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MY GREATEST DEBT IS TO MY dear, deceased friend Stephen E. Ambrose. He encouraged me to write this book and made available to me his vast archive of interviews with veterans of the Pacific theater. Over a three-year period, we engaged in an ongoing conversation about the war that he considered one of history’s most vicious racial conflicts. Had he not been struck down in his prime, his next project would have been a major book on America’s Pacific campaign.

Douglas Brinkley, who succeeded Stephen Ambrose as Director of the Eisenhower Center for American Studies at the University of New Orleans, gave me unrestricted access to the collections of that unique research repository and introduced me to the center’s reigning expert on World War II, Michael Edwards, and its associate director, Kevin Willey, both of whom helped in a dozen significant ways. Gordon “Nick” Mueller, head of the National D-Day Museum, America’s outstanding World War II museum, put at my disposal that institution’s entire holdings on the Pacific war, including its large photographic collection. Martin Morgan, the museum’s Research Historian, was endlessly helpful.

Whenever I was in doubt about something I called my colleague Allan R. Millett and he straightened me out.

My conversations with Hugh Ambrose, a young historian who has done fresh research on the Pacific conflict, gave me new perspectives on wartime Japan and turned a professional association into a valued friendship.

I would probably not be writing about World War II had it not been for a nudge from the documentary film producer, Lou Reda. He suggested that I write the wider book about the war, The Story of World War II, which turned out to be the wellspring for this new, more specialized account. Not long after I began conducting my own interviews with surviving veterans, he made available to me the transcripts and videotapes of the 700 and more interviews with participants in the war that his production teams have been conducting over the past fifty years.

Joseph H. Alexander, a world authority on the Pacific conflict and amphibious warfare, read this book in manuscript form and offered helpful suggestions. Donald Meyerson, Rod Paschall, and Mort Zimmerman also read the manuscript. My Friday nights at a local watering hole with Don Meyerson, a Marine combat veteran, gave me fresh insight into the experience of warfare.

I am pleased to thank others who helped with the book, chief among them Mark Natola, John McCullouch, and Austin Hoyt. A film producer for public television, Hoyt sent me transcripts of interviews he conducted for his film on Douglas MacArthur and his forthcoming documentary on the Battle of Okinawa and the Japanese surrender. Serving as Historical Consultant for Victory in the Pacific—talking with men who fought on Okinawa, with scholars who studied the battle, and with Hoyt himself—put me in a far better position to write about the last and most horrific stages of the Pacific war.

Benis M. Frank, former Director of the U.S. Marine Corps Oral History Project, put at my disposal voluminous source material on the Marines in the Pacific. He and Eugene Sledge, author of the finest combat memoir to come out of the Pacific War. With the Old Breed at Peleliu and Okinawa, shared with me their experiences as young warriors in the assaults on Peleliu and Okinawa.

At every juncture in my research I received enthusiastic assistance from the staffs of a number of research institutions, chief among them the National Archives, College Park, Maryland; the Library of Congress’s Manuscript Division; Van Pelt Library of the University of Pennsylvania; the U.S. Naval Institute; the Imperial War Museum, London; the Naval Academy Library, Annapolis; the Naval Historical Research Center, Washington, D.C.; the Marine Corps Historical Center, Washington, D.C.; the United States Army Military History Institute, Carlisle Barracks, Pennsylvania; the United States Air Force Historical Research Agency, Maxwell Air Force Base, Alabama; the New York Public Library; the film archives of WGBH-TV, Boston; the Holocaust Museum, Washington, D.C. I owe a long-standing debt to the librarians at my home institution, Lafayette College, particularly Terry Schwartz and the library’s superb director, Neil McElroy.

Grants from Lafayette College and the Mellon Foundation allowed me to assemble a research team of students that helped prepare the manuscript for publication. I am especially indebted to Emily Goldberg, my chief student researcher, who trained her able co-workers, Jessica Cygler and Alix Kenney. My secretary of many years, Kathy Anckaitis, has worked mightily to keep my chaotic working life in order. And Fred Chase, my copy editor, brought greater order and clarity to this book.

I have the good fortune of having a literary agent, Gina Maccoby, who is also a discerning critic and a dear friend. And in Bob Bender I have one of the best editors in the business. Bob and his brilliant assistant, Johanna Li, make up the entire staff of the little shop in the big plant out of which this book emerged in far better shape than when it went in.

I am immensely grateful to Bob, and to Michael Korda, Editor-in-Chief of Simon & Schuster, for reaching out to me at a time of personal need. They give the lie to the notion that a big publishing house is a relentlessly impersonal place.

This book would not have been possible without the generosity of the over 100 World War II veterans I interviewed in my research. They spoke with vigor and candor about their wartime experiences, without ever calling attention to their own heroism and self-sacrifice. As they leave us, thousands by the day, we can only hope we will see their like again.

While at work, most writers are not pleasant to have in the house. The usual author’s bow to the long-suffering wife and family is more than an obligatory courtesy. My wife, Rose, has the patience of a saint, and we are together this far along in life—after seven books—because of it. I dedicated an earlier book to her, so this one is for my two devoted children, parents themselves now, but young enough to remember the moody man in the little room not far from their rooms who could only be a proper father when he turned off his writing machine.




For Gregory and Nicole
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HANSON W. BALDWIN

It is the man on two feet with hand grenades, rifle, and bayonet—backed by all that modern science can devise—the man with fear in his stomach but a fighting heart, who must secure beachheads. He it is who wins the glory and pays the price, who changes the course of history. Man is still supreme in a mechanistic war.
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A POPULAR MISCONCEPTION IS THAT THERE is only one D-Day in all of history: June 6, 1944, the day the Allies landed on the beaches of Normandy and began the liberation of Northern Europe. But the term D-Day—first used in World War I by the U.S. Army—is the military code word for the starting day of any offensive. In World War II the term came to be used most commonly in amphibious operations, attacks launched from the sea by naval and landing forces against a hostile shore.

In the vast Pacific, with its hundreds of enemy-occupied islands, geography virtually dictated that all major D-Day invasions be seaborne offenses. Amphibious assaults are the most desperate and dangerous of military operations; failure means to be thrown back into the sea or slaughtered at the waterline. Many of the Allied landings in the Pacific were fiercely opposed at the point of attack; but in others, resistance was light or nonexistent on the beaches and the major fighting took place inland.

There were over a hundred D-Day invasions in the war in the Pacific. Some of them were joint operations, with American units joined by forces from one or more of the twelve other Allied nations at war with Japan. But all of them were planned and directed by American leaders and most of them, like Iwo Jima, were exclusively American affairs, with Americans doing all the fighting and dying. The last major Pacific offensive, Operation Iceberg, the invasion of Okinawa on April 1, 1945, brought to the enemy’s shores the largest invasion fleet ever assembled, more soldiers, sailors, and ships than took part in the landings on that memorable June morning when most of the world heard the term D-Day for the first time.
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IN THE INTEREST OF CLARITY, I have not followed the Japanese convention in which the family name or surname precedes the given or personal name.
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LRP—Lou Reda Productions

NA—National Archive

SC—U.S. Army Signal Corps

USAAF—U.S. Army Air Force

USMC—U.S. Marine Corps

USN—U.S. Navy
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The Rising Sun


OIL AND EMPIRE


Foreign oil was Imperial Japan’s lifeblood and fatal undoing. Japan went to war with the United States to gain access to oil in Southeast Asia it could no longer obtain from American companies, its chief supplier of the fuel that sustained its military machine. In July 1941, President Franklin Delano Roosevelt blocked the sale of American oil to Japan in retaliation for that country’s occupation of French Indochina, which Japan planned to use as a launching point for an audacious move south into the Netherlands East Indies (now Indonesia), one of the world’s great oil-producing regions. “Riding the Equator east for three thousand miles, a distance as great as the whole span of the United States itself, the Netherlands Indies,” the New York Times pointed up their strategic importance, “support a population of sixty million and produce commodities—oil, tin, and rubber—which the modern world cannot do without. They are an empire in themselves, and no Pacific Power can be indifferent to their future.”1

In the summer of 1941, Japan determined to seize these resource-rich islands, even if it meant war with the United States. It was her boldest move yet in what had been a ten-year-long campaign of conquest in Asia.

When Japan unleashed a surprise attack on Pearl Harbor on the morning of December 7, 1941, its primary strategic target was not the American fleet berthed there, but the oil fields of Sumatra and Borneo in the East Indies. Hawaii was hit to cover the flank of this great resource grab, knocking out the only naval force in the Pacific capable of stopping it.

With terrifying speed, Japan seized the territory it had long coveted in its quest for energy self-sufficiency, not just the Netherlands East Indies but also Burma, the Malay Peninsula, and the main islands in the Southwest Pacific that lay north of Australia, including the Philippines, an American protectorate. In a matter of months, it had acquired the most far-reaching oceanic empire in all of history, one blessed with every economic resource it needed to fight a major war. But the shipping lanes to these mineral-rich possessions were too far-flung to be effectively protected by the formidable, but overextended, Imperial Navy. By the late spring of 1945, a strangulating American naval blockade had cut off the Japanese home islands from the oil fields and mineral deposits of the recently conquered Asian possessions of England, France, the Netherlands, and the United States. Japan would stubbornly fight on, but the war was lost. The Pacific war was not exclusively a war over oil, but oil played a decisive role in both its origins and end.

