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For Ellie and Charlie

May they prosper in a world without war.
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The list below identifies the key people in this story and the positions they held prior to December 7, 1941. Japanese names follow the Japanese convention of surname first and given name second. In some cases, there is more than one spelling in the English translation of a Japanese name. In each case like that, I have used the name used by Joseph Grew. As an example, Konoye Fumimaro’s name is sometimes spelled Konoe. However, Grew always referred to him as Konoye, and that is the spelling I have used. In other situations, the spelling of a place has changed. As one example, Nanking is now Nanjing. In each case like that, I have used the spelling that Grew used.
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CHAPTER 1 Anticipation


It was, in many ways, a typical Sunday afternoon at the White House. The President, dressed casually in flannel slacks and a gray pullover sweater that once belonged to his eldest son, Jimmy, was working on his stamp collection—a lifelong passion—behind the small wooden desk in the second-floor Oval Study. The President loved that room. The high ceilings, the assorted knick-knacks on the desk and tables, the lion skin on the floor, and the built-in bookshelves conveyed a warmth missing in the larger and more formal rooms of the mansion. Model ships were displayed on various tables, and scattered on the tan colored walls were oil paintings and other art depicting sailing vessels from long ago, all reflecting another passion of the President’s: the sea. In earlier times, he had loved the exhilaration of sailing and was in fact struck down by polio in August 1921 while on a family vacation at Campobello, Maine, where sailing was a principal activity. That love of the sea was not confined to leisure activities. He had treasured his service as Assistant Secretary of the Navy in President Woodrow Wilson’s administration more than twenty years earlier. It was probably no small coincidence that the leather sofa and chairs in the study were once used on the USS Mayflower, which had served as a presidential yacht during the tenure of his cousin Theodore Roosevelt (who had been Assistant Secretary of the Navy in President William McKinley’s administration).

The appeal of the Oval Study was enhanced by its proximity to his bedroom. The bedroom—which he did not share with his wife Eleanor—was next to the study, a point of particular importance for a man who had to rely on a wheelchair for mobility. Arthur Prettyman, a large black man and a retired Navy Chief Petty Officer, had served as the President’s valet since 1939, and he probably would have entered the bedroom sometime shortly after 8 a.m. on that Sunday morning. Prettyman would generally stay with the President as he sat up in the narrow bed and went through his morning ritual—eating breakfast (typically orange juice, eggs, bacon, and toast along with coffee that he made himself) while poring over a stream of newspapers (usually the New York Times, the New York Herald Tribune, the Washington Post, the Baltimore Sun, and others).

In these private moments with his valet, the President almost always displayed an “amiable, sweet disposition” that made him seem immune to the burdens of the office. He was very fond of Prettyman, and the two would often engage in light banter as the morning progressed. The President liked to tease Prettyman about his good looks and would invariably refer to him as a “lady killer,” which prompted the valet to respond that “one does not refute the Chief Executive, Mr. President.” It is doubtful that anyone had a more intimate relationship with Franklin D. Roosevelt at the time than Prettyman. He assisted the President with dressing, using the bathroom, and bathing (although Roosevelt liked to shave himself), and the valet performed those chores wherever the President went. But the valet was a master of discretion, and rarely would he disclose details about the man he served. Later, after he and Roosevelt had died, Prettyman’s widow would answer inquiries about what her husband knew by saying that he “didn’t talk to us about anything.”

However much he may have appreciated Prettyman’s company and the unobstructed view of the Washington Monument outside his bedroom window, Roosevelt’s thoughts on that first Sunday morning in December 1941 surely drifted to the expected armed conflict with Japan. Sometime around 9:30 p.m. on the prior Saturday evening, Lieutenant Lester Schulz, an aide to Roosevelt’s naval attaché, had given him the first thirteen parts of a highly confidential fourteen-part memorandum that had been transmitted by the Japanese Government to its ambassador in Washington. The Ambassador would later be instructed to give the entire memorandum to Secretary of State Cordell Hull at 1 p.m. on that first Sunday in December, but American intelligence sources had intercepted the first thirteen parts of the memorandum on Saturday after it was transmitted to the Japanese Embassy (and they would soon intercept the last part).

The memorandum was an ostensible reply to a prior proposal of the United States in the ongoing discussions that Hull and Roosevelt had been having with Japan’s representatives. Roosevelt already suspected that the Japanese would make a surprise attack somewhere, and now, after a scan of this new document, he knew that a diplomatic resolution of America’s disagreements with Japan was indeed unreachable. He handed the document to Harry Hopkins, a longtime associate who was with him in the Oval Study, and said, as Schulz later recalled, words to this effect, “This means war.”

Despite that perspective, the President had no suspicion that Japan would attack the United States. As he later explained on Sunday morning to Ross McIntire, his personal physician, he did not think that “even the madness of Japan’s military masters” would lead them to directly attack the United States—a country with far greater resources. No, he assumed that the Japanese would focus on some distant point in the Far East—such as British-controlled Singapore or perhaps Thailand (and the New York Times did in fact report on Sunday morning that the Japanese crisis was “more acute than ever” because of an anticipated “Japanese invasion of Thailand”).

Still, Roosevelt knew that any aggression by Japan—even in the Far East—would raise the prospect of war with the United States, and he had to be prepared to move quickly after the Japanese ambassador presented the memorandum to Hull on Sunday afternoon. So when Henrietta Nesbitt, the White House housekeeper, telephoned Hopkins in the morning to ask about plans for the day, Hopkins replied that he would be having lunch with the President at 1 p.m. in the Oval Study and that the President would not attend the luncheon that Eleanor had scheduled for about thirty-two guests that afternoon.

There was nothing unusual in Hopkins getting that telephone call from Nesbitt. He was living in the White House in a suite that had once been Abraham Lincoln’s study and that was down the hall from the Oval Study and the President’s bedroom. The White House staff was now accustomed to his presence and, more than that, to his ability to speak for the President on schedules and other matters that were part of the White House routine.

Hopkins’ presence at the White House was a matter of happenstance. A native of Sioux City, Iowa, with thinning hair combed straight back, the fifty-one-year-old, frail-looking Hopkins had been a social worker in New York City in 1928 when he first met Roosevelt, who was then campaigning to be New York’s Governor. In time, Hopkins was asked to head the new Governor’s Temporary Emergency Relief Administration to help address the problems of the Depression. When Roosevelt moved to the White House in March 1933, he asked Hopkins to join his administration.

Harry Hopkins was a tireless advocate for the poor, the displaced, and others in need, and the new president appointed him to head the Federal Emergency Relief Administration and then the Civil Works Administration. The appointments were well suited to Hopkins’ interests and talents. He used those positions to distribute millions of dollars of assistance—whether in the form of direct grants or jobs—for citizens still suffering from the effects of the Depression. In fulfilling his responsibilities, Hopkins did not dwell on procedural propriety—he cared only about getting immediate results. (When someone approached Hopkins about a project that would “work out in the long run,” the new federal administrator responded, “People don’t eat in the long run—they eat every day.”)

Hopkins’ tenacity no doubt endeared him to a president who was equally interested in results. But their relationship also reflected a compatibility that extended beyond the younger man’s drive to succeed. The intense, chain-smoking Hopkins was an impressive raconteur with considerable charm—and he had a selfless devotion to Roosevelt. There was the time in January 1941 when Hopkins was on an overseas presidential assignment and Roosevelt famously told Wendell Willkie, his Republican opponent in the 1940 presidential election, “[S]omeday you may well be sitting here where I am now as President of the United States. And when you are, you’ll be looking at that door over there and knowing that practically everybody who walks through it wants something out of you. You’ll learn what a lonely job this is, and you’ll discover the need for somebody like Harry Hopkins, who asks for nothing except to serve you.”

In May 1940, Roosevelt had asked Hopkins—then the Secretary of Commerce—to stay for dinner after an afternoon cabinet meeting. When dinner was over, the President—sensing that Harry was not feeling well (perhaps a product of his prior treatment for stomach cancer)—asked him to stay the night, which Hopkins did. He did not leave until more than three years later.

Despite his proximity to the President’s bedroom, Hopkins would probably not have disturbed Roosevelt’s early morning routine on that Sunday in December. The same could not be said about McIntire. A balding, congenial, fifty-two-year-old Rear Admiral (and also Surgeon General of the Navy), the President’s physician had a practice of checking on Roosevelt every morning as well as every evening. He entered the President’s bedroom around 10 a.m. Captain John Beardall, Roosevelt’s naval attaché, arrived about the same time with the last part of the Japanese memorandum. The last part did not declare war or say anything about any military moves planned by the Japanese Government. It simply concluded that “it is impossible to reach an agreement through further negotiations.” The President looked up at Beardall with his blue eyes after reading the last part and said, in effect, “It looks like the Japanese are going to break off negotiations.” Roosevelt was not surprised. It undoubtedly confirmed his assumption that something momentous was about to happen.

Still, he saw no need to do anything, and he passed the rest of that Sunday morning talking with McIntire and going through the newspapers. Prettyman probably began the process of dressing the President sometime around noon. Although Roosevelt prided himself on being able to handle certain matters without assistance, the valet was an indispensable part of the process. While he laid flat on his back on the bed, Prettyman would have removed the President’s pajama pants, and then (depending on Roosevelt’s schedule for the day) he may have strapped a brace (weighing about five pounds and painted black to camouflage it from outsiders) on each of the President’s lifeless legs. Prettyman would have then helped Roosevelt pull on his pants and secure shoes on his feet. After putting on his sweater, Roosevelt would have slipped into his wheelchair (a homemade contraption built around a wooden kitchen chair), wheeled himself into the Oval Study, and then, using his massive upper body muscles, maneuvered himself into the chair behind the desk.

It was there that he welcomed Dr. Hu Shih, the Chinese ambassador to the United States, at 12:30 p.m. A principal focus of Hull and Roosevelt’s discussions with Japan’s representatives had been the fate of China. In a contrived effort to safeguard Japan’s interest in a railway in Manchuria, some soldiers with Japan’s Kwantung Army had engineered an attack on Chinese forces in 1931 near the capital of Mukden. A seemingly minor incident (and one that had not been sanctioned by the government in Tokyo) then mushroomed into Japan’s occupation of that northern Chinese territory and the eventual establishment of a puppet regime under Japanese control. The Mukden Incident (or Manchurian Incident, as it was called) was compounded in 1937 by another seemingly minor skirmish (later known as the “Marco Polo Bridge Incident”), where Japanese forces from the Kwantung Army attacked Chinese troops near the Marco Polo Bridge located southwest of Peiping. The encounter spiraled out of control, and Japan soon became locked with Chiang Kai-Shek’s National Revolutionary Army in a full-scale military struggle which the Japanese euphemistically referred to as the “China Incident.”

China in general and Chiang Kai-shek in particular had many ardent supporters in the United States, including in Congress, and China had come to place considerable reliance on American assistance—both financial and strategic. China was therefore more than a little interested in making sure that the United States did not enter into any agreement with Japan that might undermine China’s status or Chiang Kai-shek’s leadership. Roosevelt was obviously aware of that interest, and he wanted Hu Shih to know that on Saturday (before the President had received the first thirteen parts of the Japanese memorandum), he had sent a telegram to Hirohito, the Japanese Emperor, requesting a withdrawal of the substantial Japanese military forces in Indochina that could be used to launch an attack on other points in Southeast Asia. Despite his hopes for a favorable response, Roosevelt recognized that the odds were against him, and he told Hu Shih that something “nasty” was likely to happen in the Far East.

