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Introduction


The war between the United States and Japan was in many ways a unique and unprecedented conflict—the first, and probably the last, to be waged on such a scale and upon such a stage. It began with a stunning display of air power by the Japanese and ended with the most deadly air raids in history by the Americans. As a naval war, it was unparalleled. More battles were waged at sea and more warships sunk than in all other twentieth century naval campaigns combined. The land campaigns were more limited in size than those in Europe. Nevertheless, in China, the Philippines, and Okinawa they approached the Italian and North African campaigns in scale, if not in duration. Never before had such great armies been projected across hundreds, even thousands of miles of ocean to land on hostile shores, supported only by air cover and warships. And never before had planes and ships achieved such a degree of coordination and power.

The Japanese-American war was the most momentous event in the history of East Asia in half a century. It radically altered the course which the two great Asian powers, Japan and China, had followed for the last three decades and brought an abrupt end to the pattern of Western political dominance in Asian affairs. Until the 1940s, the European nations and their American offspring appeared destined to control or manipulate the countries of Asia indefinitely, with Japan eagerly following in their footsteps in Manchuria and north China. The war decisively changed this state of affairs. The subject peoples of Asia witnessed the sweeping defeat of the western powers at the hands of the Japanese. Many received arms and military training and took the first steps toward independence under Japan’s hegemony. By the time the colonial powers returned, under the umbrella of the victorious British and Americans, to reclaim their former possessions, they found a rapidly maturing nationalism which would shortly sweep away the last vestiges of western rule more decisively than the most powerful Japanese army.

In his classic, The Island War, Major Frank Hough observed “probably no man who served . . . in the Pacific will read this book without feeling that his outfit has been slighted. And he will be right!” * In attempting to condense the complex and multidimensional story of that immense conflict into a single volume, I have been obliged to cover an even broader range of subjects and thus to slight not only units and individuals, but entire battles and campaigns as well as significant social and political events. For such omissions I can only beg the reader’s indulgence on a greater scale than that granted Maj. Hough.

This is primarily an interpretive work. It relies heavily upon the work of American, British, and Australian official historians as well as the many fine monographs, battle studies, biographies, and memoirs which have appeared in the four decades since the war. However, in the case of controversial or little-explored aspects of the war, I have based my account as far as possible on primary sources, particularly those which were not available to official historians—cryptographic records, oral history memoirs, and important private collections such as the Ernest J. King papers.

In keeping with the overall approach of the Wars of the United States series, I have emphasized the subjects of policy, strategy, and operations—especially the latter two. However, I have also attempted to give the reader some sense of what the war was like for the men and women who fought it, and to provide an idea of their reactions to the strange and sometimes inhospitable lands in which they found themselves. The story is told primarily from the American point of view. The scope and emphasis is thus different from that of other general works such as John Toland’s The Rising Sun, which approaches the war from the Japanese viewpoint, or Basil Collier’s The War in the Far East and John Costello’s The Pacific War, which present a British perspective.

Though my own perspective is from the American side, I have benefitted from recently declassified British material in the Public Record Office, from translations of Japanese documents and histories available in Washington-area archives, and from English-language works by Japanese scholars.

The conduct and politics of the war with Japan have sparked surprisingly few controversies, the two great exceptions being the attack on Pearl Harbor and the use of atomic bombs against Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Each of these subjects, especially the former, have inspired a mountain of writing so immense as to dwarf the total literature devoted to all other aspects of the conflict. In this book, I have endeavored to show that many other aspects of the war are worth close examination, even reexamination.

Most discussions of American strategy in the war treat the two-pronged advance across the Pacific by Nimitz and MacArthur as a sensible compromise solution to the problem of bringing about the speedy defeat of Japan. I suggest here that the adoption of this course of action was due less to strategic wisdom than to the army and navy’s reluctance to entrust their forces to the command of an officer of the rival service, together with the almost insolvable problem of what to do with a popular hero like MacArthur, who—despite his defeat in the Philippines—had emerged as a towering American public figure. The establishment of two theaters and two routes of advance in the Pacific neatly solved these bureaucratic and public relations problems. The two advances were also intended to be mutually supporting, yet they might well have led to disaster had the Japanese taken greater advantage of their opportunities—as they almost did during the Bougainville-Empress Augusta Bay operation in 1943 and the Biak campaign in 1944.

The major problem involved in defeating Japan proved to be less a matter of choosing the correct strategy than of breaking the logistical bottlenecks—devising means of getting critical items, whether amphibious craft, cargo ships, fighter planes, engineer battalions, or transport aircraft—to the right portions of the battlefronts on time and in sufficient numbers. Many of the debates about strategy within the councils of the Joint Chiefs of Staff and between the Americans and British were, in essence, debates about the allocation of resources.

Similarly, the contest for resources often determined the course of action of American military leaders. King and MacArthur’s separate proposals in the spring and summer of 1942 for an offensive in the South Pacific aimed at Rabaul can be best understood as a bid on their part to stake out early claims on whatever resources might become available to the Allies in 1942 by the quick opening of a new fighting front in the Pacific. The Guadalcanal campaign, which grew out of these proposals, itself developed into a protracted fight for resources between the services as well as a protracted struggle on the battlefield. In the Tarawa campaign also, as I argue later, Nimitz’s need for haste led him to risk a landing when unfavorable tides might be expected: this was due not only to the need to keep the Japanese off-balance, but also to King’s concern to “get the Central Pacific drive underway so that the British could not hedge” on their recent agreement at the Quebec Conference to devote greater resources to the Pacific.

Resources were significant in another way as well: the Pacific War was in many respects a war of attrition. After the recent conflict in Vietnam, it has become almost a tautology to say that the U.S. cannot win a war of attrition. Yet this was essentially the kind of war the U.S. waged against Japan after mid-1942. Following the Battle of Midway, United States forces did not confront a major Japanese fleet until mid-1944. They did not engage even a medium-size Japanese army until the end of 1944. Yet by that time Japan had been effectively defeated. Her supply lines had been severed by American submarines, her air power had been dissipated in costly air battles over the Solomons and New Guinea, Rabaul and Truk; and her cruiser and destroyer forces had been worn down in countless night clashes in the Solomons. That war of attrition—and the even more deadly attrition by submarines and heavy bombing in 1944–45—finally spelled Japan’s defeat.

The leadership of the Pacific War has recently been subject to reexamination by a number of scholars. Most notably, General Douglas MacArthur, popularly regarded as the hero and strategic genius of the war against Japan, has been subjected to searching reexamination. Scholars such as D. Clayton James and Carol M. Petillo have questioned MacArthur’s conduct and judgment in a number of key episodes of his career as a theater commander. In addition, the recent discovery of the diaries of Dwight D. Eisenhower has shown that Ike’s attitude toward his former chief, far from being worshipful, was often one of angry impatience and skepticism.

My own view of MacArthur is that, despite his undoubted qualities of leadership, he was unsuited by temperament, character, and judgment for the positions of high command which he occupied throughout the war. This was most clearly demonstrated in the Philippine debacle and the bloody campaigns in Papua. Both were attributable—at least in part—to MacArthur’s errors of judgment and his refusal to face reality. He demonstrated these failings in success as well as in adversity, as witness his mismanagement of the northern Luzon campaign near the end of the war.

Other commanders, of course, made serious errors of judgment in the war, most notably Admiral Yamamoto at Midway, Admiral Spruance at the Battle of the Philippine Sea and Admiral Halsey at Leyte Gulf. Yet MacArthur stands alone in his refusal to confront or even acknowledge the consequences of his actions. It is impossible to imagine MacArthur saying, as Lieutenant General Joseph Stilwell did after the Allied defeat in Burma, “I say we got a hell of a beating . . .” Stilwell had misjudged—and would continue to misjudge—the willingness and capability of the Chinese government to wage war, but he did not seek, as MacArthur consistently did, to pass the blame to subordinates, the Allies, or Washington.

No history of the Pacific War can fail to show the vital role played by intelligence in that conflict. The recent declassification of records relating to communications intelligence activities during World War II has made available a flood of new material on the subject. Some of this information, I believe, appears for the first time in this book. These newly declassified records demonstrate the contributions of code-breaking to the Allied victory, yet they also demonstrate its limitations. Thus, I have tried to show how vital messages concerning the Japanese landings in Papua and Admiral Mikawa’s devastating night attack on the American naval forces in the Battle of Savo Island were intercepted and read by U.S. intelligence. Unfortunately, they were of no practical value. In the first case they were not believed; in the second case the message was “broken” too late. Similarly, Lieutenant General Walter Krueger ignored the excellent cryptographic intelligence available to him in 1944 about Japanese operations on Leyte in the area of Ormoc. The result was that his forces had to fight a bloody slugging match in rugged mountains astride the route to the town.

The sudden, awful end of the war in the radioactive ruins of Hiroshima and Nagasaki has obscured the less spectacular horrors which both sides had inflicted on each other by 1945. The conduct of Japanese military forces in Southeast Asia and China and their treatment of prisoners of war is well known. Less obvious are the thousands of other deaths from famine and disease caused by the crushing demands of the locust-like Japanese war machine upon the fragile agricultural economies of the countries it occupied.

Americans usually assume that the unrestricted submarine campaigns and the incendiary air raids on Japanese cities were measures of expediency and desperation, adopted only after the war had begun and the implacable nature of the foe had been demonstrated. In fact, as I show, the U.S. Navy’s plans and preparations to wage unrestricted submarine warfare were made months before Pearl Harbor, and American military experts had been discussing the possibility of incendiary raids on Japanese cities since 1919.

The reader will probably come to share the conclusion of the distinguished Japanese scholar Asada Sadao: the war “dehumanized both victor and vanquished alike,” ** and, in the course of the desperate struggle, Americans came to abandon some of the principles which they had long upheld. A nation which had entered the First World War in large part out of opposition to unrestricted submarine warfare deliberately chose to wage such warfare from the opening day of World War II. Similarly, American opposition to the Japanese conquest of China rested largely on revulsion against the Japanese use of air power on civilian targets. Yet the United States itself initiated an unprecedented campaign of aerial bombardment against Japan.



* Frank O. Hough, The Island War (Philadelphia: J. B. Lippincotc Company, 1947), p. vii.

** Asada Sadao, “Japanese Perceptions of the A-Bomb Decision 1945–1980,” in Joe C. Dixon, ed., The American Military and the Far East (Washington: G.P.O., 1980), p. 216.



Prelude: Pearl Harbor, December 7, 1941


They came in from the north over the blue-green hills of Kahuku Point on Oahu. In steady waves, 181 Japanese fighters, dive-bombers, and torpedo planes—the most modern, highly trained and deadly naval air force in the world—roared across the island toward their targets. It was 7:40 A.M., the morning of December 7, 1941.

The Japanese planes were deployed in four groups; and headed south toward the Pacific Fleet base at Pearl Harbor and the nearby air bases at Ewa, Hickam Field, and Kaneohe. Inside the crowded anchorage of Pearl Harbor were ninety-six ships of the Pacific Fleet under Admiral Husband E. Kimmel.

The fleet had been in Hawaii since May 1940, acting as a putative deterrent to Japanese aggression against British or Dutch possessions in Southeast Asia.1 Admiral James O. Richardson, who then commanded the Pacific Fleet, thought this was a harebrained idea. He Pointed out that in the event of war, the fleet would have to return to the U.S. West Coast anyway. Only by doing so could its crews attain full war strength. The logistical, repair, and training facilities at Harbor were inferior to those on the West Coast, and prolonged absence from their families in the western states had affected the morale of his men adversely.2 As for the Japanese, they undoubtedly knew about the unreadiness of the fleet and were unlikely deterred by its presence.3 Richardson was so vociferous in his objections that he was relieved of command at the end of one year and replaced by Admiral Kimmel. The ships remained at Pearl Harbor.

On this particular Sunday morning, all of the battleships of the Pacific Fleet except Colorado—which was in dry dock on the West Coast—were at Pearl Harbor. The carriers Lexington and Enterprise, with their escorting cruisers and destroyers, were at sea: they were delivering aircraft to Wake and Midway Islands. On the airfields near Pearl Harbor, almost four hundred army, navy and Marine Corps planes were parked: wing-tip to wing-tip—as protection against sabotage.

Although Japanese-American relations had been in crisis for several months, no special measures had been taken to prepare for the outbreak of hostilities. Since June 1940 Hawaii had had three major alerts and numerous air-raid and anti-submarine drills. At least as far back as 1936, American war plans had discussed the possibility of a surprise air raid against Pearl Harbor. In March 1941 an army aviator, Major General Frederick L. Martin, and a naval airman, Rear Admiral Patrick N. L. Bellinger, had completed a report on the defense of Hawaii. It specifically pointed out that a surprise attack from the air was “the most likely and dangerous form of attack” against the fleet base on Oahu. Another report—by the Hawaiian air force staff in August 1941—even conjectured that the Japanese might employ up to six carriers in such an attack, and that it would probably be delivered in the early morning.4 Yet in Hawaii no one, as of December 1941, actually believed it could happen. Hawaii was the strongest American base in the Pacific. Army Chief of Staff General George C. Marshall described it to President Roosevelt in May 1941 as

“ . . . the strongest fortress in the world. . . . Enemy carriers, naval escorts and transports will begin to come under air attack at a distance of approximately 750 miles. This attack will increase in intensity until within 200 miles of the objective, the enemy forces will be subject to all types of bombardment closely supported by our most modern pursuit. . . . An invader would face more than 35,000 troops backed by coast defense guns and anti-aircraft artillery.”5

However frequently army and navy leaders discussed the possibility of a Japanese attack, in the final analysis it appeared unlikely, almost fantastic.”6

The feeling that Hawaii was probably immune from attack was reinforced during the autumn of 1941 by constant intelligence reports, news, and rumors concerning Japanese preparations to move against British and Dutch possessions in Southeast Asia and against the Philippines. Few believed that Japan could or would undertake a simultaneous attack against Pearl Harbor. Besides, as Admiral Richardson had bluntly pointed out, there was no need for them to do so. The Pacific Fleet, although formidable on paper, was in no shape to contest Japanese moves in the western Pacific. Recalled Captain Vincent R. Murphy, Admiral Kimmel’s assistant war plans officer,

I thought it would be utterly stupid for the Japanese to attack the United States at Pearl Harbor. We could not have materially affected their control of the waters they wanted to control whether or not the battleships were sunk at Pearl Harbor. . . . I did not believe we could move the United States Fleet to the Western Pacific until such time as the material condition of the ships was improved, especially with regard to anti-aircraft and until such time as the Pacific Fleet was materially reinforced.”7

Admiral Kimmel and Lieutenant General Walter C. Short, commanding general of the Hawaiian Department, thus felt justified in devoting most of their efforts to training; but planes or ships used for training could not at the same time be used for scouting enemy raiders—or held on alert to repel an attack.