THE ROAD TO WAR


In July 1941, the month that militants in Tokyo decided that war with mighty America was inevitable, Japan was fighting another country it could not hope to de feat. For nearly a decade, it had been at war with the Chinese, first in Manchuria, then in China itself. In these years, Japan—an ally of the United States in World War I and a nation that had been undergoing a robust Westernizing movement for almost a century—fell increasingly under the control of jingoistic military and political leaders. With Emperor Hirohito’s compliance, they ruthlessly suppressed political opposition—often by public assassination—and began advancing a mystical doctrine of racialism, the superiority of the Yamato race and Japan’s sacred mission to free Asia of white, Western imperialists. These ultranationalists were convinced that the world’s major powers, all of them ruled by Caucasians, were conspiring to reduce Japan—“A Yellow Peril”—to second-rank status in the community of nations. Young Japanese military officers, along with nationalistic poets and intellectuals, were also a urging a cultural renaissance, the eradication of a soft, decadent Western materialism, with its elevation of individualism and hedonism, and a return to the “divine” land’s purer warrior-state greatness. They dreamed of a new age when millions of spirit warriors abandoned the pursuit of pleasure and sacrificed their lives for the spread of Dai Nippon Teikoku, the “Great Empire of Japan.”

Economic privation fueled anti-Western xenophobia, political despotism, and an urgent drive for autarky.2 The Great Depression, with its contraction of international trade, had a devastating impact on Japan’s fragile island economy, which was heavily dependent on foreign resources. Britain, another island economy, was also hurt badly by the economic crisis, but it had an empire to help sustain its military prowess. Japan did not. It must have one, and soon, its imperialists insisted, if it was to weather the Depression and emerge as the preponderant power in a new Asia-for-Asians.

The Imperial Army was the leading agent in this drive for markets and resources. Profoundly influenced by Germany’s defeat in World War I, its strategists concluded that Germany, with its tremendous continental army, had lost the war because of its vulnerability to the Allied naval blockade, which virtually sealed off the country from the outside world. The lesson was there. The world powers of the future would need more than strong armies and navies. They would have to become self-sufficient, capable of waging total war without reliance on food, fuel, or other war-sustaining materials from other nations. For Japan, this meant expanding industrial production at home and extending its imperial reach.3

Japan had already acquired Korea, Formosa (Taiwan), and a stake in Manchuria in earlier wars against China and Russia. Now it moved to enlarge and consolidate its holdings in that vital area of Asia that lay directly across the narrow Sea of Japan. In September 1931, soldiers of the rabidly nationalistic Kwantung Army, garrisoned in the semi-autonomous Chinese territory of Manchuria to protect a railroad system over which it had acquired rights, provoked a fight with the local warlord, overran the whole of Manchuria, and set up a new puppet state, Manchukuo. It would be a buffer against the Soviet Union and become “Japan’s lifeline,” proclaimed one Japanese leader, supplying iron and coal for the home country’s new state-run military economy and “living space” for its exploding population, expanding at a rate of a million a year.4 The United States refused to recognize Japan’s new client state and the League of Nations issued a flaccid condemnation, but Japan ignored the American protest, withdrew from the League, and prepared to extend its Asian conquests.

In July 1937, when Chiang Kai-shek’s Chinese Nationalists refused to give in to additional Japanese demands for territory and influence, the Kwantung Army stormed into China itself, overran the fertile valleys of the Yellow and Yangtze rivers, and seized all the important seaports, including Shanghai, which it bombed with vehemence, killing thousands of innocent civilians. After taking the walled capital of Nanking in December 1938, Japanese soldiers—indoctrinated to look on the Chinese as a kingdom of “chinks,” of roving bandits and cowlike peasants—killed over 200,000 military prisoners of war and unarmed civilians, raping, castrating, and be heading tens of thousands of them, in what has been called a Hidden Holocaust.5 The systematic slaughter continued for three months in Nanking and surrounding villages and got so out of control that a member of the Nazi Party who was stranded in Nanking sent Adolf Hitler a telegram pleading with him to intervene to restrain the Japanese army.6

Japan invaded China to exploit it economically, but this backfired. The Japanese military expected a quick victory over the politically divided Chinese—one army led by the corrupt, pro-American Chiang Kai-shek, the other by the cagey Communist Mao Tse-tung. But both leaders used China’s rural vastness to great advantage. Chiang’s Nationalists, who did most of the fighting, suffered defeat after defeat and by 1939 both his forces and Mao’s had been virtually cut off from access to the outside world. Yet they would not be conquered, and the Japanese almost exhausted themselves killing them. “China is like a gallon jug which Japan is trying to fill with a half-pint of liquid,” Mao told an American officer who visited his headquarters.7 The long war drained Japan’s human and material resources, reducing alarmingly its slender supplies of oil.

Japan was a coal-driven economy. Petroleum accounted for only about 7 percent of total energy consumption. But the navy, the air force, and the merchant fleet relied on it for their existence. And that meant an embarrassingly heavy reliance on the United States, a liberal, democratic nation whose values the military held in cold contempt.

In the late 1930s, Japan imported 93 percent of its oil, 80 percent of it from the United States and another 10 percent from the Netherlands East Indies.8 This put Japan in a precarious position, for its major supplier of oil strongly opposed the war it was now fighting. The Roosevelt administration was committed to an autonomous China and to the Open Door policy first proposed in 1899 by Secretary of State John Hay, under which all nations would have equal trading rights in China. Although few countries, including the United States, adhered to this policy, Japan’s savagely prosecuted war in China provoked the Roosevelt administration to issue more strongly worded protests to the Japanese government. Tokyo responded stridently, denouncing the Open Door as a policy inappropriate to present and future world conditions. At this point, Japan began to look elsewhere for the oil and iron ore it needed to prevail in China and become the supreme power in Asia. In 1940, it cast a covetous eye on Indochina, Burma, Malaya, and the Dutch East Indies, where these resources—along with greatly needed rubber, tungsten, and rice—were plentiful and now, suddenly, there for the picking.

Hitler’s sweeping European conquests of May and June 1940, from Rotterdam to Paris, created an irresistible opportunity for Japan to snatch the Asian colonies of defeated France and the Netherlands, and of beleaguered England, which Germany was preparing to invade that summer. Three months after Hitler’s legions crossed the Marne and goose-stepped through the Arc de Triomphe, Imperial Japan made a sordid agreement with the new Vichy, or collaborationist, government of France, permitting it to send troops into the northern part of French Indochina. Possession of northern Indochina would complete Japan’s blockade and encirclement of China. But the Japanese government wanted more, urged on by the powerful War Minister in the new, more aggressive cabinet of Prince Fumimaro Konoe—fifty-five-year-old Hideki Tojo, a hard-line expansionist who had been chief of staff of the Kwantung Army in Manchuria. Tojo and the new extremist Foreign Minister, Yosuke Matsuoka, hoped to use Indochina as a base for an ambitious “Southern Advance” into British Malaya and the Dutch East Indies.9 That September, Matsuoka, who preached Fascism as the force of the future, was instrumental in shaping the Tripartite Pact with Hitler and Italy’s Benito Mussolini, creating what became known as the Axis alliance. The three members of the totalitarian front agreed to aid one another if “attacked by a power at present not involved in the European War or in the Sino-Japanese” conflict. This was a direct warning to the United States to stay out of the war, a war that Matsuoka assured Konoe the Germans would easily win.10

This put Japan on a collision course with America. President Roosevelt and Secretary of State Cordell Hull were determined to protect the Asian interests of America’s future wartime allies and, more importantly, keep Southeast Asia a leading trading partner of the United States. That meant preventing Japan from gaining overwhelming influence there. The trick was how to do this without provoking a war neither statesman wanted.

America imported more goods from the Far East than any other place on earth. Three colonies alone—British Malaya, the Netherlands East Indies, and the Philippines—accounted for approximately one fifth of all American foreign purchases.11 The United States—an automobile society with the largest rubber goods industry in the world—bought 98 percent of its rubber and 90 percent of its tin from Southeast Asia. In all, the area provided more than half of America’s needs for at least fifteen vital commodities, including chromium and manganese, metals essential in the steelmaking process.12 By 1940, key policymakers in the State Department were prepared to defend America’s freedom to trade for these resources, by war if necessary, should they come in danger of falling under the control of the Japanese. A pro-Fascist Japan in possession of South Asia could cut off trade with the United States and Britain or dictate extortionate concessions to continue it. Secretary of the Navy Frank Knox put America’s interest in the region in the sternest possible language in his congressional confirmation hearings of 1940: “We should not allow Japan to take the Dutch East Indies, a vital source of oil and rubber and tin…. We must face frankly the fact that to deny the Dutch Indies to Japan may mean war.”13

When Japan moved into northern Indochina, Roosevelt cut off its supplies of high-quality scrap iron and aviation gas, a limited response dictated by his desire to avoid war. Roosevelt had backing for even stronger sanctions, not only from his State Department but also from an American public aroused by the suffering of the Chinese peasants they had read about in Pearl Buck’s immensely popular novel, The Good Earth, and by news coverage of the terror bombings of Canton, Chungking, and other Chinese cities. As one protest group put it: “Japan furnishes the pilot. America furnishes the airplane, gasoline, oil, and bombs for the ravaging of undefended Chinese cities.” A Gallup Poll of June 1939 found nearly three quarters of the American public in favor of a total embargo on the export of war-making materials to Japan.14

With war a possibility, Roosevelt had already begun to take precautionary measures. In January 1940 he had moved the base of the U.S. Pacific Fleet from San Diego to still unfinished Pearl Harbor, Hawaii. He then sent additional loans, arms, equipment, and military advisors to prop up Chiang Kai-shek’s Nationalist army and allowed the creation of a volunteer air force in China—the Flying Tigers—to be commanded by a retired U.S. fighter pilot, Colonel Claire Chennault. China had to be saved, not just for humanitarian reasons, but to pin down the Japanese army, stalling its relentless southward march.

