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Winner of the Northern California Book Award for Nonfiction"Both a serious work of history…and
a marvelously readable dramatic narrative." —San Francisco ChronicleOn the first Sunday in
December 1941, an armada of Japanese warplanes appeared suddenly over Pearl Harbor,
Hawaii, and devastated the U.S. Pacific Fleet. Six months later, in a sea fight north of the tiny
atoll of Midway, four Japanese aircraft carriers were sent into the abyss, a blow that destroyed
the offensive power of their fleet. Pacific Crucible—through a dramatic narrative relying
predominantly on primary sources and eyewitness accounts of heroism and sacrifice from both
navies—tells the epic tale of these first searing months of the Pacific war, when the U.S. Navy
shook off the worst defeat in American military history to seize the strategic initiative.

About the AuthorAdam Pasco is the founder and editor of BBC Gardeners' World magazine.
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West is West, and never the twain shall meet,Till Earth and Sky stand presently at God’s great
Judgment Seat;But there is neither East nor West, Border, nor Breed, nor Birth,When two strong
men stand face to face, tho’ they come from the ends of the earth!—RUDYARD KIPLING, The
Ballad of East and WestIt has been observed that if a sailor had climbed into a time machine in
the year 1850, and was randomly transported through time, he would have found himself more
at home as a foremast jack in the Spanish Armada, which had sailed against England in 1588,
than in one of the big steel battleships of 1900. In those latter fifty years of the nineteenth
century, a period brief enough to span one man’s career, the Industrial Revolution had utterly
demolished and recreated the hardware and technology of naval warfare. Even so, there was to
be no intermission, no respite in the pace of change. At the turn of the twentieth century, the
world’s navies stood on the verge of parallel revolutions in ship design, engine design, weapons
systems, communications, and doctrine. Turbine engines would replace inefficient reciprocating
engines. Fuel oil would replace coal. Fire director systems would allow one man to train all of a
ship’s guns on a target, and to correct for the pitch and roll of the ship. The self-propelled
torpedo, designed to strike an enemy ship at the waterline, was improving in range and
dependability. Radio communications would link fleets at sea to their shore-based commands.
Several nations were experimenting successfully with submarines. In 1903, the Wright brothers
made their historic first flight at Kitty Hawk, and farsighted officers could envision the future
possibilities of these new “flying machines.” In 1906, Great Britain launched a new battleship, the
HMS Dreadnought. She had 12-inch guns and a 21-knot cruising speed, and from the day she
slid down the ways every other battleship in the world was obsolete.All the ranking American
admirals of the Second World War began their naval careers during that era of stupendous
technological change. Between about 1900 and 1910, as fresh-faced teenagers leaving home



for the first time, they entered the U.S. Naval Academy in Annapolis, Maryland. To win
admission, they had passed punishing entrance examinations and survived a ruthless selection
process. They were Protestant and middle class, almost to a man. There were no blacks, no
Jews, and precious few Catholics. A few were “navy juniors,” following in the footsteps of fathers
or grandfathers. They came from every region of the country, but within a year or two their
accents and dialects were wrung out of them, and they spoke in an efficient, superregional
version of English, so that their family and friends at home would shake their heads in wonder at
the changes the navy had wrought. “Now he belongs to his country,” his parents were told, and
the implication was clear—their influence over him was all part of the past. He had crossed a
threshold into a new life, from which there was no return except by the disgraceful act of failing
and flunking out.At Annapolis they entered an austere, inward-looking, highly regimented social
order, hermetically sealed off from the cacophonous civilian society in which they had been
raised. From reveille at six-thirty to lights-out at nine-thirty, their days were parceled out in
exacting increments of time. They drilled and marched for hours in all kinds of weather on the
academy grounds, and conducted physically exhausting amphibious drills in open boats on the
Chesapeake. Plebes learned to “double time down the corridor, change directions at sharp right
angles, and sit rigidly at attention while sitting on the forward two inches of [their] chair.”
Wayward behavior was kept in check by a combination of stern discipline and social pressure.
Demerits were assessed against a long list of violations—tardiness, talking in ranks, smoking,
failing to “square away” one’s room, or sneaking into town for a beer. They learned basic
seamanship, first by practicing on rigging and spars erected in a drill hall, later by cruising in old
schooners and cutters on the Severn River.Academic coursework emphasized seamanship,
navigation, gunnery, tactics, and engineering. The key to a high class ranking lay in rote
memorization of data supplied in classroom lectures and textbooks, followed by regurgitation on
command. There was little occasion for analysis or independent thought, and the midshipmen
were not encouraged to grapple too daringly with the major naval-military-technical-doctrinal
issues of the day. The great emphasis was on character. Referring both to West Point and
Annapolis, President Theodore Roosevelt told the Congress: “We do not need to have these
schools made more scholastic. On the contrary we should never lose sight of the fact that the
aim of each school is to turn out a man who shall be above everything else a fighting man . . . the
best part of the education is the high standard of character and of professional morale which it
confers.” What was imperative, in those first years of a naval career, was to cultivate the right set
of attitudes, the correct personal bearing, to cut a good figure in dress blues or whites,
immaculately turned out in fore-and-aft hat and crisp white gloves, with a ceremonial sword at
the hip. In short, to be well-liked: to fit in.The past was always present. They were never allowed
to forget that they were heirs to a proud warrior tradition; that they were charged personally and
collectively with upholding the honor of their flag. The halls at Annapolis were decorated with
tattered ensigns and faded oil paintings depicting naval scenes of the American Revolution and
the War of 1812, the age of “wooden ships and iron men,” when the ancient heroes—Jones,



Perry, Decatur, Preble, Stewart—had won and defended the nation’s independence at sea.
Heavy emphasis was laid on the social graces. The young men were taught to cultivate good
manners, to balance teacups in a parlor, to compose a handwritten letter that would not
embarrass the sender or recipient, and to dance a passable waltz without treading on a lady’s
toes. They were encouraged to speak a little French and earn at least a nodding acquaintance
with the classics. As naval officers they would perform quasi-diplomatic roles in ports of call
around the world, and it was thought important that they should carry themselves with grace and
confidence in every social setting, and never risk being looked down upon by any man or his
wife, be they civil or military, foreigners or Americans.Above all, Annapolis functioned as an
engine of assimilation. Those who would not or could not fit in were spat out. Those who stayed
and saw it through were bonded to each other and to the navy, with a deeply felt esprit de corps,
overpoweringly and for life.As for the big doctrinal questions of fleet strategy, these were the
glory days of Alfred Thayer Mahan, the American naval officer–turned–historian and strategic
guru whose doctrines had been embraced and put into practice by every major navy in the
world. Mahan had been catapulted into international fame with the publication in 1890 and 1892
of his first major work, The Influence of Sea Power Upon History. In these and subsequent books
and essays he set forth the three “Mahanian dogmas” that governed the thinking of naval
strategists right up until the beginning of the Second World War—the cult of the big gun
battleship, the iron rule of concentration, and the annihilation of the enemy fleet in a single
decisive battle.In looks, Mahan was the caricature of a bookish intellectual—tall, lanky, and
spare, with posture very erect; his face sallow and sad, with pale blue eyes, a weak chin
concealed under a graying beard, and a bulbous forehead merging into a majestic bald dome.
He was abstemious, self-disciplined, pious, and reserved with strangers even to the point of
seeming shy. He had graduated Annapolis in 1859 (when the institution was only fourteen years
old) and entered the old wooden-hull sailing navy in time for the election of Lincoln and the
secession of the southern states. He passed the four years of the Civil War in uneventful
blockade duty off the rebel coast. In the postwar period his duties took him around the globe,
with cruises on various ships throughout Europe, the Middle East, Latin America, and Asia. By
1884, Mahan had twenty-five years of honorable but otherwise unremarkable naval service
behind him. He was a forty-five-year-old captain with no great hope of attaining flag rank
(admiral). There was nothing to stop him drifting along for twenty more years and retiring with a
comfortable pension. But he was heartily tired of the sea, where he had spent more than half his
career, and keen to try a new direction. So when he was offered a position as history lecturer at
the newly founded U.S. Naval War College in Newport, Rhode Island, he took the job at
once.Mahan believed himself to be utterly unqualified for the job—“profoundly ignorant,” as he
put it. But he had a voracious appetite for knowledge and a monastic temperament that suited
him to long hours of solitary study. He pillaged bookshops, haunted libraries, and bored through
hundreds of years of history—the ancient Greeks and Romans, the colonial rivalries of Britain,
Holland, France, and Spain, the rise and fall of Napoleon. “I tackled the job much as I presume



an immigrant begins a clearing in the wilderness, not troubling greatly which tree he takes first,”
he later wrote. “I laid my hands on whatever came along, reading with the profound attention of
one who is looking for something.” One afternoon in the fall of 1885, while working in the library
of the English Club in Lima, Peru (where his ship had put in), Mahan was engrossed in a history
of the Punic Wars of Rome and Carthage in the second and third centuries bc. A question
entered his mind, arriving with the force of a revelation. What if Hannibal had invaded Italy by
sea, rather than by the long overland route through Spain and the Alps? Would Rome have fallen
and the entire course of Western history been diverted? “The light dawned first on my inner
consciousness,” he wrote, “that control of the sea was an historic factor which had never been
systematically appreciated and expounded.” His mind took hold of the idea and did not let go,
and soon afterward he began to write. The press of time required that he complete his Naval
War College lectures for the fall of 1886, and the trial of putting his ideas into words forced him to
clarify his essential thesis. As the pages flew, he recalled, “Every faculty I possessed was alive
and jumping.” The lectures were committed to paper by September 1886, and subsequently
published by Little, Brown under the famously stilted title: The Influence of Sea Power Upon
History.The timing was propitious. Industrialization and technological change had prompted
many nations to begin overhauling their fleets. National rivalries and imperial ambitions,
especially among the great powers of Europe, threatened to provoke the mother of all naval
arms races. The world was grasping toward a better understanding of seapower. What was it?
What was its value? How was it attained? How should it be used? Mahan was not the first to ask
those questions, but he framed them cogently and elegantly, and set out to answer them in a
methodical way, with examples taken from the naval wars of the past.Above all, Mahan preached
the importance of “capital ships,” or heavily armed battleships of the largest class. Frigates,
cruisers, and destroyers might perform useful supporting roles, such as scouting, or protecting
convoys—but a nation lacking big ships armed with big guns could never be more than a
second-rate naval power. Mahan was adamant that this fleet of battleships must act at all times
as a single, concentrated unit. To divide or disperse the fleet was the classic and recurring error
of naval strategy—again and again, throughout the pages of history, a united fleet had hunted
down and destroyed the scattered elements of a divided fleet. To those Mahan added a third
precept: an emphasis on the offensive. The battle fleet should not be deployed as a kind of coast
guard, to be kept close to one’s harbors. A navy’s supreme purpose, he declared, must be to
range across the oceans, relying upon secure overseas bases if necessary; to hunt and destroy
the enemy fleet. “War, once declared, must be waged offensively, aggressively. The enemy must
not be fended off, but smitten down.” The enemy must be met and destroyed in a “decisive
battle,” like those of Salamis, Actium, Lepanto, the Nile, or Trafalgar—an engagement in which
the victors sink or capture all (or substantially all) of the enemy’s ships, putting an end to his
ability to wage naval war. Big ships with big guns, concentrated into a single, undivided battle
fleet, and infused with an overriding purpose to wipe the enemy off the face of the sea—that was
Mahan’s formula for seapower.Recognition came quickly and globally. Reviews were adulatory,



and admiring letters poured in from around the world. Influence and his subsequent works were
swiftly translated into French, German, Japanese, Russian, and Spanish. Two years after he had
broken into print, Mahan was acclaimed as the most influential scholar of seapower ever to have
picked up a pen, and a foreign policy sage whose statements were parsed and pondered and
brooded over as if they had been handed down from Mount Olympus. “From 1892 on, everyone
quoted him,” wrote an admiring Frenchman, “and those who debated the subject endeavored to
show their views were in agreement with his.” In Britain, it was said that every officer in the Royal
Navy had either read the book or was pretending that he had. Prime Minister William Gladstone
labeled Influence “the book of the age,” and in the Houses of Parliament Mahan’s name was
thrown around in such a way as to cut off all debate. In 1894, Mahan received honorary degrees
from both Oxford and Cambridge, and at a Royal Navy Club banquet a toast was offered: “We
owe to [Captain Mahan] the three million pounds sterling just voted for the increase of the navy.”
In Germany, Kaiser Wilhelm II reported to a friend: “I am just now not reading but devouring
Captain Mahan’s book and am trying to learn it by heart. It is a first class book and classical in all
points.” The Kaiser ordered his naval minister, Alfred von Tirpitz, to place translated copies of
Influence aboard every ship in the German navy, and to let it be known that every officer was
expected to read it. The Anglo-German naval arms race that preceded (and by some lights
provoked) the First World War unfolded under the deep influence of Mahan.But in no nation did
Mahan’s writings make so deep and lasting an impression as in Japan. Mahan himself believed
that to be the case: he remarked that “more of my works have been done into Japanese than into
any other one tongue,” and said no other country had showed “closer or more interested
attention to the general subject.” In 1894, Influence was translated and distributed through the
association of Imperial Japanese Navy officers. Both the navy and army staff colleges adopted it
as a textbook. Copies were presented to the Meiji emperor and the crown prince, Yoshihito. The
Japanese Naval Staff College attempted (unsuccessfully) to recruit Mahan to join its faculty.
Mahan’s doctrine of the “decisive battle” echoed Miyamoto Musashi, the great samurai
philosopher and swordsman of the sixteenth century, who had extolled the power of “total
absorption in a single telling blow.” Admiral Heihachiro Togo wrote in his own brush-hand, in
exquisite calligraphy, a tribute: “Naval strategists of all nations are of one opinion that Mahan’s
works will forever occupy the highest position as a worldwide authority in the study of military
science. I express my deep and cordial reverence for his far-reaching knowledge and keen
judgment.”As Japan’s political elites fell under the sway of Mahan’s ideas, its navy’s never-
ending crusade for a greater share of the national budget gained momentum and adherents.
Japan was an island-nation like Britain, declared the admirals: and like Britain, Japan could be
attacked only by enemies who must come from over the sea. The army’s imperial ambitions
would come to nothing unless troops could be delivered safely to the Asian mainland. The
Japanese navy, they insisted, should hold status equivalent to that of the British Royal Navy—it
should be reconstituted as the primary branch of the nation’s military forces, with a prior claim on
policy-making influence and state funding.In his own country, Mahan’s most ardent champion



was Teddy Roosevelt, who upon finishing the first volume of Influence in May 1890 wrote to
congratulate the captain: “During the last two days I have spent half my time, busy as I am, in
reading your book, and that I found it interesting is shown by the fact that having taken it up I
have gone straight through and finished it.” Roosevelt published an admiring review in the
Atlantic Monthly, reserving special praise for Mahan’s conclusion that the United States should
build a new fleet of heavy battleships. Their partnership grew more intimate in 1897–98, during
Roosevelt’s stint as assistant secretary of the navy, when the two collaborated in planning the
fleet deployments that would lead to a quick American victory in the Spanish-American War.
During Roosevelt’s presidency (1901–09), Mahan was one of an inner circle of the president’s
advisers, allies, and fellow imperialists, a group that included John Hay, Elihu Root, and
Massachusetts senator Henry Cabot Lodge. Roosevelt sometimes lifted passages out of
Mahan’s essays and wove them into his speeches nearly word for word. Mahan was “only too
glad” that his work should be put to use in that way: he told the president, “The question of credit
in such connection is to me quite immaterial.”Roosevelt was a brilliant, vociferous, combustible
man, not the type who ordinarily reaches the presidency. In his whirlwind career, which had
taken him from college to the White House in less than twenty years, he had been many things:
a historian, lawyer, ornithologist, minority leader of the New York State Assembly, boxer,
ranchman, New York City police commissioner, naturalist, hunter, civil service reformer, prolific
author, devoted husband and father, voracious reader, assistant secretary of the navy, war hero,
empire builder, advocate of vigorous physical exercise, governor of New York, and vice
president of the United States. He was a big, broad-shouldered, barrel-chested man, with tan,
rough-textured skin. His hair was close-cropped and reddish-brown in color, with bristles around
the temples beginning to show gray, and his almost impossibly muscular neck looked as if it was
on the verge of bursting his collar-stays. He wore pince-nez spectacles with a ribbon that hung
down the left side of his face. When he smiled or spoke, he revealed two very straight rows of
teeth, plainly visible from incisor to incisor, their gleaming whiteness sharply accented by his
ruddy complexion.No president since John Adams had campaigned so vigorously to expand the
American navy. In 1903, he had shouted to an audience of 5,000 Chicagoans: “There is a
homely old adage which runs, ‘Speak softly and carry a big stick,’ you will go far. If the American
nation will speak softly, and yet build, and keep at a pitch of the highest training, a thoroughly
efficient navy, the Monroe Doctrine will go far.” That doctrine, a promise to ward off new
European encroachments in the western hemisphere, was “as strong as the United States Navy,
and no stronger.” The United States had once faced one great ocean; now it faced two, and its
long, sparsely populated Pacific coastline presented both opportunities and dangers. “In the
century that is opening,” he told an audience of San Franciscans that year, “the commerce and
the command of the Pacific will be factors of incalculable moment in the world’s history.” The
president was determined to cut a canal through the Central American isthmus, and did not
flinch from fomenting a revolution to detach Panama from Colombia. In Roosevelt’s mind, the
Panama Canal was above all a military necessity, for it would make possible a rapid transfer of



naval power between the Atlantic and the Pacific. By 1906, digging on a vast scale was
underway.The Spanish-American War had left the United States with a far-flung assortment of
overseas territories. That was not a development relished by all Americans, who had been
steeped in an anti-imperialist, revolutionary heritage since 1776. But the immediate practical
problem could not be ignored—Cuba, the Philippines, Hawaii, and the other islands of the
Caribbean and Pacific that had fallen into the American lap could not be defended except by a
navy. “The enemies we may have to face will come from over sea,” Roosevelt told an audience of
naval officers; “they may come from Europe, or they may come from Asia.” Roosevelt saw
Germany, with its territorial ambitions in South America, as a dangerous rival in the Atlantic and
Caribbean. Yet the German threat was kept in check by the Royal Navy, the most powerful in the
world, and in the foreseeable future the Anglo-German face-off would maintain a favorable
balance of power on the Atlantic flank. But Japan, recent victor of the Russo-Japanese War, was
a formidable naval power with great geostrategic advantages in the western Pacific. “In a dozen
years,” Roosevelt predicted in 1905, “the English, Americans and Germans, who now dread one
another as rivals in the trade of the Pacific, will have each to dread the Japanese more than they
do any other nation.”During his first term in office, using the “bully pulpit” of the presidency (a
term he coined), President Roosevelt convinced Congress to build ten battleships, four armored
cruisers, and seventeen smaller vessels. Naval spending rose nearly 40 percent, surpassing
$100 million. It was the largest peacetime naval expansion in American history. By 1906, the
United States had more battleships afloat than any other naval power except Britain.The
expanded fleet had to be manned, and thousands of new officers were urgently needed to man
it. The Naval Academy at Annapolis held the key to the future of Roosevelt’s navy, and he
lavished his presidential attentions on the institution. Under his impetus, the academy was
undergoing a spectacular makeover, and the campus was a sprawling construction site.
Hammers, saws, and shouting workmen disturbed the peace six days a week. Old dilapidated
wooden and redbrick buildings were being pulled down to make way for new Beaux-Arts
edifices constructed of granite, marble, and gray brick. A new chapel, with an imposing terra-
cotta dome and massive bronze doors, would be completed in 1908. President Roosevelt often
caught the morning train from Washington to deliver speeches, cut ribbons, or cheer the football
team. The president also turned up at the academy for commencement ceremonies, where he
would look each graduating midshipman in the eye, crush his right hand in his vicelike grip, and
hand him his diploma.To the academy’s reigning brass, Roosevelt’s close interest was a mixed
blessing. The commander in chief was a meddler. When the Naval Academy football team was
abolished because the players were neglecting their studies, the president intervened to restore
the team, and also insisted that the annual Army-Navy Game be played. “I greatly admire
football,” he explained. “I believe in rough, manly sports.” In February 1906, Roosevelt pardoned
a midshipman who had been convicted of hazing, dismissing the practice as “some exuberance
of animal spirits.” He arranged to have judo (Japanese wrestling) taught at the academy,
remarking that it was “not physical exercise so much as it is an extraordinarily successful means



of self-defense and training in dexterity and decision.” When the program was subsequently
cancelled, Roosevelt blamed the decision on the academy fathers, those “elderly men of a
routine habit of mind.”The admirals and captains at the top of the naval hierarchy in those years
had begun their careers before the Civil War. They had ascended the ranks through the slow
grind of clocklike promotions, and in their last few halcyon years before retirement they were in
no mood to be disturbed by changes foisted upon them by younger and more energetic men
down the chain of command. The navy bureaus in Washington were bastions of conservative
opinion, top-heavy with time-serving officers. Technological progress met with their prolonged
interference simply because it was new and unfamiliar. Innovators, reformers, and iconoclasts
were exiled to isolated billets until they resigned in frustration. Proposals to force the early
retirement of older officers, a practice decried as “plucking,” brought their fierce opposition. Even
by 1906, when the expansion of the service was well underway, the U.S. Navy was still an older
man’s navy. The youngest captain in the service was twenty years older than his British
counterpart. The British navy could hold up several examples of officers who had been
promoted out of the enlisted ranks, but in the putatively more egalitarian United States there was
not one such man.Contemptuous of the “old-style naval officers of the kind who drift into
positions at Washington,” President Roosevelt announced his intention to “encourage the best
among them by sharply discriminating against the worst.” Since its founding the navy had been
governed by a principle of seniority, and officers of every rank remonstrated bitterly against
promoting younger men over their heads. But in Roosevelt’s navy, men would advance
according to merit, allowing for the early and rapid promotion of deserving younger officers.
Lazy, complacent, or incompetent men would no longer be permitted to languish in the middle
ranks for decades on end—an “up or out” principle would require that they win promotion on the
merits or face compulsory retirement. Line officers had always looked down on engineers as an
inferior caste—but now all were merged into one integrated corps, with equivalent ranks,
uniforms, wardroom privileges, and berthing facilities.To the chagrin of the brass and even his
own secretary of the navy, the commander in chief carried on a direct correspondence with the
“young Turks,” mid-level officers who campaigned for reform from within the ranks of the service.
With Roosevelt in power, that type of officer, who had not thrived in the navy perhaps since the
days of the War of 1812, could dare to believe that his ideas would be implemented, that his
talent would be rewarded with early promotion. The president was only too happy to short-circuit
the chain of command, to intervene in the normal course of naval business to encourage
innovation and new technology, as when he ordered that men engaged in testing submarines be
given additional pay to compensate them for the extreme hazards involved. Aboard battleships,
emphasis on “spit and polish”—pomp, pageantry, and the outward appearance of the ship—was
curtailed, and the time thus saved was devoted to gunnery drills. Gun crews practiced hitting
targets, with the results carefully recorded. One ship was pitted against another in gunnery
competitions, and officers whose ships did not make the grade had to answer for the deficiency.
On the qualities required of naval officers, Roosevelt was outspoken: “They must have skill in



handling the ships, skill in tactics, skill in strategy . . . the dogged ability to bear punishment, the
power and desire to inflict it, the daring, the resolution, the willingness to take risks and incur
responsibilities which have been possessed by the great captains of all ages, and without which
no man can ever hope to stand in the front rank of fighting men.”ON THE AFTERNOON and
evening of May 27, 1905, in the gray, gloomy waters of Tsushima Strait in the Sea of Japan, the
main battle force of the Imperial Japanese Navy met and annihilated a Russian fleet under the
command of Admiral Zinovy Rozhestvensky. The Battle of Tsushima, as it came to be known in
the West, was one of the most lopsided in the history of naval warfare. It drew comparison to the
Battle of Trafalgar, the great British victory over Napoleon’s navy that had been fought almost
exactly a century earlier. Of the twelve battleships brought into action by the Russians, none
escaped; four were captured and eight sent to the bottom. More than 4,000 Russian officers and
seamen lost their lives; nearly 6,000 were taken prisoner. The Japanese fleet, under the
command of the great Admiral Heihachiro Togo (crowned as “Japan’s Nelson” in the Western
press), lost only three small torpedo boats and suffered casualties of just 117 killed and 583
wounded.The wipeout at Tsushima was the closing act of the Russo-Japanese War, a vast and
bloody conflict that had raged for two years across Korea and Manchuria and on the adjoining
seas. At the time, it was one of the largest and most destructive wars that had ever been fought,
involving the clash of armies numbering in the hundreds of thousands. It was the first major war
of the twentieth century, the first to be fought by armies equipped with advanced machine guns
and modern artillery, dug into long trench lines and supplied by rail transportation on a large
scale. In all those respects it foreshadowed the First World War.It was a war no one had
expected Japan to win. Tsar Nicholas’s Russia was a major imperial power with three times
Japan’s population and fifty times its territory. Japan was a remote and enigmatic East Asian
island-state that had remained aloof from the rest of the world until the 1850s. The Japanese
infantryman was physically smaller than his Russian counterpart and not as well equipped, but
he fought with skill and tenacity, had greater self-sufficiency and initiative, marched faster,
showed greater endurance in unforgiving conditions, and appeared to possess an almost
preternatural lack of fear. At the great battle for Mukden in February and March 1905, the
Japanese troops stormed the Russian trenches in unrelenting waves, and the Russians were
aghast at the sight of their foes charging across the field with bayonets fixed and beatific smiles
on their faces, as if elated by the chance of a noble death. For the first time in the modern era, an
Eastern power had triumphed over a Western one.Japan’s two-generation rise from feudal and
pre-industrial origins to the status of a major economic and military power was more than
remarkable—it was (and remains) unprecedented in the entire course of human history. The
Meiji Restoration was always a bit of a misnomer, in that there had been an unbroken line of
emperors prior to their “restoration,” and even after the fact the emperor did not wield supreme
power. But there was something appealing in the notion that the Japanese were reaching back
to find something essential in their national headwaters, rather than merely conforming to the
ways of the West. The real shift in political power was to an urban merchant class and to a



handful of powerful samurai clans from the Satsuma and Choshu provinces of southwest Japan.
They provided the governing elites, who recognized (with impressive foresight) that Japan would
fumble away its independence unless it could build up national institutions and industries
capable of resisting the encroaching power of the West. The samurai leaders of the Meiji period
hung up their swords and stepped comfortably into the roles of administrators, bureaucrats,
political leaders, and visionaries; they instituted reforms from the top down, using strong,
centralized government institutions to carry out their program. They bought off the feudal
grandees with rich pensions and left the traditional hierarchies largely intact. Political parties
emerged but often ran up against countermeasures aimed at curbing their power and influence.
The Japanese people cast votes to elect representatives of the Diet, or parliament—but the
legislature never grew powerful enough to confront the supreme power of the bureaucracy.
There was never, in any sense, civilian control of the military, which remained supreme in both
name and fact, and enjoyed a special direct advisory relationship with the throne.Most striking to
Western observers of the Russo-Japanese War, Japan’s armed forces on both land and sea had
behaved with qualities of grace and humanity that put the Russians to shame. The “Imperial
Rescript to Soldiers and Sailors,” issued by the Meiji emperor in 1882, had peremptorily
forbidden atrocities against civilians or prisoners. “If you affect valor and act with violence,” Meiji
had warned, “the world will in the end detest you and look upon you as wild beasts. Of this you
should take heed.” Twenty years later, Japanese soldiers and sailors were still taking heed.
Western war correspondents’ reports were replete with examples of the kindness shown by
Japanese soldiers and sailors to prisoners of war, who were given plenty of good food, medical
care, clean clothes, cigarettes, Russian books and newspapers, even wine. At sea, the
Japanese fleet flew their ensigns at half-mast to observe the death of a Russian admiral. Admiral
Togo personally visited wounded Russian prisoners, and General Maresuke Nogi paid his
respects in person to a memorial to Russian dead in Port Arthur. Only about 1 percent of
Russian prisoners died in Japanese captivity, and all were buried with painstaking attention to
military honors. The Japanese Red Cross mounted a relief effort that fed and cared for tens of
thousands of displaced Korean and Chinese civilians in the war zone. Many had fled from
territory occupied by the Russian army, where looting, rape, murder, and mayhem had gone
largely unpunished. By contrast, the Japanese army did not tolerate such crimes and punished
offenders in its ranks with the utmost severity.That Japan had beaten a European army in the
field was surprising. That it had crushed a European navy at sea was astounding. That it had
behaved with greater chivalry than Russia was dumbfounding, because it upended the Western
premise that the East was a barbarous place populated by barbarous people. As the editors of
the Illustrated London News put it on January 14, 1905: “Europe has not recovered from the
shock of finding out that the Japanese are a great people.”Roosevelt was pleased by the
Japanese triumph. For years he had been personally fascinated with Japan and all things
Japanese. “The Japs interest me and I like them,” he told Cecil Spring-Rice, a British diplomat
who was the president’s close friend. In his autobiography he wrote, “I believe in them; I respect



their great qualities; I wish that our American people had many of these qualities.” During his
presidency, Roosevelt read deeply in Japanese history, literature, and philosophy. He especially
admired Bushido: The Soul of Japan, a book written by Inazo Nitobe, a Japanese educator and
diplomat: the president purchased sixty copies and distributed them to friends and colleagues.
When he read Admiral Togo’s message to the Japanese fleet after its victory at Tsushima,
Roosevelt was moved to tears and ordered that it be distributed to every ship and station in the
American navy. He maintained a close friendship and correspondence with his old Harvard
schoolmate, Kentaro Kaneko, who spoke English fluently and had made it his life’s work to
promote Japanese culture in America and American culture in Japan. In 1904, Roosevelt began
training in judo under the grandmaster sensei Yoshiaki Yamashita. The president enlisted a
dozen members of his entourage as fellow students, and during twice-weekly training sessions
the White House hallways rang with the sounds of men grunting and hurling each other to the
floor. “My right ankle and left wrist and one thumb and both great toes are swollen sufficiently to
more or less impair their usefulness, and I am well mottled with bruises elsewhere,” Roosevelt
wrote his son in March 1905. “Still I have made good progress, and since you have left
[Yamashita] has taught me three new throws that are perfect corkers.”As a historian, Roosevelt
saw in Japan a vindication of one of his favorite theories: that certain “races” were endowed with
superior “fighting stock.” Such peoples were destined to dominate their neighbors, vanquish
their enemies, spread their language, religion, and culture beyond their borders, and advance
the cause of civilization through achievements in commerce, science, and the arts. It had been
true of the ancient Greeks and Romans, and later the Goths. It had been true in subsequent
centuries of the Spanish, the French, the Dutch, and the British. More recently it was true of the
Germans, the Americans, and the Japanese. But no other nation, Roosevelt believed, had
ascended as rapidly or as dramatically as Japan. Since Commodore Perry’s black ships had
sailed into Tokyo Bay half a century earlier, he said, “the growth of Japan has been literally
astounding. There is not only nothing to parallel it, but nothing to approach it in the history of
civilized mankind.”Mahan was no less taken aback by Togo’s victory. It was an event, he wrote,
that had “fairly startled the world.” Mahan was one of a handful of Westerners who had
personally witnessed the turmoil of the Meiji Restoration. He had first visited the country in 1867,
as a twenty-eight-year-old lieutenant commander on the USS Iroquois. While the ship was
anchored off Kobe, a pair of samurai sought refuge there from enemies on shore. Mahan was
impressed by their intense, martial bearing and obvious physical strength—he observed that
they were “as thick almost as blackberries”—but they were also helpless landsmen, incapable of
keeping their feet in the boat that brought them out to the anchorage. Thirty-eight years later, on
hearing the news of Tsushima, Mahan was reminded of the sight of those dispossessed
swordsmen as they had stood on the deck of the Iroquois, “cold, wet, and shivering,” and he
marveled at the rise of Japan. “Were not our shaking morning visitors of the same blood, the
same tradition, and only one generation in time removed from the soldiers and seamen of the
late war?”After Tsushima, both combatants in the Russo-Japanese War had good reasons to



seek an end to hostilities. Russia was on the verge of revolution, and Tsar Nicholas was forced to
keep his best troops near St. Petersburg to suppress a general uprising. Japan had financed the
war with foreign borrowing, but its ongoing deficits were vast and unsustainable, and bankers in
London and New York were shutting off the spigots. When Roosevelt offered to mediate peace
talks in Portsmouth, New Hampshire, both sides readily agreed. After prolonged, angst-ridden
negotiations, the Russians agreed to sign over leasehold rights to Port Arthur, cede the southern
half of Sakhalin Island, withdraw their troops from Manchuria, and acquiesce in Japanese
domination of Korea—but they flatly refused to pay a war indemnity, which the Japanese had
earlier demanded as a sine qua non. Moved by a personal appeal from Roosevelt, and keen to
avoid a collapse in the talks, the Japanese negotiators at last dropped their demand for an
indemnity, and the Treaty of Portsmouth was signed on September 5, 1905.The treaty was a
triumph of American diplomacy, and Roosevelt would be rewarded with the Nobel Peace Prize in
1906. But when the transpacific telegraph cable carried the news to Tokyo, hours after the
signing, the Japanese people exploded in rage and incredulity. Having rejoiced at the sweeping
victories of their army and navy, and fallen under the sway of an inflammatory press, public
opinion had anticipated a fat war indemnity and the annexation of all of Sakhalin Island. Learning
that they would have no indemnity, and only half of Sakhalin, many Japanese supposed the
Western imperial powers had closed ranks to deny them their hard-won spoils of war. In Tokyo,
the American legation was attacked and set on fire by rioters carrying Japanese flags draped in
black crepe. Thirteen Christian churches were vandalized, looted, or burned to the ground.
There were public calls for the assassination of the Japanese envoys who had signed the treaty,
and in Hibiya Park, crowds marched behind brass bands, chanting: “The war must go on!”
Armed mobs charged and trampled police barriers; police stations were attacked and occupied;
hundreds were arrested. When the riots came to an end two days later, a thousand people had
been wounded or killed.The violent public reaction fit a pattern that would continue until 1941.
Western diplomacy was suspected as an elaborate conspiracy to encircle, suppress, and
persecute Japan. International treaties were scrutinized obsessively, not only by governing elites
but in the press and among citizens at large. The Japanese people received little candid or
useful information about the world beyond their shores. There was a tendency to go hard on the
diplomats, men who had traveled widely, learned foreign languages, and affected Western dress
and manners—they were distrusted as a fifth column, as men who had fallen under insidious
foreign pressures and were no longer authentically Japanese. Nowhere in the Tokyo
newspapers was it reported that Russia was moving reinforcements into Manchuria and was
evidently willing to fight on rather than meet the terms demanded, or that Japan was tottering on
the verge of national bankruptcy. Truthful appraisals of Japan’s limitations were rarely aired in
public, and that was another part of the tragic pattern that would lead to the Second World
War.Unpopular as it was, the treaty won ratification in Tokyo, and the whole imbroglio might have
blown over quickly if a second provocation had not burst into the headlines the following year. It
occurred in San Francisco, California, in the aftermath of the devastating earthquake and fire of



April 1906, which killed some 3,000 people and left the city a charred and rubbled wasteland.
Two weeks after the holocaust the School Board decreed that ethnic Japanese students would
be forced into a segregated school, so that white children “should not be placed in any position
where their youthful impressions may be affected by association with pupils of the Mongoloid
race.” Henceforth, Japanese children residing throughout the stricken city would be forced to
make their way through streets still littered with smoking wreckage and swarming with hooligans
to an “Asians-only” school in Chinatown.It was the latest affront in a long campaign of
persecution against California’s immigrant Japanese. The movement had been ginned up by
local and state politicians, union bosses, and the fiercely nativist press—most infamously, by the
San Francisco Chronicle, which seized on the issue to gain an edge in its cutthroat circulation
battle with its archrival, the Examiner. The Chronicle’s editorial pages returned to the subject
almost daily, shouting (for example) that “The danger to American institutions from the flood of
Japs must be apparent to every thinking man.” “Brown men,” it warned, were “an evil in the public
schools,” and a “menace to American women.” A headline on March 1, 1905, read: “Unclean
Practices of Orient Bringing Degradation and Debasement in the Train of Unrestricted
Immigration.” An editorial four days later: “Japan sent us not her fittest, but her unfittest; she has
sent us the scum that has collected up on the surface of the boiling waters of her new national
life, the human waste material for which she herself can find no use.”Post-earthquake San
Francisco was a desperate and lawless place, in which local authorities could do little to stop a
surge of looting, robbery, armed thuggery, and mob violence. San Francisco’s Japantown
(Nihonjinmachi) had been devastated in the earthquake, and thousands of homeless refugees
were forced to spread out into adjacent neighborhoods in search of shelter, bringing them into
collision with hostile whites who had also been burned out of their homes. City officials and the
police were suspected of tacitly encouraging an anti-Japanese pogrom. Japanese were chased
and beaten in the streets; rocks were thrown through the windows of their homes; and Japanese-
owned businesses were plastered with signs warning, “White men and women: Patronize your
own race.”Japan had donated $246,000 in disaster relief for the stricken city, exceeding the
combined relief pledges of every other nation in the world. When a prominent Japanese
seismologist arrived from Tokyo to lend his expertise to the rebuilding effort, he was waylaid in
the streets and beaten by a mob.Events in San Francisco received headline coverage in the
Tokyo press, and some of the more flamboyant broadsheets called for the recently victorious
Japanese navy to stage a rescue mission. “It will be easy work to awake the United States from
her dream of obstinacy when one of our great Admirals appears suddenly on the other side of
the Pacific,” the Hochi Shinbun declared on October 22, 1906; “We should be ready to strike the
Devil’s head with an iron hammer for the sake of the world’s civilization.” The government of
Japan lodged angry protests with the Roosevelt administration, claiming that the measures
enacted in California were a breach of the Japanese-American treaty of 1894. Secretary of State
Elihu Root suspected that Japan had held secret talks with the government of Colombia to
establish a base on the South American mainland. A New York Sun correspondent based in



Tokyo told his editors that Japanese public opinion was not easily aroused by events so far from
home, “but the exclusion of Japanese children from the public schools of California cuts this
child-loving nation to the quick.”President Roosevelt was disgusted, not only because the
Californians had embarrassed the nation by their troglodytic behavior, but because most of the
state’s representatives in Congress had opposed the president’s naval buildup. As the president
saw it, the state’s leaders were foolishly provoking Japan “while at the same time refusing to take
steps to defend themselves against the formidable foe whom they are ready with such careless
insolence to antagonize.” Roosevelt sent a cabinet member to San Francisco with hopes of
persuading the School Board to reverse its decision. When the overture was spurned, Harper’s
Weekly published a cartoon on its cover depicting the city of San Francisco as a mischievous-
looking boy with a slingshot, and suggested that Japan should open a school of manners for
white Californians. “The feeling on the Pacific slope,” the president wrote Lodge, “is as foolish as
if conceived by the mind of a Hottentot.”In a fervently worded passage of more than 1,200 words
in his Annual Message to Congress, Roosevelt denounced the segregation order as a “wicked
absurdity” enacted by a “small body of wrongdoers.” The Japanese, he declared, “have won in a
single generation the right to stand abreast of the foremost and most enlightened peoples of
Europe and America; they have won on their own merits and by their own exertions the right to
treatment on a basis of full and frank equality.” He added: “We have as much to learn from Japan
as Japan has to learn from us; and no nation is fit to teach unless it is also willing to learn.”The
president’s dogged diplomacy led to the “Gentlemen’s Agreement” of 1908, in which the San
Franciscans agreed to rescind the segregation order in exchange for a Japanese promise to
limit emigration of its citizens to the United States. But negotiations took place amid a series of
sensational war scares. Digging was proceeding at a furious pace in Panama, but the canal
would not be completed until 1914: in the meantime the main fleet of the U.S. Navy could reach
San Francisco only by a grueling 13,000-mile journey around Cape Horn. The Japanese fleet at
Yokohama lay just half that distance away. Would it strike now, when the canal was unfinished
and the American navy powerless to intervene? Rumors flourished, especially in the
newspapers of William Randolph Hearst—a Japanese fleet had been sighted offshore; a secret
Japanese base was under construction in the Aleutians; Japanese envoys were seeking a
hostile alliance with Mexico; local Japanese women had been enlisted as “breeding machines”
in a slow but sure demographic conquest, so that their offspring would eventually engulf the
region. Dime store novels imagined the “Yellow Peril,” a lurid scenario in which Asian hordes
descended on the west coast and pushed the whites east of the Rockies.Roosevelt had done
his best to defuse the crisis, and his efforts had not been entirely unsuccessful, but there was no
doubt in his mind that Japan posed a threat. “I had been doing my best to be polite to the
Japanese,” he later wrote, “and had finally become uncomfortably conscious of a very, very
slight undertone of veiled truculence in their communications in connection with things that
happened on the Pacific Slope; and I finally made up my mind that they thought I was afraid of
them.” More than the security of California was at stake. Hawaii was not much closer to North