On the morning of the seventh, the only scouting planes in the air were a few Catalina Flying Boats on routine antisubmarine patrol to the west of Oahu.8 None of the dozens of army and navy fighters were on alert, and the army’s antiaircraft gunners had not been issued live ammunition.9

A radar warning system had been set up in August, but it was still operating on a part-time basis. The Signal Corps, which was responsible for training, was reluctant to relinquish control of this system to the Army Air Corps, which was responsible for full-time operations. The part-time schedule which had been arranged called for the radar sets to operate between 4:00 and 7:00 A.M. On this particular morning, however, the radar station at Opana, near Kahuku Point, had not closed down exactly as scheduled and, at 7:02 A.M., the operator detected the attacking Japanese planes about 137 miles north of Oahu. He promptly telephoned the Army Aircraft Warning Service Information Center at Oahu. The duty officer, Lieutenant Kermit Tyler, believed that the aircraft picked up on the Opana radar were a flight of B-17s due to arrive from the mainland—he told the radar operator not to “worry about it.”10

His mistake was understandable; the information center had no liaison personnel from the navy, Marine Corps, or Army Bomber Command regularly assigned to it. That morning, Tyler and a switchboard operator were the only people in the center. Lieutenant Tyler was a fighter pilot with no previous experience as a controller or with an air-warning system.11

At the Harbor Control Post in the operations office of the Fourteenth Naval District, Navy Lieutenant Harold Kaminski faced a somewhat similar problem. At 6:53 A.M., he had received a message from the USS Ward, the duty destroyer patrolling off the entrance to Pearl Harbor. The Ward had attacked a submarine operating in an area where no submarine had any business to be. Like Lieutenant Tyler, Kaminski was alone with a single telephone operator in his command post. Moreover, he had standing orders to contact over half-a-dozen other command posts and headquarters by telephone in the event of trouble.

Shortly before 7:00 A.M., Kaminski started dialing. He reached the chief of staff, who requested confirmation from the Ward and referred the matter to Admiral Kimmel and to Admiral C. C. Bloch, Commandant of the Fourteenth Naval District. Bloch, like Kimmel, decided to wait for confirmation from the Ward.12

Twelve thousand feet above Oahu, Commander Fuchida Mitsuo stared down at the American battleships moored together in groups of two off Ford Island. “ ‘I had seen all German warships assembled in Kiel harbor,’ ” he later recalled. “ ‘I have also seen the French battleships in Brest. And finally, I have seen our own warships assembled for review before the Emperor, but I have never seen ships, even in the deepest peace, anchored at a distance less than 500 to 1,000 yards from each other. . . . this picture down there was hard to comprehend.’ ”13 At 7:53 Fuchida radioed back to the waiting Japanese task force: “Tora, Tora, Tora”—the code word indicating that surprise had been achieved.

The Japanese dive-bombers and fighters peeled off to attack the air bases, while the torpedo planes, along with dive-bombers and high-level bombers, concentrated on the battleships. Aboard the battleship West Virginia, Ensign Roland Brooks, the officer of the deck, mistook the first bomb blast for an internal explosion aboard one of the neighboring ships and instantly gave the order “Away Fire and Rescue Party!” Of all the mistakes on that day, this one alone had fortunate consequences, for Ensign Brooks’s alarm started the West Virginia’s crew running for their stations before the first bombs and torpedos hit the ship. Although severely damaged, the West Virginia suffered relatively few casualties. Hit below the water-line, she avoided capsizing by skillful damage control, and settled right side up on the shallow bottom.14

Other ships were not so lucky. The battleship Arizona was buried under a rain of bombs, one of which penetrated the forecastle and detonated the forward magazine. More than 80 percent of her crew of over 1,500 men were killed or drowned. The Oklahoma was hit by three torpedoes almost simultaneously and rapidly capsized, taking with her over 400 of her crew. The California, which had her watertight doors “unbuttoned,” for an anticipated inspection, was hit by two torpedoes at the beginning of the attack. “Her bulkheads were so leaky the water entering the great gash [made by these hits] could not be isolated.”15

In almost all ships, many key officers were ashore for the weekend. In the incredible noise and confusion, the flames of burning oil, and the dull crash of bombs, it was the junior officers, young reserve lieutenants and ensigns, many of them only a few months out of college or the naval academy, who carried most of the burden of command. Ensign J. K. Taussig, a “Navy brat,” got the Nevada underway in forty-five minutes—a task which normally required two and one-half hours and the assistance of four tugboats. Commanded by Lieutenant Commander Francis J. Thomas, a middle-aged reservist, her antiaircraft guns directed by Ensign Taussig and a second ensign, the Nevada steamed majestically down the channel and later beached herself near the southern end of Ford Island.16

While the Pacific Fleet anchorage was under attack, other Japanese planes bombed and strafed the nearby navy, army, and Marine Corps air bases. Three squadrons of Catalina Flying Boats from the navy seaplane base at Kaneohe Bay were almost totally destroyed in two successive waves of Japanese dive-bombing attacks.17 At the principal Army Air Corps fields—Bellows, Wheeler, and Hickam—the closely parked planes would have required a minimum of four hours to be ready for takeoff.18 Within a few minutes, fighters and dive-bombers had knocked out most of the army planes and severely damaged the hangar facilities. The Marine Corps air station at Ewa suffered the same fate. All but two of the dozen Wildcat fighters were destroyed, and Japanese fighters roamed the area freely—shooting up barracks, hangars, and other targets of opportunity.

When the attacks were at their height, the twelve B-17s from the mainland which Lieutenant Tyler had thought Opana was tracking on its radar appeared over Hickam Field. To save weight on the long flight, the big bombers carried no ammunition and their guns were not mounted. Low on fuel, sniped at by Japanese fighters and by nervous American antiaircraft gunners, the B-17 pilots nevertheless managed to land their planes on the wreckage-strewn airfield.

There was a short lull in the battle around eight-thirty, as the first wave of Japanese attackers departed. The defenders took advantage of this brief respite to improvise additional defenses. When the second wave—eighty dive-bombers, fifty-four high-level bombers, and thirty-six fighters—arrived around nine, they were given a hot reception. Six fighters and fourteen dive-bombers of this second group of attackers were lost to antiaircraft fire—more than double the number shot down in the initial onslaught.

The second attack concentrated on the least-damaged ships. The battleship Pennsylvania, which was in dry dock, was hit by a bomb which caused minor damage. But two destroyers in the same dock, Cassin and Downes, were almost totally destroyed. In a nearby floating dock, the destroyer Shaw’s bow was blown off by a bomb.

By ten o’clock the second wave of attackers had departed, leaving behind six battleships sunk or sinking; two other battleships, three destroyers, and three cruisers damaged. Almost 3,600 men had been killed or wounded.19 Columns of black smoke, hundreds of feet high, hung over the fleet anchorage. Burning oil covered parts of the harbor as salvage teams worked frantically to free men still trapped in the hulls of sunken ships.

At the airfields, work crews fought fires and struggled to clear away enough of the wreckage to permit takeoffs and landings. One hundred eighty planes had been destroyed and 128 others damaged. At Ewa Marine Air Station and the naval air station at Kaneohe, not a single plane was in condition to fly. Late in the morning a handful of army and navy planes flew off from Hickam field to look for the Japanese task force, which had long since safely withdrawn to the north.

In Washington that afternoon, President Franklin D. Roosevelt met with his military advisors amid reports of Japanese attacks on Guam, Wake, and Hong Kong, as well as against Singapore and other parts of Southeast Asia. Present at the meeting were Secretary of State Cordell Hull, Navy Secretary Frank Knox, Secretary of War Henry L. Stimson, and the two military service chiefs. The president read them a draft message to Congress asking for a declaration of war against Japan.

Around noon the next day, millions of Americans gathered by their radios to listen to the president’s six-minute address to the Congress: “Yesterday, December 7, 1941, a date which will live in infamy, the United States was suddenly and deliberately attacked by naval and air forces of the Empire of Japan.” Less than an hour later Congress, with one dissenting vote, approved the declaration of war against Japan.

In Tokyo, the Imperial Rescript announcing the beginning of hostilities was read over the radio by the prime minister, General Tojo Hideki. Then came a Japanese martial song, “Umi Yukaba.” It included the lines:

Across the sea, corpses in the water

Across the mountain, corpses in the field.

It was an appropriate overture to the bloody forty-four month war which had now begun.
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States of Mind: American

The failures and successes at Pearl Harbor, as well as those in the coming years of the Pacific War, were to a considerable extent determined by the attitudes, hopes, fears, and plans developed by the Japanese and American armed forces during the three decades before December 7, 1941. Few wars in American history had been so long anticipated, so long planned for. Yet the plans themselves played a minor role compared to the beliefs and calculations behind them in shaping the course of the conflict just begun.

• •

In the 1920s and ’30s, most Americans hoped and believed that the United States would avoid involvement in foreign wars—would indeed, avoid foreign entanglements of any sort. Suspicion of the military was widespread, along with a growing conviction that American participation in World War I had been a disastrous mistake brought about by the efforts of Wall Street, the international arms cartel, and British propaganda. Disarmament was welcomed so long as it involved no foreign commitments, but participation in collective security efforts, such as those of the League of Nations, was not.

After the First World War, the army suffered most from parochialism, poverty, and neglect among the armed services. Throughout the 1920s and the early ’30s, the strength of the army hovered at around 135,000 men.1 Beginning in 1936, the army was gradually built up to 268,000 in 1940; it then rapidly expanded to almost one and a half-million during 1940 and 1941, However, in 1939, at the renewed outbreak of European war, the army could still field only about 190,000 men: fifty thousand in the outlying U.S. possessions and 140,000 scattered among 130 posts and stations in the United States. Six of the nine infantry divisions were in reality merely understrength brigades, while the two cavalry divisions had a total strength of less than 2,500 men.2 Future Chief of Staff George Marshall once found himself commanding a “battalion” which numbered 200 men, less than the size of a company in some European armies.3 Only three divisions were anywhere near their full war strength.

By the late 1930s, the U.S. Army’s weapons and equipment, so long neglected, were in an advanced stage of decay. In 1936 the Army General Staff noted that, in the event of mobilization, the troops mustered during the first thirty days “can be supplied with required equipment from storage or procurement except for airplanes, tanks, combat cars, scout cars, anti-aircraft guns, searchlights, anti-aircraft fire-control equipment and .50 calibre machine guns.”4

A modest program of rearmament got under way in the late 1930s. By the beginning of World War II, however, the average infantryman was still armed with the 1903 Springfield rifle, although a new type of semiautomatic rifle, the M-l (or Garand) was on order. The standard artillery piece was still the modified French 75 millimeter gun—which American commanders had declared inadequate as early as 1918.5 An army officer who took an advanced artillery course in the 1930s recalled that “they were back in the period of at least World War I, if not the Spanish-American War.”6

In 1939 less than 2 percent of the military budget was allocated to research and development. The entire R & D program amounted to about one-twentieth the cost of a contemporary battleship—less than one four-hundredth of what it cost to develop the atomic bomb. The American army between the two wars was almost as far from the army of atomic bombs, proximity fuses, electronic countermeasures, and radar as it was from the Continentals who fought at Yorktown 175 years earlier. It was a tight-knit, hard-drinking, hard-bitten, long-service army: an army of inspections and close-order drill, and of long evenings over drinks at the officers’ club. An army where success at football or boxing could be as important to a man’s career as success in maneuvers.7

In the “old army,” enlisted men served between four and five years before they could hope for promotion beyond PFC. Highschool graduates were rare; outright illiterates were common. Of regular enlisted men in the army prior to Pearl Harbor, over 75 percent had failed to complete highschool and 41 percent had never been to highschool at all. Most of the noncommissioned officers had seen twenty or more years of service.8 Like Sergeant Worden in James Jones’s From Here to Eternity, they were equally at home on the drill field, in a barroom scrap, or threading their way through the labyrinth of army paperwork.9

During the interwar period, the army was a sort of “gentleman’s club for its officers.”10 Most of the “club’s” members “were personally acquainted, and they associated mainly with each other. Army posts were often located in isolated or sparsely populated areas—but even when this was not the case, there was little interaction between the officer corps and the larger community. One officer recalled that his only contact with civilians consisted of attending horse shows, playing polo against civilian teams, and dating young women from civilian families.11 In the peacetime army, the main enemies were boredom and debt. Army pay had not increased since 1920: many of the younger officers had to struggle to make ends meet. The answer to such problems was often liquor. There are no reliable figures on alcohol consumption in the services between the wars, but the incidence of overindulgence was probably high.12

A less destructive form of escape—at least from boredom—was athletics, a pastime indulged in by all ranks with a single-mindedness and intensity devoted to few other aspects of army life. Whether it was the annual Army-Navy Game or an intraregimental boxing match, a man’s fitness report or even promotion could ride on his success as a coach, trainer, or competitor in organized sports. A welcome relief from the tedium of peacetime service, big-time athletics were nevertheless costly and often interfered with normal training, absorbing the time of key personnel.13

For officers as well as for enlisted men, promotion was glacially slow. “When I entered the service [in 1924],” recalled one officer, “I had it figured out that if I completed thirty years, I could retire as a lieutenant colonel.” Thirteen years was the normal interval between attaining the rank of first lieutenant and promotion to captain, and some remained captains for seventeen years. An army manpower expert later estimated that had it not been for World War II, the entire West Point Class of 1917 would have retired as majors with thirty years’ service.14 Normally an officer attained the rank of colonel at fifty-nine: major generals had at most one to two years’ service ahead of them before they reached the mandatory retirement age.15 In 1941 the four top field commanders—Lieutenant General Hugh Drum, Lieutenant General John L. Dewitt, Lieutenant General Walter Krueger, and Lieutenant General Ben Lear—were all veterans of the Spanish-American War.16 The consequences of such a system are well illustrated by the experience of George C. Marshall, one of the most brilliant staff officers of World War I. A personal favorite of, and former aide to General John J. Pershing, Marshall had been a temporary lieutenant colonel during World War I, but after the armistice he had been dropped to his old rank of captain and served ten years as a major. He did not reach the rank of brigadier general until 1936, when he was 56 years old.17 For other officers, less brilliant or determined or lucky than Marshall, this system bred mental stagnation, reverence for routine, parochialism—and indifference. When the rapid expansion of the army in 1940 and 1941 catapulted these officers into positions of great responsibility and high command, many shook off the lethargy of the interwar years. Some did not, however, and proved unequal to the complex, deadly demands of modern war.18

Insofar as the old army had ideas about future conflicts, they dealt mainly with questions of mobilization and expansion in the event of war.19 The experience of World War I largely determined the views of army planners, who thought primarily in terms of a single-theater war. In such a war, the chief of staff would become the commanding general of a GHQ formed in Washington; he would then move to the actual theater of war, leaving a residual staff behind in the capital.20

As to who the likely enemy might be, army strategists had few notions. They recognized Japan as a possible menace—but with more annoyance than interest. As Forrest Pogue observes, the struggle to keep alive the interest of officers who saw little chance for promotion, to make do with penurious budgets, and simultaneously to cope with obsolescent weapons and equipment left little time “to think in terms of world problems or possible American collaboration in international conflict.”21 In any case, no foreign power seemed as menacing to the army in the interwar period as did rivalry from the navy and the Army Air Corps.