Hu Shih left around 1:10 p.m., and lunch was brought in for Hopkins and the President, who remained seated at his desk. The two men had discussed the situation with Japan on many prior occasions, but on this afternoon the conversation ranged far and wide on other matters. After eating, Roosevelt picked up one of his treasured stamp albums.



As Roosevelt was concluding his meeting with Hu Shih, Fuchida Mitsuo, a small man with a toothbrush moustache (a reflection of his admiration for Adolf Hitler) was sitting in his single-engine bomber at an altitude of approximately 9,800 feet over the churning seas of the North Pacific, peering through binoculars to look for some sign of Oahu. As General Commander of Japan’s Air Attack Squadron, Fuchida had the responsibility to signal the attack by the other 182 planes under his command (consisting of horizontal bombers like his plane, which carried a single bomb weighing almost a ton, as well as dive bombers, torpedo bombers, and Zero fighters). If he determined that the Americans would be surprised, he would open the canopy of his plane and fire a single flare from his rocket pistol. In that case, the torpedo bombers would dive toward the targets and release their payload close to the water’s surface while the fighter planes tried to control the airspace above them. If it appeared that the Americans were not surprised, then Fuchida would fire two flares from his rocket pistol. In that event, the horizontal and dive bombers would make the initial foray under the protection of the fighter planes, and the torpedo bombers would wait before descending to the lower elevations to release their payload. In either event, Fuchida obviously could not issue that signal until he knew they had reached their destination.

Finding Oahu had proved to be more challenging than Fuchida had expected. He and the other planes had been catapulted in the pre-dawn darkness from six aircraft carriers in stormy weather, with high waves splashing over the flight decks, about 220 miles north of Oahu around six o’clock that morning Hawaiian time (which was five hours and thirty minutes behind Washington time). The bearings were easy to plot, but sightings of their targets were compromised by the heavy clouds below them.

Fuchida was proud to be leading the aviation assault team. It was a responsibility he accepted with a cool composure. True, he had donned red long underwear and a red flying shirt to mask any blood if he was shot over Pearl Harbor because he did not want to demoralize the crew upon his return. But there was a serenity about him that defied the tension of the moment. He had slept soundly, awoke around 5 a.m., ate a good breakfast, and went about his preparations without fear. “There is no need to worry now,” he had told a fellow officer the night before. “We are right in the theater of operation. The die is cast.”

As Fuchida was preparing to climb into his plane on Akagi, the lead aircraft carrier, the senior maintenance officer approached him with a white scarf, or hachimaki. “All of the maintenance crew members would like to go along to Pearl Harbor,” he said. “But since we cannot, please take this hachimaki from us as a symbol of our being with you.” Touched by the gesture, Fuchida took the hachimaki, tied it around his flight cap, and climbed into the middle seat of his plane (with the front seat occupied by the pilot and the rear seat occupied by the radio operator, who would communicate information about the attack to the naval command on the Akagi). The planes then began their launch, leaving to cheers of crew members yelling “Banzai” and waving their caps and handkerchiefs with great energy and high expectations.

The thirty-nine-year-old commander had come a long way from his small village near the base of Mt. Nijyo in southeastern Japan. Ever since childhood, Mitsuo had aspired to be an admiral in Japan’s navy, but he was a shy boy, and his parents tried to dissuade him from pursuing a career in the military. “Your nature is so gentle,” his mother said, “and the best suited job for you is a doctor.” Even his classmates noticed Mitsuo’s social reticence. They called him “Octopus” because, when teachers called on him to speak, he turned red from embarrassment and thus had the coloring of a boiled octopus. But Mitsuo’s ambition could not be turned aside, and in due course, he was able to engineer an appointment to Japan’s Naval Academy in Etajima on August 26, 1921.

Mitsuo’s gravitation toward a career in aviation was fortuitous. In an effort to overcome his shyness, he would raise his hand quickly whenever a teacher asked a question—regardless of whether he knew the answer. He was equally quick in raising his hand if the teacher or anyone else asked for volunteers—regardless of the task at hand. Not surprisingly, he was the first to raise his hand during his third year at the Naval Academy when the commander of a sea plane squadron asked if anyone in the class aspired to be an aviation officer, bearing in mind that only six could be admitted to the program.

Mitsuo’s decision did not sit well with his parents. His father had warned him “not to volunteer in the future for anything having to do with planes or submarines.” Later, as his mother lay dying from uterine cancer, she reminded Mitsuo that his father was worried “because you want to be a flier,” and she implored her son to set his father “free from any worries.” But Mitsuo was exhilarated to be part of a program that was sure to be a critical component of Japan’s military arsenal. So, however much he loved his father, he could not abandon his ambition of becoming an aviator.

Fuchida’s advancement in the navy’s aviation program was rapid: specialized training in horizontal bombing at the Yokosuka Air Corps in 1933; admission to the Naval Staff College in 1936; appointment as the aviation leader of the Ryujyo, a medium-sized aircraft carrier in 1937; and then appointment as a flight commander on Akagi in November 1939. It was there that he met Admiral Yamamoto Isoroku, the Commander of the Combined Fleet and the one who later crafted and relentlessly pursued the strategy of attacking the American fleet at Pearl Harbor. But no personal relationship proved to be more fateful than the one Fuchida had established at the Naval Academy.

Genda Minoru was in the same class as Fuchida, but he was two years younger. The two became close friends and would find themselves on remarkably similar career paths. Like his academy classmate, Genda worked with the Yokosuka Air Corps, was admitted to the Navy Staff College, and served on the Ryujyo. But unlike Fuchida, Genda was appointed as an Air Staff Officer in the First Air Fleet, a position of considerable stature. It was in that capacity that the intense naval officer with the oval face, glaring eyes, and close-cropped hair received an invitation in February 1941 to meet with Rear Admiral Onishi Takijiro, Chief of Staff of the Navy’s Eleventh Air Fleet, on the aircraft carrier Kaga.

Onishi handed Genda a highly confidential letter written by Admiral Yamamoto in early January (the second of two written by Yamamoto) that described the proposed attack on the American fleet in Pearl Harbor. A proposed attack on the United States was no surprise to Genda. From their earliest days at the Naval Academy, Genda and his classmates had been taught to regard the United States as Japan’s principal enemy. “What I always heard,” Fuchida later explained, “was, ‘Your enemy is the United States.’ ”

That perspective reflected the widespread resentment of America in Japan. To some extent, that resentment evolved from President Theodore Roosevelt’s mediation in ending the Russo-Japanese War in 1905. The resulting Treaty of Portsmouth left Japan with little to show for her successful military campaigns and generated “hostile riots”before the American embassy in Tokyo. Japanese hostility intensified after the negotiation of the Versailles Treaty in 1919 because the United States refused to support the proposal of Japan (which had opposed Germany during World War I) that would entitle all countries in the soon-to-be-formed League of Nations to equal treatment without regard to race.

Japanese antipathy toward the United States was further exacerbated by the Immigration Act of 1924, which foreclosed immigration to the United States from all Asian countries, including Japan. Adoption of that law drew heated criticism in Japan and was not soon forgotten. “The Japanese people were always indignant whenever the subject came up,” remembered Henri Smith-Hutton, who served as Naval Attaché in the American embassy in Tokyo. It was a view shared by Joseph C. Grew, who served as America’s ambassador to Japan between 1932 and 1942. That act, said Grew, “cast a dark shadow” over Japanese-American relations.

The Japanese believed—correctly—that these and other actions reflected widespread American prejudice against the Japanese people. That perspective was perhaps exemplified by the testimony of Virgil S. McClatchy, owner of the Sacramento Bee and president of the Oriental Exclusion League of California, before the United States Senate in 1924. “The yellow and brown races do not intermarry with the white race,” said McClatchy, “and their heredity, standard of livings, ideas, psychology all combine to make them unassimilable with the white race.”

For many in Japan, that racial prejudice was reflected in treaties promoted by the United States in 1922 and 1930 that limited the construction of ships in the country’s Navy. The United States and Great Britain agreed to limitations as well, but the comparative ratios appeared to place Japan at a disadvantage—a point of particular bitterness to officers in the Japanese Navy. So, to Genda, there could be nothing new about a Japanese plan to do harm to the United States.

Nor was there anything new to the notion of a surprise air attack on the American naval base in Pearl Harbor. In 1925 (when Yamamoto was the naval attaché in the Japanese embassy in Washington), the New York Times Sunday Book Review had a first-page review of a novel by Hector C. Bywater, the London Daily Telegraph’s naval correspondent, that described a surprise attack by the Japanese on the American fleet in Pearl Harbor. But that was fiction. Reality was a different story. The risks were almost beyond comprehension. A large task force of Japanese ships would have to cross about 3,500 miles of open water in the North Pacific without being detected. And then—after their planes were launched from aircraft carriers—Japanese pilots would have to hope that their approach was not detected by American radar or by American airplanes conducting patrols around the perimeter of Pearl Harbor.

Still, Yamamoto could not resist the appeal of such an attack. The U.S. Pacific Fleet—which consisted of three aircraft carriers, nine battleships, twelve heavy cruisers, and an assortment of other vessels—had been based in San Diego but periodically used Pearl Harbor for exercises in the Western Pacific. In May 1940, Roosevelt decided to leave the fleet stationed there indefinitely. He was convinced that the continued presence of the fleet in Pearl Harbor would deter further Japanese aggression in Southeast Asia. But where the American president saw a deterrent, the Japanese admiral saw an opportunity. If a surprise attack on the American fleet succeeded, Yamamoto told colleagues, Japan could “decide the fate of the war on the very first day.”

Yamamoto recognized the hazards. As he later explained to a Navy colleague, the attack on Pearl Harbor would be “so difficult and so dangerous that we must be prepared to risk complete annihilation.” But to Yamamoto, the risks warranted the benefits. With a much smaller population and far fewer resources, Japan could not hope to win a war against the United States that dragged on for years. It was therefore necessary to deliver a crippling blow to the Americans at the very outset of any armed hostilities. Only in that way could Japan have any hope of being victorious. The planned attack on Pearl Harbor was, in effect, nothing more than a gamble of monumental proportions. While such a gamble might—and did—discourage others, Yamamoto embraced the challenge. As one friend later said of Yamamoto, “He had a gambler’s heart.”

Genda’s perspective was not very different from Yamamoto’s. “Genda was sometimes too willing, too risky in his judgment when he should have been more careful,” Fuchida later remarked. “Genda was like a daring quarterback who would risk the game on one turn of pitch and toss.” So Genda read Yamamoto’s letter with growing excitement on that cold day in February 1941, and, as he handed it back to Onishi, the junior commander commented, “The plan is difficult but not impossible.”