America than it was to Japan, and it was home to a large and growing community of immigrant
Japanese. Guam was unfortified and defenseless, lying 5,800 miles from San Francisco and a
quarter of that distance from Japan. The Philippines, an archipelago of some 7,000 islands with
a combined coastline as long as that of the entire United States, lay right on Japan’s southern
doorstep. The Japanese navy could easily blockade Manila, wipe out the feeble U.S. Asiatic
Fleet stationed there, and land an invasion force at any one of a thousand beachheads on the
main island of Luzon. “The Philippines form our heel of Achilles,” Roosevelt told War Secretary
William Howard Taft in August 1907, and the analogy was fitting: every candid strategic-military
study concluded that the islands would quickly fall to a determined Japanese naval-amphibious
attack.Confounded by the various complications and contradictions, and hoping to keep a lid on
the Japanese crisis until the work in Panama was completed, Roosevelt devised a plan to send
the main U.S. battle fleet on a goodwill tour around the world. If a war broke out with Japan, he
told Lodge, the navy “would have a good deal to find out in the way of sending the fleet to the
Pacific.” A practice run would allow the navy to discover “all failures, blunders, and shortcomings
in time of peace and not in time of war.” The Great White Fleet (so-called because the ships
were painted white) would comprise sixteen battleships and a large number of auxiliary vessels,
manned by about 18,000 men. It was a technically and logistically demanding exercise, and it
was also unprecedented—no nation had ever dispatched its entire navy to circumnavigate the
globe.On December 16, 1907, the fleet departed from Hampton Roads with crews manning the
rails and bands striking up tunes, and fired a 21-gun salute in honor of Roosevelt, who watched
from the presidential yacht, the Mayflower. “Did you ever see such a fleet?” Roosevelt asked.
“Isn’t it magnificent? Oughtn’t we all feel proud?” The long line of ships stretched for seven miles
across the sea. They rounded Cape Horn and touched at several ports of call in the Pacific,
including Yokohama, Japan. In Tokyo, the American officers were received by the emperor at the
Imperial Palace. In a voyage of fourteen months, the fleet touched at six continents, returning by
the Suez Canal and the Mediterranean. In an American newspaper cartoon, one of the
battleships was done up as a likeness of Roosevelt himself. The president’s face was
represented as her bow, with the brim of his Rough Rider’s hat as her foredeck; his open mouth
was swallowing the advancing sea. The fleet returned from its 46,000-mile voyage in the days
just before Roosevelt left office. Again he watched from the deck of the Mayflower, and again he
received 21 guns from each ship. In his speech, given afterward on the flagship, he
congratulated the officers and men: “This is the first battle fleet that has ever circumnavigated
the globe. Those who perform the feat again can but follow in your footsteps.” The cruise of the
White Fleet, said Roosevelt, demonstrated that “the Pacific was as much our home waters as
the Atlantic.”IN JANUARY 1914, the first ship passed through the Panama Canal. In July of that
year, Europe plunged into the Great War. In December, Alfred Thayer Mahan died in his bed,
aged seventy-four.The future U.S. admirals of the Pacific War had reached their late twenties
and early thirties. They had risen to the rank of lieutenant or lieutenant commander. Having
already been marked as officers destined for high command, they were sent off to the Naval War



College in Newport, where they would study, debate, and plan for prospective future naval wars.
Scenarios were played out on tabletop game boards, with model ships to represent the
contending fleets and throws of the dice to decide the fortunes of battle. The place was said to
be haunted by the ghost of Mahan, and the games assumed that the forthcoming war would
climax in a clash of battleships in the western Pacific, in one of Mahan’s archetypal “decisive
battles.”“War Plan Orange,” the American playbook for a war in the Pacific, envisioned that
“Orange” (code name for Japan) would strike suddenly and with devastating success,
overrunning the Philippines, Guam, and possibly Hawaii. The small U.S. Asiatic Fleet, based at
Subic Bay in the Philippines, would destroy its shore facilities and all supplies it could not carry
away, and flee to safer waters. Within a week of the war’s breaking out, the main battle force of
the U.S. Navy, probably stationed on the east coast, would raise steam and put to sea in a grand
odyssey of conquest and liberation. Passing through the Panama Canal, it would push on across
the interminable wastes of the central Pacific, pausing to attack and seize Japanese-held atolls
along the way. Arriving months later in the western Pacific, the fleet would hunt down and
annihilate the main battle fleet of the Japanese navy. The victorious American fleet would
blockade Japan’s home islands and throttle its trade, forcing capitulation.The flaws in the plan
were plain to see. Roosevelt’s White Fleet had proven only that a fleet of battleships could sail
around the world in a peaceable goodwill tour. To repeat the performance in wartime, in hopes of
vanquishing the formidable Japanese fleet in its home waters, was a different prospect. Under
optimal conditions, a battleship of that era might sustain a long-distance cruising speed of 10 or
12 knots. A chain of well-stocked and properly defended fuel stations would have to be
maintained along the way. As the weeks at sea wore on, wear and tear would accumulate and
crew efficiency and morale could be expected to deteriorate. Drawing closer to the war zone, the
fleet would need to remain hypervigilant to the danger of surprise attack. At any moment, with
little or no warning, the officers and men might be called upon to fight and win the all-
determining battle for which they had traveled so far. They would be pitted against an enemy
fleet that had been biding its time, lying in wait within easy reach of its major bases, with officers
and crew rested and ready and ships in good repair. War Plan Orange seemed to recap the
dismal career of the Russian fleet under Admiral Rozhestvensky in 1905, and who could say
with confidence that the result would not be the same?Only a handful of iconoclasts guessed
that airplanes and submarines would rewrite all the rules of naval warfare, that by the late 1930s
battleships would be worse than useless (because of the money and manpower they diverted),
and that Mahan’s three dogmas were sinking rapidly into obsolescence. The First World War
revealed glimpses of the future. The German U-boats proved that submarines could menace
seaborne supply lines. The war in Europe hinted at the possibilities of airpower, and by the end
of the war the British had demonstrated that airplanes could take off from and land on ships.
Jutland, the largest naval battle of the conflict, neither bore out Mahan’s doctrines nor
completely refuted them. But none of the lessons of the First World War could break the power
of the battleship cult, whose acolytes dominated the ranks of all the world’s major navies until



the opening salvos of the next war.TEDDY ROOSEVELT, failing to reclaim the presidency on the
third-party Bull Moose ticket in 1912, entered his political afterlife as a writer, speechmaker, and
crusader on behalf of his favorite causes. As always, he preached that friendly and peaceable
relations with Japan should be “one of the cardinal principles of our foreign policy.” He returned
to the same nostrums he had prescribed since the California schools crisis in 1906—to lavish
courtesy and flattery on the Japanese, in hopes of soothing their delicate sense of national
honor; to avoid senseless provocations, both in California and in Asia; and to remain prepared,
at all times and at the drop of a hat, to send the main battle fleet of the U.S. Navy to the western
Pacific. Roosevelt also continued to suspect the Japanese were “bent upon establishing
themselves as the leading power in the Pacific.” War might yet be inevitable, but American
foreign policy should be aimed at postponing the day of reckoning as long as possible. The
Philippines were largely indefensible, and would remain so even if Congress could somehow be
persuaded to pour tens of millions of dollars into their defense. The only hope of forestalling
Japanese aggression was a credible naval deterrent. Roosevelt returned again and again, with
stridency verging on apoplexy, to the theme of “naval preparedness.” It was one of his favorite
watchwords, a term he coined—“preparedness”—and he hammered it home in speeches,
letters, and articles. The navy was the nation’s right arm, he wrote in the New York Times, and
“woe to our country if we permit that right arm to become palsied or even to become flabby and
inefficient.” Americans, if they failed to prepare for war, would have a “bitter awakening; and if
ever that bitter awakening comes, I trust our people will remember the foolish philanthropists and
the recreant congressmen and other public servants at whose doors the responsibility will lie.”As
Woodrow Wilson took office in 1913, he named to the post of assistant secretary of the navy a
thirty-one-year-old former New York state senator named Franklin Delano Roosevelt. Franklin
was Theodore Roosevelt’s fifth cousin, and had married the latter’s niece, Eleanor. (TR had
given the bride away at their wedding in 1905.) Though FDR was a Democrat, and would be
working for a president who had just defeated TR in a national election, he was also a dyed-in-
the-wool navalist and a disciple of Mahan. On his fifteenth birthday, in fact, Franklin had received
from Theodore a gift-wrapped copy of The Influence of Sea Power Upon History. According to
FDR’s mother, the boy had “practically memorized the book.” FDR would run the day-to-day
operations of the navy during his stint in office, as TR had done when he held the same post in
the McKinley administration.In May 1913, TR wrote to congratulate the younger man on his
appointment, and also to offer unsolicited guidance. Never permit the fleet to be divided
between the Pacific and the Atlantic, he warned, and added: “I do not anticipate trouble with
Japan, but it may come, and if it does it will come suddenly.”The words were prophetic but
twenty-eight years too early. When the “bitter awakening” came, on a bright Hawaiian morning in
1941, it came more suddenly than all but the most ardent pessimists had imagined. FDR, having
followed in TR’s footsteps through the offices of assistant navy secretary and governor of New
York, would be serving in his ninth year as president of the United States. In ironic fulfillment of
Mahan’s law of concentration, the battleships of the Pacific Fleet would be moored in a double



file in the East Loch of Pearl Harbor, bow to stern and beam to beam, as neat as a team of
horses harnessed to a stagecoach. But they would not be prepared.War is the tao of
deception.Therefore, when planning an attack, feign inactivity.When near, appear as if you are
far away.When far away, create the illusion that you are near.If the enemy is efficient, prepare for
him.If he is strong, evade him.If he is angry, agitate him.If he is arrogant, behave timidly so as to
encourage his arrogance.If he is rested, cause him to exert himself.Advance when he does not
expect you.Attack him when he is unprepared.—Sun-Tzu, The Art of WarChapter OneFOR THE
INHABITANTS OF OAHU, THERE WAS NOTHING UNUSUAL IN being jerked out of sleep by
guns and bombs and low-flying aircraft. The island was crowded with military bases, and live-
firing drills were commonplace. In early 1941, as the danger of war had seemed to grow, the
services took to conducting “simulated combat exercises”—mock battles pitting the army
against the navy, the navy against the marines, the marines against the army. On these days, a
colossal amount of ammunition was thrown up into the air, and the island’s lightly built wood-
frame houses would shake and rattle as if an earthquake had struck. So when the familiar racket
started up, at a little before eight in the morning on that first Sunday in December 1941, most of
the residents pulled a pillow over their heads, or turned back to their coffee and comic strips and
radio programs, and tried to ignore the deep concussive thuds of distant bombs, the heavy
booming of antiaircraft batteries, and the faint rat-a-tat-tat of machine guns.But it was soon clear
that these were no ordinary exercises. Floors shook, windows rattled, airplanes roared low
overhead, and empty machine-gun casings fell on rooftops like hail. In Honolulu, civilians
emerged from their homes, many still wearing pajamas and nightshirts. Explosions could be
heard in the city, and smoke rose above King Street in the McCully district. Sirens blared, and to
the west, above Pearl Harbor and Hickam Field, a gigantic pall of oily black smoke boiled
thousands of feet into the sky. Looking up, observers on the ground could see a small armada of
dive-bombers circling at high altitude in lazy figure-eight patterns. Every so often, a group of the
aircraft would coalesce into an orderly attack formation; and then individual planes would peel
off, one by one, to begin their dive-bombing runs.The spectators were impressed: the flyboys
were putting on a terrific show. Twelve-year-old Dan Kong, still in his pajamas, remarked to his
brother, “Wow, spectacular maneuvers.” The two climbed an avocado tree in their family’s
backyard for a better view. “I had to admit it was very realistic,” another civilian witness recalled.
A sailor at Pearl Harbor pronounced it “the best goddamn drill the Army Air Force has ever put
on!” The heavy smoke over Pearl Harbor was thought to be “smoke bombs”—or perhaps, as
Honolulu mayor Lester Petrie supposed, a “practice smoke screen . . . I thought that was a
perfect demonstration.”At four minutes past eight, KGMB interrupted its regular Sunday morning
radio broadcast of organ music carried live from the First Baptist Church of Waikiki. The
announcer, Webley Edwards, read a brief statement recalling all military personnel to their bases
and stations. Normal programming then resumed, but new interruptions followed every few
minutes, with announcements calling firemen, doctors, rescue workers, and disaster wardens to
work. At 8:40 a.m., Edwards came back on the air: “We interrupt this broadcast to bring you this



important news. Please pay attention. The island is under attack. I repeat, the island is under
attack by hostile forces.” Skeptical listeners refused to take the news seriously, assuming that the
announcement was another element of an unusually vivid practice alert. Some recalled the
panic caused by Orson Welles’s fictional War of the Worlds broadcast three years earlier. Shortly
before nine, Edwards returned to the air. In a quavering voice he pleaded with his listeners to
believe him: “This is no maneuver. Japanese forces are attacking the island. This is the real
McCoy!”Even seasoned military men found it difficult to believe what they were seeing, and
admitted to feeling bewildered and disorientated as the attack unfolded. The notion that an
actual raid was underway was slow to enter their minds. In the eyewitness accounts, that pattern
of belated comprehension is repeated again and again. A plane approaches. ( “Why are those
planes flying so low?”) American ground-based antiaircraft guns fire at the intruder. (“Why are
the boys shooting at that plane?”) A bomb drops. (“What a stupid, careless pilot, not to have
secured his releasing gear.”) It explodes. ( “Somebody goofed big this time. They loaded live
bombs on those planes by mistake.”) As the plane turns upward, the Japanese “Rising Sun”
insignia comes into view on the underside of the wings. ( “My God! They’re really going all-out!
They’ve even painted the rising sun on that plane!”) An American ship explodes. ( “What kind of
a drill is this?”) Even then, some men refused to believe that a war had begun that morning—
perhaps, as Commander A. L. Seton of the light cruiser St. Louis first guessed, the attacker was
“a lone, berserk Japanese pilot who somehow had gotten to Pearl and now would be in trouble
with his navy and ours.”On the street outside the YMCA in downtown Honolulu, sailors were
piling into buses, jitneys, taxicabs, and private cars. Military trucks roared down the main
thoroughfares, crammed with “armed soldiers wearing tin helmets, looking skyward.” Fire trucks,
rescue units, and policemen on motorcycles raced toward the fires burning in several parts of
the city. Sirens screamed; rubber shrieked on pavement. No one observed the speed limits. On
the two-lane blacktop highway to Pearl Harbor, recalled Lieutenant Commander Lawson
Ramage, “every conceivable vehicle was loaded with sailors—buses, taxis, and everything else
—rushing to get out there.”For many witnesses, the first direct confirmation that an actual attack
was underway came as their vehicles were strafed by low-flying enemy planes. “We heard what
sounded like the clicking of typewriter keys,” said Seaman Larry Katz, who was sharing a cab
with several other sailors. “I looked out the back window . . . and saw a plane coming down the
highway with fire coming out of its wings or engine. It was tracer bullets coming down the
highway at all the cars, including ours.” Jack Lower, a civilian electrician, was riding with several
other men in the back of an open truck. Each time a plane approached for a strafing run, the
men pounded their fists on the roof of the cab, the driver stomped on the brakes, and the
passengers dove into the roadside foliage for cover. As the aircraft passed, they clambered back
into the truck and continued. Navy Lieutenant Clarence Dickinson recalled seeing sparks leap
up from the pavement just ahead of the car in which he was riding as a passenger. Moments
later, the car ahead was hit with a burst of 20mm cannon. “Suddenly from the shock of bullets
that sedan rocked and was enveloped in a cloud of yellow dust,” he wrote. “We watched the car



careening and bumping crazily on empty tires . . . I had time to register an impression of small
holes of rain-drop size along that car, like stitches.”By 8:10 a.m., just fifteen minutes after the first
bombs and torpedoes had struck the ships lying in Pearl Harbor, the main battle force of the
Pacific Fleet was crippled. Along the eastern shore of Ford Island, in the anchorage known as
“Battleship Row,” the battleships lay smashed, burning, and blackened, their masts and
superstructures leaning over the harbor at 45-degree angles. So much thick black smoke was
billowing out of the stricken ships that observers could barely tell which had been hit. The
California was half-sunk, her keel resting on the bottom, her hull ripped open by Japanese
torpedoes; the West Virginia was smashed and blazing, her paint charred and bubbling, with
enormous volumes of smoke pouring from her stricken port side; the Maryland and the
Tennessee were in better shape, but both ships were jammed against the mooring dolphins,
immobilized and out of action. Oklahoma, hit by a barrage of torpedoes, had actually capsized,
turning 150 degrees off the vertical, her long keel pointed up toward the sky.The battleship
Arizona’s forward magazine had detonated in “a mighty thunderclap of sound, deep and terrible,”
sending a ball of fire mushrooming into the sky to a height of several thousand feet. Seconds
after the explosion, burning debris began raining down on the decks of nearby ships. It
continued to fall for an improbably long time. “There were steel fragments in the air, fire, oil—God
knows what all,” Seaman Martin Matthews of the Arizona recalled, “pieces of timber, pieces of
the boat deck, canvas, and even pieces of bodies. I remember lots of steel and bodies coming
down. I saw a thigh and leg; I saw fingers; I saw hands; I saw elbows and arms.” Much of the
Arizona was simply gone—the ship had been turned inside out, as it were—and the surviving
portion of the hull sank to the harbor floor, leaving only a portion of the superstructure and the
muzzles of three guns from Turret Two showing above the surface. Her tower and cranes leaned
steeply toward the channel, and dead men hung upside down from the ladders. The blast had
killed more than 1,000 of the Arizona’s crew in an instant, and many of the survivors were so
badly burned that their shipmates did not know how to help them. “These men were zombies, in
essence,” recalled Marine Private James Cory, who served aboard the Arizona and survived the
attack. “They were burned completely white. Their skin was just as white as if you had taken a
bucket of whitewash and painted it white. Their hair was burned off; their eyebrows were burned
off. . . . They were moving like robots. Their arms were out, held away from their bodies, and they
were stumping along the decks.”But for many who witnessed the events of December 7, 1941,
the most unforgettable image of all was the sight of the enemy airplanes, diving out of the sky in
such numbers that the morning had seemed to dim, as if a cloud had passed across the sun.
Before that morning, Americans had been led to believe that Japanese naval airpower was a
joke, an assortment of second-rate airplanes piloted by third-rate aviators. But these planes
were handled brilliantly. The dive-bombers planted their bombs with pinpoint accuracy; the
torpedo planes came in low and made textbook drops; the Zeros roared in on the tails of the
bombers and made deadly strafing runs. If not for the carnage on the ground and in the harbor,
the entire spectacle could have been an air show. Witnesses were amazed at how low the



attackers flew—so low (as one person remarked) that you could have thrown a baseball and hit
a Japanese airplane; so low that witnesses on the third floor of the Navy Yard Hospital looked
down on the torpedo planes as they began their runs on the American battleships. The
Japanese pilots were plainly visible in their cockpits, many with canopies open; witnesses could
see their “cat’s-eye” flight goggles, their windblown scarves, their brown aviators’ helmets, their
white headbands— “Hell, I could even see the gold in their teeth,” said an army officer at
Wheeler. Many witnesses recalled the strange sensation of making eye contact with an enemy
pilot. Some of the Japanese smiled ruefully, almost apologetically; a few even waved. Others
laughed and made taunting gestures. “They were so low you could see them grinning, you
know,” remarked machinist’s mate Leon Bennett of the Neosho. “I mean, really, they were
laughing, all smiles; they were having a field day, a ball.” A marine reported seeing a rear-seat
gunner “let go the handles of his gun, clasp his hands high above his head and shake them in
that greeting with which American prize fighters salute their fans. Then he grabbed his gun and
shot some more.”Watching the diving planes, the falling bombs, and the exploding ships, some
eyewitnesses were reminded of newsreel footage of the war in Europe, or a big-budget
Hollywood production. The entire scene had an unreal, dreamlike quality. “I still expect to awaken
from a bad dream or see the end of a war movie,” wrote Captain Elphege Gendreau, a fleet
surgeon, several weeks afterward. Theodore Mason, seaman of the California, agreed: “The
entire scene had the flickering two-dimensional quality of a B-grade war film.” In many cases it
was the non-visual senses that left the most lasting impression on the memory—the terrified
screams of the men trapped belowdecks; how the steel rungs of the ladders in the burning ships
seared into the palms of the escaping sailors; the bitter taste of fuel oil in the mouth; the rank,
cloying odor of burning flesh. The memories were jumbled, out of sequence; but they were also
vivid, indelible, even after the passage of many years. The terrible suddenness of the raid, the
abrupt transition from peace to war, the immense scale of the carnage, the almost
incomprehensible fury and malevolence of the attackers— “It was like being engulfed in a great
flood, a tornado or earthquake,” said Chief Petty Officer Charles Russell. “The thing hit so quickly
and so powerfully it left you stunned and amazed.” For Signalman John H. McGoran of the
California, the experience of being at Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941, was simply impossible
to describe. “If you didn’t go through it, there are no words that can adequately describe it; if you
were there, then no words are necessary.”FRANKLIN DELANO ROOSEVELT had been passing
a tranquil Sunday afternoon in his Oval Study on the second floor of the White House. Not to be
confused with the larger and more formal Oval Office, located downstairs, the study was a part
of the president’s official residence; a set of double doors on the west side of the room led
directly to his bedroom and private bath. In past presidential administrations, the study had been
known as the “Yellow Room” or “Oval Parlor,” and had been used variously as a sitting room, a
library, and a place for the storage of unwanted furniture and files. President Harding had played
poker here with his friends and cronies, and the Hoovers had used it as a screening room for
silent films.By December 1941, Roosevelt had occupied the study for nine years, and it had



acquired a cluttered, lived-in, and slightly dingy appearance, much like his house at Hyde Park,
in the Hudson River Valley of New York. Nearly every square inch of the walls was occupied with
photographs and paintings of many different shapes, sizes, and themes. There were not enough
bookcases to accommodate all of the president’s books, so volumes were jammed horizontally
above the rows on the shelves, or stacked on the floor against the walls and in the corners.
Heavy drapes blocked the natural light from the windows, giving the room a gloomy aspect; but
the darkness helped obscure the fraying corners of the upholstery, the threadbare patches in the
carpet, and the black cords that snaked along the floor from the lamps to the wall sockets. The
ashtray on the president’s desk was often overflowing with spent butts, and the room smelled
deeply of cigarettes. If the decor had any unifying theme at all, it was nautical. There were
perhaps two dozen of Roosevelt’s beloved collection of Currier & Ives prints, depicting wooden
sailing ships at sea; there were half a dozen ship models on the tables and bookcases,
protected under glass display cases; and on one of the walls, next to a picture of the president’s
own mother, hung a portrait of John Paul Jones, naval hero of the American Revolution.For
Roosevelt, the Oval Study was a refuge of sorts, his inner sanctum. Often he spent his entire day
here, seated in his wheelchair, behind his desk, his back to the large south-facing windows with
their view of the Ellipse and the Washington Monument. Much of the substantive work of his
presidency was done at this desk. Here he read reports, dictated letters and memoranda, spoke
on the telephone, and received aides and visitors. But this was also the room in which Roosevelt
liked to relax, as he was doing on this particular Sunday afternoon. Dressed in an old gray
turtleneck sweater and flannel slacks, he was tinkering with his stamp collection while carrying
on a desultory chat “about things far removed from war” with his closest aide and good friend,
Harry Hopkins. The two men had eaten lunch in the study, on trays. Earlier, the president had
sent word that he would be unable to join First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt and about thirty guests at
a luncheon in the Blue Room. Eleanor would subsequently tell the disappointed visitors (a mixed
group of friends, relatives, and government officials) that her husband had been detained by the
crisis unfolding in the Pacific, but that was not strictly true: Roosevelt had sent his regrets before
the raid had even begun. He was tired and he wanted to relax. He would have no such luck.The
black telephone on his desk rang at 1:40 p.m. (Washington time). It was Secretary of the Navy
Frank Knox, who advised Roosevelt that an alert had just been transmitted from Pacific Fleet
headquarters: “Air raid Pearl Harbor. This is no drill.” Knox could offer no further details, but
promised to call back as soon as he knew more.Hopkins was incredulous. Japan, he said, would
not and could not attack Hawaii; the report must be wrong. Roosevelt did not agree—he said he
believed the report was “probably true,” and remarked that “it was just the kind of unexpected
thing the Japanese would do.”Within minutes, Admiral Harold R. “Betty” Stark, the chief of naval
operations, called to confirm the appalling news. Stark and Knox had been on the phone with
Rear Admiral Claude C. Bloch, commandant of the Fourteenth Naval District in Hawaii, who had
given them a real-time eyewitness account of the raid while the second wave of enemy planes
was over the base. A few minutes later, the president took a call from Joseph B. Poindexter, the



territorial governor of Hawaii, who requested and was granted authority to declare martial law in
the islands. During this brief conversation, Poindexter’s voice rose to a frantic pitch. The
president turned to Hopkins and the other aides who had crowded into the study and exclaimed,
“My God, there’s another wave of Jap planes over Hawaii right this minute!”The news passed
quickly through the White House. Eleanor was told by one of the White House ushers just as she
was seeing her luncheon party off. The visitors “stood around in stupefied knots,” one later wrote;
“—there was nothing to say—it was absolutely incredible. The guests seemed to melt away—
nobody bothered to say goodbye to anyone.” The first lady went upstairs and slipped into the
president’s study, but the room was already crowded with aides, and she soon realized that her
husband “was concentrating on what had to be done and would not talk about what had
happened until this first strain was over.” She withdrew to her sitting room and went to work on
her correspondence.Throughout the afternoon, updates poured into the White House. Grace
Tully, the president’s chief secretary, took several calls from Admiral Stark. She made shorthand
notes of what he told her, then quickly typed the information into memos and handed them to
Roosevelt. “The Boss maintained greater outward calm than anybody else but there was rage in
his very calmness,” Tully wrote. “With each new message he shook his head grimly and
tightened the expression of his mouth.” A steady stream of aides was entering the study, and
soon the din of loud voices made it impossible for her to work. She moved out to the hallway, and
then to the private telephone in the president’s bedroom. While she was typing, members of the
staff hovered behind her and peered over her shoulder. She later wrote: “The news continued to
come in, each report more terrible than the last, and I could hear the shocked unbelief in Admiral
Stark’s voice as he talked to me. At first the men around the president were incredulous; that
changed to angry acceptance as new messages supported and amplified the previous
ones.”Seated behind his desk at the center of the storm, Roosevelt remained calm and
composed. He spent much of the afternoon on the telephone, attending to troop movements,
dictating a news release for the press, setting up new security procedures for ports and strategic
installations, ordering measures to observe or detain enemy nationals. Dozens of executive
orders were required; Roosevelt told his aides to execute the orders immediately, and bring them
to him for a signature later. One by one, the president’s leading military and foreign policy
advisers arrived in the study and took a seat—Secretary Knox, Admiral Stark, Secretary of War
Henry Stimson, Secretary of State Cordell Hull, Army Chief of Staff General George C. Marshall.
The president asked hard questions. How could the attack have succeeded? How bad was the
damage? What were the Japanese likely to do next? It was still not clear what was happening in
Hawaii. The radio-telephone connection to Oahu was lost several times, cut off in mid-sentence,
and at one point there was a period of several hours in which no connection could be obtained.
Were the air strikes continuing? Each new report suggested that the destruction was worse than
previously believed. As the meeting adjourned, about 4:30 p.m., it was agreed that the full
cabinet would be summoned to meet at the White House at eight-thirty that evening, with the
congressional leaders to follow at nine.Many of the people around Roosevelt judged that he



was, in a sense, relieved. The waiting and uncertainty were finished. The American people had
been bitterly divided over the prospect of war, but now (as Secretary of War Stimson put it) “a
crisis had come in a way that would unite our people.” Eleanor agreed: “I thought that in spite of
his anxiety Franklin was in a way more serene than he had appeared in a long time. I think it was
steadying to know finally that the die was cast.”AS THE LAST OF THE JAPANESE AIRCRAFT
headed back out to sea, the East Loch of Pearl Harbor was littered with flotsam of every
description, much of it blackened by the flames: clothing, shoes, books, life vests, mattresses,
accommodation ladders, lifeboats, barrels. There was an almost indescribably foul combination
of odors—the oppressive fumes of fuel oil; the vast billowing clouds of black, acrid smoke; the
sickly-sweet smell of charred flesh. Millions of gallons of oil had erupted into the harbor from the
torpedoed battleships. “People who have never seen this at sea cannot imagine what oil is like
once it is exposed to cool seawater,” said Private Cory. “It becomes a globlike carpet about six
inches thick, gelatinous.” Sailors who leapt from the burning ships, or were blown off the decks
by explosions, found themselves swimming through congealed oil. It was exhausting and
dangerous. Seaman Mason of the California tried to swim beneath the surface, but when he
came up for air, the “gummy black oil was clogging my nose and ears, burning under my eyelids.
The rank, sweet taste of the stuff made me want to vomit.”The wind was blowing hard, about 25
knots; photographs taken that morning show flags flapping hard on their poles. Inevitably, the
fires on the battleships, fanned by those powerful gusts, spread to the harbor. Survivors
described a conflagration advancing toward them across the water, how it engulfed the heads of
other men; the brief, agonized screams from behind the curtain of flames, and then silence. Even
from a distance, the heat radiating from the vicinity of Battleship Row was almost unendurable,
but motor launches and whaleboats plowed directly into the maelstrom in the attempt to rescue
survivors. The crew of one boat tried to douse the fires using handheld CO2 extinguishers:
“Each time this was done the sides of the boat broke into flames, which had to be put out before
the next run,” said Lieutenant Ephraim P. Holmes. “The heat was so intense that the men in the
boat had to lean way over the unexposed side to protect themselves.” Swimmers found salvation
in a boathook, as they were seized by the belt or collar and hauled into a boat. These rescued
men were choking on oil, spitting oil, vomiting oil; many were so thoroughly drenched in oil that it
was difficult to determine whether they had been wounded. “I remember one sailor that I pulled
out of the water, and I took my handkerchief and wiped the oil from his face,” said Marine Private
Leslie Le Fan; “I couldn’t tell if he was a black man or a white man or a Chinaman.” They were
laid in the bottom of the boats, said Seaman Ed Johann, until each boat “was loaded with the
wounded, all pressed together, all in great pain.”At “Ten-Ten Dock,” across the harbor from Ford
Island, wounded men were lifted on stretchers from the boats. The scene was chaotic. Sailors
and officers who had spent the night ashore pressed forward, hoping to find a boat that could
take them back to their ships. Sirens screamed; medical corpsmen shouted to clear a way for
the stretchers; dead and wounded men were laid in rows on the concrete pier. Private cars and
ambulances were arriving in great numbers, immobilizing traffic. The wounded were



administered a shot of morphine and offered a drink of water. Their faces were blackened by
smoke or soot, their eyes almost smashed shut; some had lost all of their hair and much of their
skin. It was necessary to strip the burn victims of their clothing, but oil-soaked fabric had seared
into the flesh, and when it was removed, long ribbons of skin came off with it. “I was trying to put
some petroleum jelly on them and trying to cover them with gauze,” said Shipfitter third class
Louis Grabinski of the West Virginia, who lent a hand with the wounded. “But that wasn’t helping;
it seemed to be taking their skin off. It seemed like it was better to just leave the skin open
instead of putting something over it. They wanted to tear the gauze off, or if they had a skivvy
shirt, they wanted to tear that goddamn thing off, because they were blistered, burnt.”Emergency
treatment centers were set up in several locations throughout the Navy Yard and Ford Island,
including the Marine Barracks, the Dispensary, and the Bachelor Officers Quarters (the “BOQ”).
All were soon overwhelmed with casualties. At the Ford Island mess hall, wounded men were
laid on all of the tables, and newly arriving stretchers had to be left on the patio outside. “Some
of these men looked beyond help, burned flesh and bone showing through the oily mess,” said
Seaman Victor Kamont. “Some of these men were half clothed, raw meat just hanging from their
bones. Some cried like babies, babbling for their mother, father or loved ones. It was a sickening
sight.” Lightly wounded men were wandering around in a daze, refusing to respond when spoken
to, resisting violently when others tried to lead them into the centers for treatment; there were
men who were completely naked but seemed unaware of their nakedness, even in the presence
of civilian women or Red Cross nurses. Carl Carlson, a sailor who was fortunate to escape from
the Arizona with minor wounds, recalled meeting one of his shipmates in the sick bay at Ford
Island. The man was “laying across from me . . . and he was holding his intestines in with his
hands. And he looked up at me, and he said, ‘War sure is hell, isn’t it, shipmate?’ and I said,
‘Yeah, it is.’ And I wasn’t bleeding anywhere so I got up and walked out of there.”On the docks
and landings, the dead were being laid in two rows, with a walkway down the center. The heads
in each row pointed inward, so that the bodies could be identified, either by their faces or their
dog tags. Some of the dead men’s faces had an unnaturally dark pallor, but their bodies showed
no visible wounds: that indicated that they had been killed by the concussive force of one of the
huge explosions, shattering the blood vessels without breaking the skin. Seaman Nick Kouretas
of the USS Raleigh spent several hours searching for his brother: “I would run along the aisle
and, knowing my brother’s characteristics, look for him. He chewed his nails. I knew where he
had a wart; I knew every little mark on his body. I would get so far, and I’d say: ‘Well, this guy
looks like him,’ but I couldn’t see a face. I’d pick up the hand, and I’d say: ‘No, that’s not him,’ and
then go on.” Eventually, sheets or blankets were brought to cover the bodies. “I’ll tell you one
thing,” said Seaman William Fomby of the Oklahoma. “When you see all these people in bed
sheets laying out stacked up like cordwood, it takes all the glamour out of war. You really realize
that something bad is going on.”The Ford Island airfield was a ghastly sculpture garden of
twisted, burning clots of aluminum wreckage, the remains of aircraft wiped out on the ground.
Thirty-three out of seventy planes had been destroyed in the raid. At the southeast end of the



island, Hangar Six lay gutted and smoking: it had been struck by at least three Japanese bombs.
On the seaplane ramp, the strafed and burning fragments of the big PBY Catalina seaplanes
were scattered among the ubiquitous palm trees. Concrete surfaces throughout the island were
littered with shrapnel and pocked with large craters, each marking the spot where a 550-pound
bomb had landed. Sailors who had been ordered to abandon their ships were milling around in
confusion, their uniforms smeared with blood and oil. “There was a lot of us there in limbo, just
standing around,” Seaman Elmo Rash remembered. “I started thinking about everything that had
happened, and I started to shake. I walked around for a while until I was feeling better.” Men were
in various states of undress, and some plundered the abandoned barracks and dependents’
housing for clothing. There were reports of men wearing bizarre get-ups: a sailor’s cap and a
lieutenant’s dress blue jacket; a tuxedo with bare feet; a bathrobe and boots; seaman’s
dungarees with a swallow-tailed coat and a “fore and aft” admiral’s hat. Gangs of sailors roamed
the island, bandoliers of ammunition slung over their shoulders, like bandits in a western film. In
the Ford Island administrative building, said Bosun’s Mate Howard French, “There was mass
confusion. . . . There was no order, no control, no authority. People were milling around like so
many lost sheep.”The Marine Barracks, a massive concrete building in the Navy Yard, was
hastily converted into a receiving and billeting center for these itinerant sailors. Men who had
crawled out of the harbor were instructed to strip off their oil-soaked clothing and place it in
garbage cans, and then stand in line for a hot shower. In many cases, the sludge oil had
penetrated so deeply into the men’s pores that it was nearly impossible to get clean. “You wiped
off as much as you could with towels and whatever rags you could find, but there was no way in
the world to get it all off,” said Seaman Jim Lawson of the Arizona. Soap and water did not do the
trick—it was necessary to scrub the oil-stained skin with alcohol or gasoline. Some men went so
far as to actually bathe in gasoline; but even those who managed to remove the visible stains
complained for weeks afterward that they were coated head to foot in a thin film of oil, that their
eyes smarted from the gasoline, or that they were plagued by intense headaches and blurred
vision.The marine quartermaster sergeant issued clean, dry dungarees, underwear, socks, a
toothbrush, toothpaste, a razor, and a ditty bag to any man who needed them. Paperwork was
ignored; no one was required to sign for anything. The marine mess sergeant did his best to feed
any hungry sailor who walked into the mess hall, and the chow line was continuous, with men
lining up for lunch behind others still waiting for breakfast. It was feared that the drinking water
may have been poisoned by saboteurs, so men drank beer, soft drinks, Kool-Aid, and water
drawn from swimming pools. One sailor remembered that he and his mates were grateful to be
served “dry sandwiches and coffee made from chlorinated swimming pool water. We were
hungry so it was delicious.”A check-in station for sailors was set up on the first floor of the Marine
Barracks. The name of each abandoned ship was stenciled on the wall behind a table staffed by
a junior officer. Sailors and officers checked in and were told to wait for reassignment. Many
were ordered to join cleanup details on the ships and around the base. On Ford Island, teams of
sailors removed debris from the hangars and pushed wrecked aircraft off the runways. Others



carried fire extinguishers and put out dozens of small brush fires that had sprung up in the
grasslands around the airfield. Men were given buckets and ordered to pick up shrapnel and
scrap metal. There was so much shrapnel on the ground that “you could walk out on the parking
lot and scoop it up with your hands.” The public works staff of the Fourteenth Naval District was
hard at work laying a new 16-inch water main from Hospital Point to Ford Island, and other
workers were getting the dry docks back into working order. Sailors returned to the stricken
battleships with galvanized steel buckets, and began the grisly task of collecting the remains of
their slain shipmates. “I recall finding severed knee joints as well as shoulder fragments and torn,
burning body torsos, all unidentifiable because of their burned condition,” remembered Seaman
Charles Sehe of the Nevada.Though the shock of the raid was still fresh in everyone’s minds, the
survivors made a concerted effort to raise their collective morale. Music helped: on the
waterfront at Ford Island, a jukebox blared “I Don’t Want to Set the World on Fire,” and on the
battleship Maryland, the ship’s band performed on deck while the repair teams worked. The
crew of the Nevada agreed on a new nickname: the “Cheer-Up Ship.” Signs on her deck
proclaimed: “We’ll Fight Again” and “Cheer Up the Cheer-Up Ship.” The crisis tended to bring out
the best in the malingerers, the lazy men, even the prisoners in the brig, who were ordered out of
their cells and put to work. Everyone pitched in. “Things were so bad at Pearl Harbor,” Seaman
Mason recalled, “that even the chiefs were working.”ADMIRAL HUSBAND E. KIMMEL,
Commander in Chief of the Pacific Fleet (CINCPAC), was staggered by the number of things he
did not know. He did not know where the enemy aircraft had come from. He did not know where
they had gone. Had they been launched from aircraft carriers? Or from Japanese air bases in
the Marshall Islands, several thousand miles to the southwest? The latter seemed implausible,
given the great range—but if they were carrier-borne aircraft, where had the enemy carriers
gone? North, south, west? Were they running for safety, or preparing another airstrike? Above
all, had the Sunday morning raid been the opening move in a planned sequence of attacks,
perhaps to be followed by troop landings? Was Oahu about to be invaded?Kimmel’s CINCPAC
headquarters was in a three-story white stucco building with an Art Deco facade, lined with
coconut palms and fronted by a neatly kept lawn. His windows offered a panoramic view of the
carnage in the harbor. The staff officers were doing what they could to pull themselves together,
but the stark reality that the entire Pacific battle force had been knocked out of action had left
them stunned and speechless. “Kimmel seemed calm and collected,” recorded Lieutenant
Commander Edwin T. Layton, an intelligence officer on the CINCPAC staff. “But he looked
shocked by the enormity of the thing that was happening to his command and by the fact that his
world was blowing up around him.” As the admiral watched his precious battleships burn, he
occasionally muttered, “What a doleful sight!” Officers who had abandoned the stricken ships
streamed into the headquarters, their white uniforms stained with fuel oil; many seemed dazed.
Although no one was willing to admit it at the time, a heavy pall of fear had settled over the
headquarters. Layton recalled that his yeoman’s hands shook visibly as he handed the
commander an intelligence log, and Lieutenant Walter J. East stated flatly that “people were



frightened and if they say they weren’t, they’re damned liars.”In those first desperate hours after
the raid, Kimmel’s problem was not so much that he lacked good intelligence about the enemy’s
whereabouts. His problem was that his headquarters staff were overwhelmed by reports that
were ambiguous, contradictory, garbled, or altogether wrong. His initial instinct (which would
prove accurate, but not in time to do anything about it) was that the enemy carriers had
approached from the north. A squadron of U.S. Army bombers arriving that morning from the
mainland had spotted Japanese planes headed north after the raid, and a radar station at
Opana, on northern Oahu, had also tracked aircraft headed northward. But the Japanese raid
had destroyed or immobilized most of Oahu’s long-range patrol planes, both army and navy, so
the American commanders were unable to launch a proper air search. At 9:42 a.m., Kimmel
warned the U.S. carrier Enterprise, at sea about 200 miles west of Oahu, that there was “some
indication” of a Japanese carrier force northwest of the island. Within minutes, however, new
contact reports pointed south. (In every case, as it would eventually become clear, those reports
proved to be U.S. ships misidentified as enemy.) One faulty alert put two Japanese carriers
southwest of Barbers Point. The cruiser Minneapolis, which was near the reported coordinates
(and had probably been mistaken for the phantom enemy force), attempted to send a dispatch
correcting the report. But the ship’s radio operator made a transmission error, with the result that
the message went out as “two enemy carriers” instead of “no enemy carriers” in sight. The
Enterprise turned east to give chase, and launched fifteen Douglas Dauntless SBD dive-
bombers to search the zone southwest of Oahu. Six Curtiss SOC-3 seaplanes were launched
from her accompanying cruisers to search north and northeast. Both flights found only American
ships, but in some cases the pilots mistook them for enemy ships, adding new layers of
confusion to the scene. The CINCPAC diary noted: “The view was held for some time that
carriers were both north and south of the island.”On Ford Island, those few PBYs that had
emerged unscathed from the morning’s raid were ordered into the air. Soon the big amphibians
were roaring down the channel between Ford Island and Hospital Point and staggering into the
sky. Getting them aloft was a dangerous prospect, because the East Loch (which served as their
runway) was littered with wreckage and overlaid with a carpet of heavy sludge oil. Twenty-nine-
year-old Lieutenant Thomas H. Moorer, a seaplane pilot (and future chairman of the Joint
Chiefs), left a vivid description of what it was like to drive his aircraft down the channel, with the
row of burning battleships just off his wingtips, his pontoons bucking violently over the wakes left
by the boats, and oily water splashing up onto his windshield, “with the result that I never did see
anything until I was well clear of the island. It was a one hundred percent instrument take-off
after we got hit with the oil.”Throughout the Navy Yard and Ford Island, it was broadly assumed
that a Japanese invasion was underway. Sailors deprived of their ships felt a peculiar sense of
vulnerability, as they had received no training in land fighting. Defenses were hastily organized.
On Ford Island, gangs of sailors were set to work digging trenches, filling sandbags, and setting
up .30- and .50-caliber machine guns on tripods. Craters left by the Japanese bombs were
surrounded with piles of sandbags and converted into foxholes. Rifles were handed out from the



back of trucks, generally at random, including thousands of Browning automatic rifles and some
thoroughly obsolete bolt-action 1903 Springfields. No one was asked to sign for the weapons
they received. “Somebody handed me two hand grenades,” said Seaman Warren G. Harding of
the California. “I said: ‘What do I do with them?’ He said: ‘Never mind! Don’t pull this!’ That’s all
the instruction I had.” Sailors were seen carrying butcher’s knives and meat cleavers. Navy
radioman Joseph Ryan was issued a .30-caliber rifle and ammunition and told, “You guys stay
right here on 10-10 dock, and when the Japanese come in, get as many of them as you can
before they get you.”SUNDAY AFTERNOON WAS RADIO PRIME TIME, when highly rated
programs aired simultaneously across America on NBC and CBS network affiliates. Beginning
at about 2:30 p.m., news announcers broke in over regular programming to report that Pearl
Harbor had been attacked by Japanese aircraft. The scene was much the same all across the
nation: families congregated around their big cabinetlike radios and listened breathlessly to the
first reports. Children who asked questions were shushed. If the radio’s vacuum tubes burned
out, people sat in their cars and listened to their car radios.“I had no real sense of where Hawaii
was,” recalled a civilian, Scott Leesberg, who heard the news from a ham radio operator in
Oberlin, Ohio. “I knew it was in the Pacific.” That was a very common reaction. Pearl Harbor?
Oahu? Honolulu? They were not familiar names. Hawaii had been the setting for a few movies in
the 1930s, and most Americans at least understood that it was a United States territory located
somewhere in the Pacific. Atlases and maps were pulled off the shelves and studied carefully.
For the majority of Americans who lived east of the Mississippi, Hawaii was more distant than
Europe, where war had been raging for more than two years. But it was American soil, and it was
an attack that had sunk American ships and killed American servicemen. The public had seen
plenty of newsreel footage of devastated cities, both in Europe and in China. Bombs falling from
the sky had seemed a distant nightmare, and further evidence that the ancient civilizations of the
world were irredeemably barbaric places, from which the New World must always remain aloof.
Now, with terrible suddenness, it seemed at if it could happen here. In neighborhoods all across
the country, people stepped out of their homes and looked skyward, as if expecting a fleet of
Japanese planes to appear suddenly overhead.Children and adolescents, with no direct
memory of the Great War, tended to shrug the news off. Some assumed that the United States
would simply bomb Japan back; and that Japan, having been taught a proper lesson, would
refrain from any further aggression. When it was reported late Sunday afternoon that a Japanese
submarine had been sunk off Oahu, ten-year-old James Erickson of Chicago rejoiced, assuming
that the war was as good as won and Japan would surrender by the end of the day. Nineteen-
year-old Iris Bancroft, also of Chicago, confessed to feeling exhilarated and even elated by the
coming of the war. “My life to date had been relatively uneventful. So had my future,” she recalled
years later. “Now, suddenly, I knew anything could happen. The new possibilities ahead were
impossible to ignore. . . . I felt as if I were the heroine in a romantic movie.” The older generations
reacted differently, especially those with sons or nephews of draft age. Pat Vang, nine years old,
heard the news over the radio in her father’s grocery store. She asked her father, “Is it real bad,