• •

“The Air Service,” observed an Air Corps general, “or rather the air effort of the United States since we entered the World War, has probably been the most investigated activity ever carried on by the Government.”22 Between 1919 and 1935, no less than fifteen different special government boards and committees had been convened to study the proper function and organization of military aviation in the national defense.23 What little attention the general public gave to military matters was mostly focussed on the spectacular developments in aviation.

Army aviators had emerged from World War I to find themselves at the low end of the postwar pecking order. The air service was rapidly reduced in size from 20,000 officers on Armistice Day to about 200 one year later.24 Air service officers found themselves to be junior to other officers who had entered the army at the same time, but who had been commissioned earlier because of the longer training period for aviators. In addition, many pilots were former enlisted men who had been commissioned in the final months of the war.25 Since these officers were obliged to compete for promotions with all other army officers, their lack of seniority was a distinct disadvantage. Finally, the flyers resented the monopoly of the army’s high command positions by what they saw as hidebound West Pointers.

Convinced that they were practitioners of a wholly new type of warfare, resentful of their low place on the army ladder, the aviators naturally sought a rearrangement of the traditional military status quo. “Only by securing a considerable measure of autonomy,” observes the official air force history, “could the air service formulate its air combat doctrine, develop appropriate equipment and direct its forces in battle,”26 and, it may be added, only in this manner could Air Corps officers hope to attain positions of responsibility and high command. Thus inspired by a complex mixture of vision and careerism, the army aviators set out to win the nation’s support for aerial warfare and a separate air arm.

The leader of the militant flyers, the most colorful and controversial military figure of the interwar period, was Brigadier General William “Billy” Mitchell, who had commanded the air forces of the A.E.F. in France.27 Returning to the United States in 1919, Mitchell embarked on a determined campaign to convince the public “that aerial warfare now ranked with naval and ground warfare in importance.”28 Like the European theorists Hugh Trenchard and Guilio Douhet, Mitchell was already thinking in terms of strategic bombing, of destroying the enemy’s “vital centers”—his large cities and industrial areas—by massive air bombardment. Yet he was aware that the American public would oppose such a radical, not to say immoral, doctrine of offensive warfare. Instead Mitchell shrewdly emphasized the contributions which airpower could make to America’s defenses.

Specifically, he declared that aviation was capable of replacing both the navy and the army’s coastal artillery in America’s defense. In a series of highly publicized bombing tests against the former German battleship Ostfriesland and the old American battleships Alabama, Virginia, and New Jersey, Mitchell’s army aviators demonstrated that bombing planes could indeed sink heavily protected men-of-war.29

The reaction was predictable. Admirals decried the “artificiality” of the tests; Mitchell declared that “the problem of the destruction of seacraft by air forces has been solved and is finished. . . . Aircraft now in existence can find and destroy all classes of seacraft under war conditions with a negligible loss.”30 Mitchell’s claims—for the time being—were almost as absurd as those of the admirals. His planes could not “find and sink” any warship they chose in the seas off the coast. As Mitchell’s biographer observes: “The proper navigational equipment to guide aircraft out of sight of land did not [yet] exist. . . . [Mitchell] and his crews could not have operated over water without the navigational and rescue support of a string of destroyers acting as markers to the target.”31 In 1931 nine planes of the Army Air Corps conducted a four-hour search for an aged navy transport, the Mt. Shasta, as part of a military exercise, but failed to find it. In a second attempt, the planes found the ship but scored only one direct hit out of forty-nine bombs dropped.32

Undeterred, Mitchell continued his campaign for “air power” with articles and provocative announcements. Banished to Fort Sam Houston in Texas, he finally went too far, giving his many enemies in the War and Navy Departments the chance they had been waiting for. In September 1925 he responded to the news of two recent naval aviation disasters by denouncing the “incompetency, criminal negligence, and almost treasonable administration of the National Defense by the Navy and War Departments.” Two weeks later, Mitchell was summoned before a court-martial to answer charges of conduct prejudicial to good order and military discipline and “conduct of a nature to bring discredit upon the military service.”

The trial was a sensation, and served briefly to focus public attention on the question of military aviation. Interest quickly faded after Mitchell’s inevitable conviction and retirement from the service. However much the public might thrill to the daring feats of the aviators and delight in Mitchell’s blunt criticism of “the brass hats,” they could perceive no compelling reason to undertake the drastic and expensive reorientation of defense policy which the general advocated.

Far from the realm of congressional hearings and Sunday supplements, however, a dedicated band of officers at the Air Corps Tactical School labored to translate Mitchell’s ideas into a workable system of warfare. Practical pilots as well as theorists, the young captains and majors who served as instructors at the tactical school in the late 1920s and 1930s welcomed the writings of Mitchell and European advocates of airpower like B. H. Liddell Hart and Guilio Douhet for their publicity value. Yet they were acutely aware of the large number of questions concerning the employment of aviation which remained unanswered in the wake of World War I.33

The doctrine developed by the Air Corps Tactical School was outwardly much like the writings of Mitchell: air forces must be employed offensively against the “vital centers” of the enemy. The only realistic means of defense against air attack was counterattack. Initial operations to destroy the enemy’s air force on the ground would be of greatest importance. “No nation can afford to decline the role of aggressor and sacrifice the opportunity of attacking an enemy that may be unprepared.”34

Yet, the practical implications of these pronouncements had still to be worked out. First of all there was the problem of target selection, since even the largest air force could not bomb everything. In addition, a means had to be found for ensuring a reasonable proportion of hits on the target; finally, a practical long-range bomber had to be developed to carry out such missions.

By the late 1930s the theorists of the Air Corps Tactical School were confident that they were well on the way toward solving all of these problems. The concept of “precision bombing” which emerged from their experiments was in some ways a characteristically American idea, combining as it did faith in technology, lingering humanitarian concerns, and a taste for clean, decisive solutions in wartime. Instead of indiscriminant night bombings of large areas, precision bombing called for careful selection of targets by thorough analysis of the enemy’s economy and war machinery.

The new Norden bombsight promised astounding accuracy from high altitudes. By 1935 Army Air Corps bombers were placing their bombs within 200 feet of the target from almost three miles up.35 This type of pinpoint accuracy of course demanded daytime visibility conditions which, in turn, demanded high altitude for protection against antiaircraft fire.

Fortunately, the B-10 and B-12—the new twin-engine, all-metal bombers which came into service in the early 1930s—seemed likely to fulfill these requirements. With a top speed of over 200 miles an hour, the new bombers were almost as fast as contemporary fighters and had a range of almost 1,000 miles. But even more formidable weapons were on the horizon. In 1935, the Boeing Aircraft Corporation produced a four-engine bomber, the B-17, which represented a striking qualitative advance over previously available aircraft. The B-17 had a top speed of over 250 MPH, a range of more than 2,000 miles, and a battery of machine guns to protect it against attacking fighters. By 1936 the first thirteen B-17s were on order for the Army Air Corps.

With planes such as the B-17, Air Corps theorists were more confident than ever that “no known agency can frustrate accomplishment of the bombardment mission.”36 As Lieutenant Kenneth N. Walker, a young instructor at the Air Corps Tactical School explained, “a defensive formation of bomber planes, properly flown, can accomplish its mission “unsupported by friendly pursuit.”37

One aviation officer who emphatically disagreed was Major Claire Lee Chennault, head of the Pursuit Section at the Air Corps Tactical School. Chennault argued that the new bombers appeared invincible mainly because existing American fighters were obsolescent. With high-performance, single-seat interceptors, an effective early-warning system, and centralized fighter control, pursuit would represent a formidable obstacle to any attacking air force. Even obsolescent fighters could provide an effective defense if backed by an adequate early-warning and control system.38

Although Chennault’s arguments were to prove prophetic, his was an almost solitary voice in the 1930s. More representative was General Oscar Westover, who observed that the “modern trend of thought is that high speed and otherwise high performance bombardment aircraft, together with reconnaissance planes of superior speed and range will suffice for the defense of the country.”39 “With the retirement of Chennault in 1937,” observes the official air force history, “there remained no powerful voice in the Air Corps to speak for fighters.”40

If fighters were despised, attack planes—light bombers and fighter-bombers for close air support of ground operations—were almost ignored. Air Corps officers allowed that such aircraft might prove useful in disrupting railways and other lines of communications but argued that, “Because of relative invulnerability of dispersed ground troops, aviation should not be used against dispersed ground troops except in vital situations,”41

The Air Corps’ role in attacking hostile fleets at sea, the question which had sparked the Mitchell controversies, remained unsettled, although it had long ceased to be a cause célèbre. Army aviators coveted the coastal defense role because it represented a truly independent mission which would justify the creation of a separate service. Naval aviators however, doggedly refused to concede that any aspect of combat operations over the sea should be entrusted to any but the navy’s hands. Throughout the 1920s and 1930s, the army and navy attempted in vain to delineate appropriate responsibilities for offshore patrolling and air combat.42 The precise roles and missions of each service were still so unclear that on the day of the Pearl Harbor attack, neither the army nor the navy commanders in Hawaii were completely sure who was responsible for what in regard to air defense and reconnaissance.

Despite all these false starts and exaggerated expectations, the Air Corps officers were fundamentally right: air power was to prove the decisive element in the Pacific War. Unfortunately, they were often fundamentally wrong about the ways in which air power would be applied.

By the eve of Pearl Harbor, Mitchell’s disciples had accomplished much. In 1935 the War Department had a semi-autonomous GHQ air force, and all air combat units were responsible to a single commanding general, who reported directly to the chief of staff in peace and to the theater commander in war. With the appointment of General George C. Marshall as chief of staff, the position of chief of the Air Corps was further enhanced, and airmen were placed in key positions throughout the War Department.43

Despite these advances, the Army Air Corps was still smaller in numbers of men than the field artillery in 1939. By February 1941 it had less than 500 combat planes, including only 50 B-17s.44 The latest fighter aircraft, the P-40B, just then coming into production, was to prove inferior to the latest Japanese fighters one year later. Despite the claims of the air enthusiasts and the impressive achievements of the new aircraft, most Americans in 1941 still looked to the navy as the “first line of defense” against Japan.

• •

On the eve of World War II the United States Navy was still a remarkably homogeneous organization. Like the characters in Richard McKenna’s The Sons of Martha, most of the enlisted men were long-service personnel who found navy life superior to unemployment. During the depression the reenlistment rate climbed to around 90 percent; applicants so outnumbered available openings that only one out of every eighteen aspirants was accepted.45

Virtually all the officers were graduates of the naval academy at Annapolis. In the army, in 1941, neither Chief of Staff George C. Marshall nor the top four field commanders were graduates of West Point; in the navy by contrast, all important commands were held by Annapolis men. With the great expansion of the navy after Pearl Harbor, reserve officers sometimes attained responsible commands in aviation or in amphibious forces, but command of all major combatant vessels, task forces, and fleets remained the exclusive privilege of the Annapolis graduates.46 Indeed, almost all top naval commanders of World War II, including William F. Halsey, Harold Stark, Chester Nimitz, Raymond Spruance, Richmond K. Turner, Thomas C. Kinkaid, Frank Jack Fletcher, John H. Towers, Husband E. Kimmel, Aubrey Fitch, Robert Ghormley, and Wilson Brown had been midshipmen together at the academy between 1901 and 1905.47

The naval academy from which these officers had graduated was parochial, spartan, intellectually sterile, and pedagogically backward. In 1923 the Board of Visitors to the Naval Academy had observed that a “ ‘sound symmetrical general education is lacking.’ ” The academy’s curriculum was “ ‘incapable of supplying even the fundamental training in the physical sciences,’ ”48 while the humanities were thrown together in a single academic department which the midshipmen eloquently referred to as “bull.” Another Board of Visitors’ report called attention to the “ ‘unspoken willingness’ ” of the academy’s staff “ ‘to use subjects of instruction as a means of discipline.’ ”49

It seems unlikely that the leaders of the naval academy were greatly troubled by this type of criticism. The academy was intended not so much to stimulate the intellect as to mold character, “Character is the big thing,” declared Admiral Thomas C. Hart; “it is presence and personality and looks, it is qualities of mind, but particularly . . . guts, all of that is in it.” Successful midshipmen were expected to develop qualities of reliability, leadership, integrity, good judgement, loyalty to the service and to each other.50 It was this last that was especially stressed. Midshipmen left Annapolis with a lively regard for the reputation and standing of their service—and even more concern for their own reputation in the service.