Roosevelt also began beefing up American defenses in the Philippines. Orders were issued to send to the islands over 250 B-17 Flying Fortresses, America’s most formidable long-range bombers. The planes, fresh from the factory, were to be put under the overall command of General Douglas C. MacArthur, a World War I hero who had been serving as a military advisor to the Philippine government. MacArthur was recalled to active service as head of a new organization, U.S. Army Forces, Far East, made up of the Philippine army and American units in the islands.

In early 1941, the Japanese sent Admiral Kichisaburo Nomura, a sincere advocate of peace, to Washington to try to reach an agreement with the United States to reestablish trade relations and recognize Japanese interests in China and northern Indochina. The fire-eaters had not yet gained complete control of the Japanese government, and a group of navy leaders, led by Vice Admiral Isoroku Yamamoto, hoped to avoid a war that would pit its forces against the combined navies of America and Britain, an unpopular position that made Yamamoto the target of right-wing assassins.15 Roosevelt and Hull welcomed the initiative, and Hull met regularly with the congenial Nomura, often in the secretary’s private home. Seeing Hitler as the major menace, Hull and Roosevelt hoped to use diplomacy to buy time for America to rearm, making itself so formidable that the Japanese would not dare attack it. As Roosevelt told his Secretary of the Interior, Harold Ickes, an insistent advocate of tougher sanctions against Japan, “As you know, it is terribly important for the control of the Atlantic for us to help to keep peace in the Pacific. I simply have not got enough Navy to go around and—every little episode in the Pacific means fewer ships in the Atlantic.”16

The breaking point came on July 2, 1941, when the Japanese government and the military ended their internal bickering and came together behind a plan to occupy all of Indochina “in order to consolidate the base of our national existence and self-defense.”17 American cryptologists had recently broken the Japanese diplomatic code (through an operation known as MAGIC, the equivalent to Britain’s code-breaking system, ULTRA) and Roosevelt knew, therefore, that this latest move was but the first step toward the invasion of British Malaya and the Netherlands East Indies—and that the Japanese had decided to take that step even if it meant war with Great Britain and the United States. An intercepted Japanese dispatch could not have been clearer about this: “After the occupation of French Indochina, next on our schedule is the sending of an ultimatum to the Netherlands Indies…. In the seizing of Singapore the navy will play the principal part … [W]e will once and for all crush Anglo-American military power and their ability to assist in any schemes against us.”18

A shaken Roosevelt ordered a freeze on Japanese assets in the United States. The President had not intended to cut off oil entirely, seeing this as excessively provocative, but the freeze became a de facto embargo when State Department officials, led by the young Dean Acheson, persuaded the Treasury Department to refuse to release any of the frozen funds to Japan to purchase oil.19 This was done while the President was away from the capital at a secret meeting with British Prime Minister Winston S. Churchill. By the time Roosevelt got word of what had been done it was too late to reverse the policy. Two Japanese oil tankers that had been waiting to be filled in San Pedro Harbor, near Los Angeles, were forced to return home with their tanks empty. In the meantime, the State Department persuaded Britain and Dutch authorities in the East Indies to impose their own embargoes. Both were eager to comply; the occupation of Indochina put Japanese bombers within range of Singapore, and gave Japan two excellent harbors, Camranh Bay and Saigon, from which to strike south toward Borneo, a crown jewel of the Royal Dutch/Shell Group, one of the most powerful fuel consortiums in the world.

This virtual severing of trade with the empire damaged Japanese-American relations irrevocably, for Japan saw it as a threat to its very survival. The embargo strengthened the hand of the military leaders in the Japanese cabinet, and they, along with their civilian allies, were set on a war that even the vacillating Emperor was now willing to risk. Without American markets, and with the nation’s yearly oil production able to supply its ships for only one month, the Japanese navy’s reserve of oil would last only two years unless fuel could be found elsewhere.20 That gave war an insane logic of its own. To continue to make war against indomitable China, Japan would have to go to war against an even tougher opponent. This was kamikaze politics—state policy fueled by a desperate ideology of resource scarcity. Koichi Kido. an intimate of the Emperor and an advocate of moderation, later told the Japanese Premier in confidence, “The whole problem facing Japan had been reduced to a very simple factor, and that was oil.”21

If Japan’s reserves “[are] dribbled away,” said a Japanese naval official in charge of resources mobilization, “Japan … [will] grow weaker and weaker like a TB patient gasping along till he drop[s] dead on the road. A grim and humiliating end. However, if we could strike boldly and get the oil in the south …”22

Roosevelt’s fresh resolve removed all ambiguity from Japanese-American negotiations. Japan now faced a stark choice: continue on its present course or capitulate in response to American pressure. War was not inevitable—Konoe began backpedaling, proposing a secret summit meeting with Roosevelt (which Hull did not think appropriate, given Konoe’s unmovable positions on China and the “Southern Advance”). and the Emperor wanted to give the talks in Washington more time. But after Japanese troops marched into southern Indochina on July 28 only a miracle would have prevented war. “There is no choice left but to fight and break the iron chains strangling Japan,” Admiral Osami Nagano, chief of the Naval Staff, told colleagues.23

Hull and Roosevelt also realized that they had crossed a divide. As Hull told Undersecretary of State Sumner Welles five days later, “Nothing will stop them except force.”24

On September 6, the Japanese made a fateful decision. At a cabinet meeting in the presence of Emperor Hirohito, Tokyo’s leaders agreed to continue the talks in Washington, sending over Saburo Kurusu as a special envoy to help Nomura restore harmony to Japanese-American relations. But Japan’s demands remained extreme. It refused to give up its new economic colony or disengage from China. If no agreement satisfactory to the Imperial interests was reached by the beginning of October, Japan was to prepare to go to war with the United States, the cabinet solemnly agreed.25 When the Emperor formally ratified the decision to go to war should diplomacy fail—“the most important decision of his entire life,” according to his biographer, Herbert P. Bix—the movement toward war—now tied to a rigid timetable—would continue to accelerate and all subsequent diplomatic discussion between Japan and the United States would become mere shadow boxing.26 That the talks continued is an indication that both sides needed time to build up for the showdown, and that some leaders, including Hull and Nomura, hoped that the war they saw on the horizon could somehow be postponed.

The ascendancy of Hideki Tojo ended all hope for a compromise. In late October, with the Emperor’s support, he replaced Konoe as Prime Minister. Two weeks later, on November 5, at an Imperial Conference before the Emperor, Tojo outlined the majority opinion of the cabinet he now firmly controlled. Admitting to “some uneasiness about a protracted war” with prodigiously powerful America, he went on to emphasize that, with oil reserves what they were, “I fear that we would become a third-class nation after two or three years if we just sat tight.”27 Even if the Americans softened their position in the current negotiations, Japan would be forever dependent for war-making resources on the whims of Washington bureaucrats and politicians.28

At this point, the government sanctioned a bold war plan put forward by Admiral Yamamoto. He proposed a secret, preemptive strike—one of staggering suddenness—on the U.S. fleet at its anchorage in Pearl Harbor. This, combined with a simultaneous attack on the Philippines, would eliminate the American threat on the northern and eastern flanks of Japan’s “Southern Advance.” Perhaps there was even hope for victory in this. “The coming war will be protracted and dirty,” Yamamoto had told Konoe in an earlier conversation. But after Pearl Harbor he would try to bring on an early and decisive naval engagement, involving the entire fleet. If he prevailed and the Americans came to the peace table, a long and brutal war of attrition might be avoided.29 In any event, such a strategy was, Yamamoto thought, Japan’s only hope for success in a war he loyally supported, but believed his country should have avoided.

Yamamoto’s respect for America’s enormous material might have convinced him that a more conventional strategy would fail. The Admiral knew the enemy well. He had attended Harvard in the 1920s and traveled extensively in America before being appointed Japan’s naval attaché in Washington. And though he had a low opinion of the U.S. Navy, considering it a country club for golfers and bridge players, he had the highest respect for the purposeful determination of the American people. They were not the weak-willed sybarites portrayed by Tokyo hard-liners, he reminded his naval colleagues.