Daddy?” He replied, “Yes baby, very, very bad. A lot of good men will die.”British prime minister
Winston Churchill was at Chequers, his official country residence in Buckinghamshire, with two
American houseguests—John “Gil” Winant, the U.S. ambassador, and Averell Harriman, the
Lend-Lease coordinator. At nine o’clock that evening, the prime minister turned on his portable
radio for the BBC news broadcast. Only after several items on the Russian front and the British
army in Libya did the broadcaster mention a report of Japanese attacks on American and British
targets in the Pacific. Churchill strode down the hall to his office and asked his staff to place a
transatlantic radio-telephone call to the White House. In three minutes the connection was
successfully made, and the two leaders were on the phone.“Mr. President, what’s this about
Japan?” Churchill asked.“It’s quite true,” Roosevelt replied. “They have attacked us at Pearl
Harbor. We are all in the same boat now.”Churchill informed Roosevelt that Japanese troops had
landed in Malaya, and promised to go before the House of Commons the following day and ask
for a declaration of war. “This certainly simplifies things,” Churchill told the president, and added,
“God be with you.”The prime minister’s reaction to the news was unequivocal. He rejoiced. “So
we had won after all!” Churchill wrote years later, in the now-famous passage of his war
memoirs. “England would live; Britain would live; the Commonwealth of Nations and the Empire
would live. . . . Hitler’s fate was sealed. Mussolini’s fate was sealed. As for the Japanese, they
would be ground to powder. All the rest was merely the proper application of overwhelming
force.” Since the war in Europe was not going particularly well at that moment, it was a daring
prediction; and Churchill’s comment to Roosevelt that Japan’s sudden entry into the war
“simplifies things” flew in the face of many perplexing complications. Eighteen months had
passed since the fall of France, and Hitler was the seemingly invincible master of continental
Europe. In June 1941, 148 divisions of the German Wehrmacht had poured across the Russian
border, and by December they had advanced to within artillery range of Moscow. Britain had
been at war for more than two years; it had stood alone against Germany for a year; and though
it had absorbed the punishment of the Luftwaffe’s bombing campaign and escaped, for the
moment, the threat of a cross-Channel invasion, there was every risk of a renewed assault in
1942, especially if the Soviet Union should collapse.Would Japan attack Russia in the east,
freeing Hitler to transfer forces to the west? Would Japan overrun British colonies in Asia—Hong
Kong, Malaya, Singapore, Burma, perhaps even India? Would the Axis armies achieve a
dreaded link-up in the Middle East? Would the sparsely populated nations of Australia and New
Zealand be swallowed up? Perhaps even more alarming, would the United States channel its
entire energy into the war against Japan, thereby starving Britain and Russia of tanks, airplanes,
transports, weapons, and other vital war matériel?Churchill was vividly aware of all of those
hazards, and yet he had the absolute conviction that Pearl Harbor, by jolting the United States
out of its isolationist lassitude, would secure ultimate victory for the Allies. He recalled the words
of Sir Edward Grey, thirty years earlier, concerning the entry of the United States into the First
World War. America was like a gigantic furnace, Grey had said: “Once the fire is lighted under it
there is no limit to the power it can generate.” With these heartening reflections in mind, Churchill



went to bed and “slept the sleep of the saved and thankful.”IN WASHINGTON, at four in the
afternoon, traffic at major intersections was blocked by trucks carrying troops of the District of
Columbia National Guard. The telephone system was paralyzed by incoming calls, as members
of the public sought news of the attack; additional operators were called in to work, but it was
difficult to get a line anywhere, local or long distance. Machine-gun nests had been hastily set up
on the front steps and rooftops of public buildings. Marines were called out to guard the Capitol,
and uniformed provost marshal guards, wearing steel helmets left over from the First World War
era, appeared suddenly outside the War and Navy departments on the corner of Seventeenth
Street and Constitution Avenue.At the Japanese Embassy on Massachusetts Avenue, a large,
sullen crowd was gathering on the sidewalk outside the gates. At one point, a man climbed out
of a taxi and began throwing bottles at the building. Members of the embassy staff, reported the
Philadelphia Inquirer, were seen to carry “baskets of documents into the garden and began
setting fire to them.” Masuo Kato, a Japanese journalist, left the complex at about 4 p.m. Looking
up to the sky above the roof, he noted that “white puffs were curling upward in the air.” More
documents were being burned on the roof. The crowd outside grew uglier, with several men
cursing and shouting threats. As Kato made his way outside, the crowd surged toward him
menacingly. They did not touch him, but one man said: “You are the last son of a bitch we’re
going to let out.” District of Columbia police and an FBI detail soon arrived and restored order.At
the White House, where blackout restrictions had not yet taken effect, floodlights suffused the
building and grounds in brilliant white light. Traffic on Pennsylvania Avenue slowed to a crawl as
drivers stared; they seemed to crane their necks in the hope of catching a glimpse of the
president or his men through the windows. Hundreds of spectators had gathered on the
sidewalk outside the iron fence. A few men carried children on their shoulders. Police officers
and Secret Service agents tried to keep them moving, but more arrived constantly throughout
the late afternoon and early evening hours. Eventually they stood three or four deep. Some
began to sing: “God Bless America” and “My Country, ’Tis of Thee.” About fifty or sixty reporters
and photographers were clustered under the portico. One journalist, Merriman Smith, wondered
if President Roosevelt “could hear those unrehearsed songs coming spontaneously and from
the hearts of the little people across his back lawn.”Secretary of the Interior Harold Ickes, as he
entered the White House gate, noted that the crowd was “quiet and serious” and seemed to be
“responding to that human instinct to get near the scene of action even if they could see or hear
nothing.” Seventy-four-year-old Secretary of War Henry Stimson stepped out of his limousine
and (said a witness) “bounded up the steps like a mountain goat.” Glen Perry of the New York
Sun recorded: “It was very cold and a light mist somewhat obscured the moon. Lights blazed in
the State Department, and clerks just called to duty kept running across the sidewalk past the
ancient cannons into the building.”Shortly after nightfall, Grace Tully entered the president’s
office. He was alone, smoking a cigarette and sifting through the papers on his desk. “Sit down,
Grace,” he told her. “I’m going before Congress tomorrow. I’d like to dictate my message. It will be
short.” He inhaled deeply and let the smoke out. He began speaking, Tully recalled, “in the same



calm tone in which he dictated his mail. Only his diction was a little different as he spoke each
word incisively and slowly, carefully specifying each punctuation mark and paragraph.” The
speech began: “Yesterday, December 7, 1941, a date which will live in world history, the United
States of America was suddenly and deliberately attacked by naval and air forces of the Empire
of Japan.” When he had finished speaking, Tully was sent off to type the draft, which ran to some
500 words. When she brought it back for his review, the president drew a line through the phrase
“world history” and wrote “infamy.”THE WHITE HOUSE PRESS ROOM, which normally
accommodated no more than two dozen people, was jammed with more than a hundred
reporters, cameramen, and photographers. A long line of reporters waited for a turn at each of
half a dozen telephones. The floor was littered with cigarette butts and a tangle of black cables
running to the cameras and microphones. A battery of klieg lights bathed the scene in a harsh
electric glare. The room, observed BBC correspondent Alistair Cooke, “already had that air of
tobacco-choked energy that is the Washington odor of panic.” “The press room was a
madhouse,” recalled Glen Perry. “Hilmer Baukhage, Fulton Lewis, Ted Wingo and other
broadcasters were set up there, typing scripts and then reading them into their microphones with
the crowd talking and working in the background.” Roosevelt’s press secretary, Stephen Early,
had issued the first of several announcements at 2:30 p.m. Glistening with sweat and squinting
into the lights, Early had acknowledged that the navy had suffered “doubtless very heavy
losses.” Updates had followed every fifteen or twenty minutes, and each time he arrived with a
new statement, the room fell to a hushed silence and the reporters bowed over their notepads. It
was the biggest story any journalist in the room had ever covered.At about eight o’clock, the
members of the cabinet began filtering into the Oval Study. They sat in chairs arranged in a
semicircle facing the president’s desk. Behind the desk sat Roosevelt, who had changed into a
rumpled dark suit, and was smoking a cigarette. Secretary of State Cordell Hull sat on a
Chippendale armchair in front of the desk. Secretary of the Navy Frank Knox stood hunched
over the president, speaking to him in a low voice. Harry Hopkins, looking pale and gaunt, was
the only non-member of the cabinet present. One of Roosevelt’s naval aides briefed the cabinet
secretaries on what had happened at Pearl Harbor. According to Labor Secretary Frances
Perkins, press secretary Early was “rushing back and forth saying, ‘They’ve had another
telephone conversation with Admiral “So-and-So.” Things are worse than were reported
earlier.’”At about nine o’clock, when all had arrived, Roosevelt began to speak. He remarked that
the cabinet was meeting under circumstances more dire than at any time since 1861, at the
outset of the Civil War. The president’s face, according to Perkins, was drawn and gray, with the
muscles around his mouth showing tension and anger. Uncharacteristically, he did not offer so
much as a quip or a halfhearted smile. Several of the secretaries, particularly those whose
departments did not touch upon defense or foreign affairs, were not entirely sure what had
happened in Hawaii. “We just got scraps of information, an episode here and there,” wrote
Perkins. “We got a picture of total confusion. Still, nobody knew exactly what had happened.
Nobody knew where the planes had come from. This young naval aide had said they were from



a carrier, but he was only assuming.”Several times, in response to telephoned updates
confirming the extent of damage to the fleet, Roosevelt groaned audibly. His anguish left a deep
impression on the cabinet members. Whatever the commander in chief thought of the army, the
Army Air Forces, or the marines, he was a navy man in his bones. The feeling could be traced
back to his childhood, when he had watched his distant and much-admired cousin, Theodore
Roosevelt, champion a major naval building program. He had read the works of Alfred Thayer
Mahan diligently and cited them in debates and term papers at Groton and Harvard. He had
learned to sail in the fog-shrouded waters off Maine and New Brunswick, and was by far the
most proficient yachtsman ever to occupy the White House. He had personally amassed one of
the world’s largest collections of early American naval prints, paintings, documents, and ship
models. He had served for eight years as assistant secretary of the navy in the Woodrow Wilson
administration (his longest tenure in any job other than the presidency itself) and had taken
direct responsibility for getting the navy on a war footing in 1917–18. As president, he had
signed major naval expansion bills in 1938 and 1940, aimed at building a navy capable of
fighting and winning simultaneous wars in the Atlantic and Pacific. “It was obvious to me that
Roosevelt was having a dreadful time just accepting the idea that the navy could be caught off
guard,” Frances Perkins recalled. “His pride in the navy was so terrific that he was having actual
physical difficulty in getting out the words that bombs had dropped on ships that were not in
fighting shape and prepared to move, just tied up. I remember that he said twice to Knox, ‘Find
out, for God’s sake, why the ships were tied up in rows.’ Knox replied, ‘That’s the way they berth
them.’”As the cabinet listened in rapt silence, Roosevelt read aloud the short speech he had
dictated earlier that afternoon, which he planned to deliver to a joint session of Congress the
following day. When he had finished, Hull and Stimson immediately raised objections to the
limited scope of the speech, which (in Stimson’s words) “represented only the just indignation of
the country at Japan’s treachery in this surprise attack and not the full measure of the
grievances we have against her as a confirmed law breaker and aggressor.” Nor did it connect
Germany with the attack. Hull, wrote Harold Ickes in his diary, “pressed his point so hard that the
president finally became a little impatient.” Roosevelt was firm: he preferred the short version. He
wanted to channel the full force of the American people’s fury, which would tend to unite them
and put the bitter debates of the isolationists and interventionists behind them. Nor did the
president want to mention Germany, since (as the isolationists would surely point out) there was
no hard evidence of collusion between Hitler and Japan. Roosevelt’s draft was accepted as
written.At about ten, congressional leaders joined the group. The cabinet members surrendered
their chairs and stood against the walls, so that the study was now very crowded. To the
congressmen and senators, the president gave a short summary of what was known about the
attack. In response to a congressman who asked how the Japanese could have achieved such
complete surprise, Roosevelt revealed his keen understanding of naval tactics by explaining that
enemy carriers could have approached to within several hundred miles of Oahu under cover of
darkness, foiling any American air patrols, and launched the airstrike before dawn. He admitted



that it was not yet clear how seriously the American fleet had been damaged, but concluded,
“the principal defense of the whole west coast of this country and the whole west coast of the
Americas has been very seriously damaged today.”“The effect on the Congress was
tremendous,” Stimson wrote in his diary. “They sat in dead silence and even after the recital was
over they had very few words.” Someone asked if the president would be requesting a
declaration of war, but Roosevelt would not reply directly, indicating that he had not yet made up
his mind. (He had, but did not want the news leaked in advance.) Several congressmen flared up
in anger that the U.S. Navy had been caught so badly off guard. Senator Tom Connolly of Texas
asked, “How did it happen that our warships were caught like tame ducks in Pearl Harbor? How
did they catch us with our pants down? Where were our patrols?” Roosevelt replied, “I don’t
know, Tom. I don’t know.”As the congressmen filed out at 10:45 p.m., Roosevelt left them with an
unsettling thought. While they slept that night, it would be daytime in Japan, the Philippines, and
throughout East Asia. “They are doing things and saying things during the daytime out there,
while we are all in bed.” One of the congressmen remarked, “We are in bed too much.” As they
left the White House, the congressional leaders were intercepted in the stone portico by a crowd
of reporters. They all avowed total, bipartisan unity. Congressman Joseph Martin, the House
minority leader, told a New York Times reporter, “There is no politics here. There is only one
party when it comes to the integrity and honor of the country.”The lights on the second floor of
the White House burned well past midnight, as the president refined drafts of his message. He
was helped into bed by his son James, at about one in the morning.FIVE TIME ZONES TO THE
WEST, darkness fell over Pearl Harbor. A soft rain was falling. A bugler sounded evening colors.
Throughout the base, men stopped whatever they were doing, stood to attention, and saluted
the flag as it came down. Strict blackout conditions had been ordered and no lights were
permitted to show from buildings, ships, cars, or even flashlights. But the East Loch was
illuminated by the orange glow of the still-burning West Virginia and Arizona, and by the intense
white light of the acetylene torches cutting into the upturned hull of the Oklahoma, where
survivors had been heard tapping. A gibbous yellow moon rose in the east, bright enough to cast
shadows. Searchlights probed for enemy aircraft; flares and red rockets shot up here and there;
and intermittent bursts of tracer fire drew geometric patterns across the sky.Night brought with it
a heavy sense of foreboding. Rumors circulated quickly, and evolved through repeated retellings
—there were said to be enemy submarines in the harbor; there had been troop landings at
Barbers Point, Diamond Head, or Kaneohe Bay; spies and saboteurs were operating within the
base itself. One of the most persistent reports, not conclusively refuted until Monday, was that
enemy paratroopers had landed in the mountainous interior of Oahu. They were said to be
wearing blue coveralls with red “Rising Sun” patches on their shoulders. Americans wearing blue
uniforms stripped them off to avoid being mistaken for the enemy. In the darkness, imaginations
ran wild and every sound seemed grotesquely amplified. Marine Lieutenant Cornelius C. Smith,
stationed at the Marine Barracks, recalled that his men were even spooked by noises that were
recognizable and familiar. “A laundry cart rumbles across the asphalt patch out behind the



bakery. With all of that weight and those tiny skate wheels, it sounds just like a machine gun. A
messman drops a bench end on the concrete deck. A rifle shot. The short wave set crackles with
static. More machine guns.”Everywhere, constantly, all night long, men fired their weapons. The
target might be a noise, a struck match, a lit cigarette, the headlights of a distant car.
Conscientious sentries, when they heard or saw a movement, would shout: “Halt! Who goes
there? Advance and be recognized!” Others simply aimed and pulled the trigger. Guards opened
fire on the men who had arrived to relieve them. “You couldn’t go five feet because somebody
would start shooting,” said Radioman Ryan, who was assigned to run messages that night. “You
wore your whites so that you could be seen in the dark, and you whistled the ‘Star-Spangled
Banner’ so you’d be known as an American. Boy, it was risky; I could easily have been shot.”
Antiaircraft batteries opened fire on lights in the sky, then fell silent as the gunners realized they
were shooting at stars. Much of the shooting was merely cathartic, a way to soothe the nerves.
At the Navy Yard tank farm, a large complex of steel tanks which held the navy’s main fuel
reserves in the Pacific, someone accidentally threw the main switch that turned on the
floodlights. A voice cried, “Shoot those lights out!” Dozens of weapons opened fire. Across the
fence, in Hickam Field, the army guards thought they were under attack and fired back. It was
not just a few stray shots, Army Lieutenant Charles Davis recalled, but “a genuine firefight with a
good amount of volume to it.” Surprisingly, no casualties were reported.The Enterprise and her
screening ships (together they were designated Task Force 8, under the command of Vice
Admiral William F. Halsey) had made a long, fruitless search to the south. Having found no
enemy ships, the Enterprise aircraft turned back, their fuel reserves running low. Most of these
planes tracked the blacked-out Enterprise by picking up and following her long phosphorescent
wake, and landed safely (a fine accomplishment, as the pilots had not been trained for night
landings). But Halsey ordered a squadron of six F4F Wildcat fighter planes, under the command
of Lieutenant (jg) Fritz Hebel, to return directly to the naval air station on Ford Island.The
squadron approached Oahu from the south at 10:45 p.m. Hebel radioed the Ford Island control
tower and requested landing instructions. The tower gave him clearance to land and specified
that the six planes should approach the base with their running lights fully illuminated. It was
perfectly obvious to everyone on the ground that the antiaircraft batteries were manned by
nervous (and in some cases inexperienced) gunners, and the risk of a friendly fire incident was
very great. The Ford Island tower broadcast a notice to “all ships present and army antiaircraft
units,” advising them of the approach of American planes. The broadcast was repeated a second
time—an unusual step, showing the tower’s anxiety for the safety of the planes—and the word
was passed haphazardly through the antiaircraft batteries to hold fire.From the ground, the six
Wildcats were plainly visible as they made their slow approach, losing altitude gradually, their
green and red running lights shining brightly. Commander Allen Quynn of the Argonne
understood that those were American planes—what sort of enemy pilot would fly over the base
at night with his aircraft running lights on?—but he also feared for them, given the number of
itchy trigger fingers at Pearl Harbor. “Will anyone smack them?” he wondered.The firing began



as the first plane made its final turn to line up with the runway, at an altitude of about 1,000 feet.
One of the aft antiaircraft batteries on the battleship Pennsylvania, flagship of the battle force,
opened fire; an instant later, hundreds of guns were blazing away. “It looked like the Fourth of
July, with everybody shooting up there,” said Gunner’s Mate Curtis Schulze of the Downes.
“They had tracers. Mostly, it was small arms fire.” From the control tower radio came frantic cries
to hold fire, but there were too many guns in too many places. The men on the ground were
exultant. “By God,” said Seaman Mason of the California, “this time we were going to shoot
back! . . . We took aim at the lights and opened fire with a fierce kind of joy. . . . We were striking
back the foe who had so humiliated us.” The notion that the planes were American seemed
never to enter their minds. “We had gotten addicted to shooting at everything that flew during the
day, and I guess that it was automatic what we did,” said Seaman Fomby.Lieutenant Hebel, over
the radio, was heard to cry: “My God, what’s happened?” Two planes were hit immediately,
crashing into the channel west of Ford Island and into a tavern named the Palm Inn in Pearl City.
Ensign Eric Allen bailed out successfully but was machine-gunned while floating down in his
parachute. A fourth pilot, James Daniels, dove low, swooped over the floodlights near the
southern edge of the runway, then cut hard left toward Barbers Point. Hebel’s plane was hit
several times—he pulled away and tried an emergency landing at Wheeler, but his plane
skidded into a cane field near Aiea. He was badly injured, and died the following morning. Two
other pilots crashed or bailed out, both surviving with minor injuries. Only Daniels managed to
land his plane without injury to himself or damage to his aircraft.There was so much antiaircraft
fire, so many bright red tracer patterns in the sky, that men on the ground were momentarily
blinded. As the guns fell silent and the shell bursts faded, Seaman Carl Schmitz of the USS
Castor recalled, “the sky turned so dark you had a hard time seeing ten feet in front of
you.”Chapter TwoNEW SENTRY BOXES WERE ERECTED OUTSIDE THE WHITE HOUSE
THAT night, and at dawn the grounds were swarming with plainclothes Secret Service agents
and soldiers wearing trench helmets. The president rose early on Monday, having taken just four
hours of sleep. He drank his coffee and ate his breakfast while reading the latest dispatches. He
dressed, with the help of his valet, in a dark suit and his old blue naval cape. At about eight that
morning, news was carried over the radio that Britain had declared war on Japan. “We can only
feel that Hitler’s madness has infected the Japanese mind,” Churchill had told the British people
in a BBC broadcast, “and that the root of the evil and its branch must be extirpated together.”A
few minutes after noon, Roosevelt was wheeled out the main entrance of the White House and
lifted into his limousine. A ten-car motorcade, which included three cars identical to the one
carrying the president, roared down Pennsylvania Avenue at twice the speed limit. Men armed
with Tommy guns crouched on the running boards. At 12:20 p.m., the convoy pulled up at the
south entrance to the Capitol. Roosevelt emerged, unsmiling. In the car he had put on the heavy
steel braces that enabled him to stand erect on his ruined legs, and he was able to walk,
arduously, on the arm of his son James, a marine captain. The president barely acknowledged
the crowd, described by the Washington Evening Star as “a tense, grim throng.” The building



had not been so heavily guarded since the Civil War. “Marines with bayonets on their rifles were
posted at entrances,” the Star reported, “and the Capitol police, out in full force, formed a
secondary line. Cables were stretched along the sidewalks around the House and to hold back
the crowd waiting for a glimpse of the president.” One congressman, having forgotten his
identification, pushed his way through a phalanx of soldiers and was very nearly shot.The
cabinet, as “solemn as owls,” filed into the House chamber. They were followed by the entire
Senate and the nine members of the Supreme Court. The galleries were packed with reporters,
photographers, and cameramen. At 12:29 p.m., Speaker Sam Rayburn brought his gavel down
on the rostrum and shouted: “The President of the United States!” BBC correspondent Alistair
Cooke, observing the scene from the press gallery, described a long, nervous interval as
Roosevelt made his way to the dais. The clicking of the president’s leg braces could be plainly
heard as he edged up the ramp to the podium, with “one arm locked in his son’s, the other hand
feeling every inch of the long sloping rail.” The cameras would not roll until the president was
safely behind the podium, his disability primly hidden away—but every soul in the crowded
chamber had seen his pained exertions, and the metaphor was too palpable to be missed.
Cooke wrote: “Before we heard his confident tenor and listened to the sincere automatic
applause, we saw him walk and thought of the wounded battleships slumped over in Pearl
Harbor.”Eleanor Roosevelt, dressed in black with a silver fox fur, sat in the galleries near Edith
Wilson, who had sat in this chamber twenty-three years earlier to hear her husband, President
Woodrow Wilson, ask for a declaration of war against Germany. “Now the president of the United
States was my husband,” wrote Eleanor, “and for the second time in my life I heard the president
tell the Congress that this nation was engaged in a war. I was deeply unhappy. I remembered my
anxiety about my husband and brother when World War I began; now I had four sons of military
age.”The president stood at the podium, leg braces locked, and gripped the sides of the rostrum
for support. He put on his glasses, opened a black looseleaf notebook, and began to speak:
“Yesterday, December seventh, nineteen forty-one—a date which will live in infamy—the United
States of America was suddenly and deliberately attacked by naval and air forces of the Empire
of Japan.” The timing of the raid, Roosevelt declared, left no doubt that it had been planned and
executed while the Japanese and American governments were engaged in recent diplomatic
negotiations, and that Japan had thus “deliberately sought to deceive the United States by false
statements and expressions of hope for continued peace.” He detailed all of the attacks Japan
had launched in the previous twenty-four hours—Midway, Wake, Guam, the Philippines, Hong
Kong, Malaya—and concluded, “Japan has, therefore, undertaken a surprise offensive extending
throughout the Pacific area. The facts of yesterday speak for themselves. . . . No matter how long
it may take us to overcome this premeditated invasion, the American people in their righteous
might will win through to absolute victory.”Congress, the Evening Star reported, was “solemn
and angered” as the president delivered his address; but several lines were punctuated by
thunderclaps of powerful applause and foot-stamping. With his concluding words, “we will gain
the inevitable triumph, so help us God,” the entire chamber rose to their feet and presented a



deafening ovation. Roosevelt raised a hand and left the podium, escorted once again by his son.
The speech had lasted a mere five minutes, and the phrase “a date which will live in infamy” was
the only line that most Americans would ever remember; but it had attracted the largest
audience in the history of radio: 60 million, according to the ratings. He had written it entirely
himself, without contribution from his speechwriters. The playwright and presidential aide Robert
Sherwood remarked of Roosevelt, “I do not think there was another occasion in his life when he
was so completely representative of the whole people.”An hour later, a declaration of war
passed both houses, with one dissenting vote in the House and none in the
Senate.ROOSEVELT WAS STILL ON THE RADIO as the sun rose over Pearl Harbor. A soft rain
was falling over the half-sunken, still-blazing battleships West Virginia and Arizona. Fireboats
continued to work them over with hoses, and immense columns of greasy, black, evil-smelling
smoke continued to roll into the sky. On Ford Island, men stumbled into the mess halls for coffee
and breakfast, “their eyes puffy, faces drawn, unshaven, and dirty.” Few had slept at all, and
many had neglected to eat since the previous morning’s attack. For twenty-four hours they had
been fueled by nervous energy and adrenaline, and were only now realizing that they were
exhausted and wolfishly hungry.At the Naval Hospital, a handsome stucco building wreathed in
palm trees along the Navy Yard side of the harbor, the short-handed staff had been working
without respite since the previous morning. It had been a long and petrifying night. Small arms
and antiaircraft fire kept up a constant din, persuading the doctors and nurses that a battle was
raging outside the windows. Surgeons struggled to keep their hands from shaking while bent
over the operating tables. At about eleven o’clock, when an exploding flak shell blew out many of
the windows of the upper floors, doctors, nurses, corpsmen, and patients had cried out all
together in fright. The nurses had worked relentlessly, mechanically, without relief, doing what
they were trained to do—sterilizing trays of instruments, giving shots, setting up intravenous
feeds, changing dressings. Observing strict blackout conditions, they worked with flashlights
covered with blue carbon paper to dim the light. It seemed obvious that a Japanese invasion was
underway. Having been warned of how the Japanese would treat female prisoners, some of the
nurses carried pocketknives and resolved to slash their wrists if the hospital was taken. Dawn
brought a puissant sense of relief. “No one could imagine what daylight meant to us,” said
Lieutenant Ruth Erickson, a nurse at the hospital. “We could now see outside. Even the air was
cleaner, purer. There was a feeling that we had made it. Our material possessions meant
nothing. The fact that we were alive—that was the full meaning. We had prayed many times, and
we were grateful that our prayers had been answered.”With daylight, casualties continued to
arrive at the hospital in great numbers. As the wards filled, the corpsmen pushed the beds closer
together to make room for more. The burn cases were the worst. The standard weekend uniform
at Pearl Harbor was shorts and shortsleeve shirts, leaving exposed skin on the arms and legs. A
witness described the wounds as “charred, crisp skin like bacon rind, black and oozing.” Burns
were treated with a variety of dressings—mineral oil sprays, sulfanilamide powder, tannic acid,
boric acid. But not much could be done for the men in the burn wards, except to keep them



heavily dosed with anesthetic. The smell of burnt flesh permeated the hospital, especially at
night when the blackout curtains prevented air from circulating. “I can still smell it,” recalled
Lieutenant Erickson, many years afterward, “and I think I always will.”The dead were placed in
white canvas body bags and moved out to the lawn in front of the hospital. Not all of those who
had been declared dead were actually dead: witnesses were horrified to hear muffled groans
from within some of the bags. “I started to go back and see,” recalled Vivian Hultgren, an army
wife, “and then my reasoning said, ‘Well, they must be so badly damaged that they can’t be
helped. They must just be on their last legs. So what can I do?’ And that just really haunted me.”
In the harbor, dozens of bodies were floating to the surface, and motor launches were assigned
to bring them to Aiea Landing for identification and burial. At first the crews hauled the bodies
into the boats, said Seaman Jack Kelley of the Tennessee, but it “got to where, if we pulled them
into the boat, they would bust open and run all over the bottom of the boat. So we would just tie a
little piece of rope around their leg or their arm or whatever you could get a hold of and get you a
string of them and tow them over rather than trying to pull them into the boat.” Another sailor
assigned to that grisly duty remembered, “The worst part was when the body would start to
disintegrate, and we would have to stop in the middle of the tow and re-lash.”On the previous
afternoon, civilian lumberyards in Honolulu had been ordered to build as many pine coffins as
they could, and these were transported to Pearl Harbor by the truckload. At Aiea Landing,
medical corpsmen wearing rubber gloves took dental impressions in the effort to identify the
dead. Identified bodies were placed in a numbered box, and a record made of the dead man’s
name. But many bodies or parts of bodies could not be identified, and these were distributed at
random into boxes. Trucks were loaded with coffins and driven to Oahu Cemetery, where
bulldozers were digging 150-foot-long trenches. It was necessary to get the dead under the
ground as soon as possible: many coffins were leaking blood and oil, and men handling them
had to wear masks to cover the odor. It was a gruesome task. “One flatbed truck came up,
stopped abruptly, and a box fell off,” said Marine Private Le Fan, who spent several days working
at the cemetery. “It hit the concrete and burst. There was the trunk of a man, three arms, and one
leg in this particular box.” For weeks after the attack, funeral ceremonies were held continuously.
When a dead man could not be identified, a priest, a rabbi, and a minister would sometimes
preside over a single burial. An honor guard would sound “Taps” and place a wooden stake over
each grave. In a newspaper photograph of one such ceremony, held shortly after the attack,
civilians and uniformed naval officers stand with heads bowed while a trio of grass-skirted
Hawaiian women play ukuleles and sing (according to the caption) “Aloha Oe.”Throughout the
base, there were alternating scenes of jubilation and grief as men discovered who among their
shipmates had survived and who had not. Survivors described a kaleidoscope of contradictory
feelings. Some were relieved at having escaped with their lives and limbs intact. Seaman
Theodore Mason remembered a peculiar celebration in the shower of the CINCPAC
administration building, as a number of sailors were scrubbing the oil from their bodies. “A
feeling of elation possessed me,” he remembered. “I was alive! The other men in the shower



shouted and laughed and sang. I joined them.” Hard on the heels of that curious euphoria came
a crushing sense of guilt and shame. “How many of my shipmates were dead, wounded,
hideously burned?” Mason asked himself. “Why was I singing? It took years, and additional
combat experience, before I forgave myself.”Most of the enlisted men and junior officers at Pearl
Harbor were young, in their late teens and early twenties; and they admitted feeling confused
about the causes of the war. Many were not in the habit of reading the newspapers, except the
comic strips or sports pages, and had not paid much attention to the deterioration of U.S.-
Japanese relations in the last months before the war. Japan, and all of Asia, had seemed remote
and not particularly important to their lives or to the lives of their families and friends at home.
Virtually no one had taken Japan seriously as a military threat. Now, as the Pacific battle force
lay in ruins, they felt a pervasive sense of collective disgrace. “Friends back home used to ask
about the Japs,” recalled Marine Lieutenant Cornelius C. Smith, Jr. “[I answered] ‘Hell, we could
blow them out of the water in three weeks!’ but here we are with our pants down and the striking
force of our Pacific fleet is settling on the bottom of East Loch, Pearl Harbor. Who wouldn’t be
ashamed?” Seaman Nick Kouretas wondered how he could ever face his family again. “What am
I going to say to them?” he asked himself. “How can I explain this?”As terrible as the fate of the
Arizona had been, many witnesses were even more shaken by the sight of the Oklahoma. After
being hit by a barrage of aerial torpedoes, she had listed to starboard and then rolled nearly
vertical, leaving her gigantic steel hull pointed up to the sky and her superstructure buried in the
soft mud bottom of the harbor. Three generations of officers and enlisted men had been taught
to believe that every battleship was a fortress, permanent and impregnable. For such a ship to
roll over like a toy boat in a bathtub seemed ludicrous, almost inconceivable. But there she was.
Gunner’s Mate Third Class George E. Waller of the Maryland recalled: “We had been told all of
our lives that you couldn’t sink a battleship, and then to see one go upside down. . . . It was
heartbreaking.”But the carriers had survived. At least the carriers had survived.Admiral William F.
Halsey’s Task Force 8—the Enterprise and her accompanying cruisers and destroyers—had
been safely at sea on the morning of the attack. They had been due back in Pearl Harbor on
Sunday morning, but on Saturday afternoon, northwest of Oahu, a line dropped by a destroyer
had managed to wrap itself around one of the propeller shafts of the cruiser Northampton. It was
the kind of familiar mishap that routinely beset ships operating in close formation at sea, usually
prompting savage recriminations, blame-trading, and fusillades of profanity. The entire task force
had lingered as divers worked to unravel the fouled line. When news of the air raid arrived by
radio the next morning, the ships had steamed hundreds of miles south in a long, fruitless
search, thereby avoiding Vice Admiral Nagumo’s carriers, which had withdrawn to the north. Had
Halsey chased north, he would have thrust his two carriers into striking range of Nagumo’s six,
and with such overpowering force the combat-hardened Japanese aviators might easily have
sent both the Enterprise and Lexington to the bottom.At sunset on Monday, with seven
destroyers following in a single file, the Enterprise crept down the long outer channel into Pearl
Harbor. She inched around the stern of the crippled battleship Nevada, which lay beached on



the western edge of the channel with her bow thrust into a grove of algaroba trees. In the failing
light, men stationed on the carrier’s bridge, flight deck, and catwalks took in enough to
understand what had happened in their absence: the charred remains of seaplanes and
hangars on Ford Island; the smell of fuel oil and roasted paint; the fires still burning in the half-
sunken ships; the columns of smoke still spewing into the sky. One of the Enterprise’s own 4F4
fighters, shot down the previous evening by friendly fire, was half-awash in the shallows near the
channel. Passing Ten-Ten Dock, they saw the half-sunken remains of the minesweeper Oglala,
plugged with three Japanese torpedoes apparently intended for the Enterprise. A heavy blanket
of black fuel oil lay across the water of the harbor—boats motoring through it raised barely a
wake, lifting the oil-water surface, a sailor recalled, “in sullen little folds that fell back at once into
the overall black melancholy.” The base was mostly dark and silent, observing strict blackout
conditions for the second night of the war, but a few sarcastic voices called out to the gaping
crew of the Enterprise as she crept past the stricken battleships: “Where in hell were you?” and
“You’d better get out of here or the Japs will get you too.”Ordnanceman Alvin Kernan, observing
the carnage from the flight deck, reflected that “In a violent way the attack had announced that
the day of the battleship was gone.” The Enterprise and a handful of other aircraft carriers had
been unwittingly thrust into the vanguard of the naval war. To men who had learned their trade in
a fleet dominated by battleships that was a sobering prospect, but now the war must be waged
by the carriers or not at all, because “there wasn’t anything else.” Admiral Halsey, watching with
gritted teeth from the Enterprise flag bridge, was heard to mutter, “Before we’re through with
them, the Japanese language will be spoken only in hell.” Whatever their misgivings, whatever
evils the war might bring, their longing for vengeance would nourish and sustain them.As soon
as the carrier’s dock lines were secured to a Ford Island berth, Halsey descended into a launch
that would take him to see Admiral Kimmel at CINCPAC headquarters on the other side of the
loch. The boat was fired upon as it motored toward the Navy Yard landing, and it was only the
darkness of the night that saved Halsey from being shot. He found Kimmel and his staff haggard
and unshaven, still wearing their Sunday whites, which were crumpled and stained with blood,
dirt, and oil. As he sat with Kimmel, new and far-fetched rumors circulated through the
headquarters. One, a report that Japanese troops had been seen landing in gliders, prompted
Halsey to chuckle. “What the hell is there to laugh at?” demanded Kimmel. Halsey said the
report was obvious bunk: gliders did not have the range to fly from any Japanese island base,
and the Japanese carriers would never waste deck space on “any such nonsense.” His
reasoning was unassailable. As a carrier admiral he intuited what Kimmel by then suspected:
that the Japanese were long gone, and the ongoing contact reports were products of mass
hysteria. The previous morning’s attack had been a hit-and-run carrier air raid, and the enemy
flattops were now well on their way back toward Japan.As the Enterprise berthed, the fuel lines
were hauled aboard from a waiting tanker and inserted into her tanks. Refueling and
reprovisioning continued at a hurried pace through the small hours of the morning: all wanted to
be safely back to sea by first light. A long line of sailors snaked from the dock up a gangway



through the hangar deck and down the ladders to the magazines and galleys, and through those
hundreds of pairs of hands were passed the rounds of ammunition and victuals to replenish the
Enterprise’s stores. New crew members reported aboard, many bringing nothing but the
uniforms on their backs, because their sea bags were entombed on Battleship Row. By four in
the morning, the Enterprise had drunk her fill of fuel oil and loaded all the ammunition and stores
she could carry. Admiral Halsey came aboard without ceremony. Provisions were stacked on her
hangar deck in unseamanlike fashion, waiting to be properly stowed below, but there was no
time to lose: dawn was imminent.Her lines were cast off and she retraced her route past the
wrecked battleships, Hospital Point, the seaplane base, then made a slight course adjustment a
few points to starboard, and headed back toward the beached Nevada, marking the passage to
the open sea. Leaving the miserable waste of Pearl Harbor behind, recalled Alvin Kernan, the
Enterprise sailed “down the channel, through the nets, and into the blue water, picking up speed
as she went, the sun rising, the water beginning to hiss alongside, and the smell of oil, charred
paint, bodies, and defeat left far behind. The planes landed aboard later and the war had
begun.”IN WASHINGTON, the first chaotic stages of mobilization had been set in motion. Alistair
Cooke was reminded of a silent film of the vaudevillian era, “when the resting firemen, grown
amiable on undisturbed sessions of beer and games of pinochle, are electrified by the alarm
and, diving headlong down the greasy pole, start to clomp importantly in every part of town.”
Military units in trucks seized major intersections, causing monumental traffic jams on both
Monday and Tuesday. Machine-gun nests and antiaircraft units were set up on the roofs of public
buildings. This being December, darkness fell in late afternoon, and as a precaution against
enemy air raids, the city’s streetlights and the huge floodlights which normally lit up the Capitol
dome were left dark. Air-raid wardens waved down cars and shined flashlights into the eyes of
motorists and pedestrians, asking impudent and idiotic questions. Four cherry trees on the
Washington Mall were chopped down by some zealous patriot, presumably because they had
been a gift from the Japanese government. Fear and confusion were everywhere evident. A
downtown building caught fire, and when the fire engine sirens sounded, residents assumed
that hostile planes were overhead. As in communities all around the country, there was a panic
of buying, as people hoarded food and other consumer goods in anticipation of rationing or
shortages. “By nightfall on December 8,” the journalist David Brinkley wrote of Washington, “the
markets looked as if a high wind had blown them clean.”There were a quarter of a million
government workers in Washington, D.C., up from 38,000 in 1917; that number would more than
double during the war. Secretary of War Henry Stimson ordered the entire U.S. Army into
uniform, numbering about 1.6 million men. The navy quickly decided to reinforce Pearl Harbor
and set up a new aerial search pattern to guard against a renewed air raid. In cities throughout
the country, police were placed on twenty-four-hour duty, guarding defense plants and bridges
and water supply facilities against sabotage. Ports throughout the country were closed to all
foreign shipping. All weather reports by radio broadcast were halted, as they might prove useful
to the enemy in choosing air-raid targets. A nationwide strike of 125,000 welders was summarily