The letter was known only to a very few of Japan’s other naval officers in the early months of 1941, and almost all of them opposed the plan. But as relations with the United States deteriorated, Yamamoto’s proposal gained new adherents, and Genda soon became involved in the planning. That responsibility in turn required him to find an aviator who could lead the air attack. Genda knew the perfect candidate for that role, and he did not waste time in making the selection. On a muggy day in September 1941—while relaxing after a drill flight at the Kagoshima command center in southwestern Japan—Fuchida was told that Staff Officer Genda had come to see him. “The fact is,” Genda quickly advised his friend, “you have been assigned at this time as the General Commander of the air attack squadron for the Pearl Harbor air raid.”

Now, as he searched for the Oahu coastline on that Sunday morning in December, Fuchida hoped, almost expected, that the attack on Pearl Harbor would transform Japan’s future. His confidence in the outcome was reinforced by the sunrise he had witnessed that morning shortly after takeoff from the aircraft carrier. A huge crimson ball appeared through breaking clouds, and the brilliant rays of sunshine created an image remarkably similar to Japan’s naval flag. As he watched the unfolding radiance, Fuchida said softly to himself, “Glorious dawn”—in English (a language he had studied in preparation for the inevitable conflict with the United States). He pulled back the canopy of his plane and stood up for a few minutes to absorb the stirring sight, and, as he did so, aviators in the other planes started waving to him.

Fuchida then returned to the middle seat of his plane. Shortly before 7:30 a.m. Hawaiian time (1 p.m. in Washington), Fuchida picked up the voice pipe and directed the pilot to descend. Through scattered clouds, Fuchida eventually saw the white lines of a beach, and, by checking a map, determined that it was Kahuku Point on the northern tip of Oahu. Fuchida had put receivers on his ears and could hear music coming from an Oahu radio station. To Fuchida, that was sign that the attack would be a surprise. If the Japanese planes had been detected, he assumed that the Hawaiian radio stations would be broadcasting an alert. That impression was reinforced when Fuchida scanned the skies as they traveled along Oahu’s west coast—there was no sign of enemy aircraft approaching them.

As the Japanese planes descended toward Pearl Harbor, Fuchida picked up his rocket gun and prepared to open the canopy to convey the signal to his compatriots (who could easily see his plane because the tail had a yellow background with three red stripes). The time for decision was at hand.



As Fuchida prepared for the assault on the American fleet in Pearl Harbor, it was about 3:10 a.m. on Monday, December 8, in Tokyo, and Joe Grew was asleep with his wife Alice in the Ambassador’s sumptuous residence in the Embassy’s two-acre compound. The residence—an L-shaped building on the top of a hill—epitomized the elegance that Grew treasured in his long diplomatic career. The prior Embassy buildings had been destroyed in an earthquake in 1923, and the United States Government seemingly spared no expense in replacing them. In 1934—three years after the new Embassy was completed—Time magazine called the Embassy “one of the finest in the US Foreign Service” (although the extravagance led some to call the Embassy “Hoover’s Folly”). White stucco walls were complemented by large front doors cast in bronze. The spacious foyer featured a polished teak staircase leading to the second floor. It boasted a walnut-paneled study, a large ballroom, a banquet hall, and a salon with thick oriental carpets and large comfortable chairs. The residence overlooked an abundance of trees, azalea bushes, broad lawns, and an outdoor pool made of marble. A series of stepping stones led down to the Chancery, which housed offices for the Embassy staff (including one on the second floor for Grew). The entire grounds were surrounded by high walls that preserved the park-like setting of the compound.

A lean, tall, distinguished-looking man with silver hair combed straight back, bushy eyebrows, and a full gray moustache, the sixty-one-year-old Grew had used the residence on many occasions to entertain government officials, military officers, business leaders, and other members of the diplomatic community throughout his almost ten years of service in Tokyo. He had developed close relations with Japanese men (almost no women) in the highest echelons of Japanese government and society—but he did not know about the impending attack on the American fleet in Pearl Harbor.

Not that he would have been surprised. He had seen the writing on the wall for months and had tried—repeatedly—to have the State Department take actions that he believed would avert an almost certain armed conflict. He had even written “Dear Frank” letters to the President to convey his views about the impending doom and his recommendations to facilitate amicable relations with Japan. The letters reflected, in part at least, a personal relationship with the President dating back to when they both attended Groton, the famed Episcopalian preparatory school in Groton, Massachusetts, and Harvard College (although Roosevelt was two years behind Grew).

For all his effort, Grew was now imbued with frustration and bitterness. Very few of his recommendations in the preceding months had been acknowledged—let alone accepted—by the President or the Secretary of State. Grew would later say that “reporting to our Government was like throwing pebbles into a lake at night” and that he “could only assume that our recommendations were not welcome.” It was especially debilitating to Grew because he had fervently tried—and no doubt hoped—to shepherd an agreement between the United States and Japan that would avoid war and be the crowning achievement of his long diplomatic career.

It had not been an easy task. Japan was not a democracy, and trying to pinpoint the locus of government decision-making was often difficult. That difficulty was heightened by the growing inability of Grew and his staff to communicate in the last few months with informed Japanese. People were afraid to be seen with Americans. The United States was a well-known adversary. Those who consorted with Americans were routinely watched and later interrogated by the Special Higher Police, often referred to as the “thought police,” or the Kempeitai, the secret military police whose penchant for brutality was well-known.

Beyond that, Japanese citizens were fearful of expressing views that might be regarded as unacceptable by the Japanese Government. There was little tolerance for dissent. As early as 1900, the Public Peace Police Law gave the Home Minister the power to disband any organization that he believed constituted a danger to Japanese society (a power that Home Ministers did not hesitate to invoke). If a Japanese citizen expressed views critical of the government or belonged to an organization that advocated positions at odds with government policies, he or she could be arrested, confined to prison for an indeterminate period, and, if necessary to cleanse the person of troublesome thoughts, subjected to unbearable torture (a favorite technique being to “pull their finger and toenails out as a gentle way of creating the right attitude”). As Grew himself later said of his time in Tokyo, “Many a Japanese finds himself in a solitary prison cell, undergoing long months of intensive investigation, on the basis of a mere indiscreet word uttered in the hearing of some stranger or even friend.”

Despite those obstacles, Grew saw considerable progress toward a solution that could avoid armed conflict between the two countries. Central to that progress was a proposed meeting between the Japanese Prime Minister and President Roosevelt. The Prime Minister had proposed the meeting in August 1941, and Grew had urged Roosevelt and Hull to accept the invitation. Grew was hopeful that the meeting would generate some movement toward a mutually-satisfactory agreement. He knew, of course, that there was no guarantee the meeting would be productive. “Nobody can answer that question,” Grew told a congressional committee which investigated the Pearl Harbor attack after the war. “It is not susceptible to proof.” But he thought the meeting was a risk worth taking to reach an agreement and thus avoid a war that would otherwise be inevitable. But Washington was not really interested. Instead, Grew found that the Roosevelt administration “was almost completely inflexible” and unwilling to simplify the Prime Minister’s task “or to meet him even part way.” The Prime Minister eventually resigned in October 1941 without the benefit of any meeting.

There was a certain irony to the situation. While he was struggling to foster harmonious relations and an eventual agreement with Japan, Grew did not fully appreciate the contrary perspective of the State Department. Although Cordell Hull repeatedly stated that he was interested in reaching an agreement with Japan, and although he and his staff (as well as President Roosevelt), spent untold hours meeting with Japanese representatives in an apparent effort to reach an agreement, as a practical matter the Secretary of State had no real intention of entering into an agreement with Japan. To be sure, Hull could have fashioned an agreement that he would have found acceptable. But he knew, or had to know, that there was no agreement that would be acceptable to both him and Japan. For his part, Roosevelt was prepared to accept his Secretary of State’s approach—as long as Hull could keep the discussions with the Japanese alive and thereby extend the time that the United States needed to bolster its resources for the anticipated war with Germany (and perhaps Japan as well).

It was an irony that Joe Grew grasped after the Pearl Harbor attack. Still, the story of Grew’s final months in Japan is one worth telling. It is a story filled with hope and exasperation, with complex and fascinating people, and with a drama befitting the momentous decisions at stake.

And like all stories, this one must begin at the beginning.






CHAPTER 2 The Diplomat


A twenty-three-year-old hunter with dark hair and an equally dark moustache crawled through a cave of large boulders, his way barely illuminated by torches that the huntsmen from the village had placed in the crevices of the rocks. He was tracking a tiger with his powerful double-barreled .450 Holland & Holland cordite powder express. But the hole through which he was crawling was barely large enough to accommodate his six foot, two inch frame, and so he had to drag the rifle behind him.

The experience was unlike any other he had previously encountered, and he had many to use as comparison. Despite his youth, he could think back to elks he had hunted in Jackson Hole, Wyoming, and the moose he had taken down in New Brunswick, Canada, not to mention the black bears he had shot in Kashmir at an earlier point on this trip. He was hoping, however, that this last hunt would be the most rewarding. The killing of a tiger in the foothills of Amoy in southeastern China (across the water from Formosa) would put him on a new plateau.

As he squinted in the dark for a sign of the tiger on that fall day in 1903, Joe Grew was focused on the drama unfolding before him and unlikely to be thinking of his good fortune. Here he was, only fifteen months after graduation from Harvard College, enjoying an eighteen-month trip around the world to indulge his passion for travel and hunting. True, the trip was not a luxurious one at every turn. He had endured elephant leeches while tramping through the Malay jungles, suffered the bites of swamp mosquitoes that resulted in a bout of malaria, and slept on a makeshift bed outdoors in the snow and freezing temperatures of the Kashmir mountains because the only alternative was the smoke and filth of the natives’ tents. But he was never at a loss for money or for support. At one point, he had eighteen ponies and ten coolies to carry baggage and equipment, and at another point, he had been accompanied by “forty-odd villagers” who “composed the rank and file” of his “diminutive army.” It was clearly an adventure that only a privileged few could afford.

The considerable wealth of Joe Grew’s family found its roots in revolutionary times. His great-grandfather—the descendent of an Englishman—had been born in Boston a century before Joe entered the world. The family had prospered in New England business, and his father had amassed a fortune as a wool merchant by the time Joe was born on Marlborough Street in Boston’s Back Bay section on May 27, 1880 (a date that carried special meaning for Joe, who always regarded twenty-seven as his lucky number). Joe romped in the streets of Back Bay with his two older brothers and sister, visited their family’s estate in nearby Hyde Park, and spent summers sailing and pursuing other activities at the family’s seaside home in Manchester. It was a happy childhood. But Joe’s father was a hard taskmaster—so much so that he required his young son, who was naturally left-handed, to learn to write with his right hand.

In 1892, twelve-year-old Joe was enrolled in the Groton School. It was there that the teenager learned the importance of public service, and there too that he became acquainted with another youth two years behind him—Franklin D. Roosevelt. Groton held other advantages that would also last a lifetime. Public speaking was certainly one. From his very first classes in Latin, Joe was taught to speak “smoothly” and “without hitches or ‘ers’ while searching for the next phrase.” It was a point of pride Grew would remember decades later when, as the American ambassador to Japan, he listened to a speech by Sir Robert Craigie, Great Britain’s ambassador to Japan, who “hesitates and stammers.”