What gave Yamamoto hope for his plan was that Japan had carrier planes and aviators beyond compare, along with specially designed torpedoes to sink ships in the shallow—forty-foot-deep—waters of Pearl Harbor. It was a dangerous gamble. He would be risking Japan’s entire front-line carrier strength on a single, unproven operation. But against such an enemy, risks had to be taken.30

On November 26, while Yamamoto was making final preparations for his Hawaiian offensive, Cordell Hull handed Ambassador Nomura and special envoy Saburo Kurusu a ten-point document calling for their country to withdraw its military forces from both Indochina and China as a precondition for the resumption of trade with the United States. Interestingly, the draft document did not mention Manchuria and was headed “strictly confidential, tentative and without commitment,” leaving things open, in other words, to future discussion, including, perhaps, the timetable for troop withdrawals. Nor did the document have a deadline for acceptance or rejection.31 As Hull said later, he was not asking the Japanese to surrender their right to be a major power in Asia.32 But Tojo chose to interpret it as a humiliating ultimatum, tantamount to a declaration of war. And he got his government to agree, thereby throwing the blame for the war on the intransigent Americans, and absolving Japan of moral responsibility for what it was about to do.33 Japan chose war, the Imperial Conference declared, because it would not bow to American demands that “ignored our national sacrifices during more than four years of the China incident.”34

To those who doubted that Japan could prevail against the American colossus, Tojo replied that “a reasonable prospect of victory is enough. Even if there is apprehension that we may be defeated, the nation should trust the military and move ahead.”35

On November 27, the Pearl Harbor strike force sailed from its secret anchorages in the southern Kurile Islands. It left with the Emperor’s blessing; and he himself worked closely on the war rescript, which stated, “Our empire has been brought to cross swords with America and Britain” in a war that he, the Emperor, said he had resisted but now considered “unavoidable.”36 And so His Royal Majesty sent his country into a war that would come close to destroying it, claiming, incredibly, that it was peace he really wanted.

Unaware of the location of the Japanese navy, but expecting an attack somewhere, most likely in Southeast Asia, Washington sent out a war warning to all American commanders in the Pacific. One of them was Admiral Husband E. Kimmel, commander of the Pacific Fleet at Pearl Harbor.

PEARL HARBOR


On Sunday, December 7, the two Japanese emissaries appeared at Hull’s office with their government’s final reply to his “ultimatum.” Minutes before the meeting, Roosevelt had telephoned Hull with the news that the Japanese were at that very moment bombing Pearl Harbor. The secretary was told to receive the diplomats’ reply and curtly dismiss them. After pretending to examine the document, Hull glared at the two men with undisguised disdain and declared: “In all my fifty years of public service I have never seen a document that was more crowded with infamous falsehoods and distortions—infamous falsehoods and distortions on a scale so huge that I never imagined until today that any Government on this planet was capable of uttering them.” He then waved the two diplomats to the door.

Later that day, Nomura, who had not been informed of his government’s plans to attack Pearl Harbor, wrote in his diary: “The report of our surprise attack against Hawaii reached my ears when I returned home from the state department; this might have reached Hull’s ears during our conversation.”37

The Hawaii attack was carried out with almost flawless resolve by Air Admiral Chuichi Nagumo. It was a daring move. A major base had never been assaulted in daylight by a carrier force, and many high ranking American planners considered Pearl Harbor—the greatest concentration of American military might in the world—impregnable. But Japan had greater carrier strength than any other nation in the world, and the world’s best trained carrier fliers. And its assault planes, armed with the most lethal torpedoes ever developed, were vastly superior to anything America could put in the air at the time. Even so, success depended on the strictest secrecy.

Yamamoto put to sea a massive task force composed of the Imperial Navy’s six newest and largest carriers, accompanied by battleships, light cruisers, destroyers, fleet submarines, supply ships, and tankers. At sunrise, December 7, 230 miles north of the Hawaiian island of Oahu, the air was alive with the roar of enemy planes. At 7:02 two Army privates manning an experimental radar system reported a large flight of incoming planes, but their superior officer assured them that these were B-17 bombers due in from California on their way to the Philippines.

Just minutes earlier, the destroyer Ward had attacked a tiny two-man Japanese submarine trying to slip into Pearl Harbor. These were the opening shots of World War II for the United States.

The Ward’s skipper, Lieutenant William W. Outerbridge, reported the attack but senior commanders were skeptical. There had been false submarine sightings in that same area—even whales had been depth-charged—so they would wait for verification. While they waited, 183 Japanese attack planes homed in on the radio beam of station KGMB in Honolulu, which guided them straight to their target.

The attack was a total surprise. American cryptanalysts, who had broken Japan’s diplomatic code, but not all its military codes, had warned Washington of an imminent attack, but most indications were that the strike would occur in Southeast Asia, not at Pearl Harbor. The Japanese carrier force had moved from the remote Kurile Islands, north of Japan, across the nearly empty North Pacific, under absolute radio silence, confounding American naval intercept units. As historian David Kahn has written, “code-breaking intelligence did not prevent and could not have prevented Pearl Harbor, because Japan never sent any message to anybody saying anything like ‘We shall attack Pearl Harbor.’” Japan’s ambassadors in Washington had not even been told of the plan. “The real reason for the success of the Pearl Harbor attack lies in the island empire’s hermetic security. Despite the American code-breakers, Japan kept her secret.”38

Lieutenant Commander Mitsuo Fuchida led the attack from the flagship carrier Akagi. He was thirty-nine years old and a devoted admirer of Adolf Hitler, even to the point—with his trim black mustache—of trying to look like him. When he received orders to launch the strike at dawn, he thought to himself, “Who could be luckier than I?”

At 5:30 A.M. the flying crews of the first wave of fighters, bombers, and torpedo planes took off from six carriers that were pitching and rolling in the wind-whipped sea. The strike force climbed into heavy clouds but, “the sky cleared as we moved in on the target, and Pearl Harbor was plainly visible from the northwest valley of the island,” Fuchida later described the attack. “I studied our objective through binoculars. They were there all right, all eight [battleships].”
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JAPANESE BOMBERS OVER PEARL HARBOR (NA).

To the disappointment of the attackers, the three aircraft carriers of the Pacific Fleet were at sea, one on the West Coast, the other two delivering squardons of planes to Wake and Midway islands. But the seven war wagons lined up along Battleship Row, all but one of the battleships in port, presented Fuchida with a satisfying target. “Notify all planes to launch attacks,” he ordered his radioman. The time was 7:49 A.M.

“Knowing the Admirals Nagumo and Yamamoto and the General Staff were anxious about the attack, I decided that they should be informed,” Fuchida recalled. “I ordered that the following message be sent to the fleet: ‘We have succeeded in making a surprise attack. Request you relay this report to Tokyo….’

“The code for a successful surprise attack was ‘Tora, tora, tora.’ … There is a Japanese saying, ‘A tiger (tora) goes out 1,000 ri (2,000 miles) and returns without fail.’”

Within minutes Fuchida saw towering waterspouts rising alongside the battleships, each of them a small city with upward of 15,000 crew. “Suddenly a colossal explosion occurred in Battleship Row. A huge column of dark red smoke rose to 1,000 feet and a stiff shock wave reached our plane…. Studying Battleship Row through binoculars, I saw that the big explosion had been on the Arizona.”39

The USS Solace was the only hospital ship at anchor at Pearl Harbor that morning. On board was corpsman James F. Anderson of Fort Worth, Texas:

I REMEMBER VERY CLEARLY WHAT LOOKED like a dive-bomber coming in over the Arizona and dropping a bomb. I saw that bomb go down through what looked like a stack, and almost instantly it cracked the bottom of the Arizona, blowing the whole bow loose. It rose out of the water and settled. I could see flames, fire, and smoke coming out of that ship, and I saw two men flying through the air and the fire, screaming as they went. Where they ended up I’ll never know….

Almost immediately we started getting casualties, and from that point on I was very busy in our surgical ward. I remember only one of the men we got was able to tell us his name. The others were all in such critical condition they couldn’t talk at all. They were all very badly burned from the oil and flash burns. The one who gave us his name did not have a single stitch of clothing on. The only thing left was a web belt with his chief’s buckle, his chief-master-at-arms’ badge, and the letters USS Nevada. He survived but he had a very long cut down the top of his head and every time he breathed his scalp would open up and I could see his skull.

We were using tannic acid for the burns. Every sheet we had in the ward was immediately brown. Many of the men who came in had their ears burned completely off, their noses badly burned, and their fingers bent like candles from the intense heat they had been in. Their bodies were just like hot dogs that had fallen in the fire and burned. All we could do for those poor fellows was give them morphine and pour the tannic acid over them.

For forty-eight hours after the assault, launches from the Solace combed the harbor picking up the remains of the bodies that had floated to the surface. “Our corpsmen tried very hard to salvage any part of a human body that could be identified,” Anderson recalls. “We brought these parts back and tried to identify finger prints or teeth or anything of this kind…. The parts were brought to the morgue, where we would clean them of oil and try to identify them.”40

While Anderson and his fellow corpsmen went about their gruesome business, rescue crews worked frantically to reach sailors trapped in the battleship Oklahoma. which was hit by five aerial torpedoes and overturned.

