A. Nimitz, who had been promoted to commander-in-chief of the Navy’s Pacific forces after Pearl Harbor, was by then commanding a carrier-based force. Nimitz understood that concentrated, well-protected carriers would win out in any battle against a surface fleet.* Nimitz had only three carriers, and he knew he needed all three together. But the Yorktown, badly damaged at the Coral Sea, did not arrive at Pearl Harbor until May 27. Naval engineers figured it would take months to make the ship battle-ready. Admiral Nimitz personally climbed into the Yorktown’s dry dock, sloshing in knee-deep water to inspect the hull. He sent more than 1,000 dockworkers scrambling throughout the badly damaged carrier, and had her steaming out, still wounded, just three days later toward Midway. Nimitz sent the carriers Enterprise (CV-6) and Hornet (CV-8), together with the Yorktown (CV-5), to the back side of Midway, surrounded by surface ships that offered protection from submarines and aerial assault, and sharing the protection and offensive power offered by multiple air groups.




The opposing forces that met at Midway were roughly equal. Japan brought four major carriers; the United States had three. Both sides had about the same number of carrier aircraft (230 or so).




Despite the parity between American and Japanese forces, Admiral Yamamoto himself undermined his own strength. When the Japanese began their attack on Midway, he kept half of his aircraft aboard ship, in reserve. The major American counterattack came before the reserve squadrons were launched. All four of Japan’s major carriers at Midway were sunk. Nearly all of their aircraft were lost along with more pilots than they could train in a year. In contrast, the United States lost fewer than 100 mostly obsolete aircraft, one already damaged carrier (the Yorktown), and a destroyer. Three hundred seven Americans died. More than 3,000 Japanese were killed.




Despite their victory, the American Navy made many serious mistakes at Midway. Though American admirals understood the strategic value of aircraft carriers, they still did not understand how to fight them tactically. Officers failed to communicate effectively with each other and even with their own air groups. The American carriers altered their intended course after an attack launch, but no one told the returning aircraft. Numerous pilots became lost and ran out of fuel before they could find their carriers. The Enterprise failed to inform the Hornet about battle conditions and so the latter ship launched her attack planes late for the attack on the Hiryu.




Unlike many military organizations, though, the Americans learned from their mistakes and even in victory revised and improved policies and procedures for carrier tactics, which carried the Navy to victory in later fighting. The Japanese attack on the Yorktown showed the American commanders the significant impact that a handful of skilled pilots could have, and the extraordinary survivability of American carriers.




Japanese dive-bombers, flown by some of the most highly skilled pilots in the world, scored three direct hits on the Yorktown and a second wave of torpedo bombers hit her with two “fish.” In contrast, the Army bombers based at Midway released 184,000 pounds of explosives, and Marine torpedo planes dropped another 50,000 pounds, without hitting anything. The Navy planners realized that skilled pilots were an essential component of a carrier battle group, and the U.S. Navy vastly increased pilot training. While the best Japanese pilots were kept on the front lines where they could fight effectively, the finest American pilots were rotated home where they could teach thousands of other men to fight effectively.




Of equal importance to the skill of pilots was the Navy’s failed damage control procedures. The Yorktown’s boilers were shut down after the strike. Without electricity, the ship had no light, and crews could not find their way through the hull to do damage control. Nor was there power to run the firefighting pumps. The Yorktown listed until its portside hangar deck was just above the waves, and her captain ordered the ship abandoned. Incredibly, though, she remained afloat. The ship was reboarded the next day and taken under tow. But the slow-moving carrier was attacked by submarine and hit by two more torpedoes. Her towing vessel was sunk by a third torpedo. Even then, the Yorktown remained afloat. American depth charges, loosed from the stricken tow vessel, exploded below her. Yet the stubborn carrier, which had entered the fight still damaged from the Coral Sea, did not sink for three days. She finally succumbed early on the morning of June 7.