As far as the naval officer had ideas about warfare, they were mainly those about “seapower” developed by Alfred Thayer Mahan and his collaborators at the Naval War College before the turn of the century. Mahan emphasized concentrated fleets of battleships which could fight for and win “command of the sea,” that is, the ability to use the sea while denying its use to the enemy. “Command of the sea” would normally be attained by the defeat of the enemy’s fleet in a decisive battle, after which the enemy’s coast and ports would be subject to blockade and perhaps invasion. The idea of the one big battle which would decide the war at sea was at the core of most of the navy’s strategic thinking between the wars. This was how the war with Spain and the Russo-Japanese War had been decided, and it might have been the way in which the First World War would have been decided had the Germans not “escaped” at the Battle of Jutland.

“The chief strategic function of the fleet is the creation of situations that will bring about decisive battle,” Commander Richmond Kelly Turner told the Naval War College class of 1937, “and to provide sufficient battle power to bring about the defeat of the enemy.”51 For this reason, the battles of Jutland and Trafalgar were endlessly refought on the war-game boards of the Naval War College.52 For this reason, the interwar navy remained, despite advances in aviation and undersea warfare, primarily a battleship navy. During the 1920s more than 80 percent of the Annapolis midshipmen first went to sea in battleships.53 Command of a battleship was almost a prerequisite for attaining admiral’s rank.

Big guns, big ships, the big battle—these dominated navy thinking in the interwar period. Aircraft and torpedoes were important, but they were distinctly secondary weapons. Cruisers and destroyers were discussed mainly in connection with attack and defense of the battle line. In war games at the Naval War College, torpedoes were assumed to have a maximum range of 17,000 yards at twenty-six knots or 6,000 yards at forty-six knots.54 This at a time when the Japanese were perfecting a torpedo with a maximum range of 22,000 yards at forty-nine knots. Japanese heavy cruisers carried a full battery of torpedo tubes; American heavy cruisers carried none.

The navy’s research and development program was much better financed than the army’s, yet it was far from opulent. Each navy bureau had its own R & D program, with the General Board of the navy serving as a kind of court of last resort when serious disputes arose over the design characteristics of new ships.55 Important advances were made in acoustics, radar, and marine engineering, but development was uneven. The United States Navy had the best submarines in the world but the worst torpedoes; it pioneered in the development of dive-bombing, but failed to develop an effective medium-range antiaircraft gun to meet such attacks.56 The newest battleships were fast and well protected, but had only sixteen-inch guns against the eighteen-inch counterparts of the Japanese.

The navy entered the 1920s a far richer and more powerful service than either the army or the fledgling Air Corps; nevertheless, it was beset by threats and troubles. On one flank were the disarmament advocates who threatened the navy’s hopes for a fleet “second to none”; on the other stood the air power enthusiasts who aimed to deprive the service of many of its time-honored responsibilities. The great disarmament treaties of the interwar period—the five-power disarmament treaty signed at the Washington Conference in 1922, and the London naval treaty of 1930—put an upper limit on naval building in the category of battleships, cruisers, destroyers, and carriers, and established ratios between the great naval powers. Capital ships, carriers, and cruisers were also subject to limitations as to tonnage and armament. At the Washington Conference, the United States was granted equality in capital ship tonnage with Great Britain and a 40 percent superiority over Japan. The London treaty added limitations on the number and type of cruisers which could be built by the three great naval powers and set the ratios in this category at 10 : 10 : 7 for Great Britain, the United States, and Japan, respectively. Naval officers protested loudly and persistently against these arrangements: the Washington treaties, for example, obliged the United States to scrap some of its latest battleships and battle cruisers and the London treaty allowed foreign diplomats to determine American warship characteristics.57 But the most dangerous aspect of the treaties from the naval point of view was the provision of the Five Power Washington Treaty which forbade further fortifications or military bases in the Pacific island possessions of Britain, France, the United States, and Japan. The navy had always believed it was imperative to have major bases on the island of Guam, in the Mariannas, and in the Philippines in order to carry on a successful war against Japan. Yet now these areas could not be developed, and their existing facilities were completely inadequate to support major fleet operations.

Despite these misgivings, the navy learned to live with the disarmament treaties. Two of the “scrapped” battle cruisers were converted into the giant aircraft carriers Lexington and Saratoga; the oldest remaining battleships were converted to burn oil instead of coal; and all but the latest battleships had their turrets modified so that the main batteries could be elevated to thirty degrees, thus increasing the effective range of the guns. Congress also authorized construction of eighteen modern cruisers, although some were not laid down until the end of the 1920s.

The treaty restrictions nevertheless exacted their toll. American warship designs were obliged to conform to the tonnage restrictions of the Washington and London agreements. Cruisers, for example, could not exceed 10,000 tons displacement—although a ship of this size would have to sacrifice speed and armor protection to obtain the fuel economy necessary for operations in the western Pacific in a war with Japan. Thus the heavy cruisers of the Pensacola, Northhampton, and Indianapolis classes had great range, but their armament and armor were inferior to their Japanese counterparts. The navy could have had more formidable ships by abandoning the requirement to carry the war into Japanese waters. But this in turn would have meant forfeiting the navy’s principal justification for appropriations—the need to prepare for a future war against Japan in defense of the Philippines and of other American interests in eastern Asia.58

Then came the Great Depression. President Hoover’s response was to cut government spending, especially spending on the armed forces. Vessels were laid up, naval personnel was reduced. The older battleships had their complements reduced as much as sixty percent, and Congress clearly indicated that it had little intention of approving the new construction necessary even to reach the modest limits set by the London treaty.59

With the inauguration of President Franklin Roosevelt, the navy’s fortunes took a deckled turn for the better. The new President had been an assistant secretary of the navy; he was an amateur yachtsman and a collector of ship models. He considered the navy his special province: he personally chose the flag officers for the top command and staff positions in the service. Under Roosevelt, naval appropriations rose every year. As Waldo Heinrichs observes, “The Roosevelt Navy was a growth enterprise. It felt it required managers and policy that would avoid costly errors, keep naval opinion together, prevent public brawls, and make the most of the favoring winds in the executive and legislative branches.”60

This approach is well illustrated in the navy’s handling of the other major “threat” of the interwar period: that emanating from the air-power enthusiasts. The challenge posed by Mitchell and his followers in the early twenties was both real and unprecedented. Not only did Mitchell lay claim to the traditional naval function of first line of defense; he even proposed that the air service be provided with aircraft carriers on the grounds that these were, properly considered, “aircraft transports” rather than warships!61

While Mitchell’s pronouncements outraged many in the navy, there was one group of officers in that service who found them extremely useful. These were the naval aviators. Like their army counterparts, the navy pilots were relatively junior officers fighting for recognition of their specialty. They resented the control exercised over them by nonflying senior officers. Unlike the army aviators, however, the naval officers did not seek independence or autonomy but merely equality with more traditional navy officers. Under the leadership of the brilliant and imaginative Rear Admiral William A. Moffett, chief of the Bureau of Aeronautics during most of 1921 to 1933, the aviators accomplished many of their goals.

Moffett was a regular line officer, a graduate of the naval academy with much service at sea.62 He reassured navy conservatives by his oft-repeated statements that “naval aviation . . . must go to sea on the backs of the fleet.”63 At the same time, he shared Mitchell’s talent for publicity and conducted a well-conceived public relations campaign designed to sell the American people on the importance of naval aviation.64

In 1926 Congress passed legislation requiring that all commanding officers of aircraft carriers, seaplane tenders, and naval air stations be qualified aviators. This legislation produced a sudden flocking of middle-aged captains and commanders, anxious to qualify for the new commands, to the aviation training centers. Captains Ernest J. King and William F. Halsey, for example, learned to fly in their mid–forties and –fifties, respectively. The younger pilots who had been with aviation from its early days naturally resented these late-comers, but their presence gave added weight to naval aviation in the upper ranks of the navy.65

By the early 1930s the navy was experimenting with independent operations by aircraft carriers. By the end of the decade, naval aviators were eager to cut the carriers loose from the slow, ponderous battle line in favor of independent multicarrier operations, but this was too radical a departure from naval orthodoxy to be readily accepted.66 For most naval officers, the airplane’s chief function was scouting for, and protecting, the battle line. As late as 1939, a Naval War College pamphlet issued to its students rejected “the idea that aviation alone can achieve decisive results against well-organized military or naval forces,” In a naval battle, the destruction of the enemy’s carriers would give our fleet the “advantage of concealing its movements and knowing where the enemy is,” but would not in itself be decisive. The pamphlet also warned that “the destruction of land air bases is a far more difficult task than the destruction of floating air bases [i.e. carriers].”67

Aside from its own conservatism, there were good reasons for the navy’s doubts about aviation’s military potential. Technological uncertainties abounded in the 1930s. The only sure way to resolve these uncertainties was through extensive experimentation and experience with various types of carriers and aircraft—but treaty limitations and tight budgets severely restricted the number of aircraft and carriers available. A further handicap was posed by the long period required to build a carrier and thoroughly test its capabilities. The first American warship built as an aircraft carrier from the keel up, the Ranger, was designed before much had been learned from the operations of the Saratoga and Lexington, while the Ranger’s successor ships—the Yorktown and Enterprise—had had to be designed before the former ship was even launched.68

Naval aircraft were improving rapidly during the late 1930s; they had performed impressively in maneuvers, but they had also proven to be highly dependent on good weather and visibility. Their carriers, meanwhile, had proved highly vulnerable to both surface and air attack. Tactics that were to prove decisive in the air-sea battles of the 1940s appeared impossible with the aircraft available in the 1930s. “There was just not enough evidence [before 1941] that aircraft carriers had become the dominant ship type” to convince most of the navy’s senior command to abandon the battleship as the basis of the combat fleet.69

Moreover, aviation was not the only area of naval warfare experiencing rapid technological progress. By the mid-1930s for example, studies by the Bureau of Construction and Repair had demonstrated that a new type of twenty-eight-knot battleship could be built within the existing treaty displacement limit of 35,000 tons without sacrificing either firepower or protection. This meant that future cruisers and destroyers, in order to screen the battleforce would have to be even faster. As with the carriers, the navy required time to take advantage of any lessons learned by the design and construction of the new, fast battleships. In the late 1930s, Chief of Naval Operations Admiral William H. Standley actually vetoed a General Board recommendation to begin construction of more battleships because not enough experience had yet been gained with the North Carolina and Washington, the first U.S. battleships to be laid down since 1920.70 Still, cruisers and destroyers were developing rapidly even within the limits of the disarmament treaties; by the early 1930s they were being fitted with central fire-direction gear earlier available only to battleships.

The navy’s answer to its technological difficulties was the “balanced fleet,” in which no one kind of warship or mode of warfare-would have undue predominance. Although an expensive, and perhaps too conservative, policy, in the late-1930s the balanced fleet seemed the only sensible course to steer between the technological and other uncertainties which loomed on all sides as the world drifted toward war.71

• •

Of all the U.S. combat services, the Marine Corps emerged from World War I in the most precarious and discouraging position, but in the end its response was the most creative.

The Marine Corps had existed for a century and a half as the navy’s poor stepsister, without important tasks or clear doctrine. In the nineteenth century it had been common for failing or delinquent midshipmen at the naval academy to be offered commissions in the Marine Corps. When Midshipman John A. Lejeune wished to enter the Marine Corps after graduating from Annapolis, he was discouraged by the academy authorities because he stood too high in the class; eventually he had to use congressional influence to get his Marine Corps commission.72 Marines served aboard ship as gun crews and landing parties (and to intimidate the crew) and ashore as a kind of “colonial infantry” in Central America and the Caribbean during the days when Theodore Roosevelt wielded the big stick and Woodrow Wilson was teaching the Latins “to elect good men.” But the days of such heavyhanded peacekeeping were clearly waning by the late 1920s.

The Marine Corps emerged from the World War with its prestige greatly enhanced by the performance of its Fourth Brigade, which served as part of one of the AEF’s most famous divisions. Its well-publicized exploits at Belleau Wood, Soissons, and Mont Blanc, and its vigorous recruiting drive at home had made the Marine Corps popular with the American public and earned it the lasting enmity of many army generals who saw the marines’ publicity triumphs as belittling to the army.73

Nevertheless, it seemed to many in the economy-minded 1920s, both inside and outside the service, that the days of this venerable corps might be numbered. Across the Atlantic, the Royal Marines—the original model for the U.S. Marine Corps—had suffered a drastic budget cut and had been stripped of most of its supporting arms, including the highly regarded Royal Marine Artillery.

At the end of the 1920s, a secret study by the army staff suggested that the army could well assume most of the Marine Corps functions. The chief of naval operations reportedly concurred in this idea, “recognizing that by shifting the Marines [to the army], the Navy could save money.”74

The Hoover administration, always interested in saving money, also greeted the plan with enthusiasm. Between 1929 and 1933, Hoover imposed a 24.4 percent manpower cut on the Marine Corps, as compared to 5.6 percent for the navy and none for the army. In December 1932 Hoover proposed even more drastic cuts; they were tied to planned withdrawals from Latin America which, would have reduced the Marine Corps from a high of 18,000 in 1931, to a strength of only 13,600 men. This reduction was so serious that it would have forced the closing of the marines’ boot camp at Parris Island. The Marine Corps responded with an impressive public relations campaign. Retired army and Marine Corps generals were mobilized to “speak for the Corps,” and influential Congressmen like Carl Vinson, Melvin J. Maas, and Fiorello La Guardia threw their weight behind restoring the cuts. In a showdown vote, the House Appropriations Committee voted down Hoover’s proposed cuts and held the strength of the corps at a little over 15,000 men.75

The corps had been “saved”—but all concerned realized that it had been a close call. Something more was needed beside the recollection of gallant services in past wars to justify the continued existence of the marines. In a way their problem was the precise opposite of the Air Corps. The airmen had new missions and new weapons, but lacked an organization. The marines had an organization, but neither a clearly defined mission nor radically new weapons.