One of the thirty-two surviving seamen caught in the doomed ship, which rested upside down at the bottom of the shallow harbor, a part of its massive hull exposed above the water, was nineteen-year-old Stephen Bower Young, a native of Massachusetts. At 9:00 A.M., Monday, December 8, Young and his fellow survivors were pulled from the overturned battlewagon by a Navy yard rescue team. They had been entombed for twenty-four hours. Oil-soaked and almost naked, they were picked by a motor launch from the Solace. “As our launch moved across the harbor, past the sunken West Virginia and the still smoking wreckage of the Arizona, we were too shocked to speak,” Young said later. “It would take time to realize the enormity of that attack on Pearl Harbor. But we all knew that nothing would ever be the same for us. The world had changed. We knew that at the time, we really did.”41

The Oklahoma lost 415 men at Pearl Harbor, more men than any other ship except the Arizona. That great battlewagon was hit by an armor-piercing bomb that smashed through the ship’s steel deck and landed in its forward magazine, igniting more than one million tons of ammunition. Together the crews of the two stricken battleships accounted for over two thirds of the dead at Pearl Harbor, including, on the Arizona, thirty sets of brothers. These were the only battleships that were not repaired and returned to duty. Today, the Arizona remains where it sank, with 1,177 sailors and Marines entombed in the wreckage, men who died before they knew who or why they were fighting. The volcanic explosion that sank the Arizona killed more human beings than any single explosion in recorded history, a record broken less than four years later by the atomic bombing of Hiroshima.

Using heavy electric winches, Navy workers righted Oklahoma and divers removed the remains of over 400 men who had gone down with her. The old battlewagon, however, was too badly damaged to be repaired. After the war, she was sold for scrap. While being towed to the West Coast she took on a list—the same heavy port list she’d taken on December 7, 1941—and sank. Better an honorable ocean grave, her former crew rejoiced, than to be cut up to make razor blades.

Eight battleships, three light cruisers, three destroyers, and four auxiliary ships were either sunk or damaged in the shattering attack that lasted less than two hours. Arizona and Oklahoma were wrecked beyond repair, and three battleships, West Virginia, California, and Nevada, were put out of action temporarily. The Army and Navy lost 165 aircraft, most of them on the ground. The Navy lost 2,008 men killed and 710 wounded, over twice as many casualties as it sustained in the Spanish-American War and World War I combined. The Army and Marine Corps together lost 327 killed and 433 wounded. Sixty-eight civilians were killed. By comparison, Japan lost five midget submarines and only twenty-nine of the 354 planes launched from its carrier task force, although many others were badly shot up. Pearl Harbor was one of warfare’s most one-sided victories.

It was also America’s greatest military disaster, but not as the Japanese had hoped, an irretrievable one. The three carriers in the Pacific Fleet, Enterprise, Saratoga, and Lexington—the fleet’s main striking force in the new age of naval aerial warfare that Pearl Harbor helped to inaugurate—were intact and battle-ready. And the Japanese failed to launch an additional attack on Pearl Harbor’s enormous fuel dump, its submarine base, and its naval repair shops. After returning to the Akagi with the first wave of assault planes, while the second wave was still over Pearl Harbor, Mitsuo Fuchida had urged a third strike. But Admiral Nagumo feared that another attack might expose his fleet to the American carriers, whose whereabouts were unknown. It was a major mistake. All the oil supplies for the fleet were in tanks “that were vulnerable to .50 caliber bullets,” said Admiral Chester Nimitz, who took command of the Pacific Fleet after the attack. “Had the Japanese destroyed the oil, it would have prolonged the war another two years.”42 And without fueling or repair facilities, the entire American Pacific Fleet would have had to return to San Diego. Except Arizona and Oklahoma, all of the warships that were sunk or damaged were back in active service within a year. The waters of Pearl Harbor were so shallow that ships were salvaged that would have been lost forever had they been sunk in open seas.
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A NAVY RESCUE CREW STANDS ON THE UPTURNED HULL OF THE OKLAHOMA, PEARL HARBOR (NA).



It was the first attack by a foreign power on American territory since the War of 1812 and the nation reacted with a deep desire for revenge. The attack on Pearl Harbor “shook the United States as nothing had since the firing on Fort Sumter,” wrote Admiral Samuel Eliot Morison, the Navy’s semiofficial historian.43 Republicans and Democrats, interventionists and isolationists, labor and capital, closed ranks in a solid phalanx, and a nation of nearly 140 million people moved from peace to war with a unity it had never known before in time of crisis. Shortly after noon on December 8, President Roosevelt appeared before a joint session of the Congress to ask for a declaration of war against Japan. Congress responded with only a single dissenting vote.

Yamamoto’s surprise attack had backfired. It committed an aroused America to a fight to the finish with Japan, ending in the war’s opening hour all hope that Japan’s leaders might have had for a short, sharp conflict and a negotiated peace. On hearing of the sinking of the American battle fleet at Pearl Harbor, the former president of Tokyo Imperial University whispered to a colleague in the dining hall, “This means that Japan is sunk too.”44

But that was not the mood at the Imperial Palace. When told that the Hawaii attack was a complete success, the Emperor put on his military uniform and all that day was “in a splendid mood,” one of his aides noted in his diary.45

At the White House, the atmosphere was not as somber as one would have expected. The President, said his chief aide, Harry Hopkins, was both shocked and relieved by the attack on Pearl Harbor. For well over a year, Roosevelt’s secret fear was that the Japanese would avoid a war with America, that they would not attack Hawaii or the Philippines—American possessions—but would “move on Thailand, French Indo-China, make further inroads on China itself and possibly attack the Malay Straits…. This,” said Hopkins, “would have left the President with the very difficult problem of protecting our national interests.” To stop the Japanese he would have had to ask Congress for a declaration of war. But the members would have been unlikely to give him this, short of an attack on American soil. “Hence his great relief,” Hopkins recalled, that Japan had struck directly at the United States. “In spite of the disaster of Pearl Harbor … it completely solidified the American people and made the war upon Japan inevitable.”46

On December 11, Nazi Germany declared war on the United States, a decision that might have been more calamitous for its cause than its invasion of Russia the previous June. “Now it is impossible for us to lose the war!’ Adolf Hitler told his skeptical generals. “We now have an ally who has never been vanquished in three thousand years.”47

Hitler had long considered war with the United States inevitable and had been pressing Japan to come into the fight on the Axis side. He even proposed a surprise U-boat attack on the American Navy in port, a plan his admirals considered preposterous. One reason Hitler had not taken on the Americans earlier was because he lacked the large surface navy he thought essential to achieve total victory. But with Japan in the fight, he would have its aircraft carriers and battleships, along with his own U-boats, to deal with the United States—a combatant forced to rely on the seas to get both its ground and air forces into the fight.48

Fascist Italy declared war on the United States hours after Hitler’s announcement. The wars in Europe and Asia became one gigantic world war, an unprecedented global conflagration.

The French correspondent Robert Guillain was under internment in Tokyo when the newspapers hit the streets announcing the attack on Pearl Harbor. He watched people’s reactions as they read the papers they hurriedly bought from bell-ringing vendors:

THEY TOOK A FEW STEPS, THEN suddenly stopped to read more carefully; the heads lowered, then recoiled. When they looked up their faces were again inscrutable, transformed into masks of seeming indifference. Not a word to the vendor, nor to each other….

I knew them well enough to understand their reaction…. They had instigated the war and yet they did not want it. Out of bravado, and to imitate their leaders, they had talked constantly about it, but they had not believed it would happen. What? A new war? For it was now added, superimposed, on the China war that had dragged on for three and a half years. And this time what an enemy: America! … The America which the Japanese for a quarter of a century had thought of as the champion of modern civilization, the ever-admired, ever-imitated model….

Japan was at war with terrifying America.49

On the afternoon of December 7, Private James Jones, later the author of the novel From Here to Eternity, was being transported with his unit from Schofield Barracks to Pearl City. As the line of trucks passed Pearl Harbor, with smoke columns rising “as far as the eye could see,” he recalls thinking “that none of our lives would ever be the same, that a social, even a cultural watershed had been crossed which we could never go back over, and I wondered how many of us would survive to see the end results. I wondered if I would. I had just turned twenty, the month before.”50

BATAAN


To win the war that Pearl Harbor had begun the United States would send over two million men to the Pacific and launch over a hundred amphibious invasions—D-Days in the Pacific—against the widely scattered island garrisons of Japan’s oceanic empire. But far into 1942, it was the Imperial Japanese forces that were the masters of amphibious conquest. In an ocean expanse dominated by their fast-striking navy, they reeled off a shocking succession of territorial conquests, all of them sea-to-land invasions.

To students of Japanese history, this Pacific blitzkrieg should not have been surprising. “For twenty-six hundred years, Japan had no war on its own soil,” the Japanese ambassador to Berlin told Hitler after the attack on Pearl Harbor. “All wars that Japan was forced to fight were conducted outside the Japanese islands, each time in conjunction with amphibious operations.”51 Japan’s victories in the Sino-Japanese War (1894-95) and the Russo-Japanese War (1904-05) were achieved by a lethal combination of land and sea assault. And in the succeeding decades, army and navy units conducted extensive amphibious training operations, developed new landing boats with ramps and exit rails for assault troops, and fashioned an impressive body of doctrine on modern amphibious warfare.

Japan first tested this new method of warfare on a massive scale in the months after Pearl Harbor. Landing at night whenever possible, and at lightly defended points, with heavy naval and air support, Japanese troops—many of them carrying bicycles on their backs—swept across scores of Pacific beaches, moved inland with dramatic suddenness, and began to fight independently before later and larger waves of troops arrived at the anchorage. By the time the United States could mount a counterattack, Japan held a string of island fortresses and economic colonies that stretched across the Pacific, east to west, from the Gilbert Islands to the Philippines, and north to south, from the icebound Aleutians to the mountainous jungles of New Guinea. It was a stunning assault that paralyzed the American and British fleets, overpowered the Allies’ ground forces, and placed Japan’s sea, air, and ground forces on Australia’s doorstep—all within five months.
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On the morning that Pearl Harbor was attacked the Japanese bombed Singapore and sent troops from Siam (now Thailand) toward Malaya in preparation for a full-scale assault on the fortress city. Admiral Sir Tom Phillips, commander of the British Far Eastern Fleet, put to sea with the battle cruiser Repulse and the battleship Prince of Wales to prevent an amphibious landing in northern Malaya. As the two ships steamed northward, Japanese warplanes sank them on December 10.