 




Japanese strategic ascendancy dissolved in the American carrier victory at Midway. Japan lost offensive naval capability. Front lines were driven 2,000 miles back toward Japan. The IJN quickly became unable to resupply their far-flung island empire—they had no way of replacing lost ships and pilots. Their smaller shipyards, operating with few natural resources and limited fuel, could not keep up. America could afford to lose one carrier. But the Japanese could not afford to lose four.




At home, America was in the middle of the largest ship construction program ever undertaken, and was training 100,000 pilots, each of whom would have at least three times as many air hours as the few hundred pilots being trained in Japan.




America would build more than 100 carriers during the course of the war, a feat of naval shipbuilding never before contemplated. Such production would take time, however, and during the six months immediately following Midway, the United States Army and Marines suffered greatly due to America’s lack of carriers.




By July 1942, battle lines in the Pacific war had almost stagnated. The Japanese controlled an arc extending from the Home Islands north through Sakhalin to southern Kamchatka, out to Attu and Kiska in the Aleutians, and south all the way to the center of the Owen Stanley Range in New Guinea. But the difficult thing about holding a great deal of captured territory is that the enemy can decide where to hit. The Japanese had only a small contingent establishing their base on the easternmost Solomon island, Guadalcanal. It was there America would strike.




Japan and the United States seemed simultaneously to grasp the importance of the Solomon Islands. If Japan controlled the Solomons they could protect their flanks, and harass sea lanes to Australia. If the United States controlled the Solomons, they could isolate Japanese troops in the south, especially at Rabaul, and cut Japan off from the southern resources.




The dogged resistance of American forces at Bataan and Corregidor played an important role in the Solomons fight. Fresh Japanese air and artillery units had been moved to Bataan so as to strike the stubborn American garrison on Corregidor. The Japanese had intended to use those units to secure a new airfield they were constructing on Guadalcanal. This left a small force of 2,000 Japanese building the airstrip on the tiny island that was to be the southeast cornerstone of their planned impregnable island battle line.






In August 1942, each side increased their commitments incrementally, seeming to hold their breath, watching to see who would win, knowing that somehow the ferocity of this fight—Guadalcanal—would determine the victor in the end. Neither side had sufficient carriers to commit to the battle and so reinforcement or resupply was difficult for both.




On August 7, 1942, with 10,000 men against 2,000 Japanese, Admiral Frank Jack Fletcher pulled the American carriers out of the landing force only two days after the American assault began. The naval supply effort, without carrier air support, was halted, and the Marines were left on their own. The Leathernecks often had only a few days’ supply of ammunition, and only enough food for two sparing meals each day until October.




The islands offered a brutal, ugly, stultifying, but strangely even fight. The difficult, bloody combat there and in New Guinea established the horrifying pattern that would make the Pacific conflict so different from the war in Europe.




James Swett was born June 15, 1920, in Seattle, Washington. His striking blue eyes bespeak the joy he radiates each day at being alive. Colonel Swett loves to fly. He got his pilot’s license while putting himself through college in California. He gained more flying hours through his private training than he received in the Navy Flight School. Swett graduated at the top of his class and opted for flying the Corsair for the Marines. He headed for the Solomons to defend the beleaguered Americans on Guadalcanal.




Admiral Yamamoto sent 200 planes on April 7, 1943, more than had been used at Pearl Harbor, to try to dislodge the Americans at Guadalcanal’s Henderson Field. Swett’s first combat mission was against this Japanese onslaught. Swett, with only three other American planes, intercepted a group of fifty Japanese Val dive-bombers. Most pilots would have returned to base, saving their aircraft for a more even fight. But Swett led his small squadron in to attack. He quickly shot down seven Japanese planes, making himself an “ace in a day.”* Swett fired until his guns ran out of ammunition and his engines seized up. His canopy was shattered by enemy bullets, and he broke his nose on the fragments when his plane crashed into the sea. Swett survived, though, and his commander, Admiral Mitscher, recommended him for the Congressional Medal of Honor, which Swett received.