As early as 1919 Major General John A. Lejeune, the commandant of the Marine Corps, had realized that the marines required a new mission. The mission he chose—and which the marines were to develop to a degree of effectiveness unknown in foreign armies—was the amphibious assault: a landing by seaborne troops on hostile shores against active enemy opposition.

To the minds of many interwar military leaders, the marines might as well have proposed to land on the moon. Amphibious warfare was a little-known and much-despised form of war before World War II. The last great amphibious operations, the Anglo-French attacks against Turkey at Gallipoli in 1915, had ended in bloody failure. After Gallipoli, few military men saw any future for amphibious operations. An Army Command and General Staff School text proclaimed that “descents upon a hostile coast, if opposed, have a very small chance of success,”76 and Navy Captain W. S. Pye observed that “the chances for success of an invasion by forces transported overseas are becoming smaller and smaller.” Even Commodore Sir Roger Keyes, who had been second in command of the naval forces at Gallipoli, spoke of “the folly of attempting to storm a defended beach in daylight.”77

Despite these dour pronouncements, there were excellent reasons for the marines to specialize in amphibious warfare. They already possessed an organization known as the “Advanced Base Force”—later called the “Marine Corps Expeditionary Force”—for the establishment and defense of outlying bases. Since Japan was the most likely future antagonist of the United States, bases for attack and to defend the line of communications in the Pacific would be an obvious necessity.

Most of all, the state of interservice politics made amphibious warfare a natural choice for the marines. As Brigadier General Rufus M. Lane, Adjutant and Inspector General of the Marine Corps, observed in 1923, the corps could safely concentrate on amphibious work because the navy would never spare its ships’ crews for such activities, and the army would never allocate units to be trained with the navy.78 In addition, since the Marine Corps was part of the naval service, amphibious operations carried out by the corps would neatly avoid the unpleasant necessity for interservice cooperation so distasteful to everyone.

So Lejeune set to work. In 1920, the Advanced Base Force was reorganized to emphasize offensive landing operations rather than simply the defense of bases already held. At the same time, the Marine Corps Schools complex at Quantico, Virginia, began to examine the problems of amphibious warfare.79 In 1921 Major Earl H. Ellis, a Marine Corps officer who had served on the staff of the Naval War College, developed a paper on amphibious strategy in a Japanese-American war. The paper was officially adopted by General Lejeune and subsequently “became the keystone of strategic plans for a Pacific War so far as the Corps was concerned. . . .”80 Ellis recognized that the seizure of bases in the Pacific would require assaults against heavily defended beachheads; his studies of the logistics, manpower, tactics and equipment required for such assaults were to prove amazingly accurate.

In the early twenties small-scale tending exercises were held in the Caribbean. They were perhaps best characterized by Marine Brigadier General Eli K. Cole’s two-word description: “chaos reigned.” Yet the navy and marines were learning: although duties in the Far East and Latin America prevented any more amphibious exercises until 1931, the study of amphibious warfare continued. In 1929 the Joint Army-Navy Board issued a directive in which it was tacitly acknowledged that the marines’ role within the military establishment was to act as an amphibious assault force.81

With the withdrawal of the last marine units from Latin America in 1933, the development of amphibious warfare began in earnest. The Fleet Marine Force—two small, brigade-sized bodies of marines—was established at Quantico and San Diego; it was designed as an integral part of the U.S. fleet under the tactical control of the latter’s commander in chief. The following year the Marine Corps Schools produced a “Tentative Manual for Landing Operations,” which was to serve as the foundation for all American amphibious doctrine in World War II.

The “Tentative Manual” was as much a catalogue of problems which would have to be solved in an amphibious assault as a guide to its execution. An amphibious assault force would have to rely on the guns of its supporting ships as a substitute for normal field artillery. Yet warships carried limited supplies of ammunition; naval shells were unsuitable for use against land targets; and naval guns had flatter trajectories than land-based artillery. The landing forces would need adequate air support—but no one yet knew anything about aerial support of troops in an amphibious attack. Finally, no adequate vehicle was available to convey the attacking troops from their ships to the shore. The ordinary type of ship’s boats were useless even in moderate surf. They could not be beached high enough for swift debarcation, nor could they back off the beach once they were there.

A host of problems involving supply, communications, and command and control were only vaguely understood, but they would have to be solved before this new mode of warfare could be successfully practised. Yet, as Russell F. Weigley observes: “Simply by defining the specific problems into which amphibious problems divided themselves, the Marine Corps made it evident that the problems most likely were not insoluble.”82 On the eve of Pearl Harbor, some of the problems had been solved—but many had not. The solutions had to be worked out later on the bloody beaches of the central Pacific.

• •

The United States entered the war with four more-or-less independent armed services, each with its own organizational goals, interests, and dogmas. Each service was led by officers committed to these organizational views and hopes. The same officers were also committed to an ever-present, strong though disciplined, careerism. In the conflict soon to begin, these ideas and preconceptions underwent unprecedented stress and testing. How successful these officers were in modifying, or in some cases transcending, their service outlook and careerism would, in large measure, determine their success in the Pacific War.
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States of Mind: Japanese

The Japanese army and navy were the product of diverse European and American influences—from the German General Staff to the British Royal Navy to the histories of Alfred Thayer Mahan. On the eve of World War II, they shared with their western models a common set of strategic concepts, a characteristic professional myopia, and a technological conservatism which had been only mildly shaken by the events of World War I.

In their relation to Japan’s political structure, however, the armed forces were unique. By tradition and—after 1936—by law, the ministers of the army and navy were chosen from among their respective senior officers on active duty. Both the army and the navy, by refusing to name a minister, could prevent the formation of a cabinet of which they disapproved; by withdrawing their minister, they could force the dissolution of an existing government. In addition to these very considerable powers, the military also claimed “the right of supreme command,” according to which the chiefs of the Army and Navy General Staffs were independent of the government, directly responsible to the Emperor in matters vital to the national defense. As a corollary, the service chiefs had direct access to the Emperor on military or strategic matters.

The Imperial Japanese Army and Navy believed that they occupied a special place in the unique and superior Japanese “national polity,” or kokutai. They claimed a special relationship with the Emperor, who was the embodiment of the kokutai, and whose “Imperial Rescript to Soldiers and Sailors” predated the constitution.1

The social and educational background of the Japanese officer of the twenties and thirties tended strongly to reinforce these assumptions. By the late twenties, almost a third of the army’s officers came from lower middle-class backgrounds.2 These sons of petty landowners and small shopkeepers felt far less assured of their place in the social hierarchy than did the aristocratic lords of the Choshu and Satsuma clans who had dominated the army high command before World War I: they were thus all the more ready to embrace ideas which reassured them about their unique role in the nation. Some 25 to 30 percent of the officer corps had attended official military preparatory schools (rikugun yonen gakko) where, from the age of twelve or thirteen, they had “been immersed in preparing for a military career . . . in surroundings totally isolated from ordinary society.”3 Their education stressed the “mission” of the army officer and his special place in society.

The army’s roots in Japan’s traditional rural society were broad and deep. Not only were the majority of its younger officers drawn from this segment of society, but the villages of Japan were bound to the army by an entire network of civic and patriotic societies. Organizations such as the Imperial Military Reserve Association, the Youth Association, and the National Defense Woman’s Association had representatives and chapters in every rural community; the National Defense Woman’s Association alone had over 4,000 branches. Through their varied activities, youth training centers, community relief projects, military drills, and social gatherings, these organizations strengthened the ties of sentiment and tradition between the army and its rural base.4

Their backgrounds shaped by rural conservatism and the rarified teachings of the cadet schools, army officers looked askance at the new ideas of party government, labor reform, academic freedom, and disarmament which were beginning to take hold in the more sophisticated urban segments of Japanese society. Every diplomatic, political or economic setback of the 1920s, every scandal or abuse, was associated in the minds of army officers “with the deplored tendencies of the day, the liberal and left-wing thought prevalent in the universities, the impact of modern Western books, music and social customs.”5

Although the Japanese army of the 1920s and early 1930s might appear monolithic to an outsider, it was in fact riddled with factions and cliques. The officer corps was divided between a small elite group composed of graduates of the Army War College, who held the choicest command and staff assignments, and the great majority of officers destined for more mundane careers.6 Clan rivalries (hanbatsu), although not so virulent as in Meiji times, were still very much alive. Even more divisive was the desire of staff officers like Colonel (later General) Nagata Tetsuzan and Colonel Ishiwara Kanji to prepare the military for “total war.” Such mobilization would involve the mechanization and rationalization of the army and the establishment of large-scale economic planning to harness all the resources of the nation to the national defense effort.7 The more traditionalist officers were dismayed by this tendency to stress “materialistic” factors at the expense of the traditional “spiritual factors,” the “imperial way,” “the Japanese spirit”—the soul of the Japanese state, which had given the army its valor and aggressiveness. Officers who held to this more conservative view were usually referred to as the Kodo-ha, or Imperial Way faction. Finally, many younger officers had begun to flirt with various super-patriotic and militarist political ideas and movements, many of which advocated the “reconstruction” and purification of Japan through an army-directed reformation.

The shattering impact of the Great Depression—especially the widespread poverty and near-starvation in rural areas—served only to deepen the younger officers’ conviction that radical action would be needed to save Japanese society. Middle-level officers—colonels, lieutenant colonels and majors—exercised an extraordinary influence in the Japanese army. This was due in part to the tendency of commanders to rely heavily upon their staff officers.8 In part it was a result of the growing spirit of gekokujō—a kind of loyal insubordination, in which subordinates took matters into their own hands to achieve some higher good, By the end of the twenties, many middle-level officers were convinced that only overseas expansion could solve Japan’s social and economic ills. That conviction was shared by quite a few of their superiors in the higher ranks of the army.

In September 1931 middle-grade officers of the Kwantung Army, the Japanese military force in Manchuria, with the tacit approval of some of their superiors (on the spot and in Tokyo), manufactured an “incident” on the South Manchuria Railway near Mukden. Within hours a full-scale Japanese attack on Manchuria was underway. While the cabinet in Tokyo vacillated and debated, the Kwantung Army gobbled up Manchuria in a few months, establishing the puppet state of Manchuko as an “independent” nation under Japanese protection by September 1932. The government at home found itself powerless to restrain the army; in the end, it attempted to justify the military’s actions to the world.

The world, or at least the League of Nations, was unconvinced. In 1933 the League adopted the report of the Lytton Commission, which had visited Manchuria. This amounted to a strong vote of censure upon Japan, which thereupon withdrew from the League.

The conquest of Manchuria did not produce the economic miracle which army extremists had expected, but this failed to dampen the ardor of the zealots. Their goals were vague, but they always pursued them with passionate fanaticism. The aims of the extremists included the purging of corruption in government and business through army control of the machinery of state; the institution of some sort of state socialism; military expansion in Asia; and a tougher policy toward the great powers. In March and October 1931, the high command and the police discovered plans for a coup, but the conspirators went unpunished except for transfers to other commands. The next year, nationalist fanatics assassinated the finance minister; on May 15 a party of naval officers and army cadets assassinated Premier Inukai Tsuyoshi, who had opposed the army’s actions in Manchuria.

Many of the officers involved in these outrages were let off with reprimands or token punishments, while the actual perpetrators were tried in a series of sensational trials. These the rightists turned into public forums to air their views. Patriotic sentiment was aroused. One hundred ten thousand petitions for clemency were received by the presiding judges. One group of petitioners, “to show their good faith, enclosed their own little fingers pickled in a jar of alcohol.”9 None of the conspirators was executed: and in a few years, all had been paroled.

The years of plotting and assassinations reached a climax in February 1936. Officers of the First Division, stationed in Tokyo, staged a revolt against the government and rival factions of the army. Government buildings were occupied; troops broke into the homes of the prime minister, the lord privy seal, the finance minister, the inspector-general of military training, and other important officials. The finance minister, the inspector-general, and former Prime Minister Admiral Saito Makoto were assassinated; others had narrow escapes. The rebels published a manifesto in the newspapers and called for a new government.

Many army leaders were inclined to temporize with the rebels, but the Emperor stood firm. Backed by his confidential adviser, Prince Saionji Kinmochi who had himself narrowly escaped assassination—and by the navy, the Emperor refused to consider any changes in the government, insisting that the rebels should be suppressed immediately. Loyal soldiers and sailors were brought to the capital, where they surrounded the rebel units. Leaflets ordering surrender were dropped on the rebel positions.

In three days, the rebellion had collapsed and most of the ringleaders were in custody. This time there were no sensational show trials and no cover-ups. The leaders of the rebellion were quietly tried and executed, together with a handful of civilian right-wing ideologists they had long been associated with. The army high command relentlessly exploited the fear and uneasiness caused by the attempted coup to establish its supremacy throughout the ruling establishment. The army at home and in Manchuria was thoroughly purged; officers associated with the Kodo-ha faction were forced into retirement or transferred to unimportant posts. The more hardheaded, pragmatic generals were now firmly in power; henceforth they could use the threat of further right-wing upheavals to extract whatever they wished from the badly shaken civilian ministers of the government. It was these men who were to guide the Imperial Japanese Army throughout the Pacific War.

Despite the militarism and bellicosity of its leaders, the army was singularly ill prepared for modern warfare, especially for the type of modern warfare it was destined to fight against the United States. Alone among the armies of the great powers, the Japanese army had never experienced at first hand the full power of modern weaponry of the sort used on the European fronts in World War I.10 Japanese army doctrine continued to stress “the superiority of spiritual factors”—loyally, faith in victory, aggressiveness and fighting spirit—over material ones in warfare. The army’s successes against superior forces in the Sino-Japanese War of 1894–1895 and the Russo-Japanese War of 1904–1905 gave its leaders confidence that their unique Japanese fighting spirit would ensure victory even against nominally stronger enemies. Army cadets were taught that “offense was the best tactic under any circumstances without regard to cost.”11 In August 1939 Japanese troops clashed with Soviet units in the Nomonhan region, a disputed border area in the southeastern corner of Manchuria. In short but bloody fighting, the Soviets used their superior artillery, armor, and mechanized forces to inflict crippling losses on the Japanese. Yet Imperial Army leaders refused to learn any lessons from the Nomonhan defeat; they focussed instead on the brilliant German victories in Poland during the same months,12 victories made possible by the very type of organization, methods, and material the Japanese army disdained.