Even as the Repulse and the Prince of Wales went down, a Japanese task force was approaching the Philippines, determined to smash, in one sudden blow, the only enemy of consequence in its arc of aggression. Senior commander General Douglas MacArthur anticipated an attack. Work on new airfields was going forward and troop and aircraft reinforcements—mostly B-17 heavy bombers—were on the way from the United States, but all this was too late. After reading an incoming report on Pearl Harbor, Lieutenant Edwin Ramsey went to the officers club for a drink with the Army chief of intelligence for the island. “‘Lieutenant, are you religious,’ he asked me. ‘No sir, not particularly,’ I answered. Then he said, ‘I think you better give your soul to God because your ass belongs to the Japanese.’”52

Nine hours after the Hawaiian assault an air armada descended on Clark and Iba fields, near Manila, and destroyed most of the American planes on the ground. “At 12:35 in the afternoon … we heard the airplanes,” recalled Lester I. Tenney, a Jewish kid from Chicago whose tank battalion was in position around Clark Airfield, expecting the landing of Japanese paratroopers. “As we looked up into the sky, we saw … bombers flying very high over Clark Field. Just as I was about to say, ‘They’re not ours,’ the ground beneath us shook … the war we feared was upon us.”53

MacArthur’s “failure in this emergency is bewildering,” writes biographer William Manchester. We will probably never know why he allowed his Air Force to be slaughtered like sitting ducks because, as Manchester notes, “we know little about his actions and nothing of his thoughts that terrible morning.”54 Arrogant, iron-willed sixty-one-year-old Douglas MacArthur, whose father had won the Congressional Medal of Honor in the Civil War and whose own Army career was a succession of stunning achievements, was never forthright about this humiliating disaster, one of the greatest in American military history. Nor was there ever an official inquiry, although Pearl Harbor was the subject of eight investigations.

After hitting Pearl Harbor, the Japanese expected MacArthur’s Air Force to attack their vulnerable air base in Formosa. “We put on our gas masks,” a Japanese officer recalled, “and prepared for an attack.”55 But orders for the Formosa mission were inexplicably stalled, and when the Japanese struck Clark Field the B-17 Flying Fortresses, along with the rest of the air fleet, were sitting wingtip to wingtip, with no fighter cover, while their pilots and crews were having lunch.

With the American Air Force all but destroyed and the Navy’s small force of warships retreating southward, the Japanese landed 50,000 troops at Lingayen, just north of Manila, on December 22, in the largest amphibious operation of its Pacific assault. After his poorly planned strategy to stop the enemy on the beaches collapsed. MacArthur declared Manila an Open City in a futile attempt to save it and fled to the rock fortress of Corregidor, an island at the entrance of Manila Bay. From there, by radio, he commanded a fighting retreat to the wilderness peninsula of Bataan.

The mountain jungles of Bataan are ideal for defensive fighting. But MacArthur’s Filipino-American army of 80,000 men was poorly armed and desperately low on food. Before long, the troops were eating horses, mules, and monkeys; 20,000 had come down with malaria; and thousands more were stricken with dysentery, scurvy, hookworm, and beriberi.

General Masaharu Homma, with his formidable Fourteenth Army, had expected to make quick work of Bataan. But in weeks of miserable jungle fighting, American and Filipino troops held him off. After pushing back the initial Japanese offensive, Major General Jonathan Wainwright, the skinny, hard-drinking leader of the jungle defense, reported to MacArthur that barely one quarter of his army was still fit to fight. Men were so sick and hungry they could barely crawl out of their foxholes. The cautious Homma, with a supply line extending back to Japan, settled in for a siege, against the advice of his superiors in Tokyo, who wanted him to launch suicidal attacks.

A gaunt and weary MacArthur, his wife and three year old son by his side, directed the Battle of Bataan from the 1,400-foot-long Malinta Tunnel, his huge underground command post and hospital on Corregidor, where the stench of gangrene permeated the stale, uncirculated, air. Those around him never questioned his bravery. To the alarm of his family and aides, he would stand out in the open without a helmet, coolly puffing on a Lucky Strike cigarette, as Japanese bombers pounded Corregidor. Yet the brave commander paid only one visit—in a Ford staff car—to his trapped and demoralized army on the Bataan peninsula, only three miles away by water. Perhaps he was ashamed to face his men, for the relief force that Roosevelt had promised to send never arrived.

Some troops called him “Dugout Doug,” and composed poems that described their own desperate plight—abandoned by Washington because, by agreement with Churchill, priority was to be given to the defeat of Germany. Frank Hewlett, an American correspondent at the front, wrote what was to become the war’s most famous piece of doggerel:

We’re the battling bastards of Bataan;
No mamma, no papa, no Uncle Sam;
No aunts, no uncles, no nephews, no nieces;
No rifles, no planes, or artillery pieces;
And nobody gives a damn.

After Roosevelt and Secretary of War Henry L. Stimson privately informed Churchill that they considered MacArthur’s army doomed, Stimson wrote in his diary: “There are times when men have to die.”56

But not Douglas MacArthur. He had become an American hero, commander of the only Allied army still holding out against Japan. A master of public relations, MacArthur’s official dispatches gave all the credit to himself for the defense of the Philippines.

Roosevelt abhorred MacArthur—both the man and his conservative politics—but was counting on him to lead the upcoming counteroffensive in the Pacific. Others, including MacArthur’s former aide, Brigadier General Dwight D. Eisenhower, admonished him severely from his staff position in Washington—mostly in private—for being caught unprepared by the enemy and losing most of the B-17 fleet in the Far East.57 Roosevelt obviously needed MacArthur more than he did the men unjustly blamed for the Pearl Harbor attack, Admiral Husband Kimmel, commander of the Pacific Fleet, and Lieutenant General Walter Short, the Army commander at Hawaii, both of whom were relieved and subsequently retired from the service.

General George C. Marshall, the Army chief of staff, begged MacArthur to leave the Philippines. But MacArthur wired back that he and his family—the wife and son of a soldier—would share the fate of his men. Finally, on February 22, MacArthur received direct orders from Roosevelt to escape to Australia. He stalled until March 11 and then left with his family and staff in a PT boat captained by Lieutenant John D. Bulkeley. After a harrowing 600-mile run through the Japanese blockade, MacArthur and his party arrived on the Philippine island of Mindanao and were flown to Australia. On his arrival in Melbourne he made one of the most famous statements of the war, “The President of the United States ordered me to break through the Japanese lines and proceed from Corregidor to Australia for the purpose, as I understand it, of organizing the American offensive against Japan. A primary purpose of this is the relief of the Philippines. I came through and I shall return.”

The American government asked him to change this to “We shall return.” MacArthur refused. Was it megalomania? Perhaps. But the original author of the phrase, the Filipino journalist Carlos Romulo, informed a MacArthur aide that this pledge was intended for Filipinos, not Americans. “America has let us down and won’t be trusted. But the people still have confidence in MacArthur. If he says he is coming back it will be believed.” The aide told this to MacArthur and he naturally agreed.58

Back on Bataan, one of his staff, Brigadier General William E. Brougher, spoke for many of those MacArthur had left behind. “A foul trick of deception has been played on a large group of Americans by a Commander in Chief and small staff who are now eating steak and eggs in Australia. God damn them!”59

Hunger and disease wore down the “Battling Bastards of Bataan” to the point where further resistance was suicidal. “Our stamina was gone,” recalls Lester Tenney, “our food was gone, our health was deteriorating, and our ammunition and gas had just about run out. We were helpless. We troops felt let down, even betrayed. If we had been supplied with enough ammunition and guns, troops, and equipment, and food and medical supplies, we believed that we would have been able to repel the Japanese.”60

On April 8, the Japanese launched a massive attack on the American lines. General Wainwright, who succeeded MacArthur at Corregidor, ordered a counterattack. It was the last flicker of the flame of defiance. The next day 78,000 American and Filipino troops under Major General Edward P. King, who had replaced Wainwright as commander on Bataan, surrendered to the Japanese. It was the largest surrender by the United States Army in its history.