The Solomons were not all bad for Swett. The PT captains would take the pilots fishing on off days, and they would bum eggs from the Sea Bees, the Navy’s engineering and construction corps. One day a couple of Sea Bees “accidentally” ran over a cow, and they all had hamburgers for a week. They fixed up a Japanese ice machine on Guadalcanal and made 700 pounds of ice each day. The men mixed the ice with powdered milk and added milk shakes to their hamburgers: “Man, that was really living.” Planes started making “emergency” landings at Henderson Field for the burgers, but when a B-17 that was way too big for the 2,100-foot runway tried to land, “the Colonel said that’s the end of the hamburgers.”




Fighting in the Solomons was continuous through the end of the year. By late October, each country had about 22,000 men committed to the arena. By November, the Japanese had 30,000 men, slightly more than the Americans. But the Japanese resupply efforts were failing and their soldiers were beginning to starve. A month later there were 40,000 Americans and only 25,000 Japanese. On December 31, 1942, Emperor Hirohito gave permission to his men on Guadalcanal to withdraw. And by the beginning of 1943, it was clear that the United States would take the island.




Many of the Japanese military elites wrote off America’s victory at Midway as an unfortunate result of Japan’s lack of radar. When the United States defeated the Japanese at Guadalcanal, however, IJN leaders were forced to fundamentally reappraise their assessment of Japan’s chances. Many Japanese naval officers realized then that the Americans could fight, and fight hard, and that they would fight to the end. Only then was Japan’s economy placed on a war footing. Tight controls were established on the use of all strategic materials. But still the students were not mobilized.




Australia transformed. Rather than a trench to be defended, it became a point of departure for the Allies. The United States, no longer rushing to halt the Japanese, was given time to plan and rebuild its Navy, a fleet different in size and class from any that had been envisaged.




In one of the most far-reaching decisions of the war, full priority was given to construction of the Essex Class of carriers.



























4. THE USS BUNKER HILL (CV-17)









What Price Glory




—TITLE OF LAURENCE STALLINGS AND MAXWELL ANDERSON’S 1924 PLAY














A task force of fast carriers led America’s assault across the Central Pacific beginning in the fall of 1943. By the end of the following year, these carriers had wrested control of the Pacific from the Japanese and had begun the attack on the Home Islands. The backbone of this Fast Carrier Task Force was the Essex Class carriers.




The massive carriers were designed with a war in the Pacific in mind—to confront Japan and project force across vast expanses of open sea. Before the Essex, navies essentially relied on battleships—dreadnoughts with gigantic guns that could fire huge shells for miles. But nearly the entire American Pacific battleship fleet was destroyed at Pearl Harbor. The loss of so much of the backbone of the Navy forced the Pacific arena to become a carrier war. By a fluke none of the American carriers had been at Pearl Harbor during the Japanese attack. Though many of the sunk battleships were refloated, repaired, and relaunched, airpower advocates such as Billy Mitchell, Admiral Marc Mitscher, and U.S. Navy Secretary James Forrestal argued that the great battleships were no longer relevant.




The U.S. Navy’s continuing reliance today on carriers is due largely to the success of the Essex Class during World War II. The first Essex was authorized in 1939 after the expiration of the Washington Naval Treaty and was originally envisioned as merely a single ship. In 1940, when France fell, America began construction of a “Two Ocean Navy.” Nine additional Essex Class carriers were ordered, including the Bunker Hill. Eventually twenty-four were constructed.




Probably no country on earth could have produced an Essex carrier save the United States. Certainly none could complete twenty-four. The construction of the massive ships was made possible because of the rapid development of the U.S. steel industry. The primitive Saucona Iron Company was founded in Bethlehem, Pennsylvania, just before the outbreak of the Civil War. It produced iron for the new railroads that were being laid down across the United States and structural steel for the U.S. Navy. In 1904, Charles Schwab, who had resigned from U.S. Steel, reenergized the company, renaming it Bethlehem Steel, and began producing the capital-intensive steel forms that enabled the construction of skyscrapers and eventually the giant Navy ships. Bethlehem Steel took over the Quincy Shipyard in Massachusetts and numerous others and built more than 1,000 Navy ships during World War II, including the Bunker Hill.