called off by the union leaders, who cited “the situation in the Pacific.”Looking back from the
present it is practically impossible to reconstruct the terror of those early days of the war, when it
was not at all obvious that the American mainland would be spared enemy air raids. On Monday,
the radio waves and newspapers were full of reports of air raids over American cities. Associated
Press tickers reported an unknown plane off Montauk Point, Long Island, and air-raid sirens
wailed in the streets of Manhattan. The Brooklyn Eagle reported: “Enemy planes were
approaching Long Island—from New England and then from the Virginia coast. Bombers,
apparently, were heading for the Brooklyn Navy Yard, for Mitchell Field and other points. . . . Air
raid sirens are sounded. Schools were closed. Employees were sent home. Police warned
pedestrians to keep off the crowded streets.” On the west coast, men armed with shotguns and
hunting rifles piled into cars and drove toward the beaches, eager to do battle with the Japanese
landing forces. In San Francisco, the switches were pulled on street and bridge lights, but
otherwise the city’s hills glittered almost as brightly as they had on December 6. Air-raid sirens
blared throughout the night, and were repeated by ferry horns; eventually, it seemed the ferry
horns were leading and the air-raid sirens answering. Vigilantes took baseball bats to
automobile headlights, and threatened to smash the windows of merchants and homeowners
who did not observe the blackout order.Numerous reports had Japanese planes patrolling about
100 miles off the coast, and on Monday night it was confidently reported by the Army Air Forces
that sixty Japanese planes had appeared over the Golden Gate Bridge, and were beaten off by
American fighters. Asked how he knew the planes were Japanese, General William Ryan
replied, “Well, they weren’t army planes, they weren’t navy planes, and you can be sure they
weren’t civilian planes.” When, on Tuesday, there were suggestions (later proven accurate) that
there had been no Japanese planes over the bay, Lieutenant General John DeWitt replied
angrily:Death and destruction is likely to come to this city at any moment. The people of San
Francisco seem unable to appreciate that we are at war in every sense. . . . Those planes were
over our community for a definite period. They were enemy planes. I mean Japanese planes.
They were tracked out at sea. Why bombs weren’t dropped I do not know.The general might
have stopped there, but apparently could not help himself:It might have been better if some
bombs were dropped to awaken this city. We will never have a practice alert. We will never call
an alert unless we believe an attack to be imminent. . . . If I can’t knock these facts into your
heads with words I’ll turn you over to the police and let them knock them into you with
clubs.Americans depended on radio and newspapers to keep them informed, but both were full
of wild rumors. Military and civil officials were quoted faithfully and respectfully, but it was
apparent that the confusion, fear, and disorientation went to the top. The quick clampdown of
military censors in Hawaii only amplified the rumormongering. The Japanese had control of the
Pacific; California was indefensible; the army was preparing to meet the invader in the Rocky
Mountains or perhaps on the eastern bank of the Mississippi River. Admiral Stark, chief of naval
operations, briefed congressional leaders at the Navy Department on Tuesday, December 9.
The briefing was strictly classified, but reporters waiting on Constitution Avenue needed only to



study the dark expressions on the faces of the emerging congressmen to deduce that the news
was very bad. “The atmosphere in the Capitol was on the narrow edge of hysteria,” wrote the
journalist Marquis Childs. The crippling losses suffered at Pearl Harbor were the worst-kept
secret in town: “Each senator by nightfall had told ten other persons and they had told ten
others, the story losing nothing in the telling.”Partisan politics were, for the moment, deeply out
of favor; and congressional leaders of both parties avowed unity in the face of the emergency.
For the navy this development was a mixed blessing, however, as the unanimous rage of
Democrats and Republicans was unleashed against the culprits who had allowed the cherished
battleships, built over many years with elephantine budget appropriations, to be blindsided in the
heart of the nation’s great Pacific stronghold. Who was to blame for the travesty? On Monday,
Democratic congressman John Dingell of Michigan called for an investigation, suggesting that
the navy must have been grossly incompetent. The demand for answers was echoed angrily in
the press, and on Tuesday, Congress announced a formal inquiry. Heads were obviously going
to roll, and by Wednesday it seemed that one of those heads might belong to Navy Secretary
Frank Knox. With timing that could not have been any worse, in the week immediately before the
war, Knox had launched a media offensive to reassure the country that the navy had nothing to
fear from the Japanese. He had been interviewed by Collier’s magazine, a week before Pearl
Harbor, in an article lamentably titled “The Navy Is Ready.” If it came to war, he had predicted,
the navy would need no more than six months to “knock Japan out of the water.” Secretary Knox
had granted another interview to The American Magazine, whose January issue landed on
newsstands the same day Japanese bombs landed on Battleship Row. The day after the attack,
the story was still being advertised in newspapers across the country:Equipped with amazing,
new, secret, deadly devices that no enemy will ever know about (till it’s too late)—the biggest,
toughest, hardest-hitting, straightest-shooting navy in the world is primed and ready to write
“finis” to aggressors . . . Let ’em come—from both sides, if they want to—“we can win on two
oceans!” says Secretary of the Navy Frank Knox, in the January American Magazine—“now
out!”The humiliated secretary shrewdly made himself absent from Washington in the first week
of the war, flying to Pearl Harbor to assess the catastrophe in person.Aiming to soothe the
collective hysteria that seemed to have possessed the country, the White House announced that
Roosevelt would address the American people by radio in his twentieth “fireside chat.”
Presidential speechwriters Bob Sherwood and Sam Rosenman had been hard at it since
Sunday evening, and they tinkered with new drafts until minutes before the broadcast at ten
o’clock Tuesday night. More than 60 million Americans would tune in, repeating the size of the
previous day’s radio audience for the “infamy” speech to Congress.The president was an
acknowledged master of radio, having used the medium since the 1920s to advance his career,
enact his agenda, and hammer down his opponents. His sonorous, lilting voice carried well over
the airwaves. He had a thespian’s natural feeling for cadence, pace, and emphasis. Above all, he
employed a deft common touch that belied his sheltered upbringing as a scion of the Hudson
Valley gentry. He did not try to disguise the aristocratic inflections in his voice, knowing perhaps



that the attempt would expose him as a fraud, but he managed to be warm and plainspoken
without sounding patronizing or insincere, and he used a laid-back, conversational tone that
created, in the listener’s mind, an uncanny intimacy. It is often said that Americans liked
Roosevelt because they felt they knew him as a neighbor or a friend. That was especially true of
Americans middle-aged or older, for whom broadcasting was still a novelty. Never having heard
radio until reaching adulthood, they were less inclined to take it for granted than were their
children, who had listened to it all their lives. When the president came over the airwaves, they
were more susceptible to the unconscious illusion that he was really there—that his presence,
and not just his voice, had come into their living rooms; that he was not just speaking but in a
sense conversing with them.Tuesday night’s broadcast was made from a large room on the first
floor of the White House. Radio engineers set up their microphones on a wooden desk, on which
also sat a reading lamp, an ashtray, a pitcher of water, and a glass. Fifty or sixty people sat in
rows on wooden folding chairs. At about ten minutes before ten, the president was wheeled into
the room and behind the desk. He opened his looseleaf notebook and shuffled through the
pages of the speech. He smoked a cigarette; he stubbed it out. At ten o’clock, the radio
announcers each spoke into their microphones, introducing the president. He began: “My fellow
Americans.”It was about as angry a speech as Roosevelt ever delivered, a hard-hitting Philippic
against the Japanese militarist regime, whose “sudden criminal attacks,” he said, “provide the
climax of a decade of international immorality.” He returned again and again to the theme that
Japan and its Axis accomplices were a league of thugs who had to be stopped by the decent
and law-abiding nations of the world. “Powerful and resourceful gangsters have banded together
to make war upon the whole human race. . . . We must be set to face a long war against crafty
and powerful bandits. . . . There is no such thing as security for any nation—or any individual—in
a world ruled by the principles of gangsterism.” He defined the war as a defense of “our right to
live among our world neighbors in freedom, in common decency, without fear of assault.” There
should be a massive increase in war production, with a seven-day week in all war industries, to
support not only American military forces but also those of America’s allies. Acknowledging that
the American people and the press wanted to know what was happening in the Pacific, he
insisted that it was necessary to conceal the full truth from the enemy. As for Pearl Harbor, he
admitted the damage was “serious” but would say no more. Guam, Wake, and Midway were
under attack and might fall; the Philippines were “taking punishment, but defending themselves
vigorously.” Wartime secrecy would be a burden for the American people, but he warned them
not to believe half the rumors they were hearing—“These ugly little hints of complete disaster fly
thick and fast in wartime”—and asked the press to exercise restraint in printing unconfirmed
reports.He did not deny the success of the Japanese attack: “We may acknowledge that our
enemies have performed a brilliant feat of deception, perfectly timed and executed with great
skill. It was a thoroughly dishonorable deed, but we must face the fact that modern warfare as
conducted in the Nazi manner is a dirty business. We don’t like it—we didn’t want to get in it—
but we are in it and we’re going to fight it with everything we’ve got.”When the president had



finished and been wheeled back into the Oval Study, Sam Rosenman went to see him. He found
him alone, behind his desk, smoking a cigarette and poring over his beloved stamps. It was a
rare man who could deliver such a speech, on the third day of a war that had started so badly,
and then head back to his office to tinker with his stamp collection. He was serene, apparently
content, clearing his mind of the day’s work so that he could sleep soundly and awake the next
day fresh. “He knew by this time all the damage that had been done to us at Pearl Harbor,”
Rosenman wrote. “Yet I felt, as I looked at him, that he was confident that ultimate victory, as he
had said, was certain.”TO CRITICS HOWLING for the heads of the men responsible for Pearl
Harbor, FDR had offered an oblique reply: “There is no such thing as impregnable defense
against powerful aggressors who sneak up in the dark and strike without warning.” The same
could not be said for Allied commanders in positions west of Hawaii, who failed to put up any
meaningful resistance to enemy planes that struck later the same day. Beginning just hours after
the raid on Pearl Harbor, as dawn broke over the western Pacific, land-based bombers and
fighters of the Imperial Japanese Navy launched a tightly choreographed aerial Blitzkrieg
against American and British bases throughout the region, and by the third day of the war the
local Allied air forces had been reduced to mincemeat. That was a defeat more ruinous in its
consequences than the raid on Pearl Harbor, because it led directly to the fall of the Philippines
and Malaya. It also gave the lie to the theory, bandied around by those unwilling to admit they
had underestimated Japan, that Pearl Harbor had been a lucky “sucker punch” that could never
be repeated.At dawn on December 7 (December 8 west of the International Date Line), medium
G3M and G4M bombers, accompanied by Japan’s sleek single-seat fighter plane, the A6M
“Zero,” lifted off from airfields on the island of Formosa and set out across the China Sea to
pulverize American air bases in the Philippines. Others took off from newly constructed airfields
in Indochina to strike British air bases in Malaya, Burma, and Hong Kong. Still more roared north
from the remote atolls of the Marshall Islands to attack Wake Island. A small carrier task force,
built around the Ryujo, sailed from Palau to launch strikes on Legaspi, on the southern coast of
the Philippine island of Luzon; and then turned south to pummel the U.S. naval base of Davao,
on the island of Mindanao.General Douglas A. MacArthur, the U.S. Far East commander, had
received several hours’ warning of the raid at Pearl Harbor, but his Manila headquarters was
thrown into a state of dazed confusion in the first hours of the war, ensuring that the initial
Japanese air raids scored with overwhelming success. Much of the blame would later be fixed
on General Richard K. Sutherland, MacArthur’s chief of staff, who seemed determined to keep
subordinate officers away from his boss. The upshot was that American air forces were
effectively paralyzed for lack of orders. At midday, Japanese bombers appeared suddenly over
Clark Field (the principal American air base in the Philippines, located about forty miles
northwest of Manila), and dropped their sticks of bombs from 18,000 feet. From the ground,
these appeared as columns of evenly spaced silver glints falling diagonally behind the planes.
They grew steadily larger, and Americans on the ground dove for foxholes. A procession of
cataclysmic explosions fell across the heart of the air base, among the hangars and



maintenance shops and parked planes. Every bomb released fell within the base, and not one
structure in the vicinity was left unscathed. An American pilot looking down at the scene could
not even see the airstrip, because “the whole area was boiling with smoke, dust and flames. In
the middle was a huge column of greasy black smoke from the top of which ugly red flames
billowed intermittently.”No sooner had the bombers passed over than the Zeros roared in at
rooftop altitude, locked in compact three-plane formations, and strafed the parked planes that
had not been finished off by the bombs. None of the American planes caught on the ground at
Clark that day would ever fly again. By the end of that first day of the war, half the airpower
defending the Philippines was gone. Twelve B-17s and thirty P-40s were totally destroyed; five
more B-17s were damaged. That initial disaster guaranteed that more would follow, as the
Americans had lost the ability to mount counterstrikes on Japanese air bases or to put up any
effective fighter resistance to the wave of air raids that would inevitably follow.The truth about
MacArthur’s weird malfunctioning on that day remains shrouded in mystery even now. It is
possible he was unwilling to order a strike on Japanese bases from Philippine territory, hoping
that the Japanese offensive might otherwise spare the islands. Not only would the general
escape scrutiny and censure for his inexplicable failures, no less ignominious and more
avoidable than those at Pearl Harbor, but he would be adopted by the American people as a
much-loved war hero, the preeminent Allied celebrity of the Pacific War.In Malaya, the British air
defenses fared no better. RAF fighters engaged enemy bombers and Zeros in a pitched air
battle over Kota Bahru on the northeast coast, where a Japanese invasion force was put ashore
on the first morning of the war. The result was a lopsided victory for the Japanese, as several
Royal Air Force Bristol Blenheim and Lockheed Hudson bombers went down in flames.
Meanwhile, Japanese G3M bombers from bases in Indochina, more than 600 miles away,
appeared suddenly in the skies over Singapore and dropped sticks of bombs on RAF runways
and base installations. The raid came as a bolt out of the blue, for the British had never imagined
that the Japanese were capable of mounting air strikes across such great distances. An RAF
aerodrome at Kota Bahru was abandoned in a state approaching panic, with men lighting out for
the hills, ignoring the threats and imprecations of their officers, and allowing food, fuel,
weaponry, and the best airstrip in northern Malaya to fall into the hands of the enemy.British air
defense plans had placed too much faith in the Brewster Buffalo, an obsolete fighter purchased
from the United States. A pilot who detested the aircraft said it looked “a lot like the racing planes
of the 1930s: all engine, a barrel fuselage, stubby wings, a large canopy, and almost no tail.” The
underpowered Buffalo suffered fuel delivery problems that limited its rate of climb; it had a
flawed landing gear, which often caused serious damage on landing; and its .50-caliber guns
were prone to jamming, particularly in the humid weather of the tropics.In both the Philippines
and Malaya, the sudden onslaught pushed the Allied air forces into combat conditions for which
they were not adequately prepared, multiplying their non-combat losses. Dozens of American
and British aircraft crashed due to engine failures, accidents, or midair collisions with other
planes in their squadrons. Planes were shot down by friendly antiaircraft fire when attempting to



return to base; planes were forced to ditch when they ran out of fuel; planes managed to land
safely but had to be scrapped because of heavy damage. To the Japanese, a crashed Allied
airplane was as good as one shot down—perhaps even a little better since it involved no
expenditure of ammunition. If the aircrew went down with it, so much the better.In the years
before the war, the Americans and British had taken comfort in a widely held conviction that
Japanese airpower was not to be viewed seriously. That impression was nourished by quackish,
pseudo-scientific theories proposed by “experts” of various fields. The Japanese would always
make bungling pilots, the authorities patiently explained, because they suffered from innate
physiological defects. They were cross-eyed and nearsighted, possibly a symptom of their
“slanted” eyes. As infants, they had been carried on the backs of their mothers, causing their
heads to wobble in a way that threw off the balance in the inner ear. Japanese cultural norms
emphasized conformity and obedience; therefore, their young men must lack the aviator’s traits
of individualism and self-reliance. Western aviation journals cited statistics (of dubious origin)
purporting to show that Japan had the highest aviation crash rate in the world. It was
acknowledged that Japan had developed a self-sufficient aircraft manufacturing industry—and
that was a surprising achievement, admittedly—but the idea that Japanese-built planes could be
any good was simply beneath consideration.Only after the shocking losses of December 1941
did it begin to dawn on the Allies that they had seen only what the Japanese had wanted them to
see. “If he [your enemy] is arrogant,” Sun-Tzu had written, “behave timidly so as to encourage his
arrogance.”In fact, the Japanese naval aviators were among the very best pilots in the world.
They had been selected in highly competitive recruiting programs, and earned their wings by
surviving long, intense training regimens. They were, on average, far more seasoned than their
Allied counterparts. Many had flown more than 100 aerial combat missions over China since
1937, accruing an average of 500 to 600 flight hours in the cockpit. They were intensely
motivated and eager to correct all the misimpressions that the West had held of them. They
showed resourcefulness and adaptability; they worked supremely well together; and they were
ruthless in attacking any weaknesses.The Mitsubishi A6M Zero was a dogfighting champion, an
aerial acrobat that out-turned, out-climbed, and out-maneuvered any fighter plane the Allies
could send against it. It was armed with two 7.7mm machine guns (synchronized to fire through
the propeller) and two powerful wing-mounted 20mm cannons licensed from the Swiss arms
manufacturer Oerlikon. It excelled in relatively low-speed, low-altitude “tail-chasing,” because its
tight turning radius allowed it to get behind any Allied fighter plane or even to flip over on its back
and kill the enemy with a short, accurate burst from above. The Japanese pilots spoke reverently
of the airplane’s responsiveness to the slightest pressure on the controls. “She handled like a
dream,” said fighter pilot Saburo Sakai, who flew in the first attack runs against the Philippines.
“Just a flick of the wrist—she was gone! I went through all sorts of aerobatics, standing the Zero
on her tail, diving, sliding off on the wings.” Allied pilots who attacked the Zero using classical
dogfighting techniques—chasing and maneuvering to get on the enemy’s tail—were shot down
almost to a man. Those lucky enough to escape into a cloud, or parachute to the ground, were



full of horrified expletives at the shocking capabilities of this mysterious fighter.The Zero had
been placed in service in the summer of 1940, almost eighteen months before Pearl Harbor.
Operating from bases on Formosa and along the Chinese coast, Zeros had accompanied
bombers on long-range missions into the heart of China. By the standards of the era, the
aircraft’s range was extraordinary. Manipulating fuel mixtures and propeller speeds, the
Japanese had shown it was possible to fly this single-seat plane more than 1,000 miles on a
single tank. Pilots were accustomed to the taxing work of such long missions, sometimes even
setting the trim to level flight and dozing off in the cockpit. The Zero had chewed up Chiang Kai-
shek’s Chinese Nationalist air force—in 1940 and 1941, not a single Zero was downed in air-to-
air combat over China.The arrival of this deadly plane had not escaped the attention of General
Claire Lee Chennault, commander of the “Flying Tigers,” an American volunteer group that
fought for the Chinese air force. One of the Tigers, in his diary entry for November 21, 1941,
noted that General Chennault had coached the P-40 pilots on how to fight the Zero, offering the
same tactical advice that navy fighter jocks would later develop independently—dive from
altitude, stick to your wingmen, set up passing shots, and “never try to dogfight a Zero,
particularly in turning combat. Hit and run! Hit and run, dive, and then come back to altitude. Of
course, always try to stay in groups of at least two. As soon as you find yourself alone, search
the skies to rejoin someone.” But Chennault’s intelligence reports were simply ignored in
Washington. The Americans could not bring themselves to believe that Japan could have built
and manufactured a machine with a climb rate of 3,000 feet per minute. For a year and half, the
Zero remained almost completely unknown in Allied aviation circles, and the American and
British pilots were forced to learn about this lethal athlete the hard way. It was yet another
example of the fatal hubris of the West in the face of plentiful evidence of the Japanese threat,
an attitude that would cost hundreds of planes and aircrews in the early months of the Pacific
War.ON WEDNESDAY, DECEMBER 10, an armada of more than fifty Japanese bombers
crossed the China Sea and cruised serenely over Manila Bay at an altitude of 20,000 feet.
Nothing could be done to stop them—a few P-40s had tried to intercept them off the coast of
northern Luzon, but had been brushed aside by the escorting Zeros, and the U.S. Navy’s 3-inch
antiaircraft guns could not even reach that height. Untroubled by resistance or opposition, the
bombers circled the target-rich panorama below “like a flock of well-disciplined buzzards,” as
one witness recalled. They were obviously drawing a bead on the Manila waterfront, the ships
moored at the wharves, and the U.S. naval base at Cavite, the navy’s principal base west of
Pearl Harbor. When they finally let go of their payloads, the bombs cut a swath of carnage
through the heart of Cavite, wiping out the repair shops, the warehouses, the machine shops,
the barracks, and the power plant. Several barges and tugboats were destroyed at their berths,
and one submarine, the Sealion, was a total loss. Fires raged out of control. Strong winds swept
off the bay and fed the flames, and the firefighters could do little to stop them because much of
their equipment had been destroyed. Lieutenant John Buckley, a PT-boat skipper, was appalled
at the sight. “They’d flattened it,” he said of Cavite; “there isn’t any other word. Here was the only



American naval base in the Orient beyond Pearl Harbor pounded into bloody rubbish.”Admiral
Thomas C. Hart, commander in chief of the Asiatic Fleet, watched the scene from the roof of his
fleet headquarters building. His reaction is unrecorded. He might have had some premonition
that the army’s air defenses would not stand, because he had taken the wise precaution of
sending most of his ships away to the south before the outbreak of the war. Now his main base,
with all its supporting facilities and munitions, was a smoking hole in the ground. Most
damaging, perhaps, was the loss of 230 torpedoes. At this point it was Hart’s awful duty to
abandon the Philippines, to send all remaining ships of the U.S. Asiatic Fleet south, where they
might join up with British and Dutch units for the defense of the Dutch East Indies.A WEEK
BEFORE THE WAR, against the recommendation of his admirals, Prime Minister Churchill had
ordered a powerful naval squadron to Singapore in hopes of deterring Japanese aggression
against the colony. “Force Z,” as it was called, was built around two of Britain’s finest and most
prestigious ships of war, the battleship Prince of Wales and the battlecruiser Repulse. The fate of
those ships, even more than the loss of the American battle line at Pearl Harbor, was to mark the
turning of a new page in naval history.On December 8 (local date), just hours after the attack on
Pearl Harbor, Admiral Tom Phillips had ordered his force to sea to intercept and destroy a
Japanese invasion force sighted in the South China Sea. The British had no aircraft carrier in the
theater, and the RAF was already in disarray, so the squadron was obliged to sail without air
support. Phillips recognized the danger but hoped that the operation could “finish quickly and so
get away to the eastward before the Japanese can mass a formidable scale of attack against
us.”From the first, Force Z had a great deal of difficulty in even locating the Japanese fleet. They
headed northwest into the Gulf of Siam, toward the Japanese beachhead at Kota Bahru in
northern Malaya, then chased a false report of a Japanese landing at Kuantan, farther down the
coast.Despite the lack of air cover, the officers and crews of the great British warships were
upbeat—whatever they had heard of the shocking result of the air battles over northern Malaya,
they remained confident that the Japanese were no match for two of the best and most powerful
ships of the Royal Navy. Bert Wynn, able seaman of Repulse, recalled that among his mates
“the main topic of conversation was how long would it take us to sink the Japanese warships felt
to be in attendance around the coast of Singora. I still remember the feeling of absolute
confidence running throughout the ship . . . the outcome of such an engagement was felt to be a
formality.” When, on the afternoon of December 9, a Japanese surface force was sighted by a
British patrol plane, a flag deck officer of the Repulse remarked to CBS radio correspondent
Cecil Brown (who was on board as a press observer), “Oh, but they are Japanese. There’s
nothing to worry about.”That night over dinner in the officers’ wardroom, Brown raised a
provocative question. In light of what had happened at Pearl Harbor, were the British too
confident? The British officers chewed the question over thoughtfully, and one conceded that it
was “wrong” to underestimate the enemy. But the prevailing feeling among them was summed
up in another officer’s reply: “We are not overconfident; we just don’t think the enemy is much
good. They could not beat China for five years and now look what they are doing out here,



jumping all over the map instead of meeting at one or two places. They cannot be very smart to
be doing that.”The air attack on Force Z began shortly after 11 a.m. on Wednesday, December
10. It was pressed home by three waves of twin-engine G3M “Nell” and G4M “Betty” bombers of
the 22nd Air Flotilla, based in Indochina, near Saigon. The attackers had crossed the South
China Sea, had been in the air for about five hours, and were nearing the point of no return.
British lookouts spotted a cluster of ominous black dots high above the horizon in the west, and
the marine buglers sounded the call to quarters. As the incoming G3Ms came into range, at an
altitude of about 12,000 feet, the gunners opened up and the sky was peppered with black
antiaircraft bursts. Remaining in close formation, the bombers dropped several 250-kilogram
bombs. Turning and twisting violently, heeling sharply to starboard and then to port, the Repulse
dodged all but one bomb, which struck her seaplane deck, killing perhaps two dozen men, but
otherwise not impairing the maneuverability or defenses of the ship.About twenty minutes later,
Force Z radar sets picked up a flight of nine torpedo-armed G3Ms coming in from the west. They
approached virtually on the wavetops and pressed home their attack against the flagship Prince
of Wales, diving in groups of two and three to less than 100 feet altitude and attacking on both
bows. She was hit twice near the stern, jamming her rudder and flooding her engine rooms. The
crippled leviathan steamed helplessly in a jagged circle, flames and smoke spewing behind her
into the sky.A third attack, by torpedo-armed G4Ms of the Kanoya Air Group, descended on the
Repulse. Spared in the first barrage, the Repulse maneuvered to save herself, and managed to
avoid almost twenty torpedoes, but at last she was caught in an “anvil” attack, with torpedoes
dropped simultaneously on each of her bows. “For me,” wrote Cecil Brown, who watched from
the flag deck and recorded his impressions in a notebook, “this whole picture—orange flame
belching from the 4-inchers, white tracers from pom-poms and Vickers guns, and gray airplanes
astonishingly close, like butterflies pinned on blue cardboard—is a confusing, macabre game.”
Repulse was struck twice (possibly as many as four times) and immediately began to take on
water. “Suddenly there was a massive explosion,” one of her crew recalled. “I immediately knew
we’d lost Repulse, for within seconds she took on a frightening list to port, so rapid no amount of
counter flooding would save her.” Her captain ordered abandon ship, shouting, “You’ve put up a
good show, now save yourselves.”The men had to jump into the sea, where many drowned and
others treaded water for hours, their faces blackened by fuel oil. At 12:23 p.m., Repulse rolled
over and sank stern-first, her huge hull protruding vertically from the sea, her bow pointed
straight up to the sky. Destroyers circled cautiously, picking up survivors.With the Repulse gone,
a new wave of Japanese bombers turned to the easier task of putting away the crippled Prince
of Wales. At 12:44 p.m., she was struck between the stacks by a 500-kilogram bomb dropped
from altitude by a G4M bomber, and began to sink immediately. Many men were trapped
belowdecks when the ship rolled over and began to sink. The destroyers circled and picked up
as many swimmers as they could. A Japanese plane overhead flashed a bravura taunt in plain
English: “We have finished our task now. You may carry on.”A handful of RAF fighter planes
arrived just as the Prince of Wales was going down, but they could do nothing but circle and



watch. One of the pilots recalled the sight of the men in the water: “After an hour, lack of petrol
forced me to leave, but during that hour I had seen many men in dire danger waving, cheering
and joking, as if they were holiday-makers at Brighton waving at a low-flying aircraft. It shook me,
for here was something above human nature.”The battle claimed the lives of 47 British officers
and 793 men. The Japanese, amazingly, had lost only three planes in the action. The attack, the
British had to admit, had been carried out in textbook fashion. “The enemy attacks were without
doubt magnificently carried out and pressed well home,” wrote the captain of the Repulse after
the battle. “The high level bombers kept tight formation and appeared not to jink.” It had been a
finely choreographed one-two punch, with the high-level bombers arriving first and distracting
the gunners, followed closely by the torpedo bombers that came in low and dropped their deadly
fish in perfectly executed “anvil” attacks.On the morning of December 10, Churchill was
awakened by a telephone call from Admiral Sir Dudley Pound, the first sea lord, who gave him
the appalling news that Japanese bombers had sent both ships to the bottom. “Are you sure it’s
true?” the prime minister asked. “There is no doubt at all,” Pound replied. As he put the receiver
back in its cradle, Churchill later wrote: “I was glad to be alone. In all the war I never received a
more direct shock. . . . As I turned over and twisted in bed the full horror of the news sank in upon
me. . . . Over all this vast expanse of waters Japan was supreme, and we everywhere weak and
naked.” It meant that the last vestige of British seapower in the Pacific had been broken; it meant
that even India could now be threatened by sea, as it soon would be; it meant that the Indian
Ocean sea-lanes were vulnerable. Both ships, but the Prince of Wales especially, had held
immense significance to British naval prestige. She was one of the newest and most formidable
battleships in the fleet. The previous August, she had carried Churchill to Placentia Bay,
Newfoundland, to meet Roosevelt in the flesh for the first time since either man had come to
power, and her sweeping teak decks had provided the dramatic setting for that first wartime
Anglo-American summit.Three days earlier, Japanese airplanes had blindsided the American
battleships in their anchorage; but never before had such ships been sunk by air attack while
operating at sea in full combat readiness. The fate of Force Z was something new in the annals
of naval war, and it settled old and bitter arguments. Though it was a Japanese victory and a
painful Allied defeat, it was also a conceptual triumph within naval circles all over the world for
the cause of aviation, and did more than even Pearl Harbor to undermine the power of the
Mahanian “big gun club.” Fleet doctrine would be hastily rewritten: battleships would now be
relegated to a support role within task forces built around aircraft carriers. Their antiaircraft
weaponry would be doubled, tripled, and finally quadrupled, until they were bristling with AA
guns of every caliber, and better able to defend both themselves and the carriers against enemy
air attack. Their huge 14- and 16-inch main batteries would be employed mainly for shore
bombardment, in support of amphibious troop landings. These doctrines were swiftly adopted by
the U.S. Navy, and to a lesser extent by the Royal Navy; but they would be slower to penetrate
the upper ranks of the Imperial Japanese Navy, where hopes for a decisive clash of battleships
at sea would be cherished almost to the end of the war.THE JAPANESE OFFENSIVE



ADVANCED SOUTHWARD by a leapfrogging pattern. Land-based Zeros and medium bombers
attacked suddenly and across unexpectedly long distances, clearing the skies over the beaches
for the invasion forces that followed. Columns of Japanese troopships, unmolested by air
attacks, put troops, tanks, and weapons ashore. From those beachheads the Japanese forces
advanced inland, swallowing up territory and capturing airfields, usually intact. Air groups flew
into the captured airfields and prepared for the next series of attacks further south. New hammer
blows then fell on Allied positions with startling rapidity, before the defenders could pull
themselves together. The Philippines, Guam, Hong Kong, Malaya—all were scenes of Japanese
triumph and Allied distress. American and British airfields were strewn with twisted, smoking
clots of wreckage, the remains of aircraft wiped out on the ground. Mechanics had been killed,
hangars damaged or gutted, spare parts destroyed on the ground or fallen into enemy hands. By
Thursday morning, four days into the war, Allied pilots and ground support personnel were
swimming in a state of confusion, fear, denial, and shock. Scenes of chaotic and panicked
retreat added the onus of disgrace to the agony of defeat. At Iba in the Philippines, American
personnel fled their posts without orders. At Clark Field, the runways were cratered and
unusable, and most of the buildings and hangars had been flattened. The remains of dead
airmen were strewn over the base, and would not even be collected and buried until a week had
passed. Civilians and military officials, shocked by the speed and scale of the disaster, now
seriously doubted that they could hold back the attacking tide.IT IS OFTEN SAID that Japan’s
attack on Pearl Harbor was worth the cost in U.S. ships, planes, and men lost, because it
galvanized the American people when they had seemed hopelessly divided over the coming
war. The judgment is accurate, but incomplete. Hitler finished the job on Thursday, four days
after the Japanese attack, by declaring war on the United States when he had the option of
doing nothing at all.In secret prewar communications with the British, Roosevelt had committed
the United States to a “Europe-first” strategy. The military logic of “Europe-first” was
unassailable, but the policy was never popular with the American people, who felt (after Pearl
Harbor) that they had a personal score to settle with the Japanese. On Sunday afternoon,
Secretary of War Stimson had proposed a preemptive declaration of war against all three Axis
partners, but Roosevelt had rejected the suggestion out of hand, saying he did not want to
cleave American opinion at the very moment it had finally been incited to war. Even after Pearl
Harbor, Roosevelt could not have obtained a declaration of war against Germany except
perhaps by a sharply divided vote in Congress. But without such a declaration, there was a
danger that America’s productive output would be sucked into the vortex of the Pacific
emergency, leaving Russia and Britain on the verge of collapse.Pearl Harbor had caught Hitler
by surprise, no less than anyone outside Japan’s ruling circle. When the news reached the
Wolf’s Lair, the Führer’s eastern headquarters in the Masurian Woods of East Prussia, he was
exultant. “The turning point!” he declared to members of his assembled staff. “We now have an
ally who has never been vanquished in 3,000 years!” The surprise attack seemed likely to tie the
United States down in the Pacific, and prevent for the time being its providing effective aid to



Germany’s enemies. The Japanese onslaught promised to deprive Britain of its Eastern empire,
perhaps even India. Propaganda minister Joseph Goebbels shared the Führer’s misguided
optimism, noting in his diary: “A complete shift in the general world picture has taken place. The
United States will scarcely now be in a position to transport worthwhile material to England, let
alone the Soviet Union.”On the morning of December 11, Benito Mussolini spoke from a balcony
overlooking the Piazza Venezia in Rome, declaring to a rapturous throng that the “powers of the
pact of steel” would prevail over the democracies. Hitler spoke before the Reichstag that
afternoon at 3 p.m. The Führer’s speech was typically strident and convoluted, a ninety-minute
performance laced with sarcasm, paranoia, invective, menace, and plaintive appeals to
Germany’s victimhood and good intentions. Paragraphs were expended in bile directed against
the Soviet Union and Great Britain. He spoke at length on the Wehrmacht victories on the
eastern front in the first six months of the Nazi-Soviet War, without admitting to the recent
setbacks in the siege of Moscow.When he turned to the United States, Hitler fastened his wrath
on the figure of Roosevelt as a member of the “Upper Ten Thousand,” a representative of “the
class whose path is smoothed in the Democracies . . . this meddling gentleman . . . this honest
warmonger . . . the man who is the main culprit of this war.” The war, declared the Führer, had
been arranged and provoked by a small circle of bankers and plutocrats, mostly American and
Jewish, who had employed Roosevelt as their agent. Hitler congratulated Japan on having been
“the first to take the step of protest against his historically unique and shameless ill-treatment of
truth,” for the attack on Pearl Harbor had filled “the German people, and I think, all other decent
people in the world, with deep satisfaction.”The declaration of war came in roundabout fashion,
well over an hour after Hitler had taken the rostrum. “I have therefore arranged for his passports
to be handed to the American Chargé d’Affaires today, and the following . . .” and at this point the
expectant deputies drowned the Führer’s words in applause. “The American President and his
Plutocratic clique have mocked us as the Have-nots—that is true, but the Have-nots will see to it
that they are not robbed of the little they have.” The Axis powers, the Führer announced, had
concluded an agreement which bound the three partners not to lay down their arms until they
had subjugated and destroyed “the Anglo-Saxon–Jewish–Capitalist World.”In Washington, the
counterdeclarations came quickly and without debate. The vote was unanimous in both houses
of Congress. In signing the measures, Roosevelt said that the Allies were engaged in a single,
integrated, global conflict across land and sea in every corner of the world. “The forces
endeavoring to enslave the entire world now are moving towards this hemisphere.” The war
would require a long, hard struggle against “the forces of savagery and barbarism.”The Axis
propagandists had caricatured America as helplessly splintered by race, ethnicity, class, and
creed; as a pampered, luxury-loving society in which the only cause that aroused the people
was the pursuit of the almighty dollar; as a nation of loafers and malingerers, overpaid, overfed,
and over-enfranchised, in which politicians went with hats in hand to receive the benediction of
union bosses. To their eyes, the United States was a sprawling, individualistic, leisure-loving
nation, strung out on jazz, movies, baseball, comic strips, horse racing, and radio comedies—



anything but work, and certainly not the work of marching off to war. It was a nation enfeebled by
divided government, with power impotently shared by the president and Congress and law
courts, all constantly put upon by an insolent, unbridled press. Americans were a parochial, self-
absorbed, inward-looking people, who could not care less about the rest of the world, who would
never consent to spill a drop of blood to defend England, the villainous oppressor of their
revolutionary heritage; or Russia, the nerve center of global communism; or any part of Asia, a
place so distant and alien it could have been in another galaxy.The critique was shallow and
disingenuous, a collage of crude stereotypes and half-truths. But even in America one heard self-
criticism along similar lines, and the nation was clearly unprepared to confront the Axis in 1941.
The American people did not like the naked aggression of Germany and Japan, and a majority
favored Roosevelt’s policy of providing munitions and material support to their victims. But
entering the war was a very unpopular prospect. In a Gallup poll taken less than two months
before Pearl Harbor, only 17 percent of Americans had favored war with Germany. There was
open talk of mass desertions from the army, encapsulated in the mutinous acronym “OHIO,” or
“Over the hill in October.” In August, the House had voted to extend the peacetime draft by the 1-
vote margin of 203 to 202. The isolationist movement actually grew stronger in the weeks
leading up to Pearl Harbor, with its leaders shouting to packed public halls that Roosevelt was
conspiring to foment war with the Axis. By 1941, the president saw that war was coming but
could do nothing more than he had already done to change the temper of the American people.
He could only wait for some inciting incident or provocation.“The turning point,” Hitler had called
the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor. “A complete shift in the general world picture,” Goebbels
had concluded. They were right, but not in the sense they intended. Before December 7, 1941,
the American industrial economy, lying completely beyond the reach of Axis bombers or armies,
had been the single best hope of the embattled Allies. Only by militarizing that economy,
harnessing it entirely to war production, could the power of the Axis be destroyed. But the
sprawling republic would never be mobilized or militarized without the consent of the American
people. “There was just one thing that they [the Japanese] could do to get Roosevelt completely
off the horns of the dilemma,” wrote the presidential speechwriter Bob Sherwood, “and that is
precisely what they did, at one stroke, in a manner so challenging, so insulting and enraging,
that the divided and confused American people were instantly rendered unanimous and certain.”
If the Second World War could be said to have pivoted on a single point, it was not the Battle of
Britain, or El Alamein, or Stalingrad, or the fall of Italy. Pearl Harbor, by giving Roosevelt the
license to do what needed to be done, sealed the fate of both Germany and Japan.ALSO BY
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3, 1942Enterprise and Yorktown Dive-Bombers Ambush Kido Butai: June 4, 1942Carrier Task
Forces: Track Charts, June 4, 1942PROLOGUEOh, East is East, and West is West, and never
the twain shall meet,Till Earth and Sky stand presently at God’s great Judgment Seat;But there
is neither East nor West, Border, nor Breed, nor Birth,When two strong men stand face to face,
tho’ they come from the ends of the earth!—RUDYARD KIPLING, The Ballad of East and WestIt
has been observed that if a sailor had climbed into a time machine in the year 1850, and was
randomly transported through time, he would have found himself more at home as a foremast
jack in the Spanish Armada, which had sailed against England in 1588, than in one of the big
steel battleships of 1900. In those latter fifty years of the nineteenth century, a period brief
enough to span one man’s career, the Industrial Revolution had utterly demolished and
recreated the hardware and technology of naval warfare. Even so, there was to be no
intermission, no respite in the pace of change. At the turn of the twentieth century, the world’s
navies stood on the verge of parallel revolutions in ship design, engine design, weapons
systems, communications, and doctrine. Turbine engines would replace inefficient reciprocating
engines. Fuel oil would replace coal. Fire director systems would allow one man to train all of a
ship’s guns on a target, and to correct for the pitch and roll of the ship. The self-propelled
torpedo, designed to strike an enemy ship at the waterline, was improving in range and
dependability. Radio communications would link fleets at sea to their shore-based commands.
Several nations were experimenting successfully with submarines. In 1903, the Wright brothers
made their historic first flight at Kitty Hawk, and farsighted officers could envision the future



possibilities of these new “flying machines.” In 1906, Great Britain launched a new battleship, the
HMS Dreadnought. She had 12-inch guns and a 21-knot cruising speed, and from the day she
slid down the ways every other battleship in the world was obsolete.All the ranking American
admirals of the Second World War began their naval careers during that era of stupendous
technological change. Between about 1900 and 1910, as fresh-faced teenagers leaving home
for the first time, they entered the U.S. Naval Academy in Annapolis, Maryland. To win
admission, they had passed punishing entrance examinations and survived a ruthless selection
process. They were Protestant and middle class, almost to a man. There were no blacks, no
Jews, and precious few Catholics. A few were “navy juniors,” following in the footsteps of fathers
or grandfathers. They came from every region of the country, but within a year or two their
accents and dialects were wrung out of them, and they spoke in an efficient, superregional
version of English, so that their family and friends at home would shake their heads in wonder at
the changes the navy had wrought. “Now he belongs to his country,” his parents were told, and
the implication was clear—their influence over him was all part of the past. He had crossed a
threshold into a new life, from which there was no return except by the disgraceful act of failing
and flunking out.At Annapolis they entered an austere, inward-looking, highly regimented social
order, hermetically sealed off from the cacophonous civilian society in which they had been
raised. From reveille at six-thirty to lights-out at nine-thirty, their days were parceled out in
exacting increments of time. They drilled and marched for hours in all kinds of weather on the
academy grounds, and conducted physically exhausting amphibious drills in open boats on the
Chesapeake. Plebes learned to “double time down the corridor, change directions at sharp right
angles, and sit rigidly at attention while sitting on the forward two inches of [their] chair.”
Wayward behavior was kept in check by a combination of stern discipline and social pressure.
Demerits were assessed against a long list of violations—tardiness, talking in ranks, smoking,
failing to “square away” one’s room, or sneaking into town for a beer. They learned basic
seamanship, first by practicing on rigging and spars erected in a drill hall, later by cruising in old
schooners and cutters on the Severn River.Academic coursework emphasized seamanship,
navigation, gunnery, tactics, and engineering. The key to a high class ranking lay in rote
memorization of data supplied in classroom lectures and textbooks, followed by regurgitation on
command. There was little occasion for analysis or independent thought, and the midshipmen
were not encouraged to grapple too daringly with the major naval-military-technical-doctrinal
issues of the day. The great emphasis was on character. Referring both to West Point and
Annapolis, President Theodore Roosevelt told the Congress: “We do not need to have these
schools made more scholastic. On the contrary we should never lose sight of the fact that the
aim of each school is to turn out a man who shall be above everything else a fighting man . . . the
best part of the education is the high standard of character and of professional morale which it
confers.” What was imperative, in those first years of a naval career, was to cultivate the right set
of attitudes, the correct personal bearing, to cut a good figure in dress blues or whites,
immaculately turned out in fore-and-aft hat and crisp white gloves, with a ceremonial sword at