Still, the early experience at Groton was not an idyllic one. Joe was prone to daydreaming and had difficulty with his studies, and his teachers were “freely predicting that he would never pass the college examinations.” The frustrations extended to athletic activities, and one day in his junior year Joe was thrown off the crew team for reasons that he thought were “wholly unfair.” The incident inexplicably provided the spark Joe needed. On a spring morning shortly afterwards, he awakened at dawn—which was unusual in itself—and took a walk in the hills surrounding the school. More than fifty years later, he could vividly recall that morning—“the freshness of the dawn breeze and the all-pervading smell of the fields and flowers.” It was then that the struggling Groton student decided that he had to take charge of his life. From that point forward, he would rise early and study, as he knew he should. As he later remembered, “I don’t believe that the astonished headmaster and the faculty ever really understood just what happened.”

Harvard was the appropriate choice to complete his education, but Joe never lost his fondness for Groton. Years later, after he became the American ambassador to Japan, Grew would always turn to the Groton headmaster to recommend a Groton alumnus who was about to graduate from college to be his private secretary. As Grew explained in one letter to the Groton headmaster, the request for recommendations reflected his “devotion to the School and all it stands for.…”

Grew developed similar feelings for Harvard (and would in time became a member of the Harvard Board of Overseers and be known at the Metropolitan Club of Washington—a private club where he often dined—as “Mr. John Harvard,” a reference to the school’s founder). His academic career was undistinguished, and he failed to earn a varsity letter despite forays into football, crew, and track. But he did find success on the literary front, ultimately becoming a senior editor on the Crimson, whose staff included Frank Roosevelt. He was also accepted as a member of the Fly Club, an exclusive male “final club” (so named because its members had to be in or near their final year of school).

All of that was now behind Joe Grew as he closed in on the tiger in the darkened cave in Amoy. He did not know exactly where in the cave the tiger was located, but the village huntsmen had already warned him that the cat was “very large.” And then Joe heard a deep-throated growl that seemed to confirm the huntsmen’s assessment. He inched towards the sound and finally caught a glimpse of the tiger in another cavern just beyond the young hunter’s position. “He lay on a ledge of rock,” Grew later remembered, “his green eyes shining and blinking up and down as he panted from fright and anger.” With the tiger roaring and snarling at him, Grew brought up his gun and fired. The explosion immediately extinguished the torches that provided some light, and in the darkness, Joe heard the tiger roaring and thrashing about. He fired at the noise, and the ensuing silence convinced him that the tiger was now dead. When the huntsmen later brought the slain animal out in the open, their earlier assessment was confirmed—the tiger measured ten feet, six inches from the tip of his nose to the tip of his tail, which the huntsmen said was a record.

The killing of the tiger would provide an incidental benefit that the young hunter could never have anticipated: the start of a long diplomatic career. His father hoped that Joe would return from the post-graduation trip with his restless spirit in check and his desire for a conventional job in Boston intact. But it was not to be. As Grew later said, the trip inspired a spirit of “ ‘wanderlust,’ ” and “there was no settling down thereafter.” He thought a career in the Diplomatic Service would satisfy that spirit. His father thought the choice was “crazy,” but Joe could not be turned aside.

Settling on a career path was easy, but securing a job was not. A position in the Diplomatic Service required a presidential appointment, and they were few and far between—in part because most of the administrative functions of the country’s embassies were handled by a separate Consular Service, which would later be merged with the Diplomatic Service into a unified Foreign Service through the Rogers Act of 1924. The first opportunity came through the American ambassador in Korea shortly after Joe’s graduation from Harvard. But that opportunity evaporated when one of Joe’s Harvard professors advised the Ambassador that the recent graduate was deaf.

In fact, that was not so. A childhood bout with scarlet fever had impaired Joe’s hearing (especially in his left ear), but he could converse with people in close quarters (especially if they were located on his right side). The professor’s mistake was corrected, and shortly thereafter, Grew was able to engineer a clerkship in the Consular Service with the American embassy in Cairo. While it was not on the diplomatic track, the position was a step in the right direction. Grew arrived in Cairo on July 19, 1904—with the temperature reported to be 118 degrees in the shade.

Fate then intervened. Alfred Cooley, a close friend of Grew’s older brother and an Assistant Attorney General, mentioned the younger Grew’s encounter with the tiger one day in March 1906 while on a hike with Theodore Roosevelt. The President, more than most, appreciated the value of men who had the courage to stare down big game. It was a trait he believed to be lacking in diplomats, whom he generally regarded as “stuffed dolls.” Roosevelt had recently signed an executive order requiring examinations for those entering the Diplomatic Service (other than ambassadors and ministers). The President nonetheless arranged for Joe to become the Third Secretary in the Embassy in Mexico City without the need for any examination because Grew’s appointment was deemed to be a transfer.

Roosevelt never forgot that appointment. He later visited with Grew in April 1910 at the young diplomat’s new post in Berlin (Roosevelt later saying, “I never had a pleasanter experience”). More than that, he gave Grew a letter to be used as a Foreword to Sport and Travel in the Far East, Grew’s book about his experiences on the post-graduation trip. “I cannot imagine a more thrilling or thoroughly sportsmanlike experience,” said the former president, “than that of your crawling through the narrow rock passages and shooting the tiger in its cavern lair not four feet from you.” (Years later, when addressing Foreign Service candidates after his retirement, Grew would often remark, “You young men, you don’t know how fortunate you are. All you have to do to get into the Foreign Service is to answer a few questions. I had to shoot a tiger.”)

After Mexico City, Grew was relocated to the St. Petersburg embassy in Czarist Russia as Third Secretary. There, he enjoyed the pomp and ceremony of diplomatic life, including the wearing of a uniform that boasted a sword. That experience was followed by an appointment in 1908 as Second Secretary in Berlin. Aside from service as Counselor in the Vienna embassy in Austria-Hungary between 1911 and 1912, he would remain in Berlin until shortly before the United States declared war against Germany in April 1917. In time, Grew received Senate confirmation as the First Secretary, which authorized him to supervise the Berlin embassy when the Ambassador was absent—which occurred when Ambassador James W. Gerard returned to the United States in September 1916 for a three-month period.

It was a tense time for the young diplomat, especially after war erupted in the summer of 1914. Grew’s initial sympathies were with the German military because, as he wrote his mother in September 1914, he admired “their marvelous organization and the fact that they are fighting against enormous odds.…” Those sympathies faded quickly in the face of Germany’s brutality, especially the unrestricted submarine campaign which resulted in the sinking of the Lusitania in May 1915 (Grew saying that “the dreadfulness of the calamity struck us with full force at once”).

Relations between the United States and Germany continued to spiral downwards, and in February 1917, about two months before the United States formally entered the war, diplomatic relations between the two countries were severed. Grew returned to the United States in April 1917 after a brief service as Counselor in the Vienna embassy. He was then appointed Chief of the Western European Division in the State Department, but by October 1918, he was on his way back to Europe. He was now the diplomatic secretary to Colonel Edward House, the intimate adviser of Woodrow Wilson who was charged with negotiating the peace treaty at Versailles. That appointment morphed into Grew being chosen as Secretary of the United States Commission to the Peace Conference, which required him to oversee administrative matters for the American delegation and included the rank of Envoy Extraordinary and Minister Plenipotentiary.

It was a prestigious position, but, as Grew later commented, the time in Versailles proved to be “the most discouraging, unsatisfactory and regrettable experience of his career” to date. Part of that frustration reflected the bureaucratic struggle between Colonel House and Robert Lansing, who believed that, as Secretary of State, he should manage the United States’ participation. The other part was the President himself. Wilson was dissatisfied with the American delegation’s performance and proposed to dismiss all of its members shortly after he arrived in Paris in December 1918. House persuaded the President to retain Grew. He is a “gentleman” and “honest and trustworthy,” House told Wilson. In due course, Grew became the member of the delegation who affixed the President’s signature to the “molten wax of the peace parchment” (which was never ratified by the United States Senate).

Despite the frustrations, Grew’s work at Versailles did help to advance his diplomatic career. He received appointments as Minister to Denmark in 1920 and then as Minister to Switzerland in 1921. A principal responsibility in Switzerland was to be the United States’ representative at the Lausanne Conference, which was held between 1922 and 1923 and was charged with resolving post-war issues related to Turkey, which had been formed from the Ottoman Empire, a German ally. Although a treaty was signed in July 1923, it was never ratified by the United States Senate.

Grew’s foreign assignments precluded any participation in the presidential campaigns of 1920 or 1924 (although he did tell a friend that Frank Roosevelt, the Democratic Vice Presidential nominee in 1920, “got right down in the gutter and trotted out all the usual catch phrases, mud-slinging and campaign slogans that one associates with the lowest form of ward politics”). But his work in Lausanne did earn him the respect of colleagues in the State Department, most especially Charles Evan Hughes, the Secretary of State. On March 1, 1924, William Phillips—who had grown up in the same Back Bay neighborhood as Grew and had preceded him by two years at Harvard—advised the forty-three-year-old minster that he had been selected to succeed Phillips as Under Secretary of State.

To some, the appointment might have been a welcome recognition of past achievements. But not to Joe Grew. “I am rather appalled at the prospect of the responsibility and difficult work ahead,” he confided to his diary. “It’s about the last post I ever expected to be called upon to fill.” But he understood what lay behind the appointment and added that “it’s gratifying.”

For his part, the regal-looking Hughes (who had been the Republican presidential nominee in 1916 and would soon became the Chief Justice of the United States Supreme Court) was delighted to have Grew share his suite of offices on the second floor of the State, War, and Navy Building on 17th Street in Washington. And so, when Grew asked his new boss whether he should come into Hughes’ office “informally when [he] had something to take up,” the Secretary of State answered in the affirmative, telling Grew that the two men had to be “thick as two thieves.”

That perspective proved to be a blessing as well as a curse. The two men conversed on matters large and small, day and night, but Grew soon became weary of hearing the buzzer in his office to signal that the Secretary demanded his presence. Still, when Hughes resigned his position in January 1925, he did not hesitate to recommend Grew to the new Secretary of State, Frank B. Kellogg, saying of Grew that he was “not only a man of great ability but one who has had extended experience.”

Although the sixty-eight-year-old Kellogg was quick to accept the recommendation, relations between the new Secretary of State and his Under Secretary did not fare as well as either man would have liked. Part of the problem was the criticism leveled at Kellogg’s Under Secretary. Grew had been charged with implementing the Rogers Act. But merging the Diplomatic and Consular Services into the new unified Foreign Service proved to be a demanding task. There were many in Congress and in the press who thought that the system of merit envisioned by the Rogers Act was not being honored and that ambassadorships and other high posts were too freely given to men of influence rather than to those whose credentials warranted an appointment. The criticism did not sit well with Kellogg. For his part, Grew found that Kellogg could be cantankerous in the face of controversy, saying that the Secretary often behaved “like a petulant child, and in those moods it was quite useless to try to argue or talk with him”—although Grew did add that “no man could be more kindly or charming in his gentler moods.”

The solution to the discord was an overseas appointment, and in May 1927, Grew was named ambassador to Turkey. The New York Times hailed the appointment, saying that it “returns to the field a professional diplomat who has had wide experience” and who “is particularly well versed in the complicated questions involved in Turkey’s new international status.” Those high expectations were soon fulfilled. Grew negotiated several treaties with Turkey that were ratified by the Senate, and Grew was later recognized as “[o]ne of the most popular foreigners in Turkey.”