The Essex Class was a masterpiece of design work, especially considering that none of her architects could walk through her structure to make changes. For she was invented in their imagination, based on the successes and failures of the ships in two earlier classes of U.S. aircraft carriers.




Design and construction of the Essex Class was managed by the Navy’s Bureau of Ships (BuShips). Their principal goal was to create a faster carrier that could operate a larger air group with heavier aircraft, stronger armor, at greater range, and with more guns than any carrier yet constructed. BuShips succeeded in all parameters. The Bunker Hill was so wide that some of the guns had to be taken off before she could slip through the Panama Canal.




 




Only thirty years before the Bunker Hill was laid down, the first American pilots landed on wooden platforms tacked to the stern of cruisers. The aircraft carriers’ role in the First World War had been insignificant. The Essex Class carrier, under doctrine managed by Admiral John “Slew” McCain, allowed the United States to win the war in the Pacific and redefined naval warfare—and U.S. foreign policy—for two generations. International law recognizes naval carriers as sovereign territory, technically part of the United States. So an aircraft carrier is like an American military base that the commander-in-chief can move quickly to any hot spot on the globe. This mobility proved to be the undoing of the Japanese fixed defensive system.




Essex Class carriers were the most advanced and complex weapons systems employed by the United States during World War II. The Bunker Hill was made up of hundreds of millions of separate parts. She required 9,000 distinct sets of plans for her construction (in contrast, light cruisers needed almost a third fewer). Nevertheless, she can be understood fairly easily if one thinks of her simply as a floating naval airbase. Her purpose was to take American naval airpower anywhere necessary in the world to defeat Japan. She could attack just about any city within 200 miles of a coastline, which meant she could hit almost every important city and Japanese base during the Pacific war.




The United States fully mobilized the American economy for the war effort the day after Pearl Harbor. In 1942, FDR signed the largest tax bill in American history. It funded construction of war matériel, especially carriers and aircraft to fly from them. Every American industry was geared to the construction of the new Essex Class carriers (CVs) that would carry the war to the Japanese.




Before Pearl Harbor the United States lacked the desire or will to fight the Axis powers. After Pearl Harbor, Americans determined to destroy both Germany and Japan. But there was a special vengeful animosity reserved for the Japanese. The USS Bunker Hill was at the vanguard of this effort. She was a product of American economic strength, expertise, purpose, and resolve. And she brought retribution through the power of the American economy directly to the Japanese.




The United States began the war with four, mostly aging, carriers in the Pacific, the Langley, the Lexington, the Saratoga, and the Enterprise. Construction of the Langley and Lexington (which began as cruisers) started in 1911. The Lexington was originally a battle cruiser laid down in 1911, with a flight deck added later. The Saratoga also was laid down as a battle cruiser in 1920 and converted to a carrier. The Enterprise was launched in 1936. Of these, only the Enterprise and the Saratoga would survive the war.




The Essex Carrier forces ensured that American troops could be supported and supplied on the ground anywhere in the Pacific.




Carriers were primitive during the First World War—essentially they served as gimmicks merely to prove it could be done. But during the period between the wars carrier technology developed quickly. It took the United States half a generation to figure out how to use carriers effectively in war—they needed to travel in carrier battle groups with many other carriers, protected by large groups of surface ships, submarines, and especially their own aircraft. American carriers still fight in essentially the same way.




Carriers have always been extraordinarily difficult to build and maintain.* The Japanese empire had ten aircraft carriers when Pearl Harbor was attacked. The United States had eight. During the war, Japan was able to complete construction of fifteen additional carriers. In contrast, the United States built 141, including twenty-four Essex Class, and destroyed all of the carriers of Japan. The Essex Class played a pivotal role in these one-sided victories. Early in the war, American carriers were lucky to be able to travel in forces of two or three, but by the time of the Okinawa campaign in 1945 the Navy fielded multiple task groups of 300 ships, with ten or more carriers each. By the end of the war, Mitscher and his commodore, Arleigh Burke, had proved that with a well-protected carrier task force, the United States could extend its sovereignty thousands of miles beyond its borders and keep American cities well behind the battle lines.†






 




In Quincy, Massachusetts, in December 1942, a couple of months after Kiyoshi Ogawa began college and one year to the day after the Japanese surprise attack on Pearl Harbor, the USS Bunker Hill was launched at the Bethlehem Steel Company’s Fore River yard. Joseph Carmichael, who would command the ship’s Engineering Department, got a room at the newly requisitioned Harvard Club in Boston’s Back Bay and began supervising the fitting out of her engine rooms and selecting crewmen to run her machinery. She had cost $53 million.