the hip. In short, to be well-liked: to fit in.The past was always present. They were never allowed
to forget that they were heirs to a proud warrior tradition; that they were charged personally and
collectively with upholding the honor of their flag. The halls at Annapolis were decorated with
tattered ensigns and faded oil paintings depicting naval scenes of the American Revolution and
the War of 1812, the age of “wooden ships and iron men,” when the ancient heroes—Jones,
Perry, Decatur, Preble, Stewart—had won and defended the nation’s independence at sea.
Heavy emphasis was laid on the social graces. The young men were taught to cultivate good
manners, to balance teacups in a parlor, to compose a handwritten letter that would not
embarrass the sender or recipient, and to dance a passable waltz without treading on a lady’s
toes. They were encouraged to speak a little French and earn at least a nodding acquaintance
with the classics. As naval officers they would perform quasi-diplomatic roles in ports of call
around the world, and it was thought important that they should carry themselves with grace and
confidence in every social setting, and never risk being looked down upon by any man or his
wife, be they civil or military, foreigners or Americans.Above all, Annapolis functioned as an
engine of assimilation. Those who would not or could not fit in were spat out. Those who stayed
and saw it through were bonded to each other and to the navy, with a deeply felt esprit de corps,
overpoweringly and for life.As for the big doctrinal questions of fleet strategy, these were the
glory days of Alfred Thayer Mahan, the American naval officer–turned–historian and strategic
guru whose doctrines had been embraced and put into practice by every major navy in the
world. Mahan had been catapulted into international fame with the publication in 1890 and 1892
of his first major work, The Influence of Sea Power Upon History. In these and subsequent books
and essays he set forth the three “Mahanian dogmas” that governed the thinking of naval
strategists right up until the beginning of the Second World War—the cult of the big gun
battleship, the iron rule of concentration, and the annihilation of the enemy fleet in a single
decisive battle.In looks, Mahan was the caricature of a bookish intellectual—tall, lanky, and
spare, with posture very erect; his face sallow and sad, with pale blue eyes, a weak chin
concealed under a graying beard, and a bulbous forehead merging into a majestic bald dome.
He was abstemious, self-disciplined, pious, and reserved with strangers even to the point of
seeming shy. He had graduated Annapolis in 1859 (when the institution was only fourteen years
old) and entered the old wooden-hull sailing navy in time for the election of Lincoln and the
secession of the southern states. He passed the four years of the Civil War in uneventful
blockade duty off the rebel coast. In the postwar period his duties took him around the globe,
with cruises on various ships throughout Europe, the Middle East, Latin America, and Asia. By
1884, Mahan had twenty-five years of honorable but otherwise unremarkable naval service
behind him. He was a forty-five-year-old captain with no great hope of attaining flag rank
(admiral). There was nothing to stop him drifting along for twenty more years and retiring with a
comfortable pension. But he was heartily tired of the sea, where he had spent more than half his
career, and keen to try a new direction. So when he was offered a position as history lecturer at
the newly founded U.S. Naval War College in Newport, Rhode Island, he took the job at



once.Mahan believed himself to be utterly unqualified for the job—“profoundly ignorant,” as he
put it. But he had a voracious appetite for knowledge and a monastic temperament that suited
him to long hours of solitary study. He pillaged bookshops, haunted libraries, and bored through
hundreds of years of history—the ancient Greeks and Romans, the colonial rivalries of Britain,
Holland, France, and Spain, the rise and fall of Napoleon. “I tackled the job much as I presume
an immigrant begins a clearing in the wilderness, not troubling greatly which tree he takes first,”
he later wrote. “I laid my hands on whatever came along, reading with the profound attention of
one who is looking for something.” One afternoon in the fall of 1885, while working in the library
of the English Club in Lima, Peru (where his ship had put in), Mahan was engrossed in a history
of the Punic Wars of Rome and Carthage in the second and third centuries bc. A question
entered his mind, arriving with the force of a revelation. What if Hannibal had invaded Italy by
sea, rather than by the long overland route through Spain and the Alps? Would Rome have fallen
and the entire course of Western history been diverted? “The light dawned first on my inner
consciousness,” he wrote, “that control of the sea was an historic factor which had never been
systematically appreciated and expounded.” His mind took hold of the idea and did not let go,
and soon afterward he began to write. The press of time required that he complete his Naval
War College lectures for the fall of 1886, and the trial of putting his ideas into words forced him to
clarify his essential thesis. As the pages flew, he recalled, “Every faculty I possessed was alive
and jumping.” The lectures were committed to paper by September 1886, and subsequently
published by Little, Brown under the famously stilted title: The Influence of Sea Power Upon
History.The timing was propitious. Industrialization and technological change had prompted
many nations to begin overhauling their fleets. National rivalries and imperial ambitions,
especially among the great powers of Europe, threatened to provoke the mother of all naval
arms races. The world was grasping toward a better understanding of seapower. What was it?
What was its value? How was it attained? How should it be used? Mahan was not the first to ask
those questions, but he framed them cogently and elegantly, and set out to answer them in a
methodical way, with examples taken from the naval wars of the past.Above all, Mahan preached
the importance of “capital ships,” or heavily armed battleships of the largest class. Frigates,
cruisers, and destroyers might perform useful supporting roles, such as scouting, or protecting
convoys—but a nation lacking big ships armed with big guns could never be more than a
second-rate naval power. Mahan was adamant that this fleet of battleships must act at all times
as a single, concentrated unit. To divide or disperse the fleet was the classic and recurring error
of naval strategy—again and again, throughout the pages of history, a united fleet had hunted
down and destroyed the scattered elements of a divided fleet. To those Mahan added a third
precept: an emphasis on the offensive. The battle fleet should not be deployed as a kind of coast
guard, to be kept close to one’s harbors. A navy’s supreme purpose, he declared, must be to
range across the oceans, relying upon secure overseas bases if necessary; to hunt and destroy
the enemy fleet. “War, once declared, must be waged offensively, aggressively. The enemy must
not be fended off, but smitten down.” The enemy must be met and destroyed in a “decisive



battle,” like those of Salamis, Actium, Lepanto, the Nile, or Trafalgar—an engagement in which
the victors sink or capture all (or substantially all) of the enemy’s ships, putting an end to his
ability to wage naval war. Big ships with big guns, concentrated into a single, undivided battle
fleet, and infused with an overriding purpose to wipe the enemy off the face of the sea—that was
Mahan’s formula for seapower.Recognition came quickly and globally. Reviews were adulatory,
and admiring letters poured in from around the world. Influence and his subsequent works were
swiftly translated into French, German, Japanese, Russian, and Spanish. Two years after he had
broken into print, Mahan was acclaimed as the most influential scholar of seapower ever to have
picked up a pen, and a foreign policy sage whose statements were parsed and pondered and
brooded over as if they had been handed down from Mount Olympus. “From 1892 on, everyone
quoted him,” wrote an admiring Frenchman, “and those who debated the subject endeavored to
show their views were in agreement with his.” In Britain, it was said that every officer in the Royal
Navy had either read the book or was pretending that he had. Prime Minister William Gladstone
labeled Influence “the book of the age,” and in the Houses of Parliament Mahan’s name was
thrown around in such a way as to cut off all debate. In 1894, Mahan received honorary degrees
from both Oxford and Cambridge, and at a Royal Navy Club banquet a toast was offered: “We
owe to [Captain Mahan] the three million pounds sterling just voted for the increase of the navy.”
In Germany, Kaiser Wilhelm II reported to a friend: “I am just now not reading but devouring
Captain Mahan’s book and am trying to learn it by heart. It is a first class book and classical in all
points.” The Kaiser ordered his naval minister, Alfred von Tirpitz, to place translated copies of
Influence aboard every ship in the German navy, and to let it be known that every officer was
expected to read it. The Anglo-German naval arms race that preceded (and by some lights
provoked) the First World War unfolded under the deep influence of Mahan.But in no nation did
Mahan’s writings make so deep and lasting an impression as in Japan. Mahan himself believed
that to be the case: he remarked that “more of my works have been done into Japanese than into
any other one tongue,” and said no other country had showed “closer or more interested
attention to the general subject.” In 1894, Influence was translated and distributed through the
association of Imperial Japanese Navy officers. Both the navy and army staff colleges adopted it
as a textbook. Copies were presented to the Meiji emperor and the crown prince, Yoshihito. The
Japanese Naval Staff College attempted (unsuccessfully) to recruit Mahan to join its faculty.
Mahan’s doctrine of the “decisive battle” echoed Miyamoto Musashi, the great samurai
philosopher and swordsman of the sixteenth century, who had extolled the power of “total
absorption in a single telling blow.” Admiral Heihachiro Togo wrote in his own brush-hand, in
exquisite calligraphy, a tribute: “Naval strategists of all nations are of one opinion that Mahan’s
works will forever occupy the highest position as a worldwide authority in the study of military
science. I express my deep and cordial reverence for his far-reaching knowledge and keen
judgment.”As Japan’s political elites fell under the sway of Mahan’s ideas, its navy’s never-
ending crusade for a greater share of the national budget gained momentum and adherents.
Japan was an island-nation like Britain, declared the admirals: and like Britain, Japan could be



attacked only by enemies who must come from over the sea. The army’s imperial ambitions
would come to nothing unless troops could be delivered safely to the Asian mainland. The
Japanese navy, they insisted, should hold status equivalent to that of the British Royal Navy—it
should be reconstituted as the primary branch of the nation’s military forces, with a prior claim on
policy-making influence and state funding.In his own country, Mahan’s most ardent champion
was Teddy Roosevelt, who upon finishing the first volume of Influence in May 1890 wrote to
congratulate the captain: “During the last two days I have spent half my time, busy as I am, in
reading your book, and that I found it interesting is shown by the fact that having taken it up I
have gone straight through and finished it.” Roosevelt published an admiring review in the
Atlantic Monthly, reserving special praise for Mahan’s conclusion that the United States should
build a new fleet of heavy battleships. Their partnership grew more intimate in 1897–98, during
Roosevelt’s stint as assistant secretary of the navy, when the two collaborated in planning the
fleet deployments that would lead to a quick American victory in the Spanish-American War.
During Roosevelt’s presidency (1901–09), Mahan was one of an inner circle of the president’s
advisers, allies, and fellow imperialists, a group that included John Hay, Elihu Root, and
Massachusetts senator Henry Cabot Lodge. Roosevelt sometimes lifted passages out of
Mahan’s essays and wove them into his speeches nearly word for word. Mahan was “only too
glad” that his work should be put to use in that way: he told the president, “The question of credit
in such connection is to me quite immaterial.”Roosevelt was a brilliant, vociferous, combustible
man, not the type who ordinarily reaches the presidency. In his whirlwind career, which had
taken him from college to the White House in less than twenty years, he had been many things:
a historian, lawyer, ornithologist, minority leader of the New York State Assembly, boxer,
ranchman, New York City police commissioner, naturalist, hunter, civil service reformer, prolific
author, devoted husband and father, voracious reader, assistant secretary of the navy, war hero,
empire builder, advocate of vigorous physical exercise, governor of New York, and vice
president of the United States. He was a big, broad-shouldered, barrel-chested man, with tan,
rough-textured skin. His hair was close-cropped and reddish-brown in color, with bristles around
the temples beginning to show gray, and his almost impossibly muscular neck looked as if it was
on the verge of bursting his collar-stays. He wore pince-nez spectacles with a ribbon that hung
down the left side of his face. When he smiled or spoke, he revealed two very straight rows of
teeth, plainly visible from incisor to incisor, their gleaming whiteness sharply accented by his
ruddy complexion.No president since John Adams had campaigned so vigorously to expand the
American navy. In 1903, he had shouted to an audience of 5,000 Chicagoans: “There is a
homely old adage which runs, ‘Speak softly and carry a big stick,’ you will go far. If the American
nation will speak softly, and yet build, and keep at a pitch of the highest training, a thoroughly
efficient navy, the Monroe Doctrine will go far.” That doctrine, a promise to ward off new
European encroachments in the western hemisphere, was “as strong as the United States Navy,
and no stronger.” The United States had once faced one great ocean; now it faced two, and its
long, sparsely populated Pacific coastline presented both opportunities and dangers. “In the



century that is opening,” he told an audience of San Franciscans that year, “the commerce and
the command of the Pacific will be factors of incalculable moment in the world’s history.” The
president was determined to cut a canal through the Central American isthmus, and did not
flinch from fomenting a revolution to detach Panama from Colombia. In Roosevelt’s mind, the
Panama Canal was above all a military necessity, for it would make possible a rapid transfer of
naval power between the Atlantic and the Pacific. By 1906, digging on a vast scale was
underway.The Spanish-American War had left the United States with a far-flung assortment of
overseas territories. That was not a development relished by all Americans, who had been
steeped in an anti-imperialist, revolutionary heritage since 1776. But the immediate practical
problem could not be ignored—Cuba, the Philippines, Hawaii, and the other islands of the
Caribbean and Pacific that had fallen into the American lap could not be defended except by a
navy. “The enemies we may have to face will come from over sea,” Roosevelt told an audience of
naval officers; “they may come from Europe, or they may come from Asia.” Roosevelt saw
Germany, with its territorial ambitions in South America, as a dangerous rival in the Atlantic and
Caribbean. Yet the German threat was kept in check by the Royal Navy, the most powerful in the
world, and in the foreseeable future the Anglo-German face-off would maintain a favorable
balance of power on the Atlantic flank. But Japan, recent victor of the Russo-Japanese War, was
a formidable naval power with great geostrategic advantages in the western Pacific. “In a dozen
years,” Roosevelt predicted in 1905, “the English, Americans and Germans, who now dread one
another as rivals in the trade of the Pacific, will have each to dread the Japanese more than they
do any other nation.”During his first term in office, using the “bully pulpit” of the presidency (a
term he coined), President Roosevelt convinced Congress to build ten battleships, four armored
cruisers, and seventeen smaller vessels. Naval spending rose nearly 40 percent, surpassing
$100 million. It was the largest peacetime naval expansion in American history. By 1906, the
United States had more battleships afloat than any other naval power except Britain.The
expanded fleet had to be manned, and thousands of new officers were urgently needed to man
it. The Naval Academy at Annapolis held the key to the future of Roosevelt’s navy, and he
lavished his presidential attentions on the institution. Under his impetus, the academy was
undergoing a spectacular makeover, and the campus was a sprawling construction site.
Hammers, saws, and shouting workmen disturbed the peace six days a week. Old dilapidated
wooden and redbrick buildings were being pulled down to make way for new Beaux-Arts
edifices constructed of granite, marble, and gray brick. A new chapel, with an imposing terra-
cotta dome and massive bronze doors, would be completed in 1908. President Roosevelt often
caught the morning train from Washington to deliver speeches, cut ribbons, or cheer the football
team. The president also turned up at the academy for commencement ceremonies, where he
would look each graduating midshipman in the eye, crush his right hand in his vicelike grip, and
hand him his diploma.To the academy’s reigning brass, Roosevelt’s close interest was a mixed
blessing. The commander in chief was a meddler. When the Naval Academy football team was
abolished because the players were neglecting their studies, the president intervened to restore



the team, and also insisted that the annual Army-Navy Game be played. “I greatly admire
football,” he explained. “I believe in rough, manly sports.” In February 1906, Roosevelt pardoned
a midshipman who had been convicted of hazing, dismissing the practice as “some exuberance
of animal spirits.” He arranged to have judo (Japanese wrestling) taught at the academy,
remarking that it was “not physical exercise so much as it is an extraordinarily successful means
of self-defense and training in dexterity and decision.” When the program was subsequently
cancelled, Roosevelt blamed the decision on the academy fathers, those “elderly men of a
routine habit of mind.”The admirals and captains at the top of the naval hierarchy in those years
had begun their careers before the Civil War. They had ascended the ranks through the slow
grind of clocklike promotions, and in their last few halcyon years before retirement they were in
no mood to be disturbed by changes foisted upon them by younger and more energetic men
down the chain of command. The navy bureaus in Washington were bastions of conservative
opinion, top-heavy with time-serving officers. Technological progress met with their prolonged
interference simply because it was new and unfamiliar. Innovators, reformers, and iconoclasts
were exiled to isolated billets until they resigned in frustration. Proposals to force the early
retirement of older officers, a practice decried as “plucking,” brought their fierce opposition. Even
by 1906, when the expansion of the service was well underway, the U.S. Navy was still an older
man’s navy. The youngest captain in the service was twenty years older than his British
counterpart. The British navy could hold up several examples of officers who had been
promoted out of the enlisted ranks, but in the putatively more egalitarian United States there was
not one such man.Contemptuous of the “old-style naval officers of the kind who drift into
positions at Washington,” President Roosevelt announced his intention to “encourage the best
among them by sharply discriminating against the worst.” Since its founding the navy had been
governed by a principle of seniority, and officers of every rank remonstrated bitterly against
promoting younger men over their heads. But in Roosevelt’s navy, men would advance
according to merit, allowing for the early and rapid promotion of deserving younger officers.
Lazy, complacent, or incompetent men would no longer be permitted to languish in the middle
ranks for decades on end—an “up or out” principle would require that they win promotion on the
merits or face compulsory retirement. Line officers had always looked down on engineers as an
inferior caste—but now all were merged into one integrated corps, with equivalent ranks,
uniforms, wardroom privileges, and berthing facilities.To the chagrin of the brass and even his
own secretary of the navy, the commander in chief carried on a direct correspondence with the
“young Turks,” mid-level officers who campaigned for reform from within the ranks of the service.
With Roosevelt in power, that type of officer, who had not thrived in the navy perhaps since the
days of the War of 1812, could dare to believe that his ideas would be implemented, that his
talent would be rewarded with early promotion. The president was only too happy to short-circuit
the chain of command, to intervene in the normal course of naval business to encourage
innovation and new technology, as when he ordered that men engaged in testing submarines be
given additional pay to compensate them for the extreme hazards involved. Aboard battleships,



emphasis on “spit and polish”—pomp, pageantry, and the outward appearance of the ship—was
curtailed, and the time thus saved was devoted to gunnery drills. Gun crews practiced hitting
targets, with the results carefully recorded. One ship was pitted against another in gunnery
competitions, and officers whose ships did not make the grade had to answer for the deficiency.
On the qualities required of naval officers, Roosevelt was outspoken: “They must have skill in
handling the ships, skill in tactics, skill in strategy . . . the dogged ability to bear punishment, the
power and desire to inflict it, the daring, the resolution, the willingness to take risks and incur
responsibilities which have been possessed by the great captains of all ages, and without which
no man can ever hope to stand in the front rank of fighting men.”ON THE AFTERNOON and
evening of May 27, 1905, in the gray, gloomy waters of Tsushima Strait in the Sea of Japan, the
main battle force of the Imperial Japanese Navy met and annihilated a Russian fleet under the
command of Admiral Zinovy Rozhestvensky. The Battle of Tsushima, as it came to be known in
the West, was one of the most lopsided in the history of naval warfare. It drew comparison to the
Battle of Trafalgar, the great British victory over Napoleon’s navy that had been fought almost
exactly a century earlier. Of the twelve battleships brought into action by the Russians, none
escaped; four were captured and eight sent to the bottom. More than 4,000 Russian officers and
seamen lost their lives; nearly 6,000 were taken prisoner. The Japanese fleet, under the
command of the great Admiral Heihachiro Togo (crowned as “Japan’s Nelson” in the Western
press), lost only three small torpedo boats and suffered casualties of just 117 killed and 583
wounded.The wipeout at Tsushima was the closing act of the Russo-Japanese War, a vast and
bloody conflict that had raged for two years across Korea and Manchuria and on the adjoining
seas. At the time, it was one of the largest and most destructive wars that had ever been fought,
involving the clash of armies numbering in the hundreds of thousands. It was the first major war
of the twentieth century, the first to be fought by armies equipped with advanced machine guns
and modern artillery, dug into long trench lines and supplied by rail transportation on a large
scale. In all those respects it foreshadowed the First World War.It was a war no one had
expected Japan to win. Tsar Nicholas’s Russia was a major imperial power with three times
Japan’s population and fifty times its territory. Japan was a remote and enigmatic East Asian
island-state that had remained aloof from the rest of the world until the 1850s. The Japanese
infantryman was physically smaller than his Russian counterpart and not as well equipped, but
he fought with skill and tenacity, had greater self-sufficiency and initiative, marched faster,
showed greater endurance in unforgiving conditions, and appeared to possess an almost
preternatural lack of fear. At the great battle for Mukden in February and March 1905, the
Japanese troops stormed the Russian trenches in unrelenting waves, and the Russians were
aghast at the sight of their foes charging across the field with bayonets fixed and beatific smiles
on their faces, as if elated by the chance of a noble death. For the first time in the modern era, an
Eastern power had triumphed over a Western one.Japan’s two-generation rise from feudal and
pre-industrial origins to the status of a major economic and military power was more than
remarkable—it was (and remains) unprecedented in the entire course of human history. The



Meiji Restoration was always a bit of a misnomer, in that there had been an unbroken line of
emperors prior to their “restoration,” and even after the fact the emperor did not wield supreme
power. But there was something appealing in the notion that the Japanese were reaching back
to find something essential in their national headwaters, rather than merely conforming to the
ways of the West. The real shift in political power was to an urban merchant class and to a
handful of powerful samurai clans from the Satsuma and Choshu provinces of southwest Japan.
They provided the governing elites, who recognized (with impressive foresight) that Japan would
fumble away its independence unless it could build up national institutions and industries
capable of resisting the encroaching power of the West. The samurai leaders of the Meiji period
hung up their swords and stepped comfortably into the roles of administrators, bureaucrats,
political leaders, and visionaries; they instituted reforms from the top down, using strong,
centralized government institutions to carry out their program. They bought off the feudal
grandees with rich pensions and left the traditional hierarchies largely intact. Political parties
emerged but often ran up against countermeasures aimed at curbing their power and influence.
The Japanese people cast votes to elect representatives of the Diet, or parliament—but the
legislature never grew powerful enough to confront the supreme power of the bureaucracy.
There was never, in any sense, civilian control of the military, which remained supreme in both
name and fact, and enjoyed a special direct advisory relationship with the throne.Most striking to
Western observers of the Russo-Japanese War, Japan’s armed forces on both land and sea had
behaved with qualities of grace and humanity that put the Russians to shame. The “Imperial
Rescript to Soldiers and Sailors,” issued by the Meiji emperor in 1882, had peremptorily
forbidden atrocities against civilians or prisoners. “If you affect valor and act with violence,” Meiji
had warned, “the world will in the end detest you and look upon you as wild beasts. Of this you
should take heed.” Twenty years later, Japanese soldiers and sailors were still taking heed.
Western war correspondents’ reports were replete with examples of the kindness shown by
Japanese soldiers and sailors to prisoners of war, who were given plenty of good food, medical
care, clean clothes, cigarettes, Russian books and newspapers, even wine. At sea, the
Japanese fleet flew their ensigns at half-mast to observe the death of a Russian admiral. Admiral
Togo personally visited wounded Russian prisoners, and General Maresuke Nogi paid his
respects in person to a memorial to Russian dead in Port Arthur. Only about 1 percent of
Russian prisoners died in Japanese captivity, and all were buried with painstaking attention to
military honors. The Japanese Red Cross mounted a relief effort that fed and cared for tens of
thousands of displaced Korean and Chinese civilians in the war zone. Many had fled from
territory occupied by the Russian army, where looting, rape, murder, and mayhem had gone
largely unpunished. By contrast, the Japanese army did not tolerate such crimes and punished
offenders in its ranks with the utmost severity.That Japan had beaten a European army in the
field was surprising. That it had crushed a European navy at sea was astounding. That it had
behaved with greater chivalry than Russia was dumbfounding, because it upended the Western
premise that the East was a barbarous place populated by barbarous people. As the editors of



the Illustrated London News put it on January 14, 1905: “Europe has not recovered from the
shock of finding out that the Japanese are a great people.”Roosevelt was pleased by the
Japanese triumph. For years he had been personally fascinated with Japan and all things
Japanese. “The Japs interest me and I like them,” he told Cecil Spring-Rice, a British diplomat
who was the president’s close friend. In his autobiography he wrote, “I believe in them; I respect
their great qualities; I wish that our American people had many of these qualities.” During his
presidency, Roosevelt read deeply in Japanese history, literature, and philosophy. He especially
admired Bushido: The Soul of Japan, a book written by Inazo Nitobe, a Japanese educator and
diplomat: the president purchased sixty copies and distributed them to friends and colleagues.
When he read Admiral Togo’s message to the Japanese fleet after its victory at Tsushima,
Roosevelt was moved to tears and ordered that it be distributed to every ship and station in the
American navy. He maintained a close friendship and correspondence with his old Harvard
schoolmate, Kentaro Kaneko, who spoke English fluently and had made it his life’s work to
promote Japanese culture in America and American culture in Japan. In 1904, Roosevelt began
training in judo under the grandmaster sensei Yoshiaki Yamashita. The president enlisted a
dozen members of his entourage as fellow students, and during twice-weekly training sessions
the White House hallways rang with the sounds of men grunting and hurling each other to the
floor. “My right ankle and left wrist and one thumb and both great toes are swollen sufficiently to
more or less impair their usefulness, and I am well mottled with bruises elsewhere,” Roosevelt
wrote his son in March 1905. “Still I have made good progress, and since you have left
[Yamashita] has taught me three new throws that are perfect corkers.”As a historian, Roosevelt
saw in Japan a vindication of one of his favorite theories: that certain “races” were endowed with
superior “fighting stock.” Such peoples were destined to dominate their neighbors, vanquish
their enemies, spread their language, religion, and culture beyond their borders, and advance
the cause of civilization through achievements in commerce, science, and the arts. It had been
true of the ancient Greeks and Romans, and later the Goths. It had been true in subsequent
centuries of the Spanish, the French, the Dutch, and the British. More recently it was true of the
Germans, the Americans, and the Japanese. But no other nation, Roosevelt believed, had
ascended as rapidly or as dramatically as Japan. Since Commodore Perry’s black ships had
sailed into Tokyo Bay half a century earlier, he said, “the growth of Japan has been literally
astounding. There is not only nothing to parallel it, but nothing to approach it in the history of
civilized mankind.”Mahan was no less taken aback by Togo’s victory. It was an event, he wrote,
that had “fairly startled the world.” Mahan was one of a handful of Westerners who had
personally witnessed the turmoil of the Meiji Restoration. He had first visited the country in 1867,
as a twenty-eight-year-old lieutenant commander on the USS Iroquois. While the ship was
anchored off Kobe, a pair of samurai sought refuge there from enemies on shore. Mahan was
impressed by their intense, martial bearing and obvious physical strength—he observed that
they were “as thick almost as blackberries”—but they were also helpless landsmen, incapable of
keeping their feet in the boat that brought them out to the anchorage. Thirty-eight years later, on



hearing the news of Tsushima, Mahan was reminded of the sight of those dispossessed
swordsmen as they had stood on the deck of the Iroquois, “cold, wet, and shivering,” and he
marveled at the rise of Japan. “Were not our shaking morning visitors of the same blood, the
same tradition, and only one generation in time removed from the soldiers and seamen of the
late war?”After Tsushima, both combatants in the Russo-Japanese War had good reasons to
seek an end to hostilities. Russia was on the verge of revolution, and Tsar Nicholas was forced to
keep his best troops near St. Petersburg to suppress a general uprising. Japan had financed the
war with foreign borrowing, but its ongoing deficits were vast and unsustainable, and bankers in
London and New York were shutting off the spigots. When Roosevelt offered to mediate peace
talks in Portsmouth, New Hampshire, both sides readily agreed. After prolonged, angst-ridden
negotiations, the Russians agreed to sign over leasehold rights to Port Arthur, cede the southern
half of Sakhalin Island, withdraw their troops from Manchuria, and acquiesce in Japanese
domination of Korea—but they flatly refused to pay a war indemnity, which the Japanese had
earlier demanded as a sine qua non. Moved by a personal appeal from Roosevelt, and keen to
avoid a collapse in the talks, the Japanese negotiators at last dropped their demand for an
indemnity, and the Treaty of Portsmouth was signed on September 5, 1905.The treaty was a
triumph of American diplomacy, and Roosevelt would be rewarded with the Nobel Peace Prize in
1906. But when the transpacific telegraph cable carried the news to Tokyo, hours after the
signing, the Japanese people exploded in rage and incredulity. Having rejoiced at the sweeping
victories of their army and navy, and fallen under the sway of an inflammatory press, public
opinion had anticipated a fat war indemnity and the annexation of all of Sakhalin Island. Learning
that they would have no indemnity, and only half of Sakhalin, many Japanese supposed the
Western imperial powers had closed ranks to deny them their hard-won spoils of war. In Tokyo,
the American legation was attacked and set on fire by rioters carrying Japanese flags draped in
black crepe. Thirteen Christian churches were vandalized, looted, or burned to the ground.
There were public calls for the assassination of the Japanese envoys who had signed the treaty,
and in Hibiya Park, crowds marched behind brass bands, chanting: “The war must go on!”
Armed mobs charged and trampled police barriers; police stations were attacked and occupied;
hundreds were arrested. When the riots came to an end two days later, a thousand people had
been wounded or killed.The violent public reaction fit a pattern that would continue until 1941.
Western diplomacy was suspected as an elaborate conspiracy to encircle, suppress, and
persecute Japan. International treaties were scrutinized obsessively, not only by governing elites
but in the press and among citizens at large. The Japanese people received little candid or
useful information about the world beyond their shores. There was a tendency to go hard on the
diplomats, men who had traveled widely, learned foreign languages, and affected Western dress
and manners—they were distrusted as a fifth column, as men who had fallen under insidious
foreign pressures and were no longer authentically Japanese. Nowhere in the Tokyo
newspapers was it reported that Russia was moving reinforcements into Manchuria and was
evidently willing to fight on rather than meet the terms demanded, or that Japan was tottering on



the verge of national bankruptcy. Truthful appraisals of Japan’s limitations were rarely aired in
public, and that was another part of the tragic pattern that would lead to the Second World
War.Unpopular as it was, the treaty won ratification in Tokyo, and the whole imbroglio might have
blown over quickly if a second provocation had not burst into the headlines the following year. It
occurred in San Francisco, California, in the aftermath of the devastating earthquake and fire of
April 1906, which killed some 3,000 people and left the city a charred and rubbled wasteland.
Two weeks after the holocaust the School Board decreed that ethnic Japanese students would
be forced into a segregated school, so that white children “should not be placed in any position
where their youthful impressions may be affected by association with pupils of the Mongoloid
race.” Henceforth, Japanese children residing throughout the stricken city would be forced to
make their way through streets still littered with smoking wreckage and swarming with hooligans
to an “Asians-only” school in Chinatown.It was the latest affront in a long campaign of
persecution against California’s immigrant Japanese. The movement had been ginned up by
local and state politicians, union bosses, and the fiercely nativist press—most infamously, by the
San Francisco Chronicle, which seized on the issue to gain an edge in its cutthroat circulation
battle with its archrival, the Examiner. The Chronicle’s editorial pages returned to the subject
almost daily, shouting (for example) that “The danger to American institutions from the flood of
Japs must be apparent to every thinking man.” “Brown men,” it warned, were “an evil in the public
schools,” and a “menace to American women.” A headline on March 1, 1905, read: “Unclean
Practices of Orient Bringing Degradation and Debasement in the Train of Unrestricted
Immigration.” An editorial four days later: “Japan sent us not her fittest, but her unfittest; she has
sent us the scum that has collected up on the surface of the boiling waters of her new national
life, the human waste material for which she herself can find no use.”Post-earthquake San
Francisco was a desperate and lawless place, in which local authorities could do little to stop a
surge of looting, robbery, armed thuggery, and mob violence. San Francisco’s Japantown
(Nihonjinmachi) had been devastated in the earthquake, and thousands of homeless refugees
were forced to spread out into adjacent neighborhoods in search of shelter, bringing them into
collision with hostile whites who had also been burned out of their homes. City officials and the
police were suspected of tacitly encouraging an anti-Japanese pogrom. Japanese were chased
and beaten in the streets; rocks were thrown through the windows of their homes; and Japanese-
owned businesses were plastered with signs warning, “White men and women: Patronize your
own race.”Japan had donated $246,000 in disaster relief for the stricken city, exceeding the
combined relief pledges of every other nation in the world. When a prominent Japanese
seismologist arrived from Tokyo to lend his expertise to the rebuilding effort, he was waylaid in
the streets and beaten by a mob.Events in San Francisco received headline coverage in the
Tokyo press, and some of the more flamboyant broadsheets called for the recently victorious
Japanese navy to stage a rescue mission. “It will be easy work to awake the United States from
her dream of obstinacy when one of our great Admirals appears suddenly on the other side of
the Pacific,” the Hochi Shinbun declared on October 22, 1906; “We should be ready to strike the



Devil’s head with an iron hammer for the sake of the world’s civilization.” The government of
Japan lodged angry protests with the Roosevelt administration, claiming that the measures
enacted in California were a breach of the Japanese-American treaty of 1894. Secretary of State
Elihu Root suspected that Japan had held secret talks with the government of Colombia to
establish a base on the South American mainland. A New York Sun correspondent based in
Tokyo told his editors that Japanese public opinion was not easily aroused by events so far from
home, “but the exclusion of Japanese children from the public schools of California cuts this
child-loving nation to the quick.”President Roosevelt was disgusted, not only because the
Californians had embarrassed the nation by their troglodytic behavior, but because most of the
state’s representatives in Congress had opposed the president’s naval buildup. As the president
saw it, the state’s leaders were foolishly provoking Japan “while at the same time refusing to take
steps to defend themselves against the formidable foe whom they are ready with such careless
insolence to antagonize.” Roosevelt sent a cabinet member to San Francisco with hopes of
persuading the School Board to reverse its decision. When the overture was spurned, Harper’s
Weekly published a cartoon on its cover depicting the city of San Francisco as a mischievous-
looking boy with a slingshot, and suggested that Japan should open a school of manners for
white Californians. “The feeling on the Pacific slope,” the president wrote Lodge, “is as foolish as
if conceived by the mind of a Hottentot.”In a fervently worded passage of more than 1,200 words
in his Annual Message to Congress, Roosevelt denounced the segregation order as a “wicked
absurdity” enacted by a “small body of wrongdoers.” The Japanese, he declared, “have won in a
single generation the right to stand abreast of the foremost and most enlightened peoples of
Europe and America; they have won on their own merits and by their own exertions the right to
treatment on a basis of full and frank equality.” He added: “We have as much to learn from Japan
as Japan has to learn from us; and no nation is fit to teach unless it is also willing to learn.”The
president’s dogged diplomacy led to the “Gentlemen’s Agreement” of 1908, in which the San
Franciscans agreed to rescind the segregation order in exchange for a Japanese promise to
limit emigration of its citizens to the United States. But negotiations took place amid a series of
sensational war scares. Digging was proceeding at a furious pace in Panama, but the canal
would not be completed until 1914: in the meantime the main fleet of the U.S. Navy could reach
San Francisco only by a grueling 13,000-mile journey around Cape Horn. The Japanese fleet at
Yokohama lay just half that distance away. Would it strike now, when the canal was unfinished
and the American navy powerless to intervene? Rumors flourished, especially in the
newspapers of William Randolph Hearst—a Japanese fleet had been sighted offshore; a secret
Japanese base was under construction in the Aleutians; Japanese envoys were seeking a
hostile alliance with Mexico; local Japanese women had been enlisted as “breeding machines”
in a slow but sure demographic conquest, so that their offspring would eventually engulf the
region. Dime store novels imagined the “Yellow Peril,” a lurid scenario in which Asian hordes
descended on the west coast and pushed the whites east of the Rockies.Roosevelt had done
his best to defuse the crisis, and his efforts had not been entirely unsuccessful, but there was no



doubt in his mind that Japan posed a threat. “I had been doing my best to be polite to the
Japanese,” he later wrote, “and had finally become uncomfortably conscious of a very, very
slight undertone of veiled truculence in their communications in connection with things that
happened on the Pacific Slope; and I finally made up my mind that they thought I was afraid of
them.” More than the security of California was at stake. Hawaii was not much closer to North
America than it was to Japan, and it was home to a large and growing community of immigrant
Japanese. Guam was unfortified and defenseless, lying 5,800 miles from San Francisco and a
quarter of that distance from Japan. The Philippines, an archipelago of some 7,000 islands with
a combined coastline as long as that of the entire United States, lay right on Japan’s southern
doorstep. The Japanese navy could easily blockade Manila, wipe out the feeble U.S. Asiatic
Fleet stationed there, and land an invasion force at any one of a thousand beachheads on the
main island of Luzon. “The Philippines form our heel of Achilles,” Roosevelt told War Secretary
William Howard Taft in August 1907, and the analogy was fitting: every candid strategic-military
study concluded that the islands would quickly fall to a determined Japanese naval-amphibious
attack.Confounded by the various complications and contradictions, and hoping to keep a lid on
the Japanese crisis until the work in Panama was completed, Roosevelt devised a plan to send
the main U.S. battle fleet on a goodwill tour around the world. If a war broke out with Japan, he
told Lodge, the navy “would have a good deal to find out in the way of sending the fleet to the
Pacific.” A practice run would allow the navy to discover “all failures, blunders, and shortcomings
in time of peace and not in time of war.” The Great White Fleet (so-called because the ships
were painted white) would comprise sixteen battleships and a large number of auxiliary vessels,
manned by about 18,000 men. It was a technically and logistically demanding exercise, and it
was also unprecedented—no nation had ever dispatched its entire navy to circumnavigate the
globe.On December 16, 1907, the fleet departed from Hampton Roads with crews manning the
rails and bands striking up tunes, and fired a 21-gun salute in honor of Roosevelt, who watched
from the presidential yacht, the Mayflower. “Did you ever see such a fleet?” Roosevelt asked.
“Isn’t it magnificent? Oughtn’t we all feel proud?” The long line of ships stretched for seven miles
across the sea. They rounded Cape Horn and touched at several ports of call in the Pacific,
including Yokohama, Japan. In Tokyo, the American officers were received by the emperor at the
Imperial Palace. In a voyage of fourteen months, the fleet touched at six continents, returning by
the Suez Canal and the Mediterranean. In an American newspaper cartoon, one of the
battleships was done up as a likeness of Roosevelt himself. The president’s face was
represented as her bow, with the brim of his Rough Rider’s hat as her foredeck; his open mouth
was swallowing the advancing sea. The fleet returned from its 46,000-mile voyage in the days
just before Roosevelt left office. Again he watched from the deck of the Mayflower, and again he
received 21 guns from each ship. In his speech, given afterward on the flagship, he
congratulated the officers and men: “This is the first battle fleet that has ever circumnavigated
the globe. Those who perform the feat again can but follow in your footsteps.” The cruise of the
White Fleet, said Roosevelt, demonstrated that “the Pacific was as much our home waters as



the Atlantic.”IN JANUARY 1914, the first ship passed through the Panama Canal. In July of that
year, Europe plunged into the Great War. In December, Alfred Thayer Mahan died in his bed,
aged seventy-four.The future U.S. admirals of the Pacific War had reached their late twenties
and early thirties. They had risen to the rank of lieutenant or lieutenant commander. Having
already been marked as officers destined for high command, they were sent off to the Naval War
College in Newport, where they would study, debate, and plan for prospective future naval wars.
Scenarios were played out on tabletop game boards, with model ships to represent the
contending fleets and throws of the dice to decide the fortunes of battle. The place was said to
be haunted by the ghost of Mahan, and the games assumed that the forthcoming war would
climax in a clash of battleships in the western Pacific, in one of Mahan’s archetypal “decisive
battles.”“War Plan Orange,” the American playbook for a war in the Pacific, envisioned that
“Orange” (code name for Japan) would strike suddenly and with devastating success,
overrunning the Philippines, Guam, and possibly Hawaii. The small U.S. Asiatic Fleet, based at
Subic Bay in the Philippines, would destroy its shore facilities and all supplies it could not carry
away, and flee to safer waters. Within a week of the war’s breaking out, the main battle force of
the U.S. Navy, probably stationed on the east coast, would raise steam and put to sea in a grand
odyssey of conquest and liberation. Passing through the Panama Canal, it would push on across
the interminable wastes of the central Pacific, pausing to attack and seize Japanese-held atolls
along the way. Arriving months later in the western Pacific, the fleet would hunt down and
annihilate the main battle fleet of the Japanese navy. The victorious American fleet would
blockade Japan’s home islands and throttle its trade, forcing capitulation.The flaws in the plan
were plain to see. Roosevelt’s White Fleet had proven only that a fleet of battleships could sail
around the world in a peaceable goodwill tour. To repeat the performance in wartime, in hopes of
vanquishing the formidable Japanese fleet in its home waters, was a different prospect. Under
optimal conditions, a battleship of that era might sustain a long-distance cruising speed of 10 or
12 knots. A chain of well-stocked and properly defended fuel stations would have to be
maintained along the way. As the weeks at sea wore on, wear and tear would accumulate and
crew efficiency and morale could be expected to deteriorate. Drawing closer to the war zone, the
fleet would need to remain hypervigilant to the danger of surprise attack. At any moment, with
little or no warning, the officers and men might be called upon to fight and win the all-
determining battle for which they had traveled so far. They would be pitted against an enemy
fleet that had been biding its time, lying in wait within easy reach of its major bases, with officers
and crew rested and ready and ships in good repair. War Plan Orange seemed to recap the
dismal career of the Russian fleet under Admiral Rozhestvensky in 1905, and who could say
with confidence that the result would not be the same?Only a handful of iconoclasts guessed
that airplanes and submarines would rewrite all the rules of naval warfare, that by the late 1930s
battleships would be worse than useless (because of the money and manpower they diverted),
and that Mahan’s three dogmas were sinking rapidly into obsolescence. The First World War
revealed glimpses of the future. The German U-boats proved that submarines could menace