Not surprisingly, new frontiers beckoned. In November 1931, Bill Castle, who had attended Harvard with Grew and had worked with him in the Berlin embassy and later in the State Department, contacted his friend to see if he might be interested in becoming the ambassador to Japan. Castle himself had occupied that position for five months in 1930 to represent the United States in the London Naval Conference, which was designed to establish limits on the naval capacity for the United States, Japan, and other major powers. Castle had returned to the State Department, ultimately becoming Under Secretary of State. The position in Tokyo needed to be filled with someone who had the experience to handle a situation that was becoming explosive. By January 1932, the appointment was confirmed.

Grew was sad to leave Turkey, where he had been “unusually happy.” Although he had expended considerable effort in negotiating treaties and fulfilling other diplomatic responsibilities, the Ambassador found much to enjoy in other activities. He played the piano as much as two hours a day. Gambling was another favorite pastime. He made numerous trips to the casinos in Monaco to play poker, a passion that did not subside when he went to Japan. (During more than six months of internment in Tokyo after the Pearl Harbor attack, Grew and other members of the Embassy staff would play poker almost every night, and, as Henri Smith-Hutton later remembered, players “won or lost two or three thousand dollars” during that time.) Grew also prided himself on being physically active—whether it be tennis, golf, or swimming—and it showed in his appearance. Time magazine said of him in 1928 that he was “John Pierpont Morgan’s lithe, athletic and slightly deaf cousin.” His lean physique, coupled with a full moustache and graying hair combed straight back, gave him the appearance of the polished diplomat he was.

Despite the pleasures of life in Turkey, the fifty-one-year-old diplomat could not turn down the appointment in Tokyo. As he himself acknowledged, it represented “the opportunity of a lifetime.”

There was no mystery behind Grew’s enthusiasm for the position. About a year before the ascension of Adolf Hitler in Germany, the embassy in Tokyo probably represented the most difficult diplomatic post in the Foreign Service. It was not merely a reflection of the vast differences between American and Japanese cultures. The new ambassador would also have to find creative ways to resolve simmering disputes between the two countries.

One dispute of paramount importance concerned the London Naval Conference, which had concluded in April 1930. It was one of several conferences designed to promote international cooperation and disarmament in the wake of World War I. The first conference in Washington—which was initiated by the United States and terminated in 1922—resulted in several treaties, one of which (the Five Power Treaty) established a 5:5:3 ratio for the United States, Great Britain, and Japan in terms of tonnage for battleships and other major vessels (called “capital ships”). The formula recognized that, unlike the United States and Great Britain (whose navies operated in both the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans), Japan’s navy only operated in one ocean. Despite that rationale, there was considerable resentment in Japan—especially in military circles—because Japan was not given parity with the United States and Great Britain. The London conference—which was also largely driven by the United States—applied the same ratio to heavy cruisers but did give Japan a slight increase (10:10:7) for light cruisers and other auxiliary vessels.

The Japanese government’s agreement to those ratios was not well-received in certain quarters in Japan (especially right-wing groups and certain military factions), and the Japanese Prime Minister—Hamaguchi Osachi—paid with his life. He was walking on the platform at the Tokyo Railway Station on November 14, 1930 when a member of a right-wing group emerged from the crowd, pointed a pistol at Hamaguchi from a distance of about six feet, and felled him with one shot (although Hamaguchi did not die from his wound until August 1931). The incident helped to energize groups in Japan who bristled at the seeming refusal of the United States to treat Japan as an equal.

Japanese animosity toward the United States was compounded by the Manchurian Incident of September 1931. Japan had long coveted Manchuria as a territory that could supply the country with access to vital resources to accommodate Japan’s growing population. The Treaty of Portsmouth, which concluded the Russo-Japanese War in 1905, enabled Japan to take control of the South Manchurian Railway. The railway became the vehicle for the relocation of thousands of Japanese citizens to establish farms and businesses near the railway—not to mention the thousands of Japanese troops positioned along the railway route (known as the Kwantung Army because of Japan’s occupation of the Kwantung Peninsula in the eastern part of Manchuria).

Long desirous of occupying all of Manchuria (an area larger than California, Oregon, and Washington State combined), the Kwantung Army staged an incident that would provide an excuse to achieve that goal. Japanese soldiers exploded dynamite on a portion of the railway near Mukden, the Manchurian capital, and then claimed that the explosion was triggered by nearby Chinese troops. The Kwantung Army immediately moved on those Chinese troops, who were ordered to avoid any resistance to the Japanese troops because Chiang Kai-shek was more interested in fighting the communists in China. The Japanese troops continued to fan out, overpowering Chinese militias, until all of Manchuria was under Japanese control by early 1932. By March of that year, the Japanese had established a puppet regime in Manchuria called Manchukuo.

The Japanese claim that the Kwantung Army had acted in self-defense was not accepted blindly by the international community. Secretary of State Henry L. Stimson, for one, believed that Japan’s actions violated the Nine-Power Treaty (another treaty produced through the 1922 Washington Conference), which recognized Japan’s special interests in Manchuria but also required the signatories (including Japan) to accept the territorial integrity of China. The question was what, if anything, Stimson could do about it. President Herbert Hoover was opposed to military action, and other signatories to the Nine-Power Treaty did not seem inclined to do anything. Frustrated but not defeated, Stimson was reduced to sending notes to Japan and China on January 7, 1932, which said that the United States would not “recognize any treaty or agreement” that impaired “the sovereignty, the independence, or the territorial and administrative integrity of the Republic of China.” And so never would the United States recognize the puppet regime of Manchukuo.

Stimson’s notes—later referred to as the Stimson Doctrine—would remain a bitter source of dispute between the United States and Japan until December 7, 1941. Joe Grew could not have known that when he accepted the ambassadorship to Japan in January 1932. But he knew enough to know that the Manchurian matter—as well as other issues—would require full application of the diplomatic skills he had nurtured in his prior positions. It was a challenge that Grew welcomed.

That self-confidence was born not only from Grew’s prior diplomatic service. He also had the personality to make it work. He was smooth, ingratiating, and, when appropriate, full of life. “He has the most saint-like character,” said Lipsen Crocker, wife of First Secretary Ned Crocker, in a 1936 letter to her mother, “as well as being a very keen and brilliant statesman and wonderful looking. We all adore him and would do anything in our power for him.” It was a presence that even captured the imagination of the Embassy staff’s children. Decades later, Henri Smith-Hutton’s daughter remembered that “his eyes sort of twinkled when he smiled and spoke.”

Another part of Grew’s appeal was the way he interacted with people. He could be intense, standing or sitting with his ever-present pipe, listening, absorbing whatever was said, and deciding how to respond. He could be firm in his comments, whether conversational or formal, but rarely would they would be harsh or openly critical of any person. (Although he developed a deep dislike for Cordell Hull and was not afraid to express his differences on policy choices, one can scour Grew’s private diaries and letters during the period before and immediately after Pearl Harbor without finding any personal criticism of the aging Secretary of State.)

Even those who found fault with Grew’s performance could not resist the pull of his personality. “Joe hasn’t much executive ability,” said one State Department official who worked with Grew during the Paris peace conference, “but he is a terribly nice fellow.”

These traits were complemented by an ability to make others feel comfortable—whatever their station in life. Waldo Heinrichs, a young Harvard Ph.D. whose biography of Grew was published in 1966, remembered going to visit the retired ambassador at his Manchester home shortly before he died. Grew made a point to come out to see the author’s young son, who was sitting in the car. “That was quite memorable,” said Heinrichs.

All of this made Joe Grew a welcome presence in almost any situation. There was perhaps no better example than the speech he gave before about two hundred people at the American-Japan Society in Tokyo in October 1939. Many of the society’s members belonged to the elite of Japanese business and government. Grew had just returned from a few months’ stay in the United States and had been surprised to find that American public opinion was “steadily hardening against Japan.” He and President Roosevelt agreed that he should inform the Japanese about that public opinion. But it had to be the right tone. “To threaten the Japanese,” Grew advised the Embassy staff, “is merely to increase their own determination. The attitude of the American Government and people must be presented merely as a patent fact which exists and should therefore be given full weight in formulating Japanese policy.”

The ensuing speech was blunt, matter-of-fact, and without rancor. “What I shall say in Japan in the ensuing months,” the Ambassador began, “comes ‘straight from the horse’s mouth’ in that it will accurately represent and interpret some of the current thoughts of the American Government and people with regard to Japan and the Far East.” The Japanese in attendance seemed very attentive, but not in any way disturbed. That reaction did not surprise Henri Smith-Hutton, who was in the audience. “[T]his was a remarkable speech,” the Naval Attaché remembered, “because of the way the Ambassador delivered it.… He was well liked, and he did it in such a courteous, friendly way that even the Japanese couldn’t very well take offense.”

That same grace served Grew well in social situations as well—even when he committed a faux pas. There was the time in 1949 after he had retired when Grew attended a farewell dinner for George Marshall, the distinguished Army general who was retiring as Secretary of State. Those in attendance included General Dwight D. Eisenhower and his wife Mamie. Grew stood up to give a toast and concluded his homage to Marshall by saying, “All he wants to do is retire to his farm in Leesburg with Mrs. Eisenhower.” The guests immediately erupted in laughter, and Grew, realizing his mistake, quickly and coolly said, “My apologies to the General.” To which Eisenhower retorted, “Which General?”

Those skills in dealing with people would surely be tested in trying to maneuver the United States and Japan toward a harmonious relationship. But Joe Grew would not be making that effort by himself.






CHAPTER 3 Alice


It was a chance encounter he would treasure for the rest of his life and a date he would long remember: January 4, 1904. He had recently returned from a month-long stay in Japan to conclude his eighteen-month travel and decided to attend a dance at the Hotel Somerset in Boston. It was there that he saw “a lovely creature” who, he was told, had also just returned from Japan. He knew that could be a point of common interest and asked a friend to introduce him to the young lady. But his friend became preoccupied, and so Joe Grew turned to another friend and asked him to make the introduction.

To his surprise, the friend brought him to a different woman: Alice de Vermandois Perry, a tall, vivacious twenty-year-old beauty with long dark hair. As it turned out, Alice too had just returned from Japan. Not yet endowed with diplomatic skills, the twenty-three-year-old Harvard graduate blurted out, “I didn’t intend to meet you!” Quick-witted and assertive, Alice responded in kind, but the two nonetheless agreed to dance. The other woman (Maya Lindsley) was quickly forgotten, and for young Joe, the chase was on. There were further dates as well as notes and flowers delivered by Suzuki, Joe’s Japanese valet, and it appeared that the couple was moving toward marriage.

It would be a union well suited to Joe’s background. Alice possessed impeccable family credentials. Her father was Thomas Sergeant Perry. He was not only an educator and prolific writer in his own right; he was also the grandson of Commodore Oliver Hazard Perry, the famous naval commander of the early nineteenth century whose brother was Commodore Matthew C. Perry, the naval commander who engineered the 1854 treaty that opened Japan to trade with the West. Alice’s mother was Lilla Cabot Perry, the renowned impressionist painter whose friendship with Claude Monet had been spawned by the many summers that Lilla and her family had spent in Giverny, France, as Monet’s neighbor.