Japanese ground units were designed primarily for operations against the Soviet Union. Warfare in Asiatic Russia meant fighting in severe cold in sparsely populated areas at the end of long supply lines. The large-scale logistical organizations created for such operations were not easily adapted for warfare on small tropical islands.13

Likewise, the constant demands of operations in Manchuria, and later in China, resulted in a shortage of qualified instructors to train the rapidly expanding army. Training exercises and maneuvers also had to be curtailed in size, and tactical training for combat in tropical areas was “very poor and of little use.” Few troops had any training or experience in amphibious warfare.14

Before the outbreak of World War II, the army high command wasted little thought on England or the United States. While large numbers of officers visited Germany and the Soviet Union each year as attachés or on study tours, few were ever sent to England or the United States. When an American officer suggested to Ishiwara Kanji that he visit the United States on his way home from two years’ study in Germany, the future Japanese staff planner replied, “The only occasion on which I plan to visit the United States is when I arrive there as chief of the Japanese forces of occupation.”15 English was not even taught in the army’s military colleges. The Anglo-American powers were thought to be too weak militarily and too divided domestically to pose a serious threat to Japanese ambitions.16 In any case, war with the United States or Britain was regarded as primarily a naval problem.

The Japanese navy was both less xenophobic and politically less influential than the Japanese army. Naval officers prided themselves on their “cosmopolitan” outlook—many had served or studied in England, Germany, or the United States—and on their detached, “scientific” approach to problems. Naval statesmen like Admiral Kato Tomosaburo, Saito Makoto, and Yonai Mitsumasa had the breadth of outlook and experience required to serve as ambassadors or cabinet ministers after retirement. Significantly, it was a retired admiral, Nomura Kichisaburo, who represented Japan in the final, last-ditch effort to reach a settlement with the United States in the months before Pearl Harbor.

Yet the navy—like the army—was racked by factional and bureaucratic rivalries. Probably the most significant division was between the Navy Ministry and the Naval General Staff. The two organizations were entirely separate. The ministry was responsible for the naval budget, ship construction, weapons procurement, personnel, relations with the Diet and the cabinet, and broad matters of naval policy. The general staff directed the operations of the fleet and the preparation of war plans. Until the 1920s, the Navy Ministry, under the leadership of powerful ministers like Admiral Yamamoto Gombei and Admiral Kato Tomosaburo, had played the predominant role in naval affairs, while the Naval General Staff occupied a distinctly secondary position.17 Officers of the General Staff resented this inferior status; during the 1920s and 1930s, they made increasingly successful efforts to reverse the situation. The Washington Conference accentuated and gave focus to this endemic rivalry. Those admirals who favored continued cooperation with the Anglo-American powers and who supported the Washington disarmament agreements were to be found principally in the Navy Ministry; the opponents of the Washington treaty system principally in the Naval General Staff.18

The leader of the anti-treaty group (or the “Fleet Faction,” as it was often known) was Admiral Kato Kanji, Vice-Chief of the Naval General Staff, who had been a naval adviser at Washington. An inveterate enemy of the disarmament treaties and an admirer of Germany, Kato argued that the 6:10 ratio in capital ships fixed at Washington was insufficient to ensure a successful defense against an American naval offensive.

Kato’s supporters in the fleet and navy staff took an extremely narrow and mechanistic view of questions concerning naval strategy. Military writers had long held the maxim that an attacking force needed to be at least 50 percent stronger than the defending force. Interpreting this literally, Japanese strategists argued that a 6:10 ratio was unacceptable, since it would give the United States a 67 percent margin of superiority, whereas a 7:10 ratio would redress this margin to 43 percent.19

The idea of a 70 percent ratio “sufficient to defend but insufficient to attack” had been part of Japanese naval thinking since the turn of the century. “Reinforced by further strategic studies, war games, maneuvers in the Pacific, and the object lessons of the First World War, the notion of a 70 percent ratio had become a firmly established consensus within the Navy by the time of the Washington Conference. Indeed, it grew into an axiomatic conviction, even an obsession that dominated Japanese naval policy, strategic planning, and building program throughout the 1920s and up to Pearl Harbor.”20

Proponents of the Washington treaty like Admiral Yamanashi Katsunoshin, Kato Tomasaburo, and Vice Admiral Hori Teikichi ridiculed the idea that an increase of 10 percent in the naval ratio would enable the Japanese fleet to defeat the U.S. or Britain. Far more important, they argued, was the Americans’ ability to construct vessels rapidly after the outbreak of war, together with their vast industrial superiority.21

These officers—and other “moderates” like Admirals Yonai Mitsumasa, Yamamoto Isoroku, and Inoue Shigeyoshi—were not closet pacifists.22 They looked forward to, and worked for, Japan’s growth into one of the world’s great powers, the predominant nation in Asia. They opposed naval rivalry with the U.S. not out of opposition to a large fleet, but because the reckless navalism of the Fleet Faction was likely to bring Japan into collision with stronger powers before she was fully ready for such a contest. Yamamoto Isoroku summed up these views in a letter to a younger officer in 1934. There was

. . . an immeasurable difference [between] Japan’s strength now compared with the time of the Washington Conference, and I feel keenly that the time has come for this mighty empire rising in the east to devote itself, with all due circumspection, to advancing its own fortunes. The example afforded before the Great War by Germany—which if only it had exercised forebearance for another five or ten years would by now be unrivaled in Europe—suggests that the task facing us now is to build up our strength calmly and with circumspection.”23

Kato Tomasaburo, Yonai, Yamamoto, and other moderates were just as devoted as the Fleet Faction to the “advancement of Japan’s fortunes,” but their calls for “circumspection” and “forebearance” were lost on their less subtle colleagues in the Naval General Staff and the fleet.

Despite vociferous protests, however, most Japanese naval leaders were not wholly displeased with the Washington agreements. For one thing, they allowed Japan to construct unlimited numbers of cruisers, destroyers, and submarines; they also halted the fortification of American bases in the western Pacific, which the far-sighted Admiral Kato Tomosaburo had all along regarded as more crucial than haggling over ratios.24 Moreover, the United States displayed no inclination during the twenties to bring its fleet up to treaty strength. Still, few naval leaders—outside the handful of moderates in the Navy Ministry—were prepared to tolerate any further limitations. Yet that was precisely what the British and Americans demanded at the London Naval Conference of 1930.

At London the United States insisted that the 6:10 ratio established for capital ships be extended to cruisers as well. The Japanese believed that they would need at least a 7:10 ratio in this class to safeguard their superiority in East Asian waters. In the end, the two countries reached a compromise called the Reed-Matsudaira formula, whereby the 6:10 formula was accepted in principle but the United States agreed not to build beyond a 7:10 ratio until the next disarmament conference, scheduled for 1936.

Kato Kanji and the Fleet Faction attacked the London disarmament agreements as dangerous to security, humiliating, and a violation of the Navy General Staff’s right of supreme command. A major domestic political battle broke out over the ratification of the treaty. Moderate admirals of the “Treaty Faction” supported Prime Minister Hamaguchi Osachi, whose party won a smashing victory at the polls; the treaty was subsequently accepted by the Diet.25 This proved to be the last victory for the proponents of arms limitation and cooperation with the Western democracies.

In November 1930 Hamaguchi was shot by a fanatic from one of the ultranationalist patriotic societies. Even before his death, the storm of criticism over the London agreements had obliged his government to promise larger naval appropriations and to replace those navy leaders most prominently associated with the treaty. Moving quickly to consolidate its position, the Fleet Faction prevailed upon Prince Fushimi Hiroyasu—a member of the royal family whose nationalism greatly exceeded his intelligence—to become chief of the Naval General Staff. During what Asada Sadao has characterized as “his long and undistinguished career,” Fushimi amply served the purposes of the extremists in the Fleet Faction.26

The faction next took steps to enhance the authority of the Naval General Staff at the expense of the Navy Ministry. Just as the army had played on the panic produced by the February Mutiny to consolidate its position, so the Fleet Faction took advantage of the fear of extremism engendered by the rise of ultranationalist groups—in which young naval officers played a prominent part—to press its own demands.

Under incessant prodding from Prince Fushimi and Kato Kanji, the navy minister, Admiral Osumi Mineo, carried out a purge of the senior admirals associated with the disarmament treaty: men like Yamanashi and Hori were forced into early retirement. Henceforth the middle-grade officers of the Naval General Staff, the planners and section chiefs—younger disciples of Kato Kanji—were to play an increasingly powerful role in shaping naval policy.27

Though the navy leaders had succeeded in cowing the civilian government, they still faced stiff opposition from the army for appropriations. Army strategists argued that Japan’s ground forces had to be rapidly expanded to meet the threat of Soviet Russia. At the same time, expansion had to continue in northern China to secure the Empire’s southern flank and to protect Manchukuo.28

Navy planners realized that if they went along completely with the army’s program of expansion, there would be little room for large naval appropriations. The navy proposed instead that Japan adopt a policy of advance into the “South Seas” or the “Southern Region”—the navy’s term for French Indochina, the Dutch East Indies, Malaya, and the mandated islands of the Pacific. An advance in this region would bring Japan essential resources, especially oil; it would, of course, also require an expansion of the navy.29 Admiral Oikawa Kojirō succinctly summoned up the reasons behind the navy’s proposals: “The southern advance will result in England and the United States being our opponents and a northern advance means a collision with Russia.”30

The army agreed that an advance into the “South Seas” was highly desirable, but argued that the Russian threat must be dealt with first. The navy conceded that Russia was a menace, but insisted that the “southern advance” ought to take precedence: the army should avoid provoking the Russians until the aims of the advance were achieved.

In the end, both the army and the navy got their way—with disastrous consequences. In August 1936, the cabinet adopted a document entitled “Fundamental Principles of National Policy.” By its terms the government undertook both “ ‘the securing of a firm diplomatic and defensive position on the East Asiatic Continent’ ” and “ ‘the extension of national influence to the South Seas.’ ” The advance to the South Seas was to be accomplished “ ‘gradually and by peaceful means,’ ” and in the north “ ‘extreme caution will be exercised to avoiding causing trouble with the Soviet Union,’ ” At the same time, the army and navy were both to be expanded. The army was to be built up to “ ‘a strength to resist the forces the Soviet Union can employ in the Far East,’ ” and the navy was “ ‘to be brought to a level sufficient to secure command of the Western Pacific against the U.S. Navy.’ ”31 This very tall order required an increase of ten divisions and additional air squadrons in the army and an addition to the navy of two battleships, seven carriers, and twenty destroyers.32

The program represented by the “Fundamental Principles of National Policy” not only saddled Japan with an immense arms race, but produced a set of dangerous, provocative, and ultimately competing foreign policies. Expansion in China, confrontation with Russia, and penetration of the South Seas were bound to result in collision with one or more of the great powers.

Events in China soon revealed just how dangerously open-ended the new policy could be. According to the “Fundamental Principles of National Policy,” China was to be asked to join a tripartite pact with Japan and Manchukuo against Russia and to allow the conversion of its five northern provinces into a buffer zone under Japanese protection.33 But China proved surprisingly stubborn. Political and economic pressure failed to move her into the Japanese orbit. There were new incidents; in July 1937 full-scale war erupted between Japan and China.

The Sino-Japanese War (or the “China Incident,” as the Japanese persisted in calling it) dragged on into 1938, into 1939, 1940 and 1941—despite smashing Japanese victories and declarations that the Chinese were finally beaten; despite moral condemnation from the West and half-hearted attempts to uphold the principle of the Open Door. The war, together with the navy’s continuing desire for an advance to the south, set Japan on a collision course with England and the United States. The navy, which had invented the drive to the south and the crusade against Western imperialism as a device to secure more naval building, now found itself called upon to make good on its own propaganda.

• •

Whatever the differences in its social and political position, the Japanese navy was a faithful mirror image of its American opponent in strategy. Japanese naval officers, too, had inhaled deeply the heady, if somewhat musty, fumes of Mahan’s classic brew of imperialism and saltwater. Mahan had been translated into Japanese well before the turn of the century; the master’s works were required reading at navy schools and colleges. The “father of Japanese naval strategy,” Akiyama Saneyuki, had served as an observer aboard Admiral Sampson’s flagship in the Spanish-American War, and had himself talked with Mahan; he introduced the same types of staff planning and table-top maneuvers to the Japanese Naval War College as the Americans employed at Newport.34

Mahan’s emphasis on the climactic battle for “command of the seas” seemed confirmed for the Japanese by their own experiences in the wars with China (1894–1895) and Russia (1904–1905). In the former, the Japanese fleet under Admiral Ito had destroyed the principal Chinese fleet in the Battle of the Yangtze, Similarly, in the war against Russia, the Japanese had defeated the Russian Far East fleet in the Battle of the Yellow Sea and then had annihilated a second Russian naval force sent from Europe in the famous battle of Tsushima. Japanese strategists were confident that future naval wars would be decided in the same manner. The Imperial Navy’s operations manual, the Kaisen Yoh-murei, declared that “ ‘Battle is the sole means of victory. So everything should satisfy what the battle demands.’ ”35

In the first decade of the twentieth century, Akiyama, Sato Tetsutaro (“The Japanese Mahan”), and Suzuki Kantaro had mapped out the basic contours of Japanese naval strategy. A blend of Mahan’s doctrines and traditional Chinese and Japanese military concepts, their thinking emphasized the subjugation of the enemy through maneuver, strategy, and attrition, rather than by strict quantitative superiority.36

The navy’s basic plan for war against the United States dated from around 1907, when tensions between the two nations had risen due to American discrimination against Japanese immigrants. Like the American “Orange Plan,” it was more a blueprint for a campaign than for a sustained naval war. At the outset of the hypothetical war, the Japanese planned to seize control of the Philippines and Guam. This would force the American fleet to cross the Pacific to rescue its possessions. The Japanese would intercept the American fleet in the seas near Japan and destroy it in a decisive battle—just as they had destroyed the Russian fleet at Tsushima after its long voyage from Europe. The Japanese, fighting near their home bases and with an “early-warning line” in the vicinity of the Bonins, would be able to choose the most advantageous time and place to strike the American fleet, already worn down by its long journey.37

After World War I and the signing of the Washington treaty, this plan was revised to take into account Japan’s acquisition of the former German islands in the central Pacific and the inferiority of the Japanese battlefleet imposed by that treaty. The new Japanese campaign plan had two parts: the attrition stage and the decisive battle stage.