seaborne supply lines. The war in Europe hinted at the possibilities of airpower, and by the end
of the war the British had demonstrated that airplanes could take off from and land on ships.
Jutland, the largest naval battle of the conflict, neither bore out Mahan’s doctrines nor
completely refuted them. But none of the lessons of the First World War could break the power
of the battleship cult, whose acolytes dominated the ranks of all the world’s major navies until
the opening salvos of the next war.TEDDY ROOSEVELT, failing to reclaim the presidency on the
third-party Bull Moose ticket in 1912, entered his political afterlife as a writer, speechmaker, and
crusader on behalf of his favorite causes. As always, he preached that friendly and peaceable
relations with Japan should be “one of the cardinal principles of our foreign policy.” He returned
to the same nostrums he had prescribed since the California schools crisis in 1906—to lavish
courtesy and flattery on the Japanese, in hopes of soothing their delicate sense of national
honor; to avoid senseless provocations, both in California and in Asia; and to remain prepared,
at all times and at the drop of a hat, to send the main battle fleet of the U.S. Navy to the western
Pacific. Roosevelt also continued to suspect the Japanese were “bent upon establishing
themselves as the leading power in the Pacific.” War might yet be inevitable, but American
foreign policy should be aimed at postponing the day of reckoning as long as possible. The
Philippines were largely indefensible, and would remain so even if Congress could somehow be
persuaded to pour tens of millions of dollars into their defense. The only hope of forestalling
Japanese aggression was a credible naval deterrent. Roosevelt returned again and again, with
stridency verging on apoplexy, to the theme of “naval preparedness.” It was one of his favorite
watchwords, a term he coined—“preparedness”—and he hammered it home in speeches,
letters, and articles. The navy was the nation’s right arm, he wrote in the New York Times, and
“woe to our country if we permit that right arm to become palsied or even to become flabby and
inefficient.” Americans, if they failed to prepare for war, would have a “bitter awakening; and if
ever that bitter awakening comes, I trust our people will remember the foolish philanthropists and
the recreant congressmen and other public servants at whose doors the responsibility will lie.”As
Woodrow Wilson took office in 1913, he named to the post of assistant secretary of the navy a
thirty-one-year-old former New York state senator named Franklin Delano Roosevelt. Franklin
was Theodore Roosevelt’s fifth cousin, and had married the latter’s niece, Eleanor. (TR had
given the bride away at their wedding in 1905.) Though FDR was a Democrat, and would be
working for a president who had just defeated TR in a national election, he was also a dyed-in-
the-wool navalist and a disciple of Mahan. On his fifteenth birthday, in fact, Franklin had received
from Theodore a gift-wrapped copy of The Influence of Sea Power Upon History. According to
FDR’s mother, the boy had “practically memorized the book.” FDR would run the day-to-day
operations of the navy during his stint in office, as TR had done when he held the same post in
the McKinley administration.In May 1913, TR wrote to congratulate the younger man on his
appointment, and also to offer unsolicited guidance. Never permit the fleet to be divided
between the Pacific and the Atlantic, he warned, and added: “I do not anticipate trouble with
Japan, but it may come, and if it does it will come suddenly.”The words were prophetic but



twenty-eight years too early. When the “bitter awakening” came, on a bright Hawaiian morning in
1941, it came more suddenly than all but the most ardent pessimists had imagined. FDR, having
followed in TR’s footsteps through the offices of assistant navy secretary and governor of New
York, would be serving in his ninth year as president of the United States. In ironic fulfillment of
Mahan’s law of concentration, the battleships of the Pacific Fleet would be moored in a double
file in the East Loch of Pearl Harbor, bow to stern and beam to beam, as neat as a team of
horses harnessed to a stagecoach. But they would not be prepared.PROLOGUEOh, East is
East, and West is West, and never the twain shall meet,Till Earth and Sky stand presently at
God’s great Judgment Seat;But there is neither East nor West, Border, nor Breed, nor
Birth,When two strong men stand face to face, tho’ they come from the ends of the earth!—
RUDYARD KIPLING, The Ballad of East and WestIt has been observed that if a sailor had
climbed into a time machine in the year 1850, and was randomly transported through time, he
would have found himself more at home as a foremast jack in the Spanish Armada, which had
sailed against England in 1588, than in one of the big steel battleships of 1900. In those latter
fifty years of the nineteenth century, a period brief enough to span one man’s career, the
Industrial Revolution had utterly demolished and recreated the hardware and technology of
naval warfare. Even so, there was to be no intermission, no respite in the pace of change. At the
turn of the twentieth century, the world’s navies stood on the verge of parallel revolutions in ship
design, engine design, weapons systems, communications, and doctrine. Turbine engines
would replace inefficient reciprocating engines. Fuel oil would replace coal. Fire director systems
would allow one man to train all of a ship’s guns on a target, and to correct for the pitch and roll
of the ship. The self-propelled torpedo, designed to strike an enemy ship at the waterline, was
improving in range and dependability. Radio communications would link fleets at sea to their
shore-based commands. Several nations were experimenting successfully with submarines. In
1903, the Wright brothers made their historic first flight at Kitty Hawk, and farsighted officers
could envision the future possibilities of these new “flying machines.” In 1906, Great Britain
launched a new battleship, the HMS Dreadnought. She had 12-inch guns and a 21-knot cruising
speed, and from the day she slid down the ways every other battleship in the world was
obsolete.All the ranking American admirals of the Second World War began their naval careers
during that era of stupendous technological change. Between about 1900 and 1910, as fresh-
faced teenagers leaving home for the first time, they entered the U.S. Naval Academy in
Annapolis, Maryland. To win admission, they had passed punishing entrance examinations and
survived a ruthless selection process. They were Protestant and middle class, almost to a man.
There were no blacks, no Jews, and precious few Catholics. A few were “navy juniors,” following
in the footsteps of fathers or grandfathers. They came from every region of the country, but within
a year or two their accents and dialects were wrung out of them, and they spoke in an efficient,
superregional version of English, so that their family and friends at home would shake their
heads in wonder at the changes the navy had wrought. “Now he belongs to his country,” his
parents were told, and the implication was clear—their influence over him was all part of the



past. He had crossed a threshold into a new life, from which there was no return except by the
disgraceful act of failing and flunking out.At Annapolis they entered an austere, inward-looking,
highly regimented social order, hermetically sealed off from the cacophonous civilian society in
which they had been raised. From reveille at six-thirty to lights-out at nine-thirty, their days were
parceled out in exacting increments of time. They drilled and marched for hours in all kinds of
weather on the academy grounds, and conducted physically exhausting amphibious drills in
open boats on the Chesapeake. Plebes learned to “double time down the corridor, change
directions at sharp right angles, and sit rigidly at attention while sitting on the forward two inches
of [their] chair.” Wayward behavior was kept in check by a combination of stern discipline and
social pressure. Demerits were assessed against a long list of violations—tardiness, talking in
ranks, smoking, failing to “square away” one’s room, or sneaking into town for a beer. They
learned basic seamanship, first by practicing on rigging and spars erected in a drill hall, later by
cruising in old schooners and cutters on the Severn River.Academic coursework emphasized
seamanship, navigation, gunnery, tactics, and engineering. The key to a high class ranking lay in
rote memorization of data supplied in classroom lectures and textbooks, followed by
regurgitation on command. There was little occasion for analysis or independent thought, and
the midshipmen were not encouraged to grapple too daringly with the major naval-military-
technical-doctrinal issues of the day. The great emphasis was on character. Referring both to
West Point and Annapolis, President Theodore Roosevelt told the Congress: “We do not need to
have these schools made more scholastic. On the contrary we should never lose sight of the fact
that the aim of each school is to turn out a man who shall be above everything else a fighting
man . . . the best part of the education is the high standard of character and of professional
morale which it confers.” What was imperative, in those first years of a naval career, was to
cultivate the right set of attitudes, the correct personal bearing, to cut a good figure in dress
blues or whites, immaculately turned out in fore-and-aft hat and crisp white gloves, with a
ceremonial sword at the hip. In short, to be well-liked: to fit in.The past was always present. They
were never allowed to forget that they were heirs to a proud warrior tradition; that they were
charged personally and collectively with upholding the honor of their flag. The halls at Annapolis
were decorated with tattered ensigns and faded oil paintings depicting naval scenes of the
American Revolution and the War of 1812, the age of “wooden ships and iron men,” when the
ancient heroes—Jones, Perry, Decatur, Preble, Stewart—had won and defended the nation’s
independence at sea. Heavy emphasis was laid on the social graces. The young men were
taught to cultivate good manners, to balance teacups in a parlor, to compose a handwritten letter
that would not embarrass the sender or recipient, and to dance a passable waltz without
treading on a lady’s toes. They were encouraged to speak a little French and earn at least a
nodding acquaintance with the classics. As naval officers they would perform quasi-diplomatic
roles in ports of call around the world, and it was thought important that they should carry
themselves with grace and confidence in every social setting, and never risk being looked down
upon by any man or his wife, be they civil or military, foreigners or Americans.Above all,



Annapolis functioned as an engine of assimilation. Those who would not or could not fit in were
spat out. Those who stayed and saw it through were bonded to each other and to the navy, with
a deeply felt esprit de corps, overpoweringly and for life.As for the big doctrinal questions of fleet
strategy, these were the glory days of Alfred Thayer Mahan, the American naval officer–turned–
historian and strategic guru whose doctrines had been embraced and put into practice by every
major navy in the world. Mahan had been catapulted into international fame with the publication
in 1890 and 1892 of his first major work, The Influence of Sea Power Upon History. In these and
subsequent books and essays he set forth the three “Mahanian dogmas” that governed the
thinking of naval strategists right up until the beginning of the Second World War—the cult of the
big gun battleship, the iron rule of concentration, and the annihilation of the enemy fleet in a
single decisive battle.In looks, Mahan was the caricature of a bookish intellectual—tall, lanky,
and spare, with posture very erect; his face sallow and sad, with pale blue eyes, a weak chin
concealed under a graying beard, and a bulbous forehead merging into a majestic bald dome.
He was abstemious, self-disciplined, pious, and reserved with strangers even to the point of
seeming shy. He had graduated Annapolis in 1859 (when the institution was only fourteen years
old) and entered the old wooden-hull sailing navy in time for the election of Lincoln and the
secession of the southern states. He passed the four years of the Civil War in uneventful
blockade duty off the rebel coast. In the postwar period his duties took him around the globe,
with cruises on various ships throughout Europe, the Middle East, Latin America, and Asia. By
1884, Mahan had twenty-five years of honorable but otherwise unremarkable naval service
behind him. He was a forty-five-year-old captain with no great hope of attaining flag rank
(admiral). There was nothing to stop him drifting along for twenty more years and retiring with a
comfortable pension. But he was heartily tired of the sea, where he had spent more than half his
career, and keen to try a new direction. So when he was offered a position as history lecturer at
the newly founded U.S. Naval War College in Newport, Rhode Island, he took the job at
once.Mahan believed himself to be utterly unqualified for the job—“profoundly ignorant,” as he
put it. But he had a voracious appetite for knowledge and a monastic temperament that suited
him to long hours of solitary study. He pillaged bookshops, haunted libraries, and bored through
hundreds of years of history—the ancient Greeks and Romans, the colonial rivalries of Britain,
Holland, France, and Spain, the rise and fall of Napoleon. “I tackled the job much as I presume
an immigrant begins a clearing in the wilderness, not troubling greatly which tree he takes first,”
he later wrote. “I laid my hands on whatever came along, reading with the profound attention of
one who is looking for something.” One afternoon in the fall of 1885, while working in the library
of the English Club in Lima, Peru (where his ship had put in), Mahan was engrossed in a history
of the Punic Wars of Rome and Carthage in the second and third centuries bc. A question
entered his mind, arriving with the force of a revelation. What if Hannibal had invaded Italy by
sea, rather than by the long overland route through Spain and the Alps? Would Rome have fallen
and the entire course of Western history been diverted? “The light dawned first on my inner
consciousness,” he wrote, “that control of the sea was an historic factor which had never been



systematically appreciated and expounded.” His mind took hold of the idea and did not let go,
and soon afterward he began to write. The press of time required that he complete his Naval
War College lectures for the fall of 1886, and the trial of putting his ideas into words forced him to
clarify his essential thesis. As the pages flew, he recalled, “Every faculty I possessed was alive
and jumping.” The lectures were committed to paper by September 1886, and subsequently
published by Little, Brown under the famously stilted title: The Influence of Sea Power Upon
History.The timing was propitious. Industrialization and technological change had prompted
many nations to begin overhauling their fleets. National rivalries and imperial ambitions,
especially among the great powers of Europe, threatened to provoke the mother of all naval
arms races. The world was grasping toward a better understanding of seapower. What was it?
What was its value? How was it attained? How should it be used? Mahan was not the first to ask
those questions, but he framed them cogently and elegantly, and set out to answer them in a
methodical way, with examples taken from the naval wars of the past.Above all, Mahan preached
the importance of “capital ships,” or heavily armed battleships of the largest class. Frigates,
cruisers, and destroyers might perform useful supporting roles, such as scouting, or protecting
convoys—but a nation lacking big ships armed with big guns could never be more than a
second-rate naval power. Mahan was adamant that this fleet of battleships must act at all times
as a single, concentrated unit. To divide or disperse the fleet was the classic and recurring error
of naval strategy—again and again, throughout the pages of history, a united fleet had hunted
down and destroyed the scattered elements of a divided fleet. To those Mahan added a third
precept: an emphasis on the offensive. The battle fleet should not be deployed as a kind of coast
guard, to be kept close to one’s harbors. A navy’s supreme purpose, he declared, must be to
range across the oceans, relying upon secure overseas bases if necessary; to hunt and destroy
the enemy fleet. “War, once declared, must be waged offensively, aggressively. The enemy must
not be fended off, but smitten down.” The enemy must be met and destroyed in a “decisive
battle,” like those of Salamis, Actium, Lepanto, the Nile, or Trafalgar—an engagement in which
the victors sink or capture all (or substantially all) of the enemy’s ships, putting an end to his
ability to wage naval war. Big ships with big guns, concentrated into a single, undivided battle
fleet, and infused with an overriding purpose to wipe the enemy off the face of the sea—that was
Mahan’s formula for seapower.Recognition came quickly and globally. Reviews were adulatory,
and admiring letters poured in from around the world. Influence and his subsequent works were
swiftly translated into French, German, Japanese, Russian, and Spanish. Two years after he had
broken into print, Mahan was acclaimed as the most influential scholar of seapower ever to have
picked up a pen, and a foreign policy sage whose statements were parsed and pondered and
brooded over as if they had been handed down from Mount Olympus. “From 1892 on, everyone
quoted him,” wrote an admiring Frenchman, “and those who debated the subject endeavored to
show their views were in agreement with his.” In Britain, it was said that every officer in the Royal
Navy had either read the book or was pretending that he had. Prime Minister William Gladstone
labeled Influence “the book of the age,” and in the Houses of Parliament Mahan’s name was



thrown around in such a way as to cut off all debate. In 1894, Mahan received honorary degrees
from both Oxford and Cambridge, and at a Royal Navy Club banquet a toast was offered: “We
owe to [Captain Mahan] the three million pounds sterling just voted for the increase of the navy.”
In Germany, Kaiser Wilhelm II reported to a friend: “I am just now not reading but devouring
Captain Mahan’s book and am trying to learn it by heart. It is a first class book and classical in all
points.” The Kaiser ordered his naval minister, Alfred von Tirpitz, to place translated copies of
Influence aboard every ship in the German navy, and to let it be known that every officer was
expected to read it. The Anglo-German naval arms race that preceded (and by some lights
provoked) the First World War unfolded under the deep influence of Mahan.But in no nation did
Mahan’s writings make so deep and lasting an impression as in Japan. Mahan himself believed
that to be the case: he remarked that “more of my works have been done into Japanese than into
any other one tongue,” and said no other country had showed “closer or more interested
attention to the general subject.” In 1894, Influence was translated and distributed through the
association of Imperial Japanese Navy officers. Both the navy and army staff colleges adopted it
as a textbook. Copies were presented to the Meiji emperor and the crown prince, Yoshihito. The
Japanese Naval Staff College attempted (unsuccessfully) to recruit Mahan to join its faculty.
Mahan’s doctrine of the “decisive battle” echoed Miyamoto Musashi, the great samurai
philosopher and swordsman of the sixteenth century, who had extolled the power of “total
absorption in a single telling blow.” Admiral Heihachiro Togo wrote in his own brush-hand, in
exquisite calligraphy, a tribute: “Naval strategists of all nations are of one opinion that Mahan’s
works will forever occupy the highest position as a worldwide authority in the study of military
science. I express my deep and cordial reverence for his far-reaching knowledge and keen
judgment.”As Japan’s political elites fell under the sway of Mahan’s ideas, its navy’s never-
ending crusade for a greater share of the national budget gained momentum and adherents.
Japan was an island-nation like Britain, declared the admirals: and like Britain, Japan could be
attacked only by enemies who must come from over the sea. The army’s imperial ambitions
would come to nothing unless troops could be delivered safely to the Asian mainland. The
Japanese navy, they insisted, should hold status equivalent to that of the British Royal Navy—it
should be reconstituted as the primary branch of the nation’s military forces, with a prior claim on
policy-making influence and state funding.In his own country, Mahan’s most ardent champion
was Teddy Roosevelt, who upon finishing the first volume of Influence in May 1890 wrote to
congratulate the captain: “During the last two days I have spent half my time, busy as I am, in
reading your book, and that I found it interesting is shown by the fact that having taken it up I
have gone straight through and finished it.” Roosevelt published an admiring review in the
Atlantic Monthly, reserving special praise for Mahan’s conclusion that the United States should
build a new fleet of heavy battleships. Their partnership grew more intimate in 1897–98, during
Roosevelt’s stint as assistant secretary of the navy, when the two collaborated in planning the
fleet deployments that would lead to a quick American victory in the Spanish-American War.
During Roosevelt’s presidency (1901–09), Mahan was one of an inner circle of the president’s



advisers, allies, and fellow imperialists, a group that included John Hay, Elihu Root, and
Massachusetts senator Henry Cabot Lodge. Roosevelt sometimes lifted passages out of
Mahan’s essays and wove them into his speeches nearly word for word. Mahan was “only too
glad” that his work should be put to use in that way: he told the president, “The question of credit
in such connection is to me quite immaterial.”Roosevelt was a brilliant, vociferous, combustible
man, not the type who ordinarily reaches the presidency. In his whirlwind career, which had
taken him from college to the White House in less than twenty years, he had been many things:
a historian, lawyer, ornithologist, minority leader of the New York State Assembly, boxer,
ranchman, New York City police commissioner, naturalist, hunter, civil service reformer, prolific
author, devoted husband and father, voracious reader, assistant secretary of the navy, war hero,
empire builder, advocate of vigorous physical exercise, governor of New York, and vice
president of the United States. He was a big, broad-shouldered, barrel-chested man, with tan,
rough-textured skin. His hair was close-cropped and reddish-brown in color, with bristles around
the temples beginning to show gray, and his almost impossibly muscular neck looked as if it was
on the verge of bursting his collar-stays. He wore pince-nez spectacles with a ribbon that hung
down the left side of his face. When he smiled or spoke, he revealed two very straight rows of
teeth, plainly visible from incisor to incisor, their gleaming whiteness sharply accented by his
ruddy complexion.No president since John Adams had campaigned so vigorously to expand the
American navy. In 1903, he had shouted to an audience of 5,000 Chicagoans: “There is a
homely old adage which runs, ‘Speak softly and carry a big stick,’ you will go far. If the American
nation will speak softly, and yet build, and keep at a pitch of the highest training, a thoroughly
efficient navy, the Monroe Doctrine will go far.” That doctrine, a promise to ward off new
European encroachments in the western hemisphere, was “as strong as the United States Navy,
and no stronger.” The United States had once faced one great ocean; now it faced two, and its
long, sparsely populated Pacific coastline presented both opportunities and dangers. “In the
century that is opening,” he told an audience of San Franciscans that year, “the commerce and
the command of the Pacific will be factors of incalculable moment in the world’s history.” The
president was determined to cut a canal through the Central American isthmus, and did not
flinch from fomenting a revolution to detach Panama from Colombia. In Roosevelt’s mind, the
Panama Canal was above all a military necessity, for it would make possible a rapid transfer of
naval power between the Atlantic and the Pacific. By 1906, digging on a vast scale was
underway.The Spanish-American War had left the United States with a far-flung assortment of
overseas territories. That was not a development relished by all Americans, who had been
steeped in an anti-imperialist, revolutionary heritage since 1776. But the immediate practical
problem could not be ignored—Cuba, the Philippines, Hawaii, and the other islands of the
Caribbean and Pacific that had fallen into the American lap could not be defended except by a
navy. “The enemies we may have to face will come from over sea,” Roosevelt told an audience of
naval officers; “they may come from Europe, or they may come from Asia.” Roosevelt saw
Germany, with its territorial ambitions in South America, as a dangerous rival in the Atlantic and



Caribbean. Yet the German threat was kept in check by the Royal Navy, the most powerful in the
world, and in the foreseeable future the Anglo-German face-off would maintain a favorable
balance of power on the Atlantic flank. But Japan, recent victor of the Russo-Japanese War, was
a formidable naval power with great geostrategic advantages in the western Pacific. “In a dozen
years,” Roosevelt predicted in 1905, “the English, Americans and Germans, who now dread one
another as rivals in the trade of the Pacific, will have each to dread the Japanese more than they
do any other nation.”During his first term in office, using the “bully pulpit” of the presidency (a
term he coined), President Roosevelt convinced Congress to build ten battleships, four armored
cruisers, and seventeen smaller vessels. Naval spending rose nearly 40 percent, surpassing
$100 million. It was the largest peacetime naval expansion in American history. By 1906, the
United States had more battleships afloat than any other naval power except Britain.The
expanded fleet had to be manned, and thousands of new officers were urgently needed to man
it. The Naval Academy at Annapolis held the key to the future of Roosevelt’s navy, and he
lavished his presidential attentions on the institution. Under his impetus, the academy was
undergoing a spectacular makeover, and the campus was a sprawling construction site.
Hammers, saws, and shouting workmen disturbed the peace six days a week. Old dilapidated
wooden and redbrick buildings were being pulled down to make way for new Beaux-Arts
edifices constructed of granite, marble, and gray brick. A new chapel, with an imposing terra-
cotta dome and massive bronze doors, would be completed in 1908. President Roosevelt often
caught the morning train from Washington to deliver speeches, cut ribbons, or cheer the football
team. The president also turned up at the academy for commencement ceremonies, where he
would look each graduating midshipman in the eye, crush his right hand in his vicelike grip, and
hand him his diploma.To the academy’s reigning brass, Roosevelt’s close interest was a mixed
blessing. The commander in chief was a meddler. When the Naval Academy football team was
abolished because the players were neglecting their studies, the president intervened to restore
the team, and also insisted that the annual Army-Navy Game be played. “I greatly admire
football,” he explained. “I believe in rough, manly sports.” In February 1906, Roosevelt pardoned
a midshipman who had been convicted of hazing, dismissing the practice as “some exuberance
of animal spirits.” He arranged to have judo (Japanese wrestling) taught at the academy,
remarking that it was “not physical exercise so much as it is an extraordinarily successful means
of self-defense and training in dexterity and decision.” When the program was subsequently
cancelled, Roosevelt blamed the decision on the academy fathers, those “elderly men of a
routine habit of mind.”The admirals and captains at the top of the naval hierarchy in those years
had begun their careers before the Civil War. They had ascended the ranks through the slow
grind of clocklike promotions, and in their last few halcyon years before retirement they were in
no mood to be disturbed by changes foisted upon them by younger and more energetic men
down the chain of command. The navy bureaus in Washington were bastions of conservative
opinion, top-heavy with time-serving officers. Technological progress met with their prolonged
interference simply because it was new and unfamiliar. Innovators, reformers, and iconoclasts



were exiled to isolated billets until they resigned in frustration. Proposals to force the early
retirement of older officers, a practice decried as “plucking,” brought their fierce opposition. Even
by 1906, when the expansion of the service was well underway, the U.S. Navy was still an older
man’s navy. The youngest captain in the service was twenty years older than his British
counterpart. The British navy could hold up several examples of officers who had been
promoted out of the enlisted ranks, but in the putatively more egalitarian United States there was
not one such man.Contemptuous of the “old-style naval officers of the kind who drift into
positions at Washington,” President Roosevelt announced his intention to “encourage the best
among them by sharply discriminating against the worst.” Since its founding the navy had been
governed by a principle of seniority, and officers of every rank remonstrated bitterly against
promoting younger men over their heads. But in Roosevelt’s navy, men would advance
according to merit, allowing for the early and rapid promotion of deserving younger officers.
Lazy, complacent, or incompetent men would no longer be permitted to languish in the middle
ranks for decades on end—an “up or out” principle would require that they win promotion on the
merits or face compulsory retirement. Line officers had always looked down on engineers as an
inferior caste—but now all were merged into one integrated corps, with equivalent ranks,
uniforms, wardroom privileges, and berthing facilities.To the chagrin of the brass and even his
own secretary of the navy, the commander in chief carried on a direct correspondence with the
“young Turks,” mid-level officers who campaigned for reform from within the ranks of the service.
With Roosevelt in power, that type of officer, who had not thrived in the navy perhaps since the
days of the War of 1812, could dare to believe that his ideas would be implemented, that his
talent would be rewarded with early promotion. The president was only too happy to short-circuit
the chain of command, to intervene in the normal course of naval business to encourage
innovation and new technology, as when he ordered that men engaged in testing submarines be
given additional pay to compensate them for the extreme hazards involved. Aboard battleships,
emphasis on “spit and polish”—pomp, pageantry, and the outward appearance of the ship—was
curtailed, and the time thus saved was devoted to gunnery drills. Gun crews practiced hitting
targets, with the results carefully recorded. One ship was pitted against another in gunnery
competitions, and officers whose ships did not make the grade had to answer for the deficiency.
On the qualities required of naval officers, Roosevelt was outspoken: “They must have skill in
handling the ships, skill in tactics, skill in strategy . . . the dogged ability to bear punishment, the
power and desire to inflict it, the daring, the resolution, the willingness to take risks and incur
responsibilities which have been possessed by the great captains of all ages, and without which
no man can ever hope to stand in the front rank of fighting men.”ON THE AFTERNOON and
evening of May 27, 1905, in the gray, gloomy waters of Tsushima Strait in the Sea of Japan, the
main battle force of the Imperial Japanese Navy met and annihilated a Russian fleet under the
command of Admiral Zinovy Rozhestvensky. The Battle of Tsushima, as it came to be known in
the West, was one of the most lopsided in the history of naval warfare. It drew comparison to the
Battle of Trafalgar, the great British victory over Napoleon’s navy that had been fought almost



exactly a century earlier. Of the twelve battleships brought into action by the Russians, none
escaped; four were captured and eight sent to the bottom. More than 4,000 Russian officers and
seamen lost their lives; nearly 6,000 were taken prisoner. The Japanese fleet, under the
command of the great Admiral Heihachiro Togo (crowned as “Japan’s Nelson” in the Western
press), lost only three small torpedo boats and suffered casualties of just 117 killed and 583
wounded.The wipeout at Tsushima was the closing act of the Russo-Japanese War, a vast and
bloody conflict that had raged for two years across Korea and Manchuria and on the adjoining
seas. At the time, it was one of the largest and most destructive wars that had ever been fought,
involving the clash of armies numbering in the hundreds of thousands. It was the first major war
of the twentieth century, the first to be fought by armies equipped with advanced machine guns
and modern artillery, dug into long trench lines and supplied by rail transportation on a large
scale. In all those respects it foreshadowed the First World War.It was a war no one had
expected Japan to win. Tsar Nicholas’s Russia was a major imperial power with three times
Japan’s population and fifty times its territory. Japan was a remote and enigmatic East Asian
island-state that had remained aloof from the rest of the world until the 1850s. The Japanese
infantryman was physically smaller than his Russian counterpart and not as well equipped, but
he fought with skill and tenacity, had greater self-sufficiency and initiative, marched faster,
showed greater endurance in unforgiving conditions, and appeared to possess an almost
preternatural lack of fear. At the great battle for Mukden in February and March 1905, the
Japanese troops stormed the Russian trenches in unrelenting waves, and the Russians were
aghast at the sight of their foes charging across the field with bayonets fixed and beatific smiles
on their faces, as if elated by the chance of a noble death. For the first time in the modern era, an
Eastern power had triumphed over a Western one.Japan’s two-generation rise from feudal and
pre-industrial origins to the status of a major economic and military power was more than
remarkable—it was (and remains) unprecedented in the entire course of human history. The
Meiji Restoration was always a bit of a misnomer, in that there had been an unbroken line of
emperors prior to their “restoration,” and even after the fact the emperor did not wield supreme
power. But there was something appealing in the notion that the Japanese were reaching back
to find something essential in their national headwaters, rather than merely conforming to the
ways of the West. The real shift in political power was to an urban merchant class and to a
handful of powerful samurai clans from the Satsuma and Choshu provinces of southwest Japan.
They provided the governing elites, who recognized (with impressive foresight) that Japan would
fumble away its independence unless it could build up national institutions and industries
capable of resisting the encroaching power of the West. The samurai leaders of the Meiji period
hung up their swords and stepped comfortably into the roles of administrators, bureaucrats,
political leaders, and visionaries; they instituted reforms from the top down, using strong,
centralized government institutions to carry out their program. They bought off the feudal
grandees with rich pensions and left the traditional hierarchies largely intact. Political parties
emerged but often ran up against countermeasures aimed at curbing their power and influence.



The Japanese people cast votes to elect representatives of the Diet, or parliament—but the
legislature never grew powerful enough to confront the supreme power of the bureaucracy.
There was never, in any sense, civilian control of the military, which remained supreme in both
name and fact, and enjoyed a special direct advisory relationship with the throne.Most striking to
Western observers of the Russo-Japanese War, Japan’s armed forces on both land and sea had
behaved with qualities of grace and humanity that put the Russians to shame. The “Imperial
Rescript to Soldiers and Sailors,” issued by the Meiji emperor in 1882, had peremptorily
forbidden atrocities against civilians or prisoners. “If you affect valor and act with violence,” Meiji
had warned, “the world will in the end detest you and look upon you as wild beasts. Of this you
should take heed.” Twenty years later, Japanese soldiers and sailors were still taking heed.
Western war correspondents’ reports were replete with examples of the kindness shown by
Japanese soldiers and sailors to prisoners of war, who were given plenty of good food, medical
care, clean clothes, cigarettes, Russian books and newspapers, even wine. At sea, the
Japanese fleet flew their ensigns at half-mast to observe the death of a Russian admiral. Admiral
Togo personally visited wounded Russian prisoners, and General Maresuke Nogi paid his
respects in person to a memorial to Russian dead in Port Arthur. Only about 1 percent of
Russian prisoners died in Japanese captivity, and all were buried with painstaking attention to
military honors. The Japanese Red Cross mounted a relief effort that fed and cared for tens of
thousands of displaced Korean and Chinese civilians in the war zone. Many had fled from
territory occupied by the Russian army, where looting, rape, murder, and mayhem had gone
largely unpunished. By contrast, the Japanese army did not tolerate such crimes and punished
offenders in its ranks with the utmost severity.That Japan had beaten a European army in the
field was surprising. That it had crushed a European navy at sea was astounding. That it had
behaved with greater chivalry than Russia was dumbfounding, because it upended the Western
premise that the East was a barbarous place populated by barbarous people. As the editors of
the Illustrated London News put it on January 14, 1905: “Europe has not recovered from the
shock of finding out that the Japanese are a great people.”Roosevelt was pleased by the
Japanese triumph. For years he had been personally fascinated with Japan and all things
Japanese. “The Japs interest me and I like them,” he told Cecil Spring-Rice, a British diplomat
who was the president’s close friend. In his autobiography he wrote, “I believe in them; I respect
their great qualities; I wish that our American people had many of these qualities.” During his
presidency, Roosevelt read deeply in Japanese history, literature, and philosophy. He especially
admired Bushido: The Soul of Japan, a book written by Inazo Nitobe, a Japanese educator and
diplomat: the president purchased sixty copies and distributed them to friends and colleagues.
When he read Admiral Togo’s message to the Japanese fleet after its victory at Tsushima,
Roosevelt was moved to tears and ordered that it be distributed to every ship and station in the
American navy. He maintained a close friendship and correspondence with his old Harvard
schoolmate, Kentaro Kaneko, who spoke English fluently and had made it his life’s work to
promote Japanese culture in America and American culture in Japan. In 1904, Roosevelt began



training in judo under the grandmaster sensei Yoshiaki Yamashita. The president enlisted a
dozen members of his entourage as fellow students, and during twice-weekly training sessions
the White House hallways rang with the sounds of men grunting and hurling each other to the
floor. “My right ankle and left wrist and one thumb and both great toes are swollen sufficiently to
more or less impair their usefulness, and I am well mottled with bruises elsewhere,” Roosevelt
wrote his son in March 1905. “Still I have made good progress, and since you have left
[Yamashita] has taught me three new throws that are perfect corkers.”As a historian, Roosevelt
saw in Japan a vindication of one of his favorite theories: that certain “races” were endowed with
superior “fighting stock.” Such peoples were destined to dominate their neighbors, vanquish
their enemies, spread their language, religion, and culture beyond their borders, and advance
the cause of civilization through achievements in commerce, science, and the arts. It had been
true of the ancient Greeks and Romans, and later the Goths. It had been true in subsequent
centuries of the Spanish, the French, the Dutch, and the British. More recently it was true of the
Germans, the Americans, and the Japanese. But no other nation, Roosevelt believed, had
ascended as rapidly or as dramatically as Japan. Since Commodore Perry’s black ships had
sailed into Tokyo Bay half a century earlier, he said, “the growth of Japan has been literally
astounding. There is not only nothing to parallel it, but nothing to approach it in the history of
civilized mankind.”Mahan was no less taken aback by Togo’s victory. It was an event, he wrote,
that had “fairly startled the world.” Mahan was one of a handful of Westerners who had
personally witnessed the turmoil of the Meiji Restoration. He had first visited the country in 1867,
as a twenty-eight-year-old lieutenant commander on the USS Iroquois. While the ship was
anchored off Kobe, a pair of samurai sought refuge there from enemies on shore. Mahan was
impressed by their intense, martial bearing and obvious physical strength—he observed that
they were “as thick almost as blackberries”—but they were also helpless landsmen, incapable of
keeping their feet in the boat that brought them out to the anchorage. Thirty-eight years later, on
hearing the news of Tsushima, Mahan was reminded of the sight of those dispossessed
swordsmen as they had stood on the deck of the Iroquois, “cold, wet, and shivering,” and he
marveled at the rise of Japan. “Were not our shaking morning visitors of the same blood, the
same tradition, and only one generation in time removed from the soldiers and seamen of the
late war?”After Tsushima, both combatants in the Russo-Japanese War had good reasons to
seek an end to hostilities. Russia was on the verge of revolution, and Tsar Nicholas was forced to
keep his best troops near St. Petersburg to suppress a general uprising. Japan had financed the
war with foreign borrowing, but its ongoing deficits were vast and unsustainable, and bankers in
London and New York were shutting off the spigots. When Roosevelt offered to mediate peace
talks in Portsmouth, New Hampshire, both sides readily agreed. After prolonged, angst-ridden
negotiations, the Russians agreed to sign over leasehold rights to Port Arthur, cede the southern
half of Sakhalin Island, withdraw their troops from Manchuria, and acquiesce in Japanese
domination of Korea—but they flatly refused to pay a war indemnity, which the Japanese had
earlier demanded as a sine qua non. Moved by a personal appeal from Roosevelt, and keen to



avoid a collapse in the talks, the Japanese negotiators at last dropped their demand for an
indemnity, and the Treaty of Portsmouth was signed on September 5, 1905.The treaty was a
triumph of American diplomacy, and Roosevelt would be rewarded with the Nobel Peace Prize in
1906. But when the transpacific telegraph cable carried the news to Tokyo, hours after the
signing, the Japanese people exploded in rage and incredulity. Having rejoiced at the sweeping
victories of their army and navy, and fallen under the sway of an inflammatory press, public
opinion had anticipated a fat war indemnity and the annexation of all of Sakhalin Island. Learning
that they would have no indemnity, and only half of Sakhalin, many Japanese supposed the
Western imperial powers had closed ranks to deny them their hard-won spoils of war. In Tokyo,
the American legation was attacked and set on fire by rioters carrying Japanese flags draped in
black crepe. Thirteen Christian churches were vandalized, looted, or burned to the ground.
There were public calls for the assassination of the Japanese envoys who had signed the treaty,
and in Hibiya Park, crowds marched behind brass bands, chanting: “The war must go on!”
Armed mobs charged and trampled police barriers; police stations were attacked and occupied;
hundreds were arrested. When the riots came to an end two days later, a thousand people had
been wounded or killed.The violent public reaction fit a pattern that would continue until 1941.
Western diplomacy was suspected as an elaborate conspiracy to encircle, suppress, and
persecute Japan. International treaties were scrutinized obsessively, not only by governing elites
but in the press and among citizens at large. The Japanese people received little candid or
useful information about the world beyond their shores. There was a tendency to go hard on the
diplomats, men who had traveled widely, learned foreign languages, and affected Western dress
and manners—they were distrusted as a fifth column, as men who had fallen under insidious
foreign pressures and were no longer authentically Japanese. Nowhere in the Tokyo
newspapers was it reported that Russia was moving reinforcements into Manchuria and was
evidently willing to fight on rather than meet the terms demanded, or that Japan was tottering on
the verge of national bankruptcy. Truthful appraisals of Japan’s limitations were rarely aired in
public, and that was another part of the tragic pattern that would lead to the Second World
War.Unpopular as it was, the treaty won ratification in Tokyo, and the whole imbroglio might have
blown over quickly if a second provocation had not burst into the headlines the following year. It
occurred in San Francisco, California, in the aftermath of the devastating earthquake and fire of
April 1906, which killed some 3,000 people and left the city a charred and rubbled wasteland.
Two weeks after the holocaust the School Board decreed that ethnic Japanese students would
be forced into a segregated school, so that white children “should not be placed in any position
where their youthful impressions may be affected by association with pupils of the Mongoloid
race.” Henceforth, Japanese children residing throughout the stricken city would be forced to
make their way through streets still littered with smoking wreckage and swarming with hooligans
to an “Asians-only” school in Chinatown.It was the latest affront in a long campaign of
persecution against California’s immigrant Japanese. The movement had been ginned up by
local and state politicians, union bosses, and the fiercely nativist press—most infamously, by the



San Francisco Chronicle, which seized on the issue to gain an edge in its cutthroat circulation
battle with its archrival, the Examiner. The Chronicle’s editorial pages returned to the subject
almost daily, shouting (for example) that “The danger to American institutions from the flood of
Japs must be apparent to every thinking man.” “Brown men,” it warned, were “an evil in the public
schools,” and a “menace to American women.” A headline on March 1, 1905, read: “Unclean
Practices of Orient Bringing Degradation and Debasement in the Train of Unrestricted
Immigration.” An editorial four days later: “Japan sent us not her fittest, but her unfittest; she has
sent us the scum that has collected up on the surface of the boiling waters of her new national
life, the human waste material for which she herself can find no use.”Post-earthquake San
Francisco was a desperate and lawless place, in which local authorities could do little to stop a
surge of looting, robbery, armed thuggery, and mob violence. San Francisco’s Japantown
(Nihonjinmachi) had been devastated in the earthquake, and thousands of homeless refugees
were forced to spread out into adjacent neighborhoods in search of shelter, bringing them into
collision with hostile whites who had also been burned out of their homes. City officials and the
police were suspected of tacitly encouraging an anti-Japanese pogrom. Japanese were chased
and beaten in the streets; rocks were thrown through the windows of their homes; and Japanese-
owned businesses were plastered with signs warning, “White men and women: Patronize your
own race.”Japan had donated $246,000 in disaster relief for the stricken city, exceeding the
combined relief pledges of every other nation in the world. When a prominent Japanese
seismologist arrived from Tokyo to lend his expertise to the rebuilding effort, he was waylaid in
the streets and beaten by a mob.Events in San Francisco received headline coverage in the
Tokyo press, and some of the more flamboyant broadsheets called for the recently victorious
Japanese navy to stage a rescue mission. “It will be easy work to awake the United States from
her dream of obstinacy when one of our great Admirals appears suddenly on the other side of
the Pacific,” the Hochi Shinbun declared on October 22, 1906; “We should be ready to strike the
Devil’s head with an iron hammer for the sake of the world’s civilization.” The government of
Japan lodged angry protests with the Roosevelt administration, claiming that the measures
enacted in California were a breach of the Japanese-American treaty of 1894. Secretary of State
Elihu Root suspected that Japan had held secret talks with the government of Colombia to
establish a base on the South American mainland. A New York Sun correspondent based in
Tokyo told his editors that Japanese public opinion was not easily aroused by events so far from
home, “but the exclusion of Japanese children from the public schools of California cuts this
child-loving nation to the quick.”President Roosevelt was disgusted, not only because the
Californians had embarrassed the nation by their troglodytic behavior, but because most of the
state’s representatives in Congress had opposed the president’s naval buildup. As the president
saw it, the state’s leaders were foolishly provoking Japan “while at the same time refusing to take
steps to defend themselves against the formidable foe whom they are ready with such careless
insolence to antagonize.” Roosevelt sent a cabinet member to San Francisco with hopes of
persuading the School Board to reverse its decision. When the overture was spurned, Harper’s