Joe was living with a family in Tours, France, some months after meeting Alice when he learned that he had gotten the job as a clerk in the Cairo embassy. He returned immediately to Boston and proposed to Alice before making the trip to Cairo. He returned to Boston later in the year, and they were married on October 7, 1905.

Joe and Alice’s life together had an inauspicious start when the ship carrying their wedding presents to Cairo was lost in a storm off the Barbary Coast. Matters took another, more serious turn for the worse shortly after Joe and Alice arrived in Mexico City in September 1906. Alice had just given birth to their daughter Edith in Giverny, where Alice was staying with her parents. Before too long, Alice was stricken with a near fatal condition that defied diagnosis but that left her partially paralyzed and required that she be immediately transported to Boston for treatment. She eventually recovered most but not all of her physical functions. There was nothing that could be done to restore the dexterity in her hands, and Alice was forced to abandon any hope of continuing to play the piano, one of her many passions.

The source of Alice’s condition was never determined, but it was the impetus for Joe receiving a new assignment. It was apparently believed that the high altitude of Mexico City contributed to Alice’s condition (and in later years she was diagnosed with Meniere’s Disease, which can cause a person to lose his or her balance, especially at high altitudes). Whatever the cause of Alice’s condition, the Grews were relocated to St. Petersburg in May 1907. Their daughter Lilla was born there in November 1907, followed by Anita in Berlin in 1909, and then Elsie in Vienna in 1912.

Joe and Alice formed a tight-knit circle with their children, giving them nicknames and lavishing time on their development and activities. For her part, Alice would read them stories in French from the time they were little girls. Joe encouraged their involvement in sports and would later follow Anita in a rowboat in 1931 when she swam nineteen miles from the mouth of the Black Sea through the Bosporus, which separates the Asian portion of Turkey from the European portion of Turkey. In time, the family circle included Maria Langer—whom the family called “Mizzie”—a short, slightly plump girl whom Alice originally hired as a seamstress in Vienna but who soon assumed many other roles, including help with the children. Mizzie would remain with the Grews for the rest of her life, and, in later years she would tell the children and grandchildren how touched she was by the many courtesies the Ambassador showed her—opening the door for her, carrying her luggage, and otherwise treating her like a daughter.

Alice was devoted to the children, but Joe remained her first priority. When war came to Europe in 1914, she rented a house in Boston and sometimes left the children there with Mizzie and a governess to visit Joe in Berlin (meaning that Alice would have to sail through the submarine-infested waters of the North Atlantic).

In later years, the family would spend time in Hancock, a quaint community in southern New Hampshire. The Perry family had purchased land there to build homes for family members. Joe and Alice were given a particular plot that they used to build a home they affectionately called the “cottage.” Before the Pearl Harbor attack, the Grews would often return there when Joe was granted leave. But the bond among family members remained strong wherever they were. Joe referenced that bond in a 1941 letter to Tippy, their nickname for Lilla, who was then living with her husband Jay Pierrepont Moffat in Canada, where he was the American minister. “[W]e are so blessed in our family closeness,” said the doting father, “and so much more than the often more or less conventional love that exists between members of some families that we can be happy even in absence.”

It was a way of life that seemed to give them all untold pleasure. But none of that could forestall tragedy. Edith (nicknamed “Didi”) died at the age of seventeen in the spring of 1924 after contracting scarlet fever during a school trip to Venice. Joe was in Boston (on his way to Washington to become Under Secretary of State). The event hit him hard, but Alice was particularly devastated. Years later, one family member would say that Alice never “really recovered” and that, to offset the pain, she “very much spoiled” Elsie, the youngest daughter.

Despite that loss, Alice remained a vital part of Joe’s professional life. Although she had little formal education because of her parents’ travels, Alice was a well-informed woman of many strong opinions that she was willing, if not eager, to share with her husband. And he was willing to listen. “I am so built,” Joe explained in a letter to Elsie a few months before the Pearl Harbor attack (when she was living in Chile with her husband Cecil Lyon, a Foreign Service officer), “that I like to discuss such problems with Mummy, and she often gives me very sound advice on which I often act. I very seldom send an important letter or telegram without consulting her.…”

On occasion, Alice could take undue advantage of her husband’s deference. There was the time in the summer of 1939 when Grew was interviewing Marshall Green, a Groton alumnus and recent Yale graduate, about becoming the Ambassador’s next private secretary. The two men were sitting in the library of the Grew home on Woodland Drive in the Northwest section of Washington. Grew was on leave from the Embassy, and he and Alice were spending part of the summer in the nation’s capital. At one point in the conversation, a woman’s voice penetrated the wall, saying, “Whom are you speaking to, Joe dear?”

“I’m speaking to Marshall Green.”

“Who is he, for heaven’s sake?”

“He’s interested in being my private secretary,” Joe replied.

“Oh.”

Grew resumed the conversation but was soon interrupted again by the woman’s voice.

“Ask him, Joe, if he plays bridge.”

The question may have startled Green, but it did not surprise Grew. He knew that bridge was one of his wife’s passions. Grew asked the question, and Green responded, “I’m crazy about bridge, Mr. Ambassador.”

Joe turned to the wall and said, “He’s crazy about bridge, Alice.”

That brought an immediate response from beyond the wall. “Well, take him, Joe,” said Alice. “Take him, and let’s get it over with.”

So Marshall Green traveled to Tokyo in October to become the Ambassador’s private secretary, where he often played bridge with Alice. But Green proved to be invaluable to Grew as well. When the young man left Tokyo in April 1941, the Ambassador praised Green as “a splendid type of virile young American, energetic, wry, graceful in movement and direct in manner, sometimes to the extent of bluntness, with curly red hair and a profile like a classic Greek, keen minded and thoroughly intelligent.”

Joe may have accepted Alice’s role in his decision-making process, but her involvement drew criticism from others. “Grew is a nice fellow,” James Gerard, the American ambassador to Germany, wrote to Colonel House in May 1916, “but he is entirely under his wife’s influence, and she affects his judgment.” But Joe’s reliance on Alice did have limits. He wanted to hear her opinions, but he also wanted his decisions to be based on fact rather than emotion. As he explained in a 1941 letter to his friend and colleague Bill Castle, “[O]ne of the things I most abhor in life is a heated argument when any and every argument can and ought to be conducted with pure objectivity. It has taken me the better part of forty years to get that point across to my dear wife, but I’ve succeeded at last.”

Still, there was no denying that, whatever the circumstance, Alice was a lively figure. As one relative observed, “She knew how to do a good conversation and keep the balls up in the air.” Bob Fearey, Marshall Green’s successor as Grew’s private secretary in the months before the Pearl Harbor attack, remembered that she was also “a formidable adversary in repartee.” One incident in particular remained clear in Fearey’s recollection. The Grews were entertaining Sir Robert Craigie, the British ambassador, and his wife, Lady Craigie, at the Embassy residence. Neither of the Grews liked Lady Craigie (Joe saying in his diary in May 1941 that Lady Craigie is “utterly nasty” and that Alice “simply shudders to come into contact with the woman”). But Craigie and Grew were confidants and often shared information, especially as Japan’s relations with the United States and Great Britain deteriorated in the final months of 1941. Given that relationship, the two couples often socialized together. On this particular occasion, the Grews decided to show a movie after dinner. But the projector (being operated by Fearey) broke down in the middle of a reel. “Isn’t it unfortunate, my dear,” said Lady Craigie to Alice, “that that machine of yours is always breaking down?” Without skipping a beat, Alice responded, “Yes, my dear, but isn’t it fortunate that we have no important guests tonight?”

That quickness, that ability to seize the initiative when necessary, was evidenced elsewhere, and on one occasion, it resulted in the arrest of a German spy during World War II. On a spring day in 1944, Alice was on a train traveling from New York City to Washington and sitting at a table in the dining car with some strangers. When the train made an unexpected lurch, the coffee cup of a man wearing a British uniform tipped over and spilled coffee on Alice. The man cried out in German, “Ach! Mein Gott!” Alice spoke German and was immediately suspicious that a British soldier would make a spontaneous exclamation in German. She made her suspicions known to the conductor, and, when the train arrived in Union Station, FBI agents took the British “soldier” into custody and later advised Alice that the man “was one of the most dangerous of German spies.”

Alice’s assertive personality served her well in the Embassy. Joe could oversee the professional staff, but Alice was there to make sure the Embassy functioned well. Dress codes, compliance with protocol, and other routine matters generally fell within her jurisdiction, and she did not hesitate to exercise the authority that came with that responsibility. “She was one of the Foreign Service’s difficult wives,” said one family member. “She was a little bit dictatorial in that role” and “was sometimes hard on the wives, particularly of other Foreign Service people.” Lispen Crocker agreed, telling her mother in one letter that Alice had a “ferocious reputation on three continents.” Cynthia Bowers, Henri Smith-Hutton’s daughter, shared that view. “She wasn’t as likeable or as charming as Mr. Grew,” said Bowers. “And she and my mother didn’t hit it off, only because my mother was also very opinionated.”

Still, Alice could be very gracious and forgiving. Bob Fearey saw evidence of that when the Embassy personnel were interned on the Embassy compound after the Pearl Harbor attack. All sixty-five members of the staff (many of whom previously lived outside the Embassy compound) were crowded into the residence and the Chancery, with offices being used as bedrooms. Cleaning clothes was a challenge because the Embassy did not have a washing machine—or so everyone thought. But then Fearey found an old machine in the residence attic, brought it down to the Chancery basement, and advised everyone to bring their laundry down at nine o’clock each morning. One day, Alice brought down her treasured white silk curtains. Fearey placed them in the machine, not realizing that one staff member’s black socks were still inside. Alice handled the mishap with cool composure. “[A]fter recovering from the shock,” said Fearey, “[she] was kind enough to say that grey had always been her favorite color.”

In all of this, Alice appears to have had few bad habits, but one of them was certainly cigarettes. Even in her later years, relatives would say they could not remember a time when she was not carrying a long cigarette holder in her hand with a lit cigarette. But Alice paid the price for that indulgence. The smoking darkened her teeth and probably contributed to the several heart attacks she experienced, including some before the Pearl Harbor attack. She ultimately succumbed to a heart attack in 1959.

Long before then, she had agreed to return to Tokyo with her husband for a new and hopefully fulfilling experience. They left Ankara on March 3, 1932, for Istanbul and the cruise to the United States. After a short visit at home, they traveled to Chicago, where they boarded the Overland Limited on May 14, 1932, for the train ride to San Francisco. They then journeyed to Japan on the SS President Coolidge.






CHAPTER 4 Japan


As the Grews were getting ready to board the train to San Francisco, it was already May 15 in Japan (because Japan was thirteen hours ahead of Chicago time). Prime Minister Inukai Tsuyoshi was no doubt hoping to spend a quiet Sunday at his Tokyo residence with his daughter-in-law, who had just given birth. It had started out as a pleasant spring morning, and the diminutive seventy-five-year-old leader with closely-cropped hair and a full gray moustache and goatee surely thought he would have a day without disruption. It was not to be.