At the outbreak of war, Japanese submarines would position themselves off the United States coast. From there they would shadow the American fleet as it made its way across the Pacific and attack it with torpedoes. As the Americans came within range of the Japanese-held mandated islands, land and carrier-based planes would join the attack. The decisive battle stage would begin as the American fleet approached the Philippines. The advance body of Japanese cruisers and destroyers, supported by fast battleships, would carry out a torpedo attack on the enemy at night. The following day, the Japanese battle fleet would engage the remaining American forces—presumably weakened seriously by the repeated torpedo and aircraft attacks, and destroy them.38

To ensure the success of these plans, the Japanese naval strategists counted upon three factors: the superior toughness, morale, and fighting spirit of their men—the unique “Japanese spirit” which had won the day against the larger forces of China and Russia; incessant drill and training; and the development of new and superior weapons.

In the 1930s the Japanese navy led the world in the development of torpedoes and torpedo carriers. By 1933 the Japanese had perfected a twenty-four-inch, completely oxygen-fueled torpedo with a maximum range of twenty-four miles at thirty-nine knots or twelve miles at forty-nine knots, and an extremely powerful warhead. By contrast, the best American torpedoes in 1941 were twenty-one-inch models with a range of about 4,500 yards.39 To deliver these deadly weapons, the Japanese developed a formidable array of warships. All Japanese heavy cruisers were equipped with torpedo tubes (their American counterparts were not). Japanese cruisers were very fast and well-armed, though lightly protected. The destroyers Japan built in the early thirties were probably the most advanced in the world, and the Imperial Navy’s larger “I”-type submarines had a cruising radius of over 10,000 miles.

Although the Japanese produced many innovative warship designs, they often attempted to pack too much armament, speed, and protection into the limited dimensions of their ships. In design matters, the Naval General Staff arrogantly overrode the objections of Admiral Hiraga Yuzuru, chief of the Naval Construction Bureau. When the “light cruisers” of the Mogami class were completed in 1935, for example, with a main armament of no less than fifteen 6.1-inch guns on a displacement of only 8,500 tons, it was found that the hull was too light to bear the weight of the guns, so the ships had to be drastically modified. Likewise, many Japanese destroyers and torpedo boats were so heavily armed that they proved unstable in bad weather. In 1934, the newly commissioned torpedo boat Tomatsuru foundered in a storm; in 1935 so many destroyers of the Fuhuki class were damaged in a typhoon that the whole class had to be reconstructed.40

These powerful cruisers and destroyers had been designed to deliver the torpedo attacks against the American battle fleet contemplated in the Japanese war plans. For that purpose, they were relentlessly drilled and maneuvered under the worst possible conditions. The fleet’s yearly training cycle began in December and continued with few pauses until the end of October. Japanese sailors quipped that the navy’s calendar consisted entirely of week days. Exercises and maneuvers were frequently held in the stormy northern waters near the Kurile Islands to toughen the men and preserve secrecy. Special emphasis was placed upon training for night fighting; for this purpose, the Imperial Navy had developed special range finders, binoculars, and illumination devices.41 Maneuvers and exercises were carried out at high speed at night, by ships lacking radar or other electronic devices, and disastrous collisions were far from rare. Yet the navy persisted in its efforts to bring commanders and crews to a high state of proficiency for night fighting. Although the decisive surface battle with the American fleet never took place, the awesome superiority of the Japanese navy in night fighting and torpedo warfare proved a great source of calamity to the Allied navies in the narrow waters of the Dutch East Indies and the Solomon Islands.

The most formidable weapon in the Imperial Navy’s arsenal ultimately proved to be not ships but airplanes. To deliver long-range attacks against American ships, the Japanese had developed the Type 95 (Neil) long-range torpedo bomber with a range of almost 1,300 miles.42 In the war against China, these planes flew the first transoceanic bombing missions—from Taiwan and Kyushu to Shanghai.

Like the United States, Japan had converted two of its capital ships (the Akagi and Kaga) into aircraft carriers after the Washington Conference. The Japanese also practised dive-bombing and developed a number of very effective carrier aircraft. Their “Kate” torpedo bomber was generally superior to American types, and their “Claude” fighter, developed in 1935, was the first carrier-based monoplane fighter. But the most formidable Japanese carrier plane was the redoubtable “Zero.” Entering service in 1940, the Zero fighter represented a giant step in the development of naval aircraft. It was the first carrier-based fighter to equal or surpass the performance of the best contemporary land-based fighters; it was superior to any fighter in the United States Army or Navy at the outbreak of the war.43 Yet the Zero had serious weaknesses: its superior speed, climb, firepower, and maneuverability had been purchased at the price of protection. Unlike contemporary American aircraft, it lacked armor and self-sealing fuel tanks, and its light construction made it extremely vulnerable. These weaknesses were to prove fatal later in the war as Allied airmen learned appropriate tactics against Zeros and began to receive improved fighters of their own.

Like its planes, the Japanese navy’s pilots were among the best in the world. Many had had years of experience flying combat over China. By 1941 these pilots had received over 300 hours of flying experience before joining their first tactical unit; those who participated in the Pearl Harbor attack averaged about 800 hours each.44 Yet lack of a large-scale pilot training program to provide replacements for these experienced aviators proved a serious source of weakness later in the war.

However effective their destroyers, torpedoes and aircraft, the Japanese senior admirals were too faithful students of Mahan to put their faith for ultimate victory in any weapon except the battleship. Japanese strategists knew that they would always be outnumbered by the capital ships of Britain and the United States, but they hoped to compensate for this inferiority by building ships that were qualitatively superior to their foreign counterparts. In 1931, the Navy successfully tested an eighteen-inch gun firing a projectile 30 percent more powerful than the largest shells used by foreign warships.45

In 1937 secret construction began on two battleships with a standard displacement of 64,000 tons, armed with nine eighteen-inch guns and protected by a 25.5-inch armor belt. The Yamato and Musashi were the largest and most powerful battleships ever built up to that time. They were designed to withstand the largest shells, bombs, and torpedoes and to outrange and outfight any foreign battleship. To match the Yamato, the United States would have had to build ships so large that they could not pass through the locks of the Panama Canal. The Japanese were confident that by that time, the Imperial Navy would have even greater superships.46 By the outbreak of war with the United States, Japan had two ships of the Yamato type nearly completed and a third under construction.

Although the majority of the Naval General Staff continued to adhere faithfully to the big battleships-decisive battle school of thought, one group of officers, those connected with naval aviation, offered a qualified dissent. They argued that some of the money being spent on the super-battleships could better be spent on aircraft and aviation equipment.47 As the quality of their aircraft improved, and their planes proved themselves over China, the aviators became increasingly assertive.

The basic Japanese war plan assigned to the carriers the task of launching torpedo plane attacks against the approaching American fleet. Once the battle was joined, the Japanese carrier planes were to concentrate on wrecking the flight decks of the American carriers so that they would be unable to launch scouting planes.48 To the battleship admirals, scouting was still the airplane’s most important function.

The aviators rejected this secondary role and argued that carrier-borne aircraft could be made a decisive offensive weapon.49 While they never won over the naval high command to this point of view, the airmen had made important gains by the end of the 1930s. The First Air Fleet, composed of the six largest and fastest carriers, had been formed as a separate battle force in the spring of 1941; formations of four or more large aircraft carriers were now recognized as new and powerful tactical units.50

In the area of antisubmarine warfare, the Japanese navy was woefully unprepared. Indeed, Japanese admirals seemed hardly aware that the problem existed. “As a Japanese naval officer, I spent nearly half my career on the sea,” recalled a retired admiral after the war, “but I never saw exercises dealing with warfare either against or in defense of maritime communication lines.”51 Japanese submarines, in accordance with the principle of interceptive operations, were intended to lie in wait for the enemy battle fleet, shadow it, and attack it with torpedoes. Japanese strategists mistakenly “took it for granted that the role played by American submarines would be about the same as that of her own submarine forces.”52 In addition, these strategists vastly underestimated the capabilities of the American submarine forces, assuming that Americans were inherently unsuited to the physical and mental strain of prolonged submarine duty.53

One strategist, Vice Admiral Inoue Shigeyoshi, head of the Naval Affairs Bureau of the Navy Ministry, was a brilliant, iconoclastic, and somewhat eccentric officer. He urged the navy to junk its plans for “the decisive battle,” and prepare instead for protracted air- and amphibious warfare in the central Pacific, use its submarines to attack enemy commerce, and build larger numbers of escort vessels to keep its own lines of communications open.54 These ideas made no impression on the Naval General Staff. Inoue was kept on the sideline until 1944, when he was asked to join Admiral Yonai as navy vice-minister in trying to salvage the wreckage of the Japanese war effort.55

Few Japanese admirals were as far-sighted as Inoue. A careful student of the Japanese navy has concluded that the service lacked first-rate leadership at the high command level. Many Japanese officers, after the rigorous, almost savage training and competition at the naval academy at Etajima, appeared to “burn out,” both physically and intellectually. They made little effort to keep up with professional developments; they lacked imagination and flexibility.56 The “purge” of Treaty Faction admirals in the early 1930s only aggravated the problem by removing some of the ablest leaders.

Still preparing for “the decisive battle” in the western Pacific, hypnotized by the gigantic batteries of the “unsinkable” Yamato, their faith secure in the unconquerable “Japanese spirit,” the Japanese navy drifted toward war.57

• •

Ostensibly to establish unity of command, the Imperial General Headquarters had been created in 1937. The ministers of war and navy, and the heads of the Army and Navy General Staffs, with their principal assistants, all belonged to the Headquarters, which met about twice a week on the grounds of the Imperial Palace. Operational control of forces in the field remained, however, with the general staffs, acting through the Army Section and the Navy Section of the Headquarters. These sections were not even located in the same building. Thus, on the eve of Pearl Harbor, the Japanese army and navy were still separate-but-equal entities, each with its own air force, each jealously guarding its interests against the rival service.58

Where joint action of the services was essential, “central agreements” were reached between the army and navy, but “by far the greater number of orders and directives issued by the Central Authorities were independent Army or Navy actions.”59 If the army and navy could not agree on a joint undertaking, the operation had to be postponed or even abandoned. When they did agree, the army and navy commanders concerned were not usually placed under a joint command, but were instructed to “cooperate” under the terms of the Central Agreement.

As the armed forces assumed an ever more important part in the making of policy, an arrangement known as the “Liaison Conference” was established to coordinate the action of the cabinet and the high command. The members of the Liaison Conference were the service chiefs, the army and navy ministers, the prime minister and the minister of foreign affairs. The Liaison Conference usually met twice a week in a small meeting room of the Imperial Palace to discuss such topics as war plans, important diplomatic measures, and the allocation of national resources.60

Although the Liaison Conference had no formal legal status, the character of its membership soon made it the most important policy-making organ of the Japanese government. When exceptionally important questions were to be discussed, the meetings of the Liaison Conference were attended by the Emperor. Such meetings were referred to as “Conferences in the Imperial Presence.” The Emperor would sit in silence on a raised dias at the head of a long table while generals or cabinet ministers delivered formal presentations. The president of the Privy Council represented the Emperor in questioning the speakers. The Emperor himself rarely spoke but when he did, his pronouncements always had a strong impact on his ministers and advisors.
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Orange

General Leonard Wood, chief of staff of the United States Army, hero of the Apache campaign, former commander of the Rough Riders, former governor general of Moro Province in the Philippines, was in an angry mood. On this particular day in 1913, he had just lost a battle with Admiral George Dewey—and Wood was not used to losing battles. The battle in question had raged for almost ten years and concerned the site for a major naval base in the Philippines.

This was a vital question, not only for the defense of the Philippines, but for all of United States naval policy in the Pacific. In any war with Japan—which, after 1905, was the only possible United States enemy in Asia—the Philippines would almost certainly be attacked. The navy would have to cross the Pacific in order to defend them, but it would need bases along the way and in the archipelago itself. It was 7,000 miles from the West Coast to Manila; from Hawaii to Manila was almost 5,000 miles. The navy would need bases for refueling and repairs at Hawaii, at the American-owned island of Guam in the Mariannas, and in the Philippines. That was why the naval base was so important. It would have to be in a strong, well-defended location, for it was estimated that it would take the battle fleet a minimum of three to four months to cross the Pacific, relieve the troops in the Philippines, and engage the Japanese forces.

The navy favored Olongapo, on Subic Bay, northwest of Manila, from which the Americans could attack the flank of an invading fleet headed for Manila. Olongapo was hard to defend against a land attack, but at the turn of the century, when the most likely enemies were considered to be Germany or Russia, this did not seem a serious problem. It was assumed that an attack by those powers would be primarily by sea. After 1905 when Japan became the potential antagonist, Olongapo looked hopeless. The army declared it could not be defended from the land side—and proposed Manila Bay instead. The navy, headed by Admiral Dewey, clung stubbornly to Olongapo, refusing to have the fleet “bottled up” in Manila Bay.

The dispute dragged on for years without resolution. The navy chose Pearl Harbor as the site for its major base while toying with the idea of making Guam its forward operating base in the western Pacific. In the meantime the army had built powerful defensive works to defend the entrance to Manila Bay; the navy, however, had no first-class base in the islands, and the army had too few troops for a really effective defense. Congress, with fine impartiality, refused to appropriate money for a naval base—whether in Guam or the Philippines.1

At the close of World War I, Manila was well fortified but had no fleet base; Guam was defenseless; and Hawaii had Pearl Harbor—5,000 miles from the expected scene of action. At the same time, Japan had acquired a broad trusteeship over the former German island possessions in the central Pacific, the Marianas, the Marshalls, and the Carolinas, all of which she had captured during the war. These island chains stood directly astride the American route to the Philippines. Japanese control of these islands, and the provisions of the Washington treaties (which prohibited further fortifications in some of the Pacific possessions of the great powers) so altered the strategic picture as to call for fundamental changes in American plans for a possible war with Japan.