Weekly published a cartoon on its cover depicting the city of San Francisco as a mischievous-
looking boy with a slingshot, and suggested that Japan should open a school of manners for
white Californians. “The feeling on the Pacific slope,” the president wrote Lodge, “is as foolish as
if conceived by the mind of a Hottentot.”In a fervently worded passage of more than 1,200 words
in his Annual Message to Congress, Roosevelt denounced the segregation order as a “wicked
absurdity” enacted by a “small body of wrongdoers.” The Japanese, he declared, “have won in a
single generation the right to stand abreast of the foremost and most enlightened peoples of
Europe and America; they have won on their own merits and by their own exertions the right to
treatment on a basis of full and frank equality.” He added: “We have as much to learn from Japan
as Japan has to learn from us; and no nation is fit to teach unless it is also willing to learn.”The
president’s dogged diplomacy led to the “Gentlemen’s Agreement” of 1908, in which the San
Franciscans agreed to rescind the segregation order in exchange for a Japanese promise to
limit emigration of its citizens to the United States. But negotiations took place amid a series of
sensational war scares. Digging was proceeding at a furious pace in Panama, but the canal
would not be completed until 1914: in the meantime the main fleet of the U.S. Navy could reach
San Francisco only by a grueling 13,000-mile journey around Cape Horn. The Japanese fleet at
Yokohama lay just half that distance away. Would it strike now, when the canal was unfinished
and the American navy powerless to intervene? Rumors flourished, especially in the
newspapers of William Randolph Hearst—a Japanese fleet had been sighted offshore; a secret
Japanese base was under construction in the Aleutians; Japanese envoys were seeking a
hostile alliance with Mexico; local Japanese women had been enlisted as “breeding machines”
in a slow but sure demographic conquest, so that their offspring would eventually engulf the
region. Dime store novels imagined the “Yellow Peril,” a lurid scenario in which Asian hordes
descended on the west coast and pushed the whites east of the Rockies.Roosevelt had done
his best to defuse the crisis, and his efforts had not been entirely unsuccessful, but there was no
doubt in his mind that Japan posed a threat. “I had been doing my best to be polite to the
Japanese,” he later wrote, “and had finally become uncomfortably conscious of a very, very
slight undertone of veiled truculence in their communications in connection with things that
happened on the Pacific Slope; and I finally made up my mind that they thought I was afraid of
them.” More than the security of California was at stake. Hawaii was not much closer to North
America than it was to Japan, and it was home to a large and growing community of immigrant
Japanese. Guam was unfortified and defenseless, lying 5,800 miles from San Francisco and a
quarter of that distance from Japan. The Philippines, an archipelago of some 7,000 islands with
a combined coastline as long as that of the entire United States, lay right on Japan’s southern
doorstep. The Japanese navy could easily blockade Manila, wipe out the feeble U.S. Asiatic
Fleet stationed there, and land an invasion force at any one of a thousand beachheads on the
main island of Luzon. “The Philippines form our heel of Achilles,” Roosevelt told War Secretary
William Howard Taft in August 1907, and the analogy was fitting: every candid strategic-military
study concluded that the islands would quickly fall to a determined Japanese naval-amphibious



attack.Confounded by the various complications and contradictions, and hoping to keep a lid on
the Japanese crisis until the work in Panama was completed, Roosevelt devised a plan to send
the main U.S. battle fleet on a goodwill tour around the world. If a war broke out with Japan, he
told Lodge, the navy “would have a good deal to find out in the way of sending the fleet to the
Pacific.” A practice run would allow the navy to discover “all failures, blunders, and shortcomings
in time of peace and not in time of war.” The Great White Fleet (so-called because the ships
were painted white) would comprise sixteen battleships and a large number of auxiliary vessels,
manned by about 18,000 men. It was a technically and logistically demanding exercise, and it
was also unprecedented—no nation had ever dispatched its entire navy to circumnavigate the
globe.On December 16, 1907, the fleet departed from Hampton Roads with crews manning the
rails and bands striking up tunes, and fired a 21-gun salute in honor of Roosevelt, who watched
from the presidential yacht, the Mayflower. “Did you ever see such a fleet?” Roosevelt asked.
“Isn’t it magnificent? Oughtn’t we all feel proud?” The long line of ships stretched for seven miles
across the sea. They rounded Cape Horn and touched at several ports of call in the Pacific,
including Yokohama, Japan. In Tokyo, the American officers were received by the emperor at the
Imperial Palace. In a voyage of fourteen months, the fleet touched at six continents, returning by
the Suez Canal and the Mediterranean. In an American newspaper cartoon, one of the
battleships was done up as a likeness of Roosevelt himself. The president’s face was
represented as her bow, with the brim of his Rough Rider’s hat as her foredeck; his open mouth
was swallowing the advancing sea. The fleet returned from its 46,000-mile voyage in the days
just before Roosevelt left office. Again he watched from the deck of the Mayflower, and again he
received 21 guns from each ship. In his speech, given afterward on the flagship, he
congratulated the officers and men: “This is the first battle fleet that has ever circumnavigated
the globe. Those who perform the feat again can but follow in your footsteps.” The cruise of the
White Fleet, said Roosevelt, demonstrated that “the Pacific was as much our home waters as
the Atlantic.”IN JANUARY 1914, the first ship passed through the Panama Canal. In July of that
year, Europe plunged into the Great War. In December, Alfred Thayer Mahan died in his bed,
aged seventy-four.The future U.S. admirals of the Pacific War had reached their late twenties
and early thirties. They had risen to the rank of lieutenant or lieutenant commander. Having
already been marked as officers destined for high command, they were sent off to the Naval War
College in Newport, where they would study, debate, and plan for prospective future naval wars.
Scenarios were played out on tabletop game boards, with model ships to represent the
contending fleets and throws of the dice to decide the fortunes of battle. The place was said to
be haunted by the ghost of Mahan, and the games assumed that the forthcoming war would
climax in a clash of battleships in the western Pacific, in one of Mahan’s archetypal “decisive
battles.”“War Plan Orange,” the American playbook for a war in the Pacific, envisioned that
“Orange” (code name for Japan) would strike suddenly and with devastating success,
overrunning the Philippines, Guam, and possibly Hawaii. The small U.S. Asiatic Fleet, based at
Subic Bay in the Philippines, would destroy its shore facilities and all supplies it could not carry



away, and flee to safer waters. Within a week of the war’s breaking out, the main battle force of
the U.S. Navy, probably stationed on the east coast, would raise steam and put to sea in a grand
odyssey of conquest and liberation. Passing through the Panama Canal, it would push on across
the interminable wastes of the central Pacific, pausing to attack and seize Japanese-held atolls
along the way. Arriving months later in the western Pacific, the fleet would hunt down and
annihilate the main battle fleet of the Japanese navy. The victorious American fleet would
blockade Japan’s home islands and throttle its trade, forcing capitulation.The flaws in the plan
were plain to see. Roosevelt’s White Fleet had proven only that a fleet of battleships could sail
around the world in a peaceable goodwill tour. To repeat the performance in wartime, in hopes of
vanquishing the formidable Japanese fleet in its home waters, was a different prospect. Under
optimal conditions, a battleship of that era might sustain a long-distance cruising speed of 10 or
12 knots. A chain of well-stocked and properly defended fuel stations would have to be
maintained along the way. As the weeks at sea wore on, wear and tear would accumulate and
crew efficiency and morale could be expected to deteriorate. Drawing closer to the war zone, the
fleet would need to remain hypervigilant to the danger of surprise attack. At any moment, with
little or no warning, the officers and men might be called upon to fight and win the all-
determining battle for which they had traveled so far. They would be pitted against an enemy
fleet that had been biding its time, lying in wait within easy reach of its major bases, with officers
and crew rested and ready and ships in good repair. War Plan Orange seemed to recap the
dismal career of the Russian fleet under Admiral Rozhestvensky in 1905, and who could say
with confidence that the result would not be the same?Only a handful of iconoclasts guessed
that airplanes and submarines would rewrite all the rules of naval warfare, that by the late 1930s
battleships would be worse than useless (because of the money and manpower they diverted),
and that Mahan’s three dogmas were sinking rapidly into obsolescence. The First World War
revealed glimpses of the future. The German U-boats proved that submarines could menace
seaborne supply lines. The war in Europe hinted at the possibilities of airpower, and by the end
of the war the British had demonstrated that airplanes could take off from and land on ships.
Jutland, the largest naval battle of the conflict, neither bore out Mahan’s doctrines nor
completely refuted them. But none of the lessons of the First World War could break the power
of the battleship cult, whose acolytes dominated the ranks of all the world’s major navies until
the opening salvos of the next war.TEDDY ROOSEVELT, failing to reclaim the presidency on the
third-party Bull Moose ticket in 1912, entered his political afterlife as a writer, speechmaker, and
crusader on behalf of his favorite causes. As always, he preached that friendly and peaceable
relations with Japan should be “one of the cardinal principles of our foreign policy.” He returned
to the same nostrums he had prescribed since the California schools crisis in 1906—to lavish
courtesy and flattery on the Japanese, in hopes of soothing their delicate sense of national
honor; to avoid senseless provocations, both in California and in Asia; and to remain prepared,
at all times and at the drop of a hat, to send the main battle fleet of the U.S. Navy to the western
Pacific. Roosevelt also continued to suspect the Japanese were “bent upon establishing



themselves as the leading power in the Pacific.” War might yet be inevitable, but American
foreign policy should be aimed at postponing the day of reckoning as long as possible. The
Philippines were largely indefensible, and would remain so even if Congress could somehow be
persuaded to pour tens of millions of dollars into their defense. The only hope of forestalling
Japanese aggression was a credible naval deterrent. Roosevelt returned again and again, with
stridency verging on apoplexy, to the theme of “naval preparedness.” It was one of his favorite
watchwords, a term he coined—“preparedness”—and he hammered it home in speeches,
letters, and articles. The navy was the nation’s right arm, he wrote in the New York Times, and
“woe to our country if we permit that right arm to become palsied or even to become flabby and
inefficient.” Americans, if they failed to prepare for war, would have a “bitter awakening; and if
ever that bitter awakening comes, I trust our people will remember the foolish philanthropists and
the recreant congressmen and other public servants at whose doors the responsibility will lie.”As
Woodrow Wilson took office in 1913, he named to the post of assistant secretary of the navy a
thirty-one-year-old former New York state senator named Franklin Delano Roosevelt. Franklin
was Theodore Roosevelt’s fifth cousin, and had married the latter’s niece, Eleanor. (TR had
given the bride away at their wedding in 1905.) Though FDR was a Democrat, and would be
working for a president who had just defeated TR in a national election, he was also a dyed-in-
the-wool navalist and a disciple of Mahan. On his fifteenth birthday, in fact, Franklin had received
from Theodore a gift-wrapped copy of The Influence of Sea Power Upon History. According to
FDR’s mother, the boy had “practically memorized the book.” FDR would run the day-to-day
operations of the navy during his stint in office, as TR had done when he held the same post in
the McKinley administration.In May 1913, TR wrote to congratulate the younger man on his
appointment, and also to offer unsolicited guidance. Never permit the fleet to be divided
between the Pacific and the Atlantic, he warned, and added: “I do not anticipate trouble with
Japan, but it may come, and if it does it will come suddenly.”The words were prophetic but
twenty-eight years too early. When the “bitter awakening” came, on a bright Hawaiian morning in
1941, it came more suddenly than all but the most ardent pessimists had imagined. FDR, having
followed in TR’s footsteps through the offices of assistant navy secretary and governor of New
York, would be serving in his ninth year as president of the United States. In ironic fulfillment of
Mahan’s law of concentration, the battleships of the Pacific Fleet would be moored in a double
file in the East Loch of Pearl Harbor, bow to stern and beam to beam, as neat as a team of
horses harnessed to a stagecoach. But they would not be prepared.War is the tao of
deception.Therefore, when planning an attack, feign inactivity.When near, appear as if you are
far away.When far away, create the illusion that you are near.If the enemy is efficient, prepare for
him.If he is strong, evade him.If he is angry, agitate him.If he is arrogant, behave timidly so as to
encourage his arrogance.If he is rested, cause him to exert himself.Advance when he does not
expect you.Attack him when he is unprepared.—Sun-Tzu, The Art of WarWar is the tao of
deception.Therefore, when planning an attack, feign inactivity.When near, appear as if you are
far away.When far away, create the illusion that you are near.If the enemy is efficient, prepare for



him.If he is strong, evade him.If he is angry, agitate him.If he is arrogant, behave timidly so as to
encourage his arrogance.If he is rested, cause him to exert himself.Advance when he does not
expect you.Attack him when he is unprepared.—Sun-Tzu, The Art of WarChapter OneFOR THE
INHABITANTS OF OAHU, THERE WAS NOTHING UNUSUAL IN being jerked out of sleep by
guns and bombs and low-flying aircraft. The island was crowded with military bases, and live-
firing drills were commonplace. In early 1941, as the danger of war had seemed to grow, the
services took to conducting “simulated combat exercises”—mock battles pitting the army
against the navy, the navy against the marines, the marines against the army. On these days, a
colossal amount of ammunition was thrown up into the air, and the island’s lightly built wood-
frame houses would shake and rattle as if an earthquake had struck. So when the familiar racket
started up, at a little before eight in the morning on that first Sunday in December 1941, most of
the residents pulled a pillow over their heads, or turned back to their coffee and comic strips and
radio programs, and tried to ignore the deep concussive thuds of distant bombs, the heavy
booming of antiaircraft batteries, and the faint rat-a-tat-tat of machine guns.But it was soon clear
that these were no ordinary exercises. Floors shook, windows rattled, airplanes roared low
overhead, and empty machine-gun casings fell on rooftops like hail. In Honolulu, civilians
emerged from their homes, many still wearing pajamas and nightshirts. Explosions could be
heard in the city, and smoke rose above King Street in the McCully district. Sirens blared, and to
the west, above Pearl Harbor and Hickam Field, a gigantic pall of oily black smoke boiled
thousands of feet into the sky. Looking up, observers on the ground could see a small armada of
dive-bombers circling at high altitude in lazy figure-eight patterns. Every so often, a group of the
aircraft would coalesce into an orderly attack formation; and then individual planes would peel
off, one by one, to begin their dive-bombing runs.The spectators were impressed: the flyboys
were putting on a terrific show. Twelve-year-old Dan Kong, still in his pajamas, remarked to his
brother, “Wow, spectacular maneuvers.” The two climbed an avocado tree in their family’s
backyard for a better view. “I had to admit it was very realistic,” another civilian witness recalled.
A sailor at Pearl Harbor pronounced it “the best goddamn drill the Army Air Force has ever put
on!” The heavy smoke over Pearl Harbor was thought to be “smoke bombs”—or perhaps, as
Honolulu mayor Lester Petrie supposed, a “practice smoke screen . . . I thought that was a
perfect demonstration.”At four minutes past eight, KGMB interrupted its regular Sunday morning
radio broadcast of organ music carried live from the First Baptist Church of Waikiki. The
announcer, Webley Edwards, read a brief statement recalling all military personnel to their bases
and stations. Normal programming then resumed, but new interruptions followed every few
minutes, with announcements calling firemen, doctors, rescue workers, and disaster wardens to
work. At 8:40 a.m., Edwards came back on the air: “We interrupt this broadcast to bring you this
important news. Please pay attention. The island is under attack. I repeat, the island is under
attack by hostile forces.” Skeptical listeners refused to take the news seriously, assuming that the
announcement was another element of an unusually vivid practice alert. Some recalled the
panic caused by Orson Welles’s fictional War of the Worlds broadcast three years earlier. Shortly



before nine, Edwards returned to the air. In a quavering voice he pleaded with his listeners to
believe him: “This is no maneuver. Japanese forces are attacking the island. This is the real
McCoy!”Even seasoned military men found it difficult to believe what they were seeing, and
admitted to feeling bewildered and disorientated as the attack unfolded. The notion that an
actual raid was underway was slow to enter their minds. In the eyewitness accounts, that pattern
of belated comprehension is repeated again and again. A plane approaches. ( “Why are those
planes flying so low?”) American ground-based antiaircraft guns fire at the intruder. (“Why are
the boys shooting at that plane?”) A bomb drops. (“What a stupid, careless pilot, not to have
secured his releasing gear.”) It explodes. ( “Somebody goofed big this time. They loaded live
bombs on those planes by mistake.”) As the plane turns upward, the Japanese “Rising Sun”
insignia comes into view on the underside of the wings. ( “My God! They’re really going all-out!
They’ve even painted the rising sun on that plane!”) An American ship explodes. ( “What kind of
a drill is this?”) Even then, some men refused to believe that a war had begun that morning—
perhaps, as Commander A. L. Seton of the light cruiser St. Louis first guessed, the attacker was
“a lone, berserk Japanese pilot who somehow had gotten to Pearl and now would be in trouble
with his navy and ours.”On the street outside the YMCA in downtown Honolulu, sailors were
piling into buses, jitneys, taxicabs, and private cars. Military trucks roared down the main
thoroughfares, crammed with “armed soldiers wearing tin helmets, looking skyward.” Fire trucks,
rescue units, and policemen on motorcycles raced toward the fires burning in several parts of
the city. Sirens screamed; rubber shrieked on pavement. No one observed the speed limits. On
the two-lane blacktop highway to Pearl Harbor, recalled Lieutenant Commander Lawson
Ramage, “every conceivable vehicle was loaded with sailors—buses, taxis, and everything else
—rushing to get out there.”For many witnesses, the first direct confirmation that an actual attack
was underway came as their vehicles were strafed by low-flying enemy planes. “We heard what
sounded like the clicking of typewriter keys,” said Seaman Larry Katz, who was sharing a cab
with several other sailors. “I looked out the back window . . . and saw a plane coming down the
highway with fire coming out of its wings or engine. It was tracer bullets coming down the
highway at all the cars, including ours.” Jack Lower, a civilian electrician, was riding with several
other men in the back of an open truck. Each time a plane approached for a strafing run, the
men pounded their fists on the roof of the cab, the driver stomped on the brakes, and the
passengers dove into the roadside foliage for cover. As the aircraft passed, they clambered back
into the truck and continued. Navy Lieutenant Clarence Dickinson recalled seeing sparks leap
up from the pavement just ahead of the car in which he was riding as a passenger. Moments
later, the car ahead was hit with a burst of 20mm cannon. “Suddenly from the shock of bullets
that sedan rocked and was enveloped in a cloud of yellow dust,” he wrote. “We watched the car
careening and bumping crazily on empty tires . . . I had time to register an impression of small
holes of rain-drop size along that car, like stitches.”By 8:10 a.m., just fifteen minutes after the first
bombs and torpedoes had struck the ships lying in Pearl Harbor, the main battle force of the
Pacific Fleet was crippled. Along the eastern shore of Ford Island, in the anchorage known as



“Battleship Row,” the battleships lay smashed, burning, and blackened, their masts and
superstructures leaning over the harbor at 45-degree angles. So much thick black smoke was
billowing out of the stricken ships that observers could barely tell which had been hit. The
California was half-sunk, her keel resting on the bottom, her hull ripped open by Japanese
torpedoes; the West Virginia was smashed and blazing, her paint charred and bubbling, with
enormous volumes of smoke pouring from her stricken port side; the Maryland and the
Tennessee were in better shape, but both ships were jammed against the mooring dolphins,
immobilized and out of action. Oklahoma, hit by a barrage of torpedoes, had actually capsized,
turning 150 degrees off the vertical, her long keel pointed up toward the sky.The battleship
Arizona’s forward magazine had detonated in “a mighty thunderclap of sound, deep and terrible,”
sending a ball of fire mushrooming into the sky to a height of several thousand feet. Seconds
after the explosion, burning debris began raining down on the decks of nearby ships. It
continued to fall for an improbably long time. “There were steel fragments in the air, fire, oil—God
knows what all,” Seaman Martin Matthews of the Arizona recalled, “pieces of timber, pieces of
the boat deck, canvas, and even pieces of bodies. I remember lots of steel and bodies coming
down. I saw a thigh and leg; I saw fingers; I saw hands; I saw elbows and arms.” Much of the
Arizona was simply gone—the ship had been turned inside out, as it were—and the surviving
portion of the hull sank to the harbor floor, leaving only a portion of the superstructure and the
muzzles of three guns from Turret Two showing above the surface. Her tower and cranes leaned
steeply toward the channel, and dead men hung upside down from the ladders. The blast had
killed more than 1,000 of the Arizona’s crew in an instant, and many of the survivors were so
badly burned that their shipmates did not know how to help them. “These men were zombies, in
essence,” recalled Marine Private James Cory, who served aboard the Arizona and survived the
attack. “They were burned completely white. Their skin was just as white as if you had taken a
bucket of whitewash and painted it white. Their hair was burned off; their eyebrows were burned
off. . . . They were moving like robots. Their arms were out, held away from their bodies, and they
were stumping along the decks.”But for many who witnessed the events of December 7, 1941,
the most unforgettable image of all was the sight of the enemy airplanes, diving out of the sky in
such numbers that the morning had seemed to dim, as if a cloud had passed across the sun.
Before that morning, Americans had been led to believe that Japanese naval airpower was a
joke, an assortment of second-rate airplanes piloted by third-rate aviators. But these planes
were handled brilliantly. The dive-bombers planted their bombs with pinpoint accuracy; the
torpedo planes came in low and made textbook drops; the Zeros roared in on the tails of the
bombers and made deadly strafing runs. If not for the carnage on the ground and in the harbor,
the entire spectacle could have been an air show. Witnesses were amazed at how low the
attackers flew—so low (as one person remarked) that you could have thrown a baseball and hit
a Japanese airplane; so low that witnesses on the third floor of the Navy Yard Hospital looked
down on the torpedo planes as they began their runs on the American battleships. The
Japanese pilots were plainly visible in their cockpits, many with canopies open; witnesses could



see their “cat’s-eye” flight goggles, their windblown scarves, their brown aviators’ helmets, their
white headbands— “Hell, I could even see the gold in their teeth,” said an army officer at
Wheeler. Many witnesses recalled the strange sensation of making eye contact with an enemy
pilot. Some of the Japanese smiled ruefully, almost apologetically; a few even waved. Others
laughed and made taunting gestures. “They were so low you could see them grinning, you
know,” remarked machinist’s mate Leon Bennett of the Neosho. “I mean, really, they were
laughing, all smiles; they were having a field day, a ball.” A marine reported seeing a rear-seat
gunner “let go the handles of his gun, clasp his hands high above his head and shake them in
that greeting with which American prize fighters salute their fans. Then he grabbed his gun and
shot some more.”Watching the diving planes, the falling bombs, and the exploding ships, some
eyewitnesses were reminded of newsreel footage of the war in Europe, or a big-budget
Hollywood production. The entire scene had an unreal, dreamlike quality. “I still expect to awaken
from a bad dream or see the end of a war movie,” wrote Captain Elphege Gendreau, a fleet
surgeon, several weeks afterward. Theodore Mason, seaman of the California, agreed: “The
entire scene had the flickering two-dimensional quality of a B-grade war film.” In many cases it
was the non-visual senses that left the most lasting impression on the memory—the terrified
screams of the men trapped belowdecks; how the steel rungs of the ladders in the burning ships
seared into the palms of the escaping sailors; the bitter taste of fuel oil in the mouth; the rank,
cloying odor of burning flesh. The memories were jumbled, out of sequence; but they were also
vivid, indelible, even after the passage of many years. The terrible suddenness of the raid, the
abrupt transition from peace to war, the immense scale of the carnage, the almost
incomprehensible fury and malevolence of the attackers— “It was like being engulfed in a great
flood, a tornado or earthquake,” said Chief Petty Officer Charles Russell. “The thing hit so quickly
and so powerfully it left you stunned and amazed.” For Signalman John H. McGoran of the
California, the experience of being at Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941, was simply impossible
to describe. “If you didn’t go through it, there are no words that can adequately describe it; if you
were there, then no words are necessary.”FRANKLIN DELANO ROOSEVELT had been passing
a tranquil Sunday afternoon in his Oval Study on the second floor of the White House. Not to be
confused with the larger and more formal Oval Office, located downstairs, the study was a part
of the president’s official residence; a set of double doors on the west side of the room led
directly to his bedroom and private bath. In past presidential administrations, the study had been
known as the “Yellow Room” or “Oval Parlor,” and had been used variously as a sitting room, a
library, and a place for the storage of unwanted furniture and files. President Harding had played
poker here with his friends and cronies, and the Hoovers had used it as a screening room for
silent films.By December 1941, Roosevelt had occupied the study for nine years, and it had
acquired a cluttered, lived-in, and slightly dingy appearance, much like his house at Hyde Park,
in the Hudson River Valley of New York. Nearly every square inch of the walls was occupied with
photographs and paintings of many different shapes, sizes, and themes. There were not enough
bookcases to accommodate all of the president’s books, so volumes were jammed horizontally



above the rows on the shelves, or stacked on the floor against the walls and in the corners.
Heavy drapes blocked the natural light from the windows, giving the room a gloomy aspect; but
the darkness helped obscure the fraying corners of the upholstery, the threadbare patches in the
carpet, and the black cords that snaked along the floor from the lamps to the wall sockets. The
ashtray on the president’s desk was often overflowing with spent butts, and the room smelled
deeply of cigarettes. If the decor had any unifying theme at all, it was nautical. There were
perhaps two dozen of Roosevelt’s beloved collection of Currier & Ives prints, depicting wooden
sailing ships at sea; there were half a dozen ship models on the tables and bookcases,
protected under glass display cases; and on one of the walls, next to a picture of the president’s
own mother, hung a portrait of John Paul Jones, naval hero of the American Revolution.For
Roosevelt, the Oval Study was a refuge of sorts, his inner sanctum. Often he spent his entire day
here, seated in his wheelchair, behind his desk, his back to the large south-facing windows with
their view of the Ellipse and the Washington Monument. Much of the substantive work of his
presidency was done at this desk. Here he read reports, dictated letters and memoranda, spoke
on the telephone, and received aides and visitors. But this was also the room in which Roosevelt
liked to relax, as he was doing on this particular Sunday afternoon. Dressed in an old gray
turtleneck sweater and flannel slacks, he was tinkering with his stamp collection while carrying
on a desultory chat “about things far removed from war” with his closest aide and good friend,
Harry Hopkins. The two men had eaten lunch in the study, on trays. Earlier, the president had
sent word that he would be unable to join First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt and about thirty guests at
a luncheon in the Blue Room. Eleanor would subsequently tell the disappointed visitors (a mixed
group of friends, relatives, and government officials) that her husband had been detained by the
crisis unfolding in the Pacific, but that was not strictly true: Roosevelt had sent his regrets before
the raid had even begun. He was tired and he wanted to relax. He would have no such luck.The
black telephone on his desk rang at 1:40 p.m. (Washington time). It was Secretary of the Navy
Frank Knox, who advised Roosevelt that an alert had just been transmitted from Pacific Fleet
headquarters: “Air raid Pearl Harbor. This is no drill.” Knox could offer no further details, but
promised to call back as soon as he knew more.Hopkins was incredulous. Japan, he said, would
not and could not attack Hawaii; the report must be wrong. Roosevelt did not agree—he said he
believed the report was “probably true,” and remarked that “it was just the kind of unexpected
thing the Japanese would do.”Within minutes, Admiral Harold R. “Betty” Stark, the chief of naval
operations, called to confirm the appalling news. Stark and Knox had been on the phone with
Rear Admiral Claude C. Bloch, commandant of the Fourteenth Naval District in Hawaii, who had
given them a real-time eyewitness account of the raid while the second wave of enemy planes
was over the base. A few minutes later, the president took a call from Joseph B. Poindexter, the
territorial governor of Hawaii, who requested and was granted authority to declare martial law in
the islands. During this brief conversation, Poindexter’s voice rose to a frantic pitch. The
president turned to Hopkins and the other aides who had crowded into the study and exclaimed,
“My God, there’s another wave of Jap planes over Hawaii right this minute!”The news passed



quickly through the White House. Eleanor was told by one of the White House ushers just as she
was seeing her luncheon party off. The visitors “stood around in stupefied knots,” one later wrote;
“—there was nothing to say—it was absolutely incredible. The guests seemed to melt away—
nobody bothered to say goodbye to anyone.” The first lady went upstairs and slipped into the
president’s study, but the room was already crowded with aides, and she soon realized that her
husband “was concentrating on what had to be done and would not talk about what had
happened until this first strain was over.” She withdrew to her sitting room and went to work on
her correspondence.Throughout the afternoon, updates poured into the White House. Grace
Tully, the president’s chief secretary, took several calls from Admiral Stark. She made shorthand
notes of what he told her, then quickly typed the information into memos and handed them to
Roosevelt. “The Boss maintained greater outward calm than anybody else but there was rage in
his very calmness,” Tully wrote. “With each new message he shook his head grimly and
tightened the expression of his mouth.” A steady stream of aides was entering the study, and
soon the din of loud voices made it impossible for her to work. She moved out to the hallway, and
then to the private telephone in the president’s bedroom. While she was typing, members of the
staff hovered behind her and peered over her shoulder. She later wrote: “The news continued to
come in, each report more terrible than the last, and I could hear the shocked unbelief in Admiral
Stark’s voice as he talked to me. At first the men around the president were incredulous; that
changed to angry acceptance as new messages supported and amplified the previous
ones.”Seated behind his desk at the center of the storm, Roosevelt remained calm and
composed. He spent much of the afternoon on the telephone, attending to troop movements,
dictating a news release for the press, setting up new security procedures for ports and strategic
installations, ordering measures to observe or detain enemy nationals. Dozens of executive
orders were required; Roosevelt told his aides to execute the orders immediately, and bring them
to him for a signature later. One by one, the president’s leading military and foreign policy
advisers arrived in the study and took a seat—Secretary Knox, Admiral Stark, Secretary of War
Henry Stimson, Secretary of State Cordell Hull, Army Chief of Staff General George C. Marshall.
The president asked hard questions. How could the attack have succeeded? How bad was the
damage? What were the Japanese likely to do next? It was still not clear what was happening in
Hawaii. The radio-telephone connection to Oahu was lost several times, cut off in mid-sentence,
and at one point there was a period of several hours in which no connection could be obtained.
Were the air strikes continuing? Each new report suggested that the destruction was worse than
previously believed. As the meeting adjourned, about 4:30 p.m., it was agreed that the full
cabinet would be summoned to meet at the White House at eight-thirty that evening, with the
congressional leaders to follow at nine.Many of the people around Roosevelt judged that he
was, in a sense, relieved. The waiting and uncertainty were finished. The American people had
been bitterly divided over the prospect of war, but now (as Secretary of War Stimson put it) “a
crisis had come in a way that would unite our people.” Eleanor agreed: “I thought that in spite of
his anxiety Franklin was in a way more serene than he had appeared in a long time. I think it was



steadying to know finally that the die was cast.”AS THE LAST OF THE JAPANESE AIRCRAFT
headed back out to sea, the East Loch of Pearl Harbor was littered with flotsam of every
description, much of it blackened by the flames: clothing, shoes, books, life vests, mattresses,
accommodation ladders, lifeboats, barrels. There was an almost indescribably foul combination
of odors—the oppressive fumes of fuel oil; the vast billowing clouds of black, acrid smoke; the
sickly-sweet smell of charred flesh. Millions of gallons of oil had erupted into the harbor from the
torpedoed battleships. “People who have never seen this at sea cannot imagine what oil is like
once it is exposed to cool seawater,” said Private Cory. “It becomes a globlike carpet about six
inches thick, gelatinous.” Sailors who leapt from the burning ships, or were blown off the decks
by explosions, found themselves swimming through congealed oil. It was exhausting and
dangerous. Seaman Mason of the California tried to swim beneath the surface, but when he
came up for air, the “gummy black oil was clogging my nose and ears, burning under my eyelids.
The rank, sweet taste of the stuff made me want to vomit.”The wind was blowing hard, about 25
knots; photographs taken that morning show flags flapping hard on their poles. Inevitably, the
fires on the battleships, fanned by those powerful gusts, spread to the harbor. Survivors
described a conflagration advancing toward them across the water, how it engulfed the heads of
other men; the brief, agonized screams from behind the curtain of flames, and then silence. Even
from a distance, the heat radiating from the vicinity of Battleship Row was almost unendurable,
but motor launches and whaleboats plowed directly into the maelstrom in the attempt to rescue
survivors. The crew of one boat tried to douse the fires using handheld CO2 extinguishers:
“Each time this was done the sides of the boat broke into flames, which had to be put out before
the next run,” said Lieutenant Ephraim P. Holmes. “The heat was so intense that the men in the
boat had to lean way over the unexposed side to protect themselves.” Swimmers found salvation
in a boathook, as they were seized by the belt or collar and hauled into a boat. These rescued
men were choking on oil, spitting oil, vomiting oil; many were so thoroughly drenched in oil that it
was difficult to determine whether they had been wounded. “I remember one sailor that I pulled
out of the water, and I took my handkerchief and wiped the oil from his face,” said Marine Private
Leslie Le Fan; “I couldn’t tell if he was a black man or a white man or a Chinaman.” They were
laid in the bottom of the boats, said Seaman Ed Johann, until each boat “was loaded with the
wounded, all pressed together, all in great pain.”At “Ten-Ten Dock,” across the harbor from Ford
Island, wounded men were lifted on stretchers from the boats. The scene was chaotic. Sailors
and officers who had spent the night ashore pressed forward, hoping to find a boat that could
take them back to their ships. Sirens screamed; medical corpsmen shouted to clear a way for
the stretchers; dead and wounded men were laid in rows on the concrete pier. Private cars and
ambulances were arriving in great numbers, immobilizing traffic. The wounded were
administered a shot of morphine and offered a drink of water. Their faces were blackened by
smoke or soot, their eyes almost smashed shut; some had lost all of their hair and much of their
skin. It was necessary to strip the burn victims of their clothing, but oil-soaked fabric had seared
into the flesh, and when it was removed, long ribbons of skin came off with it. “I was trying to put



some petroleum jelly on them and trying to cover them with gauze,” said Shipfitter third class
Louis Grabinski of the West Virginia, who lent a hand with the wounded. “But that wasn’t helping;
it seemed to be taking their skin off. It seemed like it was better to just leave the skin open
instead of putting something over it. They wanted to tear the gauze off, or if they had a skivvy
shirt, they wanted to tear that goddamn thing off, because they were blistered, burnt.”Emergency
treatment centers were set up in several locations throughout the Navy Yard and Ford Island,
including the Marine Barracks, the Dispensary, and the Bachelor Officers Quarters (the “BOQ”).
All were soon overwhelmed with casualties. At the Ford Island mess hall, wounded men were
laid on all of the tables, and newly arriving stretchers had to be left on the patio outside. “Some
of these men looked beyond help, burned flesh and bone showing through the oily mess,” said
Seaman Victor Kamont. “Some of these men were half clothed, raw meat just hanging from their
bones. Some cried like babies, babbling for their mother, father or loved ones. It was a sickening
sight.” Lightly wounded men were wandering around in a daze, refusing to respond when spoken
to, resisting violently when others tried to lead them into the centers for treatment; there were
men who were completely naked but seemed unaware of their nakedness, even in the presence
of civilian women or Red Cross nurses. Carl Carlson, a sailor who was fortunate to escape from
the Arizona with minor wounds, recalled meeting one of his shipmates in the sick bay at Ford
Island. The man was “laying across from me . . . and he was holding his intestines in with his
hands. And he looked up at me, and he said, ‘War sure is hell, isn’t it, shipmate?’ and I said,
‘Yeah, it is.’ And I wasn’t bleeding anywhere so I got up and walked out of there.”On the docks
and landings, the dead were being laid in two rows, with a walkway down the center. The heads
in each row pointed inward, so that the bodies could be identified, either by their faces or their
dog tags. Some of the dead men’s faces had an unnaturally dark pallor, but their bodies showed
no visible wounds: that indicated that they had been killed by the concussive force of one of the
huge explosions, shattering the blood vessels without breaking the skin. Seaman Nick Kouretas
of the USS Raleigh spent several hours searching for his brother: “I would run along the aisle
and, knowing my brother’s characteristics, look for him. He chewed his nails. I knew where he
had a wart; I knew every little mark on his body. I would get so far, and I’d say: ‘Well, this guy
looks like him,’ but I couldn’t see a face. I’d pick up the hand, and I’d say: ‘No, that’s not him,’ and
then go on.” Eventually, sheets or blankets were brought to cover the bodies. “I’ll tell you one
thing,” said Seaman William Fomby of the Oklahoma. “When you see all these people in bed
sheets laying out stacked up like cordwood, it takes all the glamour out of war. You really realize
that something bad is going on.”The Ford Island airfield was a ghastly sculpture garden of
twisted, burning clots of aluminum wreckage, the remains of aircraft wiped out on the ground.
Thirty-three out of seventy planes had been destroyed in the raid. At the southeast end of the
island, Hangar Six lay gutted and smoking: it had been struck by at least three Japanese bombs.
On the seaplane ramp, the strafed and burning fragments of the big PBY Catalina seaplanes
were scattered among the ubiquitous palm trees. Concrete surfaces throughout the island were
littered with shrapnel and pocked with large craters, each marking the spot where a 550-pound



bomb had landed. Sailors who had been ordered to abandon their ships were milling around in
confusion, their uniforms smeared with blood and oil. “There was a lot of us there in limbo, just
standing around,” Seaman Elmo Rash remembered. “I started thinking about everything that had
happened, and I started to shake. I walked around for a while until I was feeling better.” Men were
in various states of undress, and some plundered the abandoned barracks and dependents’
housing for clothing. There were reports of men wearing bizarre get-ups: a sailor’s cap and a
lieutenant’s dress blue jacket; a tuxedo with bare feet; a bathrobe and boots; seaman’s
dungarees with a swallow-tailed coat and a “fore and aft” admiral’s hat. Gangs of sailors roamed
the island, bandoliers of ammunition slung over their shoulders, like bandits in a western film. In
the Ford Island administrative building, said Bosun’s Mate Howard French, “There was mass
confusion. . . . There was no order, no control, no authority. People were milling around like so
many lost sheep.”The Marine Barracks, a massive concrete building in the Navy Yard, was
hastily converted into a receiving and billeting center for these itinerant sailors. Men who had
crawled out of the harbor were instructed to strip off their oil-soaked clothing and place it in
garbage cans, and then stand in line for a hot shower. In many cases, the sludge oil had
penetrated so deeply into the men’s pores that it was nearly impossible to get clean. “You wiped
off as much as you could with towels and whatever rags you could find, but there was no way in
the world to get it all off,” said Seaman Jim Lawson of the Arizona. Soap and water did not do the
trick—it was necessary to scrub the oil-stained skin with alcohol or gasoline. Some men went so
far as to actually bathe in gasoline; but even those who managed to remove the visible stains
complained for weeks afterward that they were coated head to foot in a thin film of oil, that their
eyes smarted from the gasoline, or that they were plagued by intense headaches and blurred
vision.The marine quartermaster sergeant issued clean, dry dungarees, underwear, socks, a
toothbrush, toothpaste, a razor, and a ditty bag to any man who needed them. Paperwork was
ignored; no one was required to sign for anything. The marine mess sergeant did his best to feed
any hungry sailor who walked into the mess hall, and the chow line was continuous, with men
lining up for lunch behind others still waiting for breakfast. It was feared that the drinking water
may have been poisoned by saboteurs, so men drank beer, soft drinks, Kool-Aid, and water
drawn from swimming pools. One sailor remembered that he and his mates were grateful to be
served “dry sandwiches and coffee made from chlorinated swimming pool water. We were
hungry so it was delicious.”A check-in station for sailors was set up on the first floor of the Marine
Barracks. The name of each abandoned ship was stenciled on the wall behind a table staffed by
a junior officer. Sailors and officers checked in and were told to wait for reassignment. Many
were ordered to join cleanup details on the ships and around the base. On Ford Island, teams of
sailors removed debris from the hangars and pushed wrecked aircraft off the runways. Others
carried fire extinguishers and put out dozens of small brush fires that had sprung up in the
grasslands around the airfield. Men were given buckets and ordered to pick up shrapnel and
scrap metal. There was so much shrapnel on the ground that “you could walk out on the parking
lot and scoop it up with your hands.” The public works staff of the Fourteenth Naval District was



hard at work laying a new 16-inch water main from Hospital Point to Ford Island, and other
workers were getting the dry docks back into working order. Sailors returned to the stricken
battleships with galvanized steel buckets, and began the grisly task of collecting the remains of
their slain shipmates. “I recall finding severed knee joints as well as shoulder fragments and torn,
burning body torsos, all unidentifiable because of their burned condition,” remembered Seaman
Charles Sehe of the Nevada.Though the shock of the raid was still fresh in everyone’s minds, the
survivors made a concerted effort to raise their collective morale. Music helped: on the
waterfront at Ford Island, a jukebox blared “I Don’t Want to Set the World on Fire,” and on the
battleship Maryland, the ship’s band performed on deck while the repair teams worked. The
crew of the Nevada agreed on a new nickname: the “Cheer-Up Ship.” Signs on her deck
proclaimed: “We’ll Fight Again” and “Cheer Up the Cheer-Up Ship.” The crisis tended to bring out
the best in the malingerers, the lazy men, even the prisoners in the brig, who were ordered out of
their cells and put to work. Everyone pitched in. “Things were so bad at Pearl Harbor,” Seaman
Mason recalled, “that even the chiefs were working.”ADMIRAL HUSBAND E. KIMMEL,
Commander in Chief of the Pacific Fleet (CINCPAC), was staggered by the number of things he
did not know. He did not know where the enemy aircraft had come from. He did not know where
they had gone. Had they been launched from aircraft carriers? Or from Japanese air bases in
the Marshall Islands, several thousand miles to the southwest? The latter seemed implausible,
given the great range—but if they were carrier-borne aircraft, where had the enemy carriers
gone? North, south, west? Were they running for safety, or preparing another airstrike? Above
all, had the Sunday morning raid been the opening move in a planned sequence of attacks,
perhaps to be followed by troop landings? Was Oahu about to be invaded?Kimmel’s CINCPAC
headquarters was in a three-story white stucco building with an Art Deco facade, lined with
coconut palms and fronted by a neatly kept lawn. His windows offered a panoramic view of the
carnage in the harbor. The staff officers were doing what they could to pull themselves together,
but the stark reality that the entire Pacific battle force had been knocked out of action had left
them stunned and speechless. “Kimmel seemed calm and collected,” recorded Lieutenant
Commander Edwin T. Layton, an intelligence officer on the CINCPAC staff. “But he looked
shocked by the enormity of the thing that was happening to his command and by the fact that his
world was blowing up around him.” As the admiral watched his precious battleships burn, he
occasionally muttered, “What a doleful sight!” Officers who had abandoned the stricken ships
streamed into the headquarters, their white uniforms stained with fuel oil; many seemed dazed.
Although no one was willing to admit it at the time, a heavy pall of fear had settled over the
headquarters. Layton recalled that his yeoman’s hands shook visibly as he handed the
commander an intelligence log, and Lieutenant Walter J. East stated flatly that “people were
frightened and if they say they weren’t, they’re damned liars.”In those first desperate hours after
the raid, Kimmel’s problem was not so much that he lacked good intelligence about the enemy’s
whereabouts. His problem was that his headquarters staff were overwhelmed by reports that
were ambiguous, contradictory, garbled, or altogether wrong. His initial instinct (which would