Joseph Carmichael, chief engineer of the Bunker Hill, was one of eight department heads and only four men aboard the ship who were authorized to command her. He graduated from the University of Washington and joined the Navy after ROTC because he expected a naval war against the Japanese empire and he wanted to be there.




Carmichael is one of the most tightly disciplined members of an American generation famed for its discipline. He is deeply and widely read. He has finished the full set of the Harvard Classics and the many hundreds of secondhand books on his shelves. He weighs the same 130 pounds he did when he was in charge of every moving part of the USS Bunker Hill. He drove himself to succeed in the wartime Navy and again when the war was over, competing at a saw mill and logging operation in British Columbia, and then returning to New York where he went to business school. Carmichael ended up at Irving Trust Company handling all of the real estate properties in fifteen countries for the Bank of New York.




In 1940 the Navy began writing to reserve officers, soliciting them to go on active duty in submarines. “Well, submarines seemed to me to be probably the most exciting duty you could have, which showed how little I knew about them.” Carmichael volunteered for submarine duty and went to New London, Connecticut, to take the course at the New London Submarine Base. It was one of the rare instances in his life where he did not meet with success. He slacked off and ended up in the lower half of his class, “which turned out to be very fortunate for me. If I had been in the upper half of the class, I’d have gone in to submarines and I think my existence would have been fairly miserable.




“But me being in the lower half of the class, I was given the opportunity to volunteer for World War I destroyers which were being recommissioned.” Carmichael ended up attached to the air tender USS Clemson (AVD-4). Her captain was an aviator, as the Navy required that all ships involved in naval aviation be commanded by pilots. The fast carriers’ success resulted in more and more fliers managing the Navy after the war.




The Roosevelt administration was sending a lot of the old destroyers that had been headed for scrap to Central and South America. The Clemson took up station at various ports. Carmichael got to see Latin America. They worked out of Panama, Brazil, and for many months the Galápagos Islands. “There’s probably no place in Central and South America that we didn’t go. Partly it was showing the flag, as well as presenting a picture that the Navy was active to warn South America.




“Brazil had been taken over by General Eduardo Gomes, a real Nazi sympathizer, one of those guys with a high collar, so sharp, if he turned his head, he’d cut his throat,” he recalls with a laugh. The Navy was growing and Carmichael’s work was not terribly dangerous.




About eight days after Pearl Harbor the officers of the Clemson were still living a fairly normal life in Brazil. They would go into town on weekends, meet Brazilian girls, go to the movies, restaurants, bars, and dancing. The big movie theater was advertising The Disaster at Pearl Harbor one night, so they all decided to go in and see what it was. “We were interested in the facts about what happened, because our promotions were all tied up with that, with Pearl Harbor.” He laughs looking back at his own naïveté. The movie was very much the same film seen now in documentaries about the attack. Planes begin to come in, and then ships are blowing up, and the fires are breaking out—it was horrifying for the men of the Clemson. The officers left the theater shocked.




“These were filmed from the air, so I assumed they had been taken by the Japanese pilots, and then had been distributed by the Germans.” Carmichael got his first taste that night of Japanese efficiency, and as an engineer, he admired it. He could not believe they could take those films, develop them, copy them, ship them to Germany, cut them, and have them released in a movie theater in remote Natal, Brazil, eight days after the attack, all at a time when the world’s oceans were active with warships on all sides.


[image: image]


The USS Bunker Hill passes beneath the drawbridge of Route 3A in Quincy, Massachusetts.