The so-called “Orange Plan” for war with Japan was one of a number of contingency war plans developed by the United States before World War I. They were often referred to as “color plans” because the hypothetical enemies were each assigned a color: red for Great Britain, black for Germany, green for Mexico, orange for Japan. The plans were developed under the auspices of the Joint Army and Navy Board, which had been established by the secretaries of war and navy in the summer of 1903 to consider all matters referred to it by the service secretaries requiring interservice cooperation.2 The board was made up of four high-ranking officers each from the army and the navy, with Admiral George Dewey acting as president.

After a promising start, the board angered President Theodore Roosevelt over its manifest inability to agree on a site for a Pacific base. It infuriated Woodrow Wilson by its insistence on what he considered provocative and warlike preparations during a diplomatic crisis with Japan in 1913.3 By the First World War, the board had “virtually disappeared.”4

After the war, however, the Joint Board was revived and greatly strengthened. It remained an advisory body, but it now had a permanent staff: a Joint Planning Committee of officers from the army and navy War Plans Divisions. The board was empowered to consider questions on its own initiative, without waiting for referral by one of the service secretaries.

This revitalized Joint Board had the task of bringing the Orange Plan into line with the realities of the postwar world. By the time the board began its formal deliberations, navy planners had already concluded that in any war against Japan, the Philippines were doomed. The Japanese could overwhelm the defenders long before the United States fleet could reach the scene. Japan could transport 50,000–60,000 men to the Philippines in the first week of the war. In the second week she could transport another 100,000. Within the first month a total of about 300,000 Japanese soldiers could be in the Philippines. The American garrison in the islands consisted of about 11,000 men plus 6,000 members of the paramilitary Philippine Constabulary, supported by twenty airplanes.5 The only sensible mission for the defenders, then, was to hold out as long as possible.

So the Philippines could not be effectively defended—but who was to tell the American people? Who was going to say that war with Japan would require, in the words of General Leonard Wood, “the abandonment of American posts, American soldiers, an American fleet, American citizens in the Far East?” Wood, now Governor General of the Philippines, warned that such a course would “have a disintegrating and demoralizing effect upon our people.” He did not know—any more than the Joint Board—how the Philippines could be saved against the overwhelming military superiority of Japan, Nevertheless, Wood confidently assumed that the planners would come up with something. They should “keep alive the problem and work it out.”6

So the pattern was set. The revised Orange Plan, officially adopted in 1924, made no mention of the predictable plight of the Philippines. Instead, it bravely asserted that at the outbreak of hostilities the United States would conduct an “offensive war primarily naval in character,” aimed at the establishment “at the earliest possible date” of American seapower superior in strength to that of Japan in the western Pacific. The Philippine garrison was to hold Manila Bay as a base for the navy until superior American seapower arrived.7

This pattern repeated itself over the next twelve years. Each time the Orange Plan was reconsidered navy—or, more often, army—officers pointed out that “ ‘to carry out the present Orange Plan . . . would be literally an act of madness.’ ”8 Yet the Joint Board shrank before the psychological and political implications of writing off the Philippines; it always reaffirmed that Manila Bay would be held, and that the United States would take the offensive in the western Pacific.

Although the Orange Plan was never formally abandoned, its objectives were progressively reduced. In 1935, the navy added a provision for capture of islands in the Marshalls and Carolines and their development as bases before the fleet proceeded to the Philippines. This implied a recognition that the advance across the Pacific might take years rather than months. Along the same lines, the mission of the Philippine garrison was changed in 1936 from holding all of Manila Bay to holding its entrances.9

At the Naval War College, a generation of officers debated, tested, and refined, War with Orange. One hundred twenty-seven times—in chart maneuvers and board games—the American fleet crossed the Pacific to do battle with its Japanese opponent. How much useful knowledge was distilled from these games is still a matter of debate. Admiral Nimitz insisted that “the courses were so thorough that nothing that happened in the Pacific War was strange or unexpected.”10 One historian of the war college agrees, declaring that the war games were “prophetic . . . the oracle of victory,” while Kennedy, an equally knowledgeable analyst, finds that the studies were “impeded by insufficient data for realistic war games, avoidance of alliance problems, and disproportionate emphasis on tactics.”11

Whatever the case, the war college exercises did inject a certain realistic sense of the nasty problems posed by a war in the Pacific into both tactical and strategic thinking. “Sharp, bloody, and confused, the Orange tactical problems often seemed to mirror in grim reality the coming war.”12 Bits and pieces of future campaigns in the Marshalls, the Mariannas, and the Philippines emerged—albeit incompletely and in a confused form—from the deliberations and experiments at Newport and at the navy’s War Plans Division and the General Board of the Navy in Washington.

By 1937 army and navy leaders were deadlocked over the whole question of a future war with Japan. General Stanley D. Embick was now chief of the array’s War Plans Division. As a captain he had helped plan the defenses of Manila Bay in 1907. As a colonel in the General Staff after World War I, he had opposed the 1924 Orange Plan; and as commander of the Corregidor fortress, he had Written the critique labelling Orange an “act of madness.”13 Embick believed that in case of war with Japan, the United States should withdraw behind its “natural strategic peacetime frontier in the Pacific: the line Alaska-Oahu-Panama.”14 This would place the United States in an almost invulnerable defensive position.15

The navy did not find this new approach appealing. Orange had always been their war: an “offensive war, primarily naval in character.” Naval officers were schooled in the tradition of Mahan, which held that “war once declared must be waged offensively, aggressively. The enemy must not be fended off but beaten down,”16 The very concepts of offensive and defensive were different for the army and the navy. In land warfare, defensive war usually called for different tactics than offensive war. In naval warfare, there was little difference at the tactical level between the two. A ship is both a defensive and offensive weapon. A war which was strategically defensive in character would still be fought at sea in the same manner as a war which was strategically offensive—only the scope and objectives would be different.17

Now the army planners proposed to confine the navy to patrolling a defensive line in the mid-Pacific. Such a reduced and circumscribed mission was clearly unacceptable from the point of view of the navy’s prestige, morale, and mission. The army saw its primary function as the defense of the continental United States, and it had hardly enough strength for this task. But the navy, with the world’s largest battle fleet, could not well confine itself to guarding the army’s defensive perimeter.18

Unable to find a strategy acceptable to both services, the Joint Board turned the problem over to General Embick and Rear Admiral James O. Richardson, the navy’s chief planner, with instructions to work out a compromise. Like most compromises, the new Orange Plan—which finally emerged from their deliberations and was subsequently approved by the Joint Board early in 1938—avoided most of the important issues. The new plan provided for an initial defensive phase or “position of readiness” along the lines suggested by the army; at the same time, army and navy forces would prepare to take the offensive, first against the Japanese mandates and eventually westward towards the Philippines. As for the latter islands, they were to be defended at Manila, but no mention was made of their reinforcement or relief.19

It was at this point that the realities of the international situation finally began to influence the abstract calculations of the strategists. Hitler had annexed Austria in March 1938, intimidated the British and French at Munich in September, and gobbled up the remains of Czechoslovakia in March 1939. France and Britain concluded a defensive alliance with Poland, while Hitler signed a “non-aggression pact” with the Soviet Union. The possibility that the United States and Japan might contend in splendid isolation appeared less and less likely as the possibility of war in Europe reached near certainty. Thus, in the summer of 1939 the Joint Planning Board began work on a new series of war plans dealing with the contingency of war between the United States and a coalition of enemies.

These new plans, the “Rainbow” series, were based on five hypothetical war situations. Rainbow 1 was a plan for a defensive war to protect the United States and the Western Hemisphere north of ten degrees S latitude. In such a war, the United States was assumed to be without major allies. Rainbow 2 assumed that the United States would be allied with Britain and France. This would permit an immediate American offensive in the Pacific. Rainbow 3 was a repetition of the Orange Plan, with the proviso that hemispheric defense would first be secured, as provided in Rainbow 1. Rainbow 4 was based on the same assumptions as Rainbow 1 but extended the American mission to include the defense of the entire Western Hemisphere. Rainbow 5, destined to become the basis for American strategy in World War II, assumed that the United States was allied with Britain and France and provided for offensive operations by American forces in Europe, Africa or both.20

The variety of situations and strategies envisioned in the Rainbow plans epitomized American leaders’ confusion and uncertainty as Europe drifted into war.

• •

On the first day of September 1939, the president was awakened by a trans-Atlantic phone call at 3:00 A.M. It was William C. Bullitt, the American ambassador in France. After the conclusion of the Versailles peace conference he had told reporters that he was “going to lie on the beach on the Riviera and watch the world go to hell!” Now Bullitt sounded tense and worried. “ ‘Mr. President, several German divisions are deep in Polish territory . . . There are reports of bombers over the city of Warsaw.’ ” Roosevelt was silent for a moment. “ ‘Well, Bill’ ” he finally replied, “ ‘it has come at last. God help us all.’ ”21

Few Americans took so somber a view as the president. The war might be long, but few doubted that the Allies would win in the end. A Gallup poll in mid-September revealed that 82 percent of those queried expected an Allied victory. Military experts like George Fielding Elliott and Hanson W. Baldwin assured readers of popular magazines and Sunday supplements that the Germans would exhaust themselves against the fortifications of France and Belgium.22

Then, in the spring of 1940, these opinions abruptly changed. Hitler unleashed his divisions against the low countries on May 10. Holland capitulated in five days. By May 15 five German armored divisions had crossed the Meuse and were sweeping north around the vaunted Maginot Line, headed toward the English channel. Belgium surrendered at the end of May, and the British began to withdraw their troops from the Continent at Dunkirk. On June 10 Italy entered the war on the side of Germany; on June 16 Marshal Henri Philippe Petain replaced Paul Reynaud as premier of France. Petain signed an armistice with Germany June 22, and with Italy two days later.

Americans were stunned. In forty days, the Germans had done what they had been unable to do in four years in World War I. Now only Britain stood between the United States and the Axis—but her survival appeared doubtful. Army strategists reminded the president that the South American countries had large German communities and that Dakar, in French West Africa, was only 1,600 miles from the New World.23

After the initial surprise came virtual panic. Congress, which a few weeks before had been reluctant to approve a $2 billion appropriation for defense, now quickly voted appropriations totalling $10.5 billion. The National Guard was mobilized, the first peacetime draft in history was approved, and the army’s General Staff started to plan a buildup that would ultimately bring its forces to almost nine million men. In the White House, the president’s advisers talked of building a 50,000-plane air force, although there were as yet neither pilots nor technicians available for such a huge air armada.

The General Board of the navy warned that the United States would have to build warships “to the utmost capacity of existing facilities” in order to meet the new threat in the Atlantic and to keep pace with Japan in the Pacific. This time Congress listened. In June it appropriated $4 billion for additional naval construction beyond that already authorized; in July it voted over $1.3 billion more. It took only two months for Congress to authorize funds for almost double the number of ships it had approved during the entire prewar period.24

The frantic rearmament was inspired, at least in part, by the fear that America might soon face the Axis powers alone. In such a situation, the United States could do little in the Pacific and would be hard put to defend the Atlantic frontier if the French or British fleets fell to the Germans. These apprehensions were spelled out in the so-called “Strong Memorandum” of June 1940, drafted by the army’s War Plans Division under the direction of Brigadier General George V. Strong. The memorandum took stock of the nation’s limited military means and the perils confronting her, predicted an “early defeat” for Britain and France, and called for immediate mobilization for hemispheric defense, the termination of military aid to the Allies, and a purely defensive posture in the Pacific.25

President Roosevelt was far less ready to write off Great Britain: he directed the military strategists to base their plans on the assumption that Great Britain would remain in the war and would continue to receive at least some types of aid. Nor was the president willing to order a full peacetime mobilization in the midst of an election campaign, but on the need for strengthening U.S. forces in the Pacific there was little argument.

The president also took another step which, while little related to strategic planning, was to have immense consequences for the armed forces. In June 1940, he appointed two prominent Republicans, Frank Knox, a Chicago newspaper publisher, and Henry L. Stimson, a Wall Street lawyer and former secretary of war and secretary of state, to head the Navy and War Departments. Both men were in their 70s: Knox had been a Rough Rider in Cuba and Stimson had been secretary of war under Taft. Both were outspoken internationalists. Stimson had made a speech at Yale University—one of the citadels of isolationism—in the spring of 1940. On that occasion he called for compulsory military training and all-out aid to Britain, protected by American warships. “ ‘Thank God you are not in the government,” telegraphed one of his-listeners. A few weeks later, Stimson was sworn in as secretary of war.26 The installation of Knox and Stimson, together with the appointment, the previous fall, of General George C. Marshall as army chief of staff and Admiral Harold Stark as chief of naval operations, gave the armed forces an exceptionally able team of leaders to face the months of crisis ahead.

• •

If the sweeping German victories in Europe had impressed the United States, their effect upon the Japanese was even more marked. France and the Netherlands were defeated; their colonies in the Far East were weak and almost unprotected. The British were engaged in a desperate battle for survival. Under these circumstances, Japan’s leaders saw a chance to finally choke off the aid reaching China from the outside and to assure herself a monopoly of Southeast Asia’s important natural resources, such as oil, tin, and rubber. Almost immediately, the Japanese began to exert strong pressure on the French government at Vichy and on the British to remove their garrisons from the international settlements in China; they were also urged to close off the flow of aid to China from Burma and French Indochina. The Dutch government of the Netherlands Indies (modern Indonesia) was reminded that Japan had a special interest in the colony’s oil.27

These moves were not enough to satisfy the grandiose ambitions of the Japanese army and navy, however. In July 1940 the war minister, General Hata Shunroku, gave the premier, Admiral Yonai Mitsumasa, some “important advice.” The important advice, which Yonai quickly followed, was to resign, making room for the army’s hand-picked successor, Prince Konoye Fumimaro. Konoye was an aristocrat-politician of considerable intelligence and experience, but he was also weak, irresolute, and unable to stand up to pressures of the military. His foreign minister, Matsuoka Yosuke, was perhaps best described by another cabinet minister who, after listening to one of Matsuoka’s harangues, turned to his colleagues and observed “the foreign minister is crazy, isn’t he?”28
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