Around five o’clock that evening, two cabs pulled up in front of the Prime Minister’s expansive two-story stone residence. Construction had been completed in 1929, and the Art Deco style of the residence appeared to mimic the motif of the nearby Imperial Hotel designed by Frank Lloyd Wright. Nine men, aged between twenty-four and twenty-eight, emerged from the two cabs. All were wearing military uniforms, and they were armed with revolvers and daggers. They broke up into two groups, with one group approaching the front gate and the other group going to the rear gate.

The men approaching the front gate expected resistance, but the guards with the regalia of the Emperor allowed the men to enter the building without objection or inquiry. The uniforms worn by the group surely assuaged any concern the guards might have had. Once inside, the young officers assumed they would find Inukai in the private quarters of the building, but they had no idea where those quarters were located. They eventually wandered upstairs and heard a key turning in a lock. The group assumed that it was the Prime Minister and rushed the door.

Inukai had to know why they were there. Although he had been in office only since December 1931, he had already incurred the wrath of many in the armed forces, primarily because he had criticized the Kwantung Army’s action in Manchuria and had refused to recognize the puppet regime of Manchukuo as an independent nation. Many in the Navy and the Army—especially the extremists recruited from the farms and small towns of rural Japan—saw him as an impediment to a glorious future for Japan.

Whatever concerns he may have had for his life, Inukai displayed a calm demeanor, which impressed the young officers. He led them to an interior room and asked them to remove their shoes. Inukai’s daughter-in-law was there with her baby. The men, “knowing what would happen in a few minutes,” suggested that she leave, but the young woman refused. Inukai lit a cigarette and appeared eager to engage the group in conversation. But that opportunity soon evaporated. The other group of officers burst into the room, and the leader, carrying a dagger in one hand, yelled, “No use in talking. Fire!” The officers immediately commenced firing, and Inukai quickly slumped to the matted floor.

The conspirators included two other officers who had thrown grenades at the offices of the Bank of Japan and the offices of Inukai’s political party. All of the conspirators surrendered almost immediately to the military police and were soon put on trial for murder. Much of the trial was devoted to statements by the defendants explaining their patriotic motivations. “The Japanese, for some curious reason,” Henri Smith-Hutton later observed, “have felt that if someone is serious enough to attack and kill a political enemy, he is showing what they call ‘great sincerity,’ and his ideas merit considerable attention.” One of the judges failed to appreciate that perspective, and he was removed from the case because “his attention had wandered” during one of the defendant’s speeches.

In the course of their testimony, the defendants explained that their original plans had included the assassination of Charlie Chaplin, who had arrived for a visit in Japan the previous day and was watching a sumo wrestling match with Inukai’s son on that fateful Sunday. There was no mystery behind that plan. The conspirators assumed that the actor’s demise would trigger a war for the United States. For the same reason, they had also considered assassinating the new American ambassador, who was due to arrive in Tokyo within the month.

Despite the heinous nature of the crime, there was broad sympathy throughout Japan for the defendants. A petition with about 350,000 signatures in blood was delivered to the court seeking leniency. Eleven youths from the countryside advised the court that they were prepared to take the position of the eleven defendants and, as proof of their sincerity, included eleven severed fingers in the package. Those and similar public sentiments appeared to have an impact. None of the defendants received a severe punishment from the court.

Grew knew nothing of the assassins’ motivations—or their plan to assassinate him—as he began his train trip to San Francisco, but a correspondent from the Chicago Herald-Examiner did hand him a newspaper which blared the headline, “Japanese Premier Slain.” Although the new ambassador was very much aware of Japan’s proclivity to political assassinations, he could not help thinking, “There must be something wrong here.” He knew he was entering a political cauldron. But he remained hopeful that his mission could help turn things around.

The SS President Coolidge arrived in Yokohama in the early morning hours of June 6, 1932, and as the dawn lifted, Joe and Alice could see the relatively new docks and wide streets, all a product of the reconstruction undertaken throughout the Tokyo area after the earthquake of September 1923. Within a short time, he and Alice were in the Embassy car, taking the bumpy eighteen-mile drive in a drizzling rain to the American Embassy in the Akasaka neighborhood, the location of many government buildings, including the Prime Minister’s residence. They passed narrow, crowded streets that had no names and were lined with small shops, shanty homes, and newly-constructed office buildings, some of which were eight or ten stories high. Although engaged in conversation with the Embassy’s counselor, Grew remembered the “ugliness of the route” and how the Embassy seemed like “a real oasis in the more or less ugly surroundings of the new-grown city.”

From the start, Grew wanted to create a cooperative atmosphere in the Embassy. Within a week after his arrival, he convened a meeting with the professional staff to convey his perspective. He said that he “wanted them to drop in whenever they had any information, views, or suggestions which they thought would be helpful.”He also wanted them to send him “confidential memorandums whenever they picked up any significant opinions or information, especially of a political nature.…” But the ability to work with others was paramount. As Grew explained in one of his letters to Groton describing the requirements for his private secretary, the candidate had to “be personally qualified to fit harmoniously into our closely-knit and intimate official family where the factor of congenial teamwork, both in work and play, is important.” In keeping with the aura of informality, the Ambassador was prone to call staff members on the phone himself and, when the staff member answered, simply say, “Grew speaking.”

For his part, Grew adopted a schedule that varied with the time and circumstance but usually resulted in him getting up around 6:30 a.m. and getting to his Chancery office by 7:15. There was almost always an endless number of communications coming in and going out of the Embassy. Sometimes Grew drafted the important telegrams and other outgoing communications himself and then shared drafts with the senior staff; at other times, he would edit the drafts of his staff. But rarely would he let any significant matter escape his attention. As Marshall Green later commented, the Ambassador “had an infinite capacity for detail.”

Developing and maintaining relationships with Japanese government officials, representatives from other embassies, journalists, and members of Japanese society occupied a good portion of Grew’s time. That preoccupation required attendance at meetings and other functions inside and outside the Embassy that might occur during the day or evening. As Grew later commented, the evening affairs were “generally a great deal less amusing than sitting at one’s desk watching the hands of the clock get around to six.” Many of the outside meetings and functions were at the nearby Tokyo Club, an upscale venue for prominent foreigners and Japanese. As explained by Gene Dooman, who was born in Japan and would become the Embassy’s Counselor in 1937, the club “promoted an aura of intimacy and personal intercourse which existed nowhere else in Japan.”

Never, however, would Grew try to speak to members of the Japanese community in their native language. He had a flair for foreign languages and spoke fluent French as well as German. But he knew that learning Japanese far exceeded the demands of any other language he had studied. The Japanese language consisted of thousands of characters, and each year the State Department would appoint individuals (usually recent college graduates) to become language officers. They would endure two or three years of intensive study to learn the language. Dooman, for one, remembered that his final examination as a language officer required him to know 6,000 characters. Smith-Hutton, a graduate of the Naval Academy in Annapolis (who spoke fluent French), was assigned by the Navy to the American Embassy in Tokyo in 1926 to learn Japanese. After completing the required program of instruction, he concluded that “Japanese is perhaps the most complicated and difficult language of any of the world’s great languages” and that “it is capable of being interpreted in several different ways, particularly if you try to hide your real thoughts or your real intentions.” It was a telling point that would have serious repercussions in the months before the Pearl Harbor attack when American intelligence officers incorrectly translated secret Japanese cables.

Grew intuitively understood the challenges of mastering Japanese. As he told John Emmerson, a young language officer in the Embassy, he “feared that the dangerous hazards of ludicrous wrong usages would impair the dignity and esteem of the president’s representative.” It was a judgment Emmerson shared, later saying, at most, Grew would have had time only to learn “a collection of polite phrases that might have amused the Japanese he met, but would not truly have won him respect.” And so at the beginning of each day, the Ambassador would usually have one of the Embassy’s language officers read to him relevant sections from the many periodicals which populated Tokyo in those years.

Although she had learned a few phrases when she visited Japan in her early years—before she met Joe—Alice too was unable to speak or read Japanese. On one occasion, it resulted in some embarrassment to the Ambassador’s wife. She had purchased a bowl in a Tokyo market and placed it on a table in the foyer of the Embassy, only to see it disappear the next day. When she inquired about the missing bowl to the Japanese butler, he said it was in the pantry. Alice said she wanted it returned to the foyer, and the butler dutifully complied. But after another day, it disappeared again, and again the butler said he had placed it in the pantry. Alice was not one to keep her silence, and she took the butler to task for ignoring her instructions. He then explained that the writing on the bowl advertised it as an artifact for a Geisha house and made it inappropriate for the Embassy.

Joe and Alice’s inability to speak Japanese did not impede their ability to socialize with the Japanese community. Dinners at the Embassy were a frequent occurrence. They would sometimes be small affairs, but they would sometimes involve dozens of guests. Whatever the number of guests, the event almost always provided an occasion for the Ambassador to enjoy a Johnnie Walker Red Label Scotch whiskey cocktail before dinner and to serve wine from the extensive collection he had brought with him from the United States.

Grew also had to be available at hours when others might be sleeping because, given the time difference between Tokyo and Washington, he would often be awakened by the Embassy’s night clerk about a telegram or other communication from the State Department that required his immediate attention. He was never one to shirk any of these responsibilities, but, as he told his daughter Anita at one point, it was important to maintain “a reasonable sense of balance and proportion”—so he found time to indulge interests outside work.

He loved tennis, but as his age advanced, he found it more and more difficult to pursue that sport. He had an unremitting devotion to golf (playing left-handed with an unusual croquet style of putting, which seldom enabled him to break 100) and would play as often as he could—a fact well known in the diplomatic community. Grew became aware of that notoriety in the fall of 1941 when tensions between Japan and the United States were escalating. Grew casually asked a member of the French embassy at a diplomatic function why people would always ask him about his golf game. “Why, Mr. Ambassador,” the French official responded, “your golf is the thermometer which measures the temperature in the Diplomatic Corps. If a week goes by without your playing golf, the fact is cabled to every chancellery in the world over, for the situation is then indeed critical!”

Grew was also a voracious reader, usually favoring biography and history but occasionally reaching for a detective story. Music was another passion. The demands of the Tokyo position precluded him from practicing the piano as much as he had in earlier years, but music never lost its appeal. It became a refuge for him as the Pearl Harbor attack neared, and the tension mounted. At one point in October 1941, he remarked in his diary that, after attending church on one Sunday morning, he worked all day and “that evening enjoyed what is to me the most perfect form of relaxation—a comfortable chair, the lights out, and that glorious violin concerto of Brahms coming over the radio.”

Throughout all of this, Grew continued to maintain the diary he had started at the beginning of his diplomatic career. On many evenings and sometimes on weekends, he would sit at his desk, his pipe clenched between his teeth, and peck out the words on his seemingly ageless Smith-Corona typewriter. He placed great stock in that diary and would share copies of certain sections with his daughters (when they were older and living away from home) as well as friends and State Department colleagues, hoping that his contemporaneous comments would be interesting and, in the case of the State Department, useful in formulating policy.

In the meantime, one of Grew’s first obligations as ambassador was to present his credentials to the Emperor of Japan. On the morning of June 14, 1932, imperial coaches pulled up in front of the Chancery with Japanese cavalry flanked in the front and rear. Grew, dressed in formal wear with a top hat, entered the lead coach by himself (which already included a representative of the Emperor). The procession of cavalry and coaches (which carried Alice and the Embassy staff as well) then proceeded through the rain to the Imperial Palace, an imposing structure of high stone walls surrounded by a moat of greenish water. The Imperial Palace grounds encompassed almost one and a half square miles of land with numerous buildings, gardens, and ponds.