The Bunker Hill was roughly the size of a modern skyscraper lying on its side. Her overall length was approximately seventy-three residential stories. If Rockefeller Center were laid out lengthwise on the deck of the Bunker Hill, it would fall twenty-two feet short of her bow. The distance from her flight deck to the bottom of her keel was nearly half a block and her maximum width was a full half block. She was 820 feet long on her waterline and from the waterline to her keel was close to thirty feet deep when fully loaded in wartime. She was so large that men who sailed on her recall the first time they saw her not realizing she was a ship at all—they thought she was part of the Boston skyline.






The Bunker Hill’s deck was crowded by the island structure so the flight deck at its narrowest point (between the 5-inch guns) was only ninety-four feet wide. Most of the time it was 109 feet wide. The flight deck itself was 862 feet long (plus four-and-a-half-foot-long ramps, slightly angled upward at either end).




From her keel up thirty feet to sea level, and then rising another thirty feet or so to her hangar deck, the Bunker Hill looked like an ordinary warship or a luxury cruise ship, perhaps, like the Queen Mary. But quite suddenly she bulged out in all directions like a Jersey highway barrier riding upside down in the sea. Her widest place at the waterline was only ninety-three feet, but above the waterline the flight deck bulged out 147 feet. The enormous island structure was built all on one side—it appeared almost ready to tip the Bunker Hill over. Yet she was one of the most solid ships ever built, practically unsinkable.




Structurally, the Bunker Hill is much like any other very large ship. Her hull may be thought of as a shell of steel that is kept from collapsing on itself by strengthening girders, like those of a skyscraper. The hull of a ship the size of the Bunker Hill must support the weight of thousands of tons of pressure from equipment on the inside and the force of the ocean on the outside.




The Bunker Hill was among the first ships built from the keel up to be aircraft carriers. Her flight deck, or runway, was a single, straight 870-foot platform from bow to stern, interrupted only by the island structure on the starboard side amidships. She was driven by four propellers powered by 150,000-horsepower diesel-steam turbines, run out of the four boiler rooms that were the heart-pump of the ship.




The island, on the starboard side flight deck, was her nerve center. It was a gigantic wedding cake structure, rising seven decks and more than eighty feet above the flight deck. It also proved to be a target for the Japanese and a significant impediment to landing planes. Aircraft had to stop short of the midway point. The planes then taxied or were towed past the island, and lowered down to the hangar deck on an elevator where they were repaired, refueled, and rearmed.




The Bunker Hill carried the normal complement of 104 aircraft, all stored below in the hangar deck. But during combat the Bunker Hill often had dangerously large numbers of fully fueled planes stacked up on her aft deck awaiting takeoff. The flight decks of the Essex Class carriers were highly vulnerable. They were constructed of steel deck plating a mere one-fifth-inch thick. Across that, a layer of four-inch-thick teak planking was laid down. The wooden decks were easy to repair, but made the deck and interior especially vulnerable to kamikaze strikes. Bombs and planes would tear right through into the hangar deck.





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 
   
     
	 
    
     
	 
    
     
	 
	 
    
     
	 
    
     
	 
	 
    
     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    
  
   
     
  




OEBPS/Images/colophon.jpg





OEBPS/Images/titlepage.jpg
DANGER’S

HOUR

THE STORY OF THE USS BUNKER HILL
and the Kamikaze Pilot Who Crippled Her

Maxwell Taylor Kennedy

Simon & Schuster
NEW YORK LONDON TORONTO SYDNEY





OEBPS/Images/34.jpg
st conn @ B

s @
wan aa @

o s @

w®
il s @)

i @

canser @

wsom Q

o cson @

—r-3

wwsnza ®






OEBPS/Images/crlogo.jpg





OEBPS/Images/43.jpg





OEBPS/Images/38.jpg





OEBPS/Images/64.jpg





OEBPS/Images/44.jpg





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
DANGER’S

HOUR

THE STORY OF THE USS BUNKER HILL
and the Kamikaze Pilot Who Crippled Her

Maxwell Taylor Kennedy

Simon & Schuster
NEW YORK LONDON TORONTO SYDNEY