A handful of the troops and nurses on Bataan managed to make their way to Corregidor to join the 13,000 defenders of that tunneled island rock. For almost a month the Japanese blasted it from air, sea, and land; and on May 6, they crossed the narrow channel and fought their way to the mouth of the tunnel. Concerned that the enemy would sweep through the tunnel guns blazing, killing his soldiers as well as the courageous American nurses who were caring for them, Wainwright ordered his men to lay down their arms. “In Western civilization, capture has always been viewed as being better than death,” Lester Tenney wrote later. “Our bad luck was that we were being captured by a people from a civilization that believed death was preferable to surrender.”61

The ancient Japanese code of Bushido admonished warriors not to survive the “dishonor of capture,” but to “fight to the last man.” It did not, however, call for the mistreatment of enemy prisoners. The warlords who took over the Japanese government in the 1930s added that to it, even though the Japanese military had treated prisoners humanely in the Russo-Japanese War of 1904-05 and in World War I. Soldiers of the new regime were fed the idea that they were members of a super race that all other people would eventually have to serve, and that prisoners of war, especially whites, were a species of cowards who deserved to be treated like animals for the dishonorable act of surrender.62

The prisoners at Bataan and Corregidor were not completely aware of this, but they had heard frightening reports of the atrocities committed by the Japanese in Nanking—of Chinese women raped and burned alive, and of tortured men left for dead with their penises sewed to their lips. “I was scared spitless,” said Inez McDonald, one of the fifty-four Army nurses captured on Corregidor.63

When his Japanese captors approached him, Lester Tenney’s “knees began shaking, my hands felt cold and clammy, and sweat broke out on my neck and forehead. We were all scared beyond anything imaginable.”64

After caring for their patients in the Malinta Tunnel for two months, the nurses were sent to Santo Tomás Internment Camp in Manila, where they suffered hardships and hunger but were not physically molested. The American and Filipino troops on Corregidor were loaded onto freighters, taken to Manila, where they were marched through the streets, and then packed into ovenlike boxcars and shipped to a desolate POW camp. There 2,000 Americans died in the first two months of captivity.

The men captured on Bataan went through an unimaginable nightmare: the Bataan Death March.

When the defenders of Bataan surrendered, the Japanese expected to receive about 25,000 prisoners. They were to be marched nineteen miles to a dispatch station and then taken by truck and train sixty-five miles north to Camp O’Donnell, a former training facility for the Philippine army, in central Luzon. But General Homma found himself saddled with three times that number of prisoners, almost all of them sick and starving. Some of them were taken by truck to Camp O’Donnell, but most were forced to walk much of the way under the withering April sun (April is the hottest month in the Philippines) and over sand-covered roads lined with filthy drainage ditches. “The men were in such terrible condition from malnutrition and disease, and pure physical weaknesses from long days of incessant combat, that they didn’t have a chance,” said nurse Hattie Brantley, who had served with them in Bataan.65

Before they were ordered into line, the men were stripped of canteens, food, and personal items. Japanese guards cut off the fingers of officers to get their West Point rings, and prisoners found with Japanese money were shot, on the assumption that it had been taken from a fallen soldier of the empire. Five prisoners who were too sick to make the march were bayoneted in their beds.

General Homma had instructed his officers to treat the prisoners well, but the Japanese guards were in an ugly mood. They were exhausted, sick, and hungry, and they had lost comrades on Bataan. They also came from a culture of cruelty. The officer class had the status and authority of “feudal lords,” writes Japanese historian Saburo-Ienaga. The privates had no rights. They were “non-persons,” and were subjected to “an unending stream of humiliation and rough treatment.”66 Japanese military training was “filled … with beatings,” recalls Sakata Tsuyoshi, a retired World War II soldier. Senior officers would regularly inflict physical punishment on the men under them, slapping them, punching them, kicking them, and beating them with the leather straps of their swords, often while other officers stood by laughing. “This method of inflicting brutal punishment without any cause and destroying our power to think was a way of transforming us into men who would carry out our superiors’ orders as a reflex action.”67

With such training, Japanese soldiers on Bataan did not need orders to inflict violence on prisoners they already regarded with complete disdain.

The American and Filipino prisoners marched four abreast, in long columns, and were given only enough food and water to survive the march. They felt like “walking corpses.” Lester Tenney was one of them:

ONE DAY OUR TONGUES WERE THICK with the dust kicked up from the constantly passing trucks, and our throats were parched. We saw water flowing from an artesian well, and … a marching buddy, Frank, and I ran toward the well … and started to swallow water as fast as we could….

Within a few minutes, another ten to fifteen prisoners ran to the well…. At just that time a Japanese guard came over to the well and started to laugh at us. The first five of us drank our fill, and when the sixth man began drinking, the guard suddenly pushed his bayonet down into the man’s neck and back. The American prisoner fell to his knees, gasped for breath, and then fell over on his face….

Many of the men on the march were just too weak and had too many illnesses to continue. If they stopped on the side of the road to defecate, they would be beaten within an inch of their lives or killed.

[image: image]

AMERICAN POWS CAPTURED ON BATAAN (NA).



On the fourth day, as the prisoners entered the town of Balanga, Filipino civilians began throwing them food—rice cakes, small pieces of fried chicken, and chunks of sugarcane. When the guards spotted this they opened fire, killing randomly. The Japanese seemed to take malicious delight in killing Filipinos who had fought with or supported the “white devils.” Lieutenant Kermit Lay saw a Japanese soldier beat to death a Filipino man with a baseball bat; and at one point in the march, Japanese guards rounded up 300 or 400 Filipino soldiers, tied them together with telephone wire, and bayoneted or beheaded them from behind. The slaughter went on for two hours.68

Tenney picks up the story:

WE CONTINUED MARCHING INTO THE CENTER of town, and when nighttime finally came we were herded into a large warehouse…. We were so tightly packed together that we sprawled on each other. When one of us had to urinate, he just did it in his pants, knowing that the following day the heat from the sun would dry them out. Those who had to defecate found their way back to one of the corners of the building and did it there. That night, the human waste covering the floor from those who had dysentery caused many others to contract this killing disease.

The stench, the sounds of dying men, and the whines and groans of those too sick to move to the back of the building had become so unbearable that I put small pieces of cloth into my ears in a feeble attempt to drown out some of the noise. Nothing could be done about the smell…. The Japenese guards, also unable to bear the horrible smell, closed the doors to the warehouse, put a padlock on them, and kept watch from outside.

About twenty-five men died in the warehouse that night. In the morning their bodies were tossed like garbage into a field behind the building.

Tenney:

ON THAT FIFTH DAY OF THE march, I witnessed one of the most sadistic and inhumane incidents on the entire march…. We had just stopped for a brief rest while waiting for another group to catch up with us. When the other group finally arrived, the guard ordered us to stand up and start walking. One of the men had a very bad case of malaria and had barely made it to the rest area. He was burning up with fever and severely disoriented. When ordered to stand up, he could not do it. Without a minute’s hesitation, the guard hit him over the head with the butt of his gun, knocked him down to the ground, and then called for two nearby prisoners to start digging a hole to bury the fallen prisoner. The two men started digging, and when the hole was about a foot deep, the guard ordered the two men to place the sick man in the hole and bury him alive. The two men shook their heads; they could not do that….

Without warning … the guard shot the bigger of the two prisoners. He then pulled two more men from the line and ordered them to dig another hole to bury the murdered man. The Japanese guard got his point across. They dug the second hole, placed the two bodies in the holes, and threw dirt over them. The first man, still alive, started screaming as the dirt was thrown on him.

As the men trudged on like zombies, twelve hours a day for several more days, they began to spot headless corpses in the roadside ditches. One American started counting heads. At twenty-seven, one head per mile, he stopped counting because what he was doing was making him crazy.

Lester Tenney witnessed one of these beheadings:

AT ONE POINT ON … THE MARCH, we saw an American soldier kneeling in front of a Japanese officer. The officer had his samurai sword out of the scabbard…. Up went the blade, then with a great artistry and a loud “Banzai,” the officer brought the blade down. We heard a dull thud, and the American was decapitated. The Japanese officer then kicked his body … over into the field, and all of the Japanese soldiers laughed and walked away. As I witnessed this tragedy and as the sword came down, my body twitched, and I clasped my hands in front of me, as if in prayer. I could hardly breathe.

Later, Tenney said: “What made the beheading especially sickening was that the man’s body shook and twitched well after he was dead.”69

Tenney and his fellow prisoners struggled on for several more days until, barely able to stand, they were ordered to make a double-time march to the little city of San Fernando. There they were crammed into small railway boxcars used for hauling animals and taken on a five-hour ride to Capas, near their final destination, the barbed wire compound of Camp O’Donnell. In the steaming boxcars, some men couldn’t breathe and died standing up. There was no room to fall down.

The exact numbers are lost to history, but about 750 Americans and as many as 5,000 Filipinos died on the march. Those that made it, said an American doctor who survived, did it “on the marrow of their bones.”70

“If I had to do it all over again, I would commit suicide,” said Kermit Lay, fifty years later.71

The dying did not stop at Camp O’Donnell. Over 16,000 prisoners, 1,600 of them Americans, would die in this loathsome compound in the next two months. As Tenney relates:

THE MEN WERE DYING AT A rate of 100 and 200 a day. Malaria was a big killer and dysentery was horrible. It was so bad that men would go to sleep next to a slit trench so that if they had to defecate they would just roll over.

And when they died, we had to bury these men, which meant we had to go in a field and dig a hole in marshy soil. If you dug a hole too deep, water would come up and make the dead man float. So you had to take pieces of bamboo and hold the man down with them while you threw dirt on the body.