After passing over the moat through the main gate, the procession pulled in front of the main palace, a large, austere building reflecting traditional Japanese architecture. Grew and the rest of the party entered the palace and ascended the red-carpeted stairs through a large hall emblazoned with gold screens and ceilings. In due course, they proceeded to an interior room where Hirohito, Japan’s 124th emperor, dressed in full military regalia, was waiting for them.

The thirty-one-year-old monarch was an unimposing man of medium build and height (for Japanese) with a small moustache on an oval face, sloping shoulders, dark hair parted on the side, horn-rimmed glasses, and a modest countenance. Ned Crocker wrote his mother that Hirohito “was the most unimpressive monarch” he had ever seen—“[s]mall, pasty-faced, soft, and he holds himself terribly badly.…” In other circumstances and dressed in other clothes, the Emperor could have easily passed for an aspiring marine biologist—which did indeed reflect one of his passions (one of his favorite pastimes being the study of marine life, whether on the Palace grounds or at his vacation resort at Hayama on the Japanese coast).

His reign officially began on December 25, 1926, when his father, the Emperor Taisho, succumbed at the age of forty-seven to a long-standing illness that was probably precipitated by meningitis. Hirohito, as the Emperor’s first son, had already been acting as his father’s regent since November 1921 because Taisho’s physical and psychological deterioration had already left him largely incapacitated—a condition exemplified by Taisho’s inability to read a statement of five sentences at the opening of the Diet, Japan’s legislative body, in December 1919.

Hirohito was a soft-spoken man with a high-pitched voice who never smoked, preferred carbonated water, and had a passion for discipline and frugality. He would, for example, wear nondescript clothes inside the Palace until they wore out and use pencils until they were worn down to the stub. He maintained a rigid schedule for his work and hobbies, rising around 6 a.m. (in the summer) or 7 a.m. (in the winter) and going to the Palace study (which included busts of Charles Darwin, Abraham Lincoln, and Napoleon) to dispose of whatever papers or meetings were required. His outdoor activities included golf and riding (usually a white Arabian stallion or gelding). If he had to travel locally, it would be in a maroon automobile—the Emperor being the only Japanese allowed a car of that color. He did not travel outside of Japan; his only visit beyond Japan’s borders was a trip he had taken in 1921 to Western Europe, where he visited heads of state and royalty. He had led a sheltered life, being raised in isolation from his parents to prepare him for the role he would ultimately assume, and the exposure to Western European societies made him realize that he had been living “like a bird in a cage.”

Hirohito’s mild manner concealed a quick mind and deep-seated convictions which would periodically surface in the months before the Pearl Harbor attack. These traits were in evidence long before he became Emperor. In 1918, the Palace elders had selected three princesses as suitable brides for the Crown Prince. Hirohito chose Princess Nagako, and he persisted in that choice despite the elders’ effort to recant her selection because they had discovered color blindness in her family history.

Whatever his preferences, Hirohito recognized the need to preserve the Emperor’s status in Japanese life. The line of his predecessors—so the Japanese believed—began in 660 BC. According to Japanese mythology, the first Emperor was the descendent of the Sun Goddess Amaterasu Omikami, which, to most Japanese, made the Emperor the divine representative of their country. “His Majesty is not human,” said Tojo Hideki, Japan’s Prime Minister in the months before the Pearl Harbor attack. “He is God.” The veneration for the Emperor was so entrenched that, when Japan celebrated the 2,600th birthday of the empire outside the Palace grounds in November 1940, no one was allowed to witness the festivities from the windows and rooftops of nearby office buildings because it was forbidden to look down on the Emperor.

The reverence for the Emperor was a critical component of Japan’s military strength. He was the inspiration, the rallying point, that made sacrifice by the country’s soldiers not only possible but also honorable. “[T]o die for the Emperor,” said New York Times correspondent Otto Tolischus, was the soldier’s “greatest glory, to surrender his greatest disgrace.” Grew himself saw evidence of that perspective in 1941 before the Pearl Harbor attack. He received word from the Chinese government of a Japanese soldier who had been taken prisoner and who wanted his family to know that he was still alive. Grew passed the information on to the Japanese Government, but he soon received a reply that the Japanese Government was not interested in receiving such information. So far as the Government and the man’s family were concerned, “that man was officially dead” because “[t]he man who allows himself to be captured has disgraced himself and his country.”

The Imperial Household Law stipulated that the Emperor was a living god, and that divine status was recognized in the Japanese Constitution promulgated in 1889. The Emperor was identified as “sacred and inviolable” and the “head of the Empire.” In accordance with that elevated status, the Emperor was endowed with all powers of sovereignty, including the right to “supreme command of the Army and Navy,” the right to appoint and dismiss ministers, the right to convoke and dismiss the Diet, and the right to issue all other orders necessary for the governance of the country, including any ordinances of “urgent necessity” required when the Diet was not sitting. Many of these imperial orders were called “Rescripts.” (Japan’s declaration of war on the United States on December 7, 1941, was identified as an Imperial Rescript.)

Although it was seemingly based on the political systems of Western European countries—primarily Germany and Great Britain—the Japanese Constitution, as implemented, resulted in an unusual form of governing that could be easily distinguished from the political systems of those other countries. The Japanese people had virtually no direct role in the selection of their government’s leaders or in the shaping of its policies, especially in the years before the Pearl Harbor attack. They only elected members of the House of Representatives of the Diet. The other chamber, the House of Peers, consisted of members of the Imperial family, members of nobility, and other persons appointed by the Emperor. Although it could adopt budgets and enact certain laws with the concurrence of the Emperor, the Diet rarely formulated national policy. Rather, the Diet—which was in session for only limited time periods—generally responded to the initiatives of the civilian and military leaders.

As Dooman later explained, “What the ordinary person—the man in the street—thought about important events was really of little moment.… National policies were not the formulation of the hopes and aspirations of the masses, but rather what a small group of people considered in the interests of the nation.” It was a critical point that Cordell Hull often disregarded when discussing a possible agreement with Japanese representatives in the months before the Pearl Harbor attack. The Secretary of State repeatedly told those representatives that the negotiations would have a better chance of success if only Japanese leaders could educate the Japanese people about the benefits of policies that were not dependent on military aggression.

The public’s lack of involvement in public affairs was reflected in the selection and retention of the Prime Minister, the chief executive of the civilian government and the one who chose the other ministers of the cabinet (other than the Navy Minister and War Minister, who had to be approved by the Navy and Army, respectively). The Prime Minister was selected by the Emperor, who generally relied only on the recommendation of the Genro, or elder statesmen. When the last Genro died in 1940, the Emperor then relied on the jushin, a group composed of former Prime Ministers. The Prime Minister’s tenure could be terminated at any time—not by an upheaval of criticism from the public, but usually because he lost the confidence of the Army and the Navy and, to a lesser extent, other individuals who exercised influence over government policy.

Unlike in Great Britain or Germany, the Prime Minister of Japan had no direct control over the Army or the Navy. Each of those branches reported directly to the Emperor. As Dooman later observed, this structure constituted “a two-headed monstrosity” because the civilian government “was not cloaked with authority over the Armed Forces.” That separation was exemplified by the Japanese Navy’s attack on Pearl Harbor: although the Prime Minister and the ministers in his cabinet ultimately approved (with the concurrence of the Army and Navy) the decision to go to war with the United States, the civilian members of the government knew nothing of the planned attack on Pearl Harbor until after it had commenced.

Beyond all these divisions of responsibility in the government, Hirohito was imbued with the notion that the Emperor should never be placed in the position of being blamed for an erroneous government decision. It was his responsibility, or so he was taught, to appear infallible. That point was drilled into his thinking in 1928 by Prince Saionji, the last remaining Genro, when the Kwantung Army assassinated Marshal Chang Tso-lin, the aging Chinese warlord of Manchuria. The army had blown up the train in which Chang was riding because they thought he was contemplating a pact with Chiang Kai-shek. The young emperor was furious that the Army had allowed the Kwantung Army to engage in such nefarious action and contemplated what he could do. Saionji disabused Hirohito of any such thoughts, telling him that his obligation was to “reign, not rule.” And so, as Hirohito later told an aide, he believed that the emperor had to accept any decision which reflected a consensus of the civilian government and military command “even if he personally does not agree with it.” Otherwise, said Hirohito, the emperor would not be acting like a “constitutional monarch” but as “an absolute monarch.”

That limited perspective of his prerogatives did not prevent Hirohito from trying to influence the consensus in government decision-making. He would convey his views in private meetings with cabinet ministers as well as the leaders of the Army and Navy. He would probe, push, and pull in whatever direction he thought would best serve the country. Sometimes—but especially after the death of Prince Saionji in 1940—he would exert his influence indirectly through the Lord Keeper of the Privy Seal, his principal aide (and the one who impressed the Imperial seal on all ordinances, orders, and other documents). At other times, especially in formal conferences, he would rely on the President of the Privy Council, the constitutional advisory arm of the emperor. For their part, the cabinet ministers as well as the members of the Army and Navy command were generally eager to accommodate the Emperor, believing that his sanction was a prerequisite to any action they might take—although there were occasions, especially with respect to the Kwantung Army and the other military forces in China, where the Emperor’s wishes were ignored.

All of this often made it difficult for Grew to pinpoint the locus of governmental decision-making or to nail down the direction of government policy. His principal government contacts were almost entirely within the civilian cabinet and its ministries. His naval and military attachés did have some contacts in the Army and Navy, but, as subordinate officers, they did not have comparable contacts in the highest levels of the armed forces. And so, in trying to assess Japan’s intentions or actions from a military perspective, Grew was often reduced to communicating with civilian leaders who had no direct control over the Army or Navy and frequently had no information on what the Army and Navy had done or what they were planning.

None of those limitations prevented Grew from drawing general conclusions about the Japanese people. He found that they were almost always unfailingly polite, smiling and bowing at the commencement of a meeting and during the course of conversation. But it was a trait that, at least to the Ambassador, could not be taken at face value. “Their traditional politeness,” he confided to his diary at one point, “is generally but a veneer, save in the case of well-bred families” and “does not comprise thoughtful consideration of others in any degree.”

Discipline was another hallmark of the Japanese personality. They rigidly adhered to patterns of life, regardless of any change in circumstance. Bob Fearey, Grew’s private secretary, well remembered the scene when he was allowed to leave the Embassy for a doctor’s appointment in 1942 while the Embassy staff was interned after the Pearl Harbor attack. Petroleum products were reserved almost exclusively for military purposes, and “the streets were almost barren of cars.…” said Fearey. But “when the traffic light was against them, the crowds, without a car in sight in either direction, would pile up en masse on the sidewalk corners until the light turned green.” For his part, Grew recognized that the Japanese discipline would be an advantage to the country in any armed conflict. In contrast to the German citizenry he had observed while stationed at the Berlin embassy during World War I, said Grew, the Japanese “will not crack morally or psychologically or economically, even when eventual defeat stares them in the face. They will pull in their belts another notch, reduce their rations from a bowl to a half bowl of rice, and fight to the bitter end.”
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