Let me tell you this. When a man said there’s no use in going on any longer, he died. When he said there’s no sense in waiting because the Americans are not coming, he died. The men who had positive attitudes, the men who said, “I know I’m going home,” are the ones who came home.72

After the war, Lester Tenney began to have nightmares that never went away. They occurred with acute intensity when, as a college professor, he started writing his memoirs. He had thought he had put it behind him, but his deep hatred of the Japanese returned. In time, however, he came to consider hating “as a sickness.” Today, he says he cannot blame an entire people for what happened to him during the war. The only hatred he still harbors “is for those who beat me.”73

Kermit Lay felt differently. “I hate the Japanese. I won’t talk to them, and I won’t buy their products. It’s just the way it is.”74

WAKE ISLAND


Between Hawaii and the Philippines lay the three small but strategically important islands of Midway, Wake, and Guam. To control the Pacific west of Hawaii, Japan had to capture these outposts.

At 8:45 A.M. on December 8 (the calendar is one day ahead west of the International Date Line), eighteen Japanese bombers smashed the military installations on Guam. The small garrison of Navy personnel and Marines had neither antiaircraft batteries nor coastal defense guns. Their few planes were quickly put out of action. The first landing came before dawn on the 10th, and within a few hours all resistance had been overcome.

The defense of Wake is one of the heroic chapters of American history. A strategically important air base only 600 miles north of Japanese naval and air power in the Marshall Islands, Wake was lightly defended by a Marine fighter squadron equipped with a dozen new Grumman F4F Wildcats, and by a Marine Defense Battalion of about 450 men under Major James P. S. Devereux. But when the Japanese tried to land an “abominably commanded” invasion force on December 11, they were repulsed by devastating, close-range artillery fire and by the four Wildcat fighters that had not been knocked out of action in the initial bombing.75 Wake’s defenders sank or severely damaged six Japanese ships, causing the humiliated Japanese commander to call off the landing.

Back in the United States, headlines blared MARINES HOLD WAKE, and the Washington Post compared the desperate defense of the island to the last stand at the Alamo.

The Japanese returned on December 23, this time with six heavy cruisers and two carriers from Nagumo’s Pearl Harbor strike force. Carrier-based bombers knocked out the coastal gun emplacements that had chewed up the first invasion fleet, and land-based bombers from Kwajalein, in the Marshalls, pulverized the island. A naval relief force was assembled at Pearl Harbor and sent to sea, but it was recalled when word came in that the Japanese had already landed troops on Wake. One of the last radio messages from the island defenders was a grim piece of understatement: “Urgent! Enemy on island. The issue is in doubt.”

Without Navy support and with only one functional searchlight, the outnumbered Marines were helpless to stop a landing force of over 1,000 Japanese, which came in under the cover of night. After holding on for thirty hours in furious fighting, the garrison surrendered to avoid a senseless slaughter. Major Devereux walked out to meet the enemy with a white flag tied to a mop pole. Prisoners were taken to Shanghai. A hundred or so civilian construction workers were kept on Wake to rebuild it. All were later executed.

Midway was also attacked the day Pearl Harbor was hit, but its shore installations were so effective that the small task force assigned to the job turned and ran. The big fight for Midway would occur later.

SINGAPORE


The attack on the American islands in the Pacific was part of a coordinated assault that targeted British and Dutch outposts in Southeast Asia.

Hong Kong was the first to fall. This great naval base formed, with Singapore and Manila, a triangle of Anglo-American power in the Pacific. As early as 1940, however, Japanese occupation of nearby Canton had made it all but indefensible. The Japanese attacked on December 8, 1941, and for two weeks the fabled city was subjected to continuous bombardment from land and air. The British garrison might have stood up to this, but the Japanese cut off the water supply. Confronted with the responsibility for the suffering or death of thousands of civilian inhabitants, the British commander, Sir Mark Young, surrendered on Christmas Day.

Next came Penang in Malaya, then Singapore. Wearing sneakers and moving by foot and bicycle, with small bags of rice wrapped around their necks, 70,000 Japanese troops under General Tomoyuki Yamashita, one of the great commanders of the war, swept through 580 miles of rice fields, swamps, and rubber forests, crossed the Straits of Johore, and laid siege to the island city, which was packed with fleeing refugees. Running dangerously low on supplies and water, and with panic spreading through the city, British commander Sir Arthur Percival surrendered over 130,000 soldiers and internees to an army about half the size of his force.

Legend has it that Singapore’s defenses “faced the wrong way,” toward the sea. But that is not true. The guns faced the mainland, but were armed with the wrong ammunition, shells unsuited for battle against ground troops.

The capture of Singapore opened the way to the Dutch East Indies and was as important a victory for the Japanese army as Pearl Harbor was for the Imperial Navy.

THE DUTCH EAST INDIES


The Dutch East Indies was a vast archipelago that stretched over 3,000 miles from Malaya to the Solomons and included Sumatra, Java, Borneo, the Celebes, New Guinea, New Britain, and thousands of smaller islands. Here was the storehouse of oil, rubber, timber, rice, and metal production that had driven Japan towards war; and from here it could threaten Australia, only 300 miles to the south.

From bases in Indochina, the Japanese swept down into the East Indies in December 1941. The outgunned Allies could put up almost no resistance to this inexorable land and sea blitz, speedier and on a scale vaster than anything Hitler had imagined. Two awesome Japanese attack forces “slithered into the Netherlands East Indies like the arms of two giant octopi,” writes Admiral Samuel Eliot Morison, who served on eleven different ships during the war and wrote a fifteen-volume history of American naval operators in World War II. “The Western octopus worked down the South China Sea to North Borneo and Sumatra; the Eastern to East Borneo, the Celebes, Ambon, Timor and Bali. Aircraft would pound down a beachhead, amphibious forces would then move in and activate another airfield and soften up the next objective for invasion.”76

Here off the coast of Borneo, the U.S. Navy fought its first surface engagement of the Pacific war, a battle for control of that island’s tremendous petroleum wells and refineries. It took place on the night of January 23-24, 1942, in magnificent Balikpapan Bay, one of the busiest oil ports of Asia. The Americans drew first blood. When the Japanese landed an amphibious force on the south side of the bay, four blacked-out World War I destroyers, known as “cans” to their crews, slipped through the darkness and surprised a dozen enemy troop transports that were in the midst of unloading, sinking four of them, along with a patrol craft. Had they not had defective torpedoes, they would have sunk more. Shaking off their losses, the Japanese landed marines and took the island, chasing into the jungle the workers of the Royal Dutch/Shell Group who had remained behind to set fire to the wells. Of the seventy-five workers, only thirty-five survived the malarial jungle, Japanese firing squads, and prison camps.77

The Battle of the Java Sea was the last desperate effort to save the sprawling archipelago. Admiral K. W. F. Doorman of the Dutch navy was in command of an Allied force of five cruisers and about a dozen destroyers when, on February 27, it ran into two enemy flotillas, far superior both in numbers and firepower to his fleet. In this, the biggest surface naval battle since the Battle of Jutland in 1916, the Japanese annihilated their opponent and established their supremacy in the South Pacific.

Now there was nothing to stop the Japanese conquest of Java. From Sumatra and Borneo, 100,000 troops invaded the all but defenseless island. On March 9, the Dutch East Indies surrendered. A day earlier, the Japanese had landed troops on the north and east coast of New Guinea, at the desolate but strategically valuable jungle outposts of Lae and Salamaua.

Moving southward from bases in the Mariana and Caroline islands, Imperial forces occupied the Admiralty Islands, the Northern Solomons, and the Bismarck Archipelago, where they smashed a small but fiercely courageous Australian garrison and built their most formidable military base in the South Pacific at Rabaul, at the northern end of the island of New Britain. Blessed with a magnificent natural harbor, Rabaul is within easy reach by sea or air of New Guinea and the entire Solomon chain, stretching southward to a godforsaken disease pit called Guadalcanal. From fortress Rabaul, all major Japanese operations in the area would be launched and supported.

These easy conquests confirmed Japan’s view of the capitalist West as decadent and hopelessly weakened by materialism, and spawned a dangerous spirit of overconfidence. For a time, it looked like Australia would be the next target, and it was vulnerable, for some its best combat forces were fighting with the British in North Africa. Unknown to the Allies, however, the Japanese had no intention of invading Australia. Their aim was to establish bases off Australia’s northern coast in order to cut the American supply line to the island continent. The Japanese correctly saw Australia for what it became, a Pacific England, the staging area and initiating point for an immense Allied counteroffensive. Accordingly, aside from bombing the northern port of Darwin, their major military effort against the island continent was to build air bases in the South Pacific to sever its supply lines to Hawaii and the West Coast of the United States.

Allied leaders feared that the victory-drunk Japanese would drive westward into the Indian Ocean, conquer India at a time when anti-colonial sentiment there was running high, and link up with Axis forces fighting in the Mideast and the Mediterranean. But Hitler and Mussolini thought they could handle the British in that theater without Japanese help, and the Japanese army wanted to keep the burden of its forces in China and Manchuria to subdue the Chinese and prepare for a possible war with Russia. This would be a fight to take new territory and consolidate old land grabs on Russia’s mineral-rich northeastern border. The Japanese were counting on the Germans to crush Soviet resistance in their great summer offensive of 1942, opening up Russia for an invasion from the east. But the Red Army held fast, and the Chinese proved impossible to subdue, so a great part of the Japanese army remained in China for the duration of the war. This made the retaking of the Pacific, horrible though it was, a less bloody affair than it might have been. If Japan and Germany had cooperated as closely as the United States and Britain, the war would have been indefinitely prolonged. But the two Axis allies fervently mistrusted each other and failed to launch a single joint offensive.78
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