prove accurate, but not in time to do anything about it) was that the enemy carriers had
approached from the north. A squadron of U.S. Army bombers arriving that morning from the
mainland had spotted Japanese planes headed north after the raid, and a radar station at
Opana, on northern Oahu, had also tracked aircraft headed northward. But the Japanese raid
had destroyed or immobilized most of Oahu’s long-range patrol planes, both army and navy, so
the American commanders were unable to launch a proper air search. At 9:42 a.m., Kimmel
warned the U.S. carrier Enterprise, at sea about 200 miles west of Oahu, that there was “some
indication” of a Japanese carrier force northwest of the island. Within minutes, however, new
contact reports pointed south. (In every case, as it would eventually become clear, those reports
proved to be U.S. ships misidentified as enemy.) One faulty alert put two Japanese carriers
southwest of Barbers Point. The cruiser Minneapolis, which was near the reported coordinates
(and had probably been mistaken for the phantom enemy force), attempted to send a dispatch
correcting the report. But the ship’s radio operator made a transmission error, with the result that
the message went out as “two enemy carriers” instead of “no enemy carriers” in sight. The
Enterprise turned east to give chase, and launched fifteen Douglas Dauntless SBD dive-
bombers to search the zone southwest of Oahu. Six Curtiss SOC-3 seaplanes were launched
from her accompanying cruisers to search north and northeast. Both flights found only American
ships, but in some cases the pilots mistook them for enemy ships, adding new layers of
confusion to the scene. The CINCPAC diary noted: “The view was held for some time that
carriers were both north and south of the island.”On Ford Island, those few PBYs that had
emerged unscathed from the morning’s raid were ordered into the air. Soon the big amphibians
were roaring down the channel between Ford Island and Hospital Point and staggering into the
sky. Getting them aloft was a dangerous prospect, because the East Loch (which served as their
runway) was littered with wreckage and overlaid with a carpet of heavy sludge oil. Twenty-nine-
year-old Lieutenant Thomas H. Moorer, a seaplane pilot (and future chairman of the Joint
Chiefs), left a vivid description of what it was like to drive his aircraft down the channel, with the
row of burning battleships just off his wingtips, his pontoons bucking violently over the wakes left
by the boats, and oily water splashing up onto his windshield, “with the result that I never did see
anything until I was well clear of the island. It was a one hundred percent instrument take-off
after we got hit with the oil.”Throughout the Navy Yard and Ford Island, it was broadly assumed
that a Japanese invasion was underway. Sailors deprived of their ships felt a peculiar sense of
vulnerability, as they had received no training in land fighting. Defenses were hastily organized.
On Ford Island, gangs of sailors were set to work digging trenches, filling sandbags, and setting
up .30- and .50-caliber machine guns on tripods. Craters left by the Japanese bombs were
surrounded with piles of sandbags and converted into foxholes. Rifles were handed out from the
back of trucks, generally at random, including thousands of Browning automatic rifles and some
thoroughly obsolete bolt-action 1903 Springfields. No one was asked to sign for the weapons
they received. “Somebody handed me two hand grenades,” said Seaman Warren G. Harding of
the California. “I said: ‘What do I do with them?’ He said: ‘Never mind! Don’t pull this!’ That’s all



the instruction I had.” Sailors were seen carrying butcher’s knives and meat cleavers. Navy
radioman Joseph Ryan was issued a .30-caliber rifle and ammunition and told, “You guys stay
right here on 10-10 dock, and when the Japanese come in, get as many of them as you can
before they get you.”SUNDAY AFTERNOON WAS RADIO PRIME TIME, when highly rated
programs aired simultaneously across America on NBC and CBS network affiliates. Beginning
at about 2:30 p.m., news announcers broke in over regular programming to report that Pearl
Harbor had been attacked by Japanese aircraft. The scene was much the same all across the
nation: families congregated around their big cabinetlike radios and listened breathlessly to the
first reports. Children who asked questions were shushed. If the radio’s vacuum tubes burned
out, people sat in their cars and listened to their car radios.“I had no real sense of where Hawaii
was,” recalled a civilian, Scott Leesberg, who heard the news from a ham radio operator in
Oberlin, Ohio. “I knew it was in the Pacific.” That was a very common reaction. Pearl Harbor?
Oahu? Honolulu? They were not familiar names. Hawaii had been the setting for a few movies in
the 1930s, and most Americans at least understood that it was a United States territory located
somewhere in the Pacific. Atlases and maps were pulled off the shelves and studied carefully.
For the majority of Americans who lived east of the Mississippi, Hawaii was more distant than
Europe, where war had been raging for more than two years. But it was American soil, and it was
an attack that had sunk American ships and killed American servicemen. The public had seen
plenty of newsreel footage of devastated cities, both in Europe and in China. Bombs falling from
the sky had seemed a distant nightmare, and further evidence that the ancient civilizations of the
world were irredeemably barbaric places, from which the New World must always remain aloof.
Now, with terrible suddenness, it seemed at if it could happen here. In neighborhoods all across
the country, people stepped out of their homes and looked skyward, as if expecting a fleet of
Japanese planes to appear suddenly overhead.Children and adolescents, with no direct
memory of the Great War, tended to shrug the news off. Some assumed that the United States
would simply bomb Japan back; and that Japan, having been taught a proper lesson, would
refrain from any further aggression. When it was reported late Sunday afternoon that a Japanese
submarine had been sunk off Oahu, ten-year-old James Erickson of Chicago rejoiced, assuming
that the war was as good as won and Japan would surrender by the end of the day. Nineteen-
year-old Iris Bancroft, also of Chicago, confessed to feeling exhilarated and even elated by the
coming of the war. “My life to date had been relatively uneventful. So had my future,” she recalled
years later. “Now, suddenly, I knew anything could happen. The new possibilities ahead were
impossible to ignore. . . . I felt as if I were the heroine in a romantic movie.” The older generations
reacted differently, especially those with sons or nephews of draft age. Pat Vang, nine years old,
heard the news over the radio in her father’s grocery store. She asked her father, “Is it real bad,
Daddy?” He replied, “Yes baby, very, very bad. A lot of good men will die.”British prime minister
Winston Churchill was at Chequers, his official country residence in Buckinghamshire, with two
American houseguests—John “Gil” Winant, the U.S. ambassador, and Averell Harriman, the
Lend-Lease coordinator. At nine o’clock that evening, the prime minister turned on his portable



radio for the BBC news broadcast. Only after several items on the Russian front and the British
army in Libya did the broadcaster mention a report of Japanese attacks on American and British
targets in the Pacific. Churchill strode down the hall to his office and asked his staff to place a
transatlantic radio-telephone call to the White House. In three minutes the connection was
successfully made, and the two leaders were on the phone.“Mr. President, what’s this about
Japan?” Churchill asked.“It’s quite true,” Roosevelt replied. “They have attacked us at Pearl
Harbor. We are all in the same boat now.”Churchill informed Roosevelt that Japanese troops had
landed in Malaya, and promised to go before the House of Commons the following day and ask
for a declaration of war. “This certainly simplifies things,” Churchill told the president, and added,
“God be with you.”The prime minister’s reaction to the news was unequivocal. He rejoiced. “So
we had won after all!” Churchill wrote years later, in the now-famous passage of his war
memoirs. “England would live; Britain would live; the Commonwealth of Nations and the Empire
would live. . . . Hitler’s fate was sealed. Mussolini’s fate was sealed. As for the Japanese, they
would be ground to powder. All the rest was merely the proper application of overwhelming
force.” Since the war in Europe was not going particularly well at that moment, it was a daring
prediction; and Churchill’s comment to Roosevelt that Japan’s sudden entry into the war
“simplifies things” flew in the face of many perplexing complications. Eighteen months had
passed since the fall of France, and Hitler was the seemingly invincible master of continental
Europe. In June 1941, 148 divisions of the German Wehrmacht had poured across the Russian
border, and by December they had advanced to within artillery range of Moscow. Britain had
been at war for more than two years; it had stood alone against Germany for a year; and though
it had absorbed the punishment of the Luftwaffe’s bombing campaign and escaped, for the
moment, the threat of a cross-Channel invasion, there was every risk of a renewed assault in
1942, especially if the Soviet Union should collapse.Would Japan attack Russia in the east,
freeing Hitler to transfer forces to the west? Would Japan overrun British colonies in Asia—Hong
Kong, Malaya, Singapore, Burma, perhaps even India? Would the Axis armies achieve a
dreaded link-up in the Middle East? Would the sparsely populated nations of Australia and New
Zealand be swallowed up? Perhaps even more alarming, would the United States channel its
entire energy into the war against Japan, thereby starving Britain and Russia of tanks, airplanes,
transports, weapons, and other vital war matériel?Churchill was vividly aware of all of those
hazards, and yet he had the absolute conviction that Pearl Harbor, by jolting the United States
out of its isolationist lassitude, would secure ultimate victory for the Allies. He recalled the words
of Sir Edward Grey, thirty years earlier, concerning the entry of the United States into the First
World War. America was like a gigantic furnace, Grey had said: “Once the fire is lighted under it
there is no limit to the power it can generate.” With these heartening reflections in mind, Churchill
went to bed and “slept the sleep of the saved and thankful.”IN WASHINGTON, at four in the
afternoon, traffic at major intersections was blocked by trucks carrying troops of the District of
Columbia National Guard. The telephone system was paralyzed by incoming calls, as members
of the public sought news of the attack; additional operators were called in to work, but it was



difficult to get a line anywhere, local or long distance. Machine-gun nests had been hastily set up
on the front steps and rooftops of public buildings. Marines were called out to guard the Capitol,
and uniformed provost marshal guards, wearing steel helmets left over from the First World War
era, appeared suddenly outside the War and Navy departments on the corner of Seventeenth
Street and Constitution Avenue.At the Japanese Embassy on Massachusetts Avenue, a large,
sullen crowd was gathering on the sidewalk outside the gates. At one point, a man climbed out
of a taxi and began throwing bottles at the building. Members of the embassy staff, reported the
Philadelphia Inquirer, were seen to carry “baskets of documents into the garden and began
setting fire to them.” Masuo Kato, a Japanese journalist, left the complex at about 4 p.m. Looking
up to the sky above the roof, he noted that “white puffs were curling upward in the air.” More
documents were being burned on the roof. The crowd outside grew uglier, with several men
cursing and shouting threats. As Kato made his way outside, the crowd surged toward him
menacingly. They did not touch him, but one man said: “You are the last son of a bitch we’re
going to let out.” District of Columbia police and an FBI detail soon arrived and restored order.At
the White House, where blackout restrictions had not yet taken effect, floodlights suffused the
building and grounds in brilliant white light. Traffic on Pennsylvania Avenue slowed to a crawl as
drivers stared; they seemed to crane their necks in the hope of catching a glimpse of the
president or his men through the windows. Hundreds of spectators had gathered on the
sidewalk outside the iron fence. A few men carried children on their shoulders. Police officers
and Secret Service agents tried to keep them moving, but more arrived constantly throughout
the late afternoon and early evening hours. Eventually they stood three or four deep. Some
began to sing: “God Bless America” and “My Country, ’Tis of Thee.” About fifty or sixty reporters
and photographers were clustered under the portico. One journalist, Merriman Smith, wondered
if President Roosevelt “could hear those unrehearsed songs coming spontaneously and from
the hearts of the little people across his back lawn.”Secretary of the Interior Harold Ickes, as he
entered the White House gate, noted that the crowd was “quiet and serious” and seemed to be
“responding to that human instinct to get near the scene of action even if they could see or hear
nothing.” Seventy-four-year-old Secretary of War Henry Stimson stepped out of his limousine
and (said a witness) “bounded up the steps like a mountain goat.” Glen Perry of the New York
Sun recorded: “It was very cold and a light mist somewhat obscured the moon. Lights blazed in
the State Department, and clerks just called to duty kept running across the sidewalk past the
ancient cannons into the building.”Shortly after nightfall, Grace Tully entered the president’s
office. He was alone, smoking a cigarette and sifting through the papers on his desk. “Sit down,
Grace,” he told her. “I’m going before Congress tomorrow. I’d like to dictate my message. It will be
short.” He inhaled deeply and let the smoke out. He began speaking, Tully recalled, “in the same
calm tone in which he dictated his mail. Only his diction was a little different as he spoke each
word incisively and slowly, carefully specifying each punctuation mark and paragraph.” The
speech began: “Yesterday, December 7, 1941, a date which will live in world history, the United
States of America was suddenly and deliberately attacked by naval and air forces of the Empire



of Japan.” When he had finished speaking, Tully was sent off to type the draft, which ran to some
500 words. When she brought it back for his review, the president drew a line through the phrase
“world history” and wrote “infamy.”THE WHITE HOUSE PRESS ROOM, which normally
accommodated no more than two dozen people, was jammed with more than a hundred
reporters, cameramen, and photographers. A long line of reporters waited for a turn at each of
half a dozen telephones. The floor was littered with cigarette butts and a tangle of black cables
running to the cameras and microphones. A battery of klieg lights bathed the scene in a harsh
electric glare. The room, observed BBC correspondent Alistair Cooke, “already had that air of
tobacco-choked energy that is the Washington odor of panic.” “The press room was a
madhouse,” recalled Glen Perry. “Hilmer Baukhage, Fulton Lewis, Ted Wingo and other
broadcasters were set up there, typing scripts and then reading them into their microphones with
the crowd talking and working in the background.” Roosevelt’s press secretary, Stephen Early,
had issued the first of several announcements at 2:30 p.m. Glistening with sweat and squinting
into the lights, Early had acknowledged that the navy had suffered “doubtless very heavy
losses.” Updates had followed every fifteen or twenty minutes, and each time he arrived with a
new statement, the room fell to a hushed silence and the reporters bowed over their notepads. It
was the biggest story any journalist in the room had ever covered.At about eight o’clock, the
members of the cabinet began filtering into the Oval Study. They sat in chairs arranged in a
semicircle facing the president’s desk. Behind the desk sat Roosevelt, who had changed into a
rumpled dark suit, and was smoking a cigarette. Secretary of State Cordell Hull sat on a
Chippendale armchair in front of the desk. Secretary of the Navy Frank Knox stood hunched
over the president, speaking to him in a low voice. Harry Hopkins, looking pale and gaunt, was
the only non-member of the cabinet present. One of Roosevelt’s naval aides briefed the cabinet
secretaries on what had happened at Pearl Harbor. According to Labor Secretary Frances
Perkins, press secretary Early was “rushing back and forth saying, ‘They’ve had another
telephone conversation with Admiral “So-and-So.” Things are worse than were reported
earlier.’”At about nine o’clock, when all had arrived, Roosevelt began to speak. He remarked that
the cabinet was meeting under circumstances more dire than at any time since 1861, at the
outset of the Civil War. The president’s face, according to Perkins, was drawn and gray, with the
muscles around his mouth showing tension and anger. Uncharacteristically, he did not offer so
much as a quip or a halfhearted smile. Several of the secretaries, particularly those whose
departments did not touch upon defense or foreign affairs, were not entirely sure what had
happened in Hawaii. “We just got scraps of information, an episode here and there,” wrote
Perkins. “We got a picture of total confusion. Still, nobody knew exactly what had happened.
Nobody knew where the planes had come from. This young naval aide had said they were from
a carrier, but he was only assuming.”Several times, in response to telephoned updates
confirming the extent of damage to the fleet, Roosevelt groaned audibly. His anguish left a deep
impression on the cabinet members. Whatever the commander in chief thought of the army, the
Army Air Forces, or the marines, he was a navy man in his bones. The feeling could be traced



back to his childhood, when he had watched his distant and much-admired cousin, Theodore
Roosevelt, champion a major naval building program. He had read the works of Alfred Thayer
Mahan diligently and cited them in debates and term papers at Groton and Harvard. He had
learned to sail in the fog-shrouded waters off Maine and New Brunswick, and was by far the
most proficient yachtsman ever to occupy the White House. He had personally amassed one of
the world’s largest collections of early American naval prints, paintings, documents, and ship
models. He had served for eight years as assistant secretary of the navy in the Woodrow Wilson
administration (his longest tenure in any job other than the presidency itself) and had taken
direct responsibility for getting the navy on a war footing in 1917–18. As president, he had
signed major naval expansion bills in 1938 and 1940, aimed at building a navy capable of
fighting and winning simultaneous wars in the Atlantic and Pacific. “It was obvious to me that
Roosevelt was having a dreadful time just accepting the idea that the navy could be caught off
guard,” Frances Perkins recalled. “His pride in the navy was so terrific that he was having actual
physical difficulty in getting out the words that bombs had dropped on ships that were not in
fighting shape and prepared to move, just tied up. I remember that he said twice to Knox, ‘Find
out, for God’s sake, why the ships were tied up in rows.’ Knox replied, ‘That’s the way they berth
them.’”As the cabinet listened in rapt silence, Roosevelt read aloud the short speech he had
dictated earlier that afternoon, which he planned to deliver to a joint session of Congress the
following day. When he had finished, Hull and Stimson immediately raised objections to the
limited scope of the speech, which (in Stimson’s words) “represented only the just indignation of
the country at Japan’s treachery in this surprise attack and not the full measure of the
grievances we have against her as a confirmed law breaker and aggressor.” Nor did it connect
Germany with the attack. Hull, wrote Harold Ickes in his diary, “pressed his point so hard that the
president finally became a little impatient.” Roosevelt was firm: he preferred the short version. He
wanted to channel the full force of the American people’s fury, which would tend to unite them
and put the bitter debates of the isolationists and interventionists behind them. Nor did the
president want to mention Germany, since (as the isolationists would surely point out) there was
no hard evidence of collusion between Hitler and Japan. Roosevelt’s draft was accepted as
written.At about ten, congressional leaders joined the group. The cabinet members surrendered
their chairs and stood against the walls, so that the study was now very crowded. To the
congressmen and senators, the president gave a short summary of what was known about the
attack. In response to a congressman who asked how the Japanese could have achieved such
complete surprise, Roosevelt revealed his keen understanding of naval tactics by explaining that
enemy carriers could have approached to within several hundred miles of Oahu under cover of
darkness, foiling any American air patrols, and launched the airstrike before dawn. He admitted
that it was not yet clear how seriously the American fleet had been damaged, but concluded,
“the principal defense of the whole west coast of this country and the whole west coast of the
Americas has been very seriously damaged today.”“The effect on the Congress was
tremendous,” Stimson wrote in his diary. “They sat in dead silence and even after the recital was



over they had very few words.” Someone asked if the president would be requesting a
declaration of war, but Roosevelt would not reply directly, indicating that he had not yet made up
his mind. (He had, but did not want the news leaked in advance.) Several congressmen flared up
in anger that the U.S. Navy had been caught so badly off guard. Senator Tom Connolly of Texas
asked, “How did it happen that our warships were caught like tame ducks in Pearl Harbor? How
did they catch us with our pants down? Where were our patrols?” Roosevelt replied, “I don’t
know, Tom. I don’t know.”As the congressmen filed out at 10:45 p.m., Roosevelt left them with an
unsettling thought. While they slept that night, it would be daytime in Japan, the Philippines, and
throughout East Asia. “They are doing things and saying things during the daytime out there,
while we are all in bed.” One of the congressmen remarked, “We are in bed too much.” As they
left the White House, the congressional leaders were intercepted in the stone portico by a crowd
of reporters. They all avowed total, bipartisan unity. Congressman Joseph Martin, the House
minority leader, told a New York Times reporter, “There is no politics here. There is only one
party when it comes to the integrity and honor of the country.”The lights on the second floor of
the White House burned well past midnight, as the president refined drafts of his message. He
was helped into bed by his son James, at about one in the morning.FIVE TIME ZONES TO THE
WEST, darkness fell over Pearl Harbor. A soft rain was falling. A bugler sounded evening colors.
Throughout the base, men stopped whatever they were doing, stood to attention, and saluted
the flag as it came down. Strict blackout conditions had been ordered and no lights were
permitted to show from buildings, ships, cars, or even flashlights. But the East Loch was
illuminated by the orange glow of the still-burning West Virginia and Arizona, and by the intense
white light of the acetylene torches cutting into the upturned hull of the Oklahoma, where
survivors had been heard tapping. A gibbous yellow moon rose in the east, bright enough to cast
shadows. Searchlights probed for enemy aircraft; flares and red rockets shot up here and there;
and intermittent bursts of tracer fire drew geometric patterns across the sky.Night brought with it
a heavy sense of foreboding. Rumors circulated quickly, and evolved through repeated retellings
—there were said to be enemy submarines in the harbor; there had been troop landings at
Barbers Point, Diamond Head, or Kaneohe Bay; spies and saboteurs were operating within the
base itself. One of the most persistent reports, not conclusively refuted until Monday, was that
enemy paratroopers had landed in the mountainous interior of Oahu. They were said to be
wearing blue coveralls with red “Rising Sun” patches on their shoulders. Americans wearing blue
uniforms stripped them off to avoid being mistaken for the enemy. In the darkness, imaginations
ran wild and every sound seemed grotesquely amplified. Marine Lieutenant Cornelius C. Smith,
stationed at the Marine Barracks, recalled that his men were even spooked by noises that were
recognizable and familiar. “A laundry cart rumbles across the asphalt patch out behind the
bakery. With all of that weight and those tiny skate wheels, it sounds just like a machine gun. A
messman drops a bench end on the concrete deck. A rifle shot. The short wave set crackles with
static. More machine guns.”Everywhere, constantly, all night long, men fired their weapons. The
target might be a noise, a struck match, a lit cigarette, the headlights of a distant car.



Conscientious sentries, when they heard or saw a movement, would shout: “Halt! Who goes
there? Advance and be recognized!” Others simply aimed and pulled the trigger. Guards opened
fire on the men who had arrived to relieve them. “You couldn’t go five feet because somebody
would start shooting,” said Radioman Ryan, who was assigned to run messages that night. “You
wore your whites so that you could be seen in the dark, and you whistled the ‘Star-Spangled
Banner’ so you’d be known as an American. Boy, it was risky; I could easily have been shot.”
Antiaircraft batteries opened fire on lights in the sky, then fell silent as the gunners realized they
were shooting at stars. Much of the shooting was merely cathartic, a way to soothe the nerves.
At the Navy Yard tank farm, a large complex of steel tanks which held the navy’s main fuel
reserves in the Pacific, someone accidentally threw the main switch that turned on the
floodlights. A voice cried, “Shoot those lights out!” Dozens of weapons opened fire. Across the
fence, in Hickam Field, the army guards thought they were under attack and fired back. It was
not just a few stray shots, Army Lieutenant Charles Davis recalled, but “a genuine firefight with a
good amount of volume to it.” Surprisingly, no casualties were reported.The Enterprise and her
screening ships (together they were designated Task Force 8, under the command of Vice
Admiral William F. Halsey) had made a long, fruitless search to the south. Having found no
enemy ships, the Enterprise aircraft turned back, their fuel reserves running low. Most of these
planes tracked the blacked-out Enterprise by picking up and following her long phosphorescent
wake, and landed safely (a fine accomplishment, as the pilots had not been trained for night
landings). But Halsey ordered a squadron of six F4F Wildcat fighter planes, under the command
of Lieutenant (jg) Fritz Hebel, to return directly to the naval air station on Ford Island.The
squadron approached Oahu from the south at 10:45 p.m. Hebel radioed the Ford Island control
tower and requested landing instructions. The tower gave him clearance to land and specified
that the six planes should approach the base with their running lights fully illuminated. It was
perfectly obvious to everyone on the ground that the antiaircraft batteries were manned by
nervous (and in some cases inexperienced) gunners, and the risk of a friendly fire incident was
very great. The Ford Island tower broadcast a notice to “all ships present and army antiaircraft
units,” advising them of the approach of American planes. The broadcast was repeated a second
time—an unusual step, showing the tower’s anxiety for the safety of the planes—and the word
was passed haphazardly through the antiaircraft batteries to hold fire.From the ground, the six
Wildcats were plainly visible as they made their slow approach, losing altitude gradually, their
green and red running lights shining brightly. Commander Allen Quynn of the Argonne
understood that those were American planes—what sort of enemy pilot would fly over the base
at night with his aircraft running lights on?—but he also feared for them, given the number of
itchy trigger fingers at Pearl Harbor. “Will anyone smack them?” he wondered.The firing began
as the first plane made its final turn to line up with the runway, at an altitude of about 1,000 feet.
One of the aft antiaircraft batteries on the battleship Pennsylvania, flagship of the battle force,
opened fire; an instant later, hundreds of guns were blazing away. “It looked like the Fourth of
July, with everybody shooting up there,” said Gunner’s Mate Curtis Schulze of the Downes.



“They had tracers. Mostly, it was small arms fire.” From the control tower radio came frantic cries
to hold fire, but there were too many guns in too many places. The men on the ground were
exultant. “By God,” said Seaman Mason of the California, “this time we were going to shoot
back! . . . We took aim at the lights and opened fire with a fierce kind of joy. . . . We were striking
back the foe who had so humiliated us.” The notion that the planes were American seemed
never to enter their minds. “We had gotten addicted to shooting at everything that flew during the
day, and I guess that it was automatic what we did,” said Seaman Fomby.Lieutenant Hebel, over
the radio, was heard to cry: “My God, what’s happened?” Two planes were hit immediately,
crashing into the channel west of Ford Island and into a tavern named the Palm Inn in Pearl City.
Ensign Eric Allen bailed out successfully but was machine-gunned while floating down in his
parachute. A fourth pilot, James Daniels, dove low, swooped over the floodlights near the
southern edge of the runway, then cut hard left toward Barbers Point. Hebel’s plane was hit
several times—he pulled away and tried an emergency landing at Wheeler, but his plane
skidded into a cane field near Aiea. He was badly injured, and died the following morning. Two
other pilots crashed or bailed out, both surviving with minor injuries. Only Daniels managed to
land his plane without injury to himself or damage to his aircraft.There was so much antiaircraft
fire, so many bright red tracer patterns in the sky, that men on the ground were momentarily
blinded. As the guns fell silent and the shell bursts faded, Seaman Carl Schmitz of the USS
Castor recalled, “the sky turned so dark you had a hard time seeing ten feet in front of
you.”Chapter OneFOR THE INHABITANTS OF OAHU, THERE WAS NOTHING UNUSUAL IN
being jerked out of sleep by guns and bombs and low-flying aircraft. The island was crowded
with military bases, and live-firing drills were commonplace. In early 1941, as the danger of war
had seemed to grow, the services took to conducting “simulated combat exercises”—mock
battles pitting the army against the navy, the navy against the marines, the marines against the
army. On these days, a colossal amount of ammunition was thrown up into the air, and the
island’s lightly built wood-frame houses would shake and rattle as if an earthquake had struck.
So when the familiar racket started up, at a little before eight in the morning on that first Sunday
in December 1941, most of the residents pulled a pillow over their heads, or turned back to their
coffee and comic strips and radio programs, and tried to ignore the deep concussive thuds of
distant bombs, the heavy booming of antiaircraft batteries, and the faint rat-a-tat-tat of machine
guns.But it was soon clear that these were no ordinary exercises. Floors shook, windows rattled,
airplanes roared low overhead, and empty machine-gun casings fell on rooftops like hail. In
Honolulu, civilians emerged from their homes, many still wearing pajamas and nightshirts.
Explosions could be heard in the city, and smoke rose above King Street in the McCully district.
Sirens blared, and to the west, above Pearl Harbor and Hickam Field, a gigantic pall of oily black
smoke boiled thousands of feet into the sky. Looking up, observers on the ground could see a
small armada of dive-bombers circling at high altitude in lazy figure-eight patterns. Every so
often, a group of the aircraft would coalesce into an orderly attack formation; and then individual
planes would peel off, one by one, to begin their dive-bombing runs.The spectators were



impressed: the flyboys were putting on a terrific show. Twelve-year-old Dan Kong, still in his
pajamas, remarked to his brother, “Wow, spectacular maneuvers.” The two climbed an avocado
tree in their family’s backyard for a better view. “I had to admit it was very realistic,” another
civilian witness recalled. A sailor at Pearl Harbor pronounced it “the best goddamn drill the Army
Air Force has ever put on!” The heavy smoke over Pearl Harbor was thought to be “smoke
bombs”—or perhaps, as Honolulu mayor Lester Petrie supposed, a “practice smoke screen . . . I
thought that was a perfect demonstration.”At four minutes past eight, KGMB interrupted its
regular Sunday morning radio broadcast of organ music carried live from the First Baptist
Church of Waikiki. The announcer, Webley Edwards, read a brief statement recalling all military
personnel to their bases and stations. Normal programming then resumed, but new interruptions
followed every few minutes, with announcements calling firemen, doctors, rescue workers, and
disaster wardens to work. At 8:40 a.m., Edwards came back on the air: “We interrupt this
broadcast to bring you this important news. Please pay attention. The island is under attack. I
repeat, the island is under attack by hostile forces.” Skeptical listeners refused to take the news
seriously, assuming that the announcement was another element of an unusually vivid practice
alert. Some recalled the panic caused by Orson Welles’s fictional War of the Worlds broadcast
three years earlier. Shortly before nine, Edwards returned to the air. In a quavering voice he
pleaded with his listeners to believe him: “This is no maneuver. Japanese forces are attacking
the island. This is the real McCoy!”Even seasoned military men found it difficult to believe what
they were seeing, and admitted to feeling bewildered and disorientated as the attack unfolded.
The notion that an actual raid was underway was slow to enter their minds. In the eyewitness
accounts, that pattern of belated comprehension is repeated again and again. A plane
approaches. ( “Why are those planes flying so low?”) American ground-based antiaircraft guns
fire at the intruder. (“Why are the boys shooting at that plane?”) A bomb drops. (“What a stupid,
careless pilot, not to have secured his releasing gear.”) It explodes. ( “Somebody goofed big this
time. They loaded live bombs on those planes by mistake.”) As the plane turns upward, the
Japanese “Rising Sun” insignia comes into view on the underside of the wings. ( “My God!
They’re really going all-out! They’ve even painted the rising sun on that plane!”) An American
ship explodes. ( “What kind of a drill is this?”) Even then, some men refused to believe that a war
had begun that morning—perhaps, as Commander A. L. Seton of the light cruiser St. Louis first
guessed, the attacker was “a lone, berserk Japanese pilot who somehow had gotten to Pearl
and now would be in trouble with his navy and ours.”On the street outside the YMCA in
downtown Honolulu, sailors were piling into buses, jitneys, taxicabs, and private cars. Military
trucks roared down the main thoroughfares, crammed with “armed soldiers wearing tin helmets,
looking skyward.” Fire trucks, rescue units, and policemen on motorcycles raced toward the fires
burning in several parts of the city. Sirens screamed; rubber shrieked on pavement. No one
observed the speed limits. On the two-lane blacktop highway to Pearl Harbor, recalled
Lieutenant Commander Lawson Ramage, “every conceivable vehicle was loaded with sailors—
buses, taxis, and everything else—rushing to get out there.”For many witnesses, the first direct



confirmation that an actual attack was underway came as their vehicles were strafed by low-
flying enemy planes. “We heard what sounded like the clicking of typewriter keys,” said Seaman
Larry Katz, who was sharing a cab with several other sailors. “I looked out the back window . . .
and saw a plane coming down the highway with fire coming out of its wings or engine. It was
tracer bullets coming down the highway at all the cars, including ours.” Jack Lower, a civilian
electrician, was riding with several other men in the back of an open truck. Each time a plane
approached for a strafing run, the men pounded their fists on the roof of the cab, the driver
stomped on the brakes, and the passengers dove into the roadside foliage for cover. As the
aircraft passed, they clambered back into the truck and continued. Navy Lieutenant Clarence
Dickinson recalled seeing sparks leap up from the pavement just ahead of the car in which he
was riding as a passenger. Moments later, the car ahead was hit with a burst of 20mm cannon.
“Suddenly from the shock of bullets that sedan rocked and was enveloped in a cloud of yellow
dust,” he wrote. “We watched the car careening and bumping crazily on empty tires . . . I had time
to register an impression of small holes of rain-drop size along that car, like stitches.”By 8:10
a.m., just fifteen minutes after the first bombs and torpedoes had struck the ships lying in Pearl
Harbor, the main battle force of the Pacific Fleet was crippled. Along the eastern shore of Ford
Island, in the anchorage known as “Battleship Row,” the battleships lay smashed, burning, and
blackened, their masts and superstructures leaning over the harbor at 45-degree angles. So
much thick black smoke was billowing out of the stricken ships that observers could barely tell
which had been hit. The California was half-sunk, her keel resting on the bottom, her hull ripped
open by Japanese torpedoes; the West Virginia was smashed and blazing, her paint charred
and bubbling, with enormous volumes of smoke pouring from her stricken port side; the
Maryland and the Tennessee were in better shape, but both ships were jammed against the
mooring dolphins, immobilized and out of action. Oklahoma, hit by a barrage of torpedoes, had
actually capsized, turning 150 degrees off the vertical, her long keel pointed up toward the
sky.The battleship Arizona’s forward magazine had detonated in “a mighty thunderclap of sound,
deep and terrible,” sending a ball of fire mushrooming into the sky to a height of several
thousand feet. Seconds after the explosion, burning debris began raining down on the decks of
nearby ships. It continued to fall for an improbably long time. “There were steel fragments in the
air, fire, oil—God knows what all,” Seaman Martin Matthews of the Arizona recalled, “pieces of
timber, pieces of the boat deck, canvas, and even pieces of bodies. I remember lots of steel and
bodies coming down. I saw a thigh and leg; I saw fingers; I saw hands; I saw elbows and arms.”
Much of the Arizona was simply gone—the ship had been turned inside out, as it were—and the
surviving portion of the hull sank to the harbor floor, leaving only a portion of the superstructure
and the muzzles of three guns from Turret Two showing above the surface. Her tower and cranes
leaned steeply toward the channel, and dead men hung upside down from the ladders. The blast
had killed more than 1,000 of the Arizona’s crew in an instant, and many of the survivors were so
badly burned that their shipmates did not know how to help them. “These men were zombies, in
essence,” recalled Marine Private James Cory, who served aboard the Arizona and survived the



attack. “They were burned completely white. Their skin was just as white as if you had taken a
bucket of whitewash and painted it white. Their hair was burned off; their eyebrows were burned
off. . . . They were moving like robots. Their arms were out, held away from their bodies, and they
were stumping along the decks.”But for many who witnessed the events of December 7, 1941,
the most unforgettable image of all was the sight of the enemy airplanes, diving out of the sky in
such numbers that the morning had seemed to dim, as if a cloud had passed across the sun.
Before that morning, Americans had been led to believe that Japanese naval airpower was a
joke, an assortment of second-rate airplanes piloted by third-rate aviators. But these planes
were handled brilliantly. The dive-bombers planted their bombs with pinpoint accuracy; the
torpedo planes came in low and made textbook drops; the Zeros roared in on the tails of the
bombers and made deadly strafing runs. If not for the carnage on the ground and in the harbor,
the entire spectacle could have been an air show. Witnesses were amazed at how low the
attackers flew—so low (as one person remarked) that you could have thrown a baseball and hit
a Japanese airplane; so low that witnesses on the third floor of the Navy Yard Hospital looked
down on the torpedo planes as they began their runs on the American battleships. The
Japanese pilots were plainly visible in their cockpits, many with canopies open; witnesses could
see their “cat’s-eye” flight goggles, their windblown scarves, their brown aviators’ helmets, their
white headbands— “Hell, I could even see the gold in their teeth,” said an army officer at
Wheeler. Many witnesses recalled the strange sensation of making eye contact with an enemy
pilot. Some of the Japanese smiled ruefully, almost apologetically; a few even waved. Others
laughed and made taunting gestures. “They were so low you could see them grinning, you
know,” remarked machinist’s mate Leon Bennett of the Neosho. “I mean, really, they were
laughing, all smiles; they were having a field day, a ball.” A marine reported seeing a rear-seat
gunner “let go the handles of his gun, clasp his hands high above his head and shake them in
that greeting with which American prize fighters salute their fans. Then he grabbed his gun and
shot some more.”Watching the diving planes, the falling bombs, and the exploding ships, some
eyewitnesses were reminded of newsreel footage of the war in Europe, or a big-budget
Hollywood production. The entire scene had an unreal, dreamlike quality. “I still expect to awaken
from a bad dream or see the end of a war movie,” wrote Captain Elphege Gendreau, a fleet
surgeon, several weeks afterward. Theodore Mason, seaman of the California, agreed: “The
entire scene had the flickering two-dimensional quality of a B-grade war film.” In many cases it
was the non-visual senses that left the most lasting impression on the memory—the terrified
screams of the men trapped belowdecks; how the steel rungs of the ladders in the burning ships
seared into the palms of the escaping sailors; the bitter taste of fuel oil in the mouth; the rank,
cloying odor of burning flesh. The memories were jumbled, out of sequence; but they were also
vivid, indelible, even after the passage of many years. The terrible suddenness of the raid, the
abrupt transition from peace to war, the immense scale of the carnage, the almost
incomprehensible fury and malevolence of the attackers— “It was like being engulfed in a great
flood, a tornado or earthquake,” said Chief Petty Officer Charles Russell. “The thing hit so quickly



and so powerfully it left you stunned and amazed.” For Signalman John H. McGoran of the
California, the experience of being at Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941, was simply impossible
to describe. “If you didn’t go through it, there are no words that can adequately describe it; if you
were there, then no words are necessary.”FRANKLIN DELANO ROOSEVELT had been passing
a tranquil Sunday afternoon in his Oval Study on the second floor of the White House. Not to be
confused with the larger and more formal Oval Office, located downstairs, the study was a part
of the president’s official residence; a set of double doors on the west side of the room led
directly to his bedroom and private bath. In past presidential administrations, the study had been
known as the “Yellow Room” or “Oval Parlor,” and had been used variously as a sitting room, a
library, and a place for the storage of unwanted furniture and files. President Harding had played
poker here with his friends and cronies, and the Hoovers had used it as a screening room for
silent films.By December 1941, Roosevelt had occupied the study for nine years, and it had
acquired a cluttered, lived-in, and slightly dingy appearance, much like his house at Hyde Park,
in the Hudson River Valley of New York. Nearly every square inch of the walls was occupied with
photographs and paintings of many different shapes, sizes, and themes. There were not enough
bookcases to accommodate all of the president’s books, so volumes were jammed horizontally
above the rows on the shelves, or stacked on the floor against the walls and in the corners.
Heavy drapes blocked the natural light from the windows, giving the room a gloomy aspect; but
the darkness helped obscure the fraying corners of the upholstery, the threadbare patches in the
carpet, and the black cords that snaked along the floor from the lamps to the wall sockets. The
ashtray on the president’s desk was often overflowing with spent butts, and the room smelled
deeply of cigarettes. If the decor had any unifying theme at all, it was nautical. There were
perhaps two dozen of Roosevelt’s beloved collection of Currier & Ives prints, depicting wooden
sailing ships at sea; there were half a dozen ship models on the tables and bookcases,
protected under glass display cases; and on one of the walls, next to a picture of the president’s
own mother, hung a portrait of John Paul Jones, naval hero of the American Revolution.For
Roosevelt, the Oval Study was a refuge of sorts, his inner sanctum. Often he spent his entire day
here, seated in his wheelchair, behind his desk, his back to the large south-facing windows with
their view of the Ellipse and the Washington Monument. Much of the substantive work of his
presidency was done at this desk. Here he read reports, dictated letters and memoranda, spoke
on the telephone, and received aides and visitors. But this was also the room in which Roosevelt
liked to relax, as he was doing on this particular Sunday afternoon. Dressed in an old gray
turtleneck sweater and flannel slacks, he was tinkering with his stamp collection while carrying
on a desultory chat “about things far removed from war” with his closest aide and good friend,
Harry Hopkins. The two men had eaten lunch in the study, on trays. Earlier, the president had
sent word that he would be unable to join First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt and about thirty guests at
a luncheon in the Blue Room. Eleanor would subsequently tell the disappointed visitors (a mixed
group of friends, relatives, and government officials) that her husband had been detained by the
crisis unfolding in the Pacific, but that was not strictly true: Roosevelt had sent his regrets before



the raid had even begun. He was tired and he wanted to relax. He would have no such luck.The
black telephone on his desk rang at 1:40 p.m. (Washington time). It was Secretary of the Navy
Frank Knox, who advised Roosevelt that an alert had just been transmitted from Pacific Fleet
headquarters: “Air raid Pearl Harbor. This is no drill.” Knox could offer no further details, but
promised to call back as soon as he knew more.Hopkins was incredulous. Japan, he said, would
not and could not attack Hawaii; the report must be wrong. Roosevelt did not agree—he said he
believed the report was “probably true,” and remarked that “it was just the kind of unexpected
thing the Japanese would do.”Within minutes, Admiral Harold R. “Betty” Stark, the chief of naval
operations, called to confirm the appalling news. Stark and Knox had been on the phone with
Rear Admiral Claude C. Bloch, commandant of the Fourteenth Naval District in Hawaii, who had
given them a real-time eyewitness account of the raid while the second wave of enemy planes
was over the base. A few minutes later, the president took a call from Joseph B. Poindexter, the
territorial governor of Hawaii, who requested and was granted authority to declare martial law in
the islands. During this brief conversation, Poindexter’s voice rose to a frantic pitch. The
president turned to Hopkins and the other aides who had crowded into the study and exclaimed,
“My God, there’s another wave of Jap planes over Hawaii right this minute!”The news passed
quickly through the White House. Eleanor was told by one of the White House ushers just as she
was seeing her luncheon party off. The visitors “stood around in stupefied knots,” one later wrote;
“—there was nothing to say—it was absolutely incredible. The guests seemed to melt away—
nobody bothered to say goodbye to anyone.” The first lady went upstairs and slipped into the
president’s study, but the room was already crowded with aides, and she soon realized that her
husband “was concentrating on what had to be done and would not talk about what had
happened until this first strain was over.” She withdrew to her sitting room and went to work on
her correspondence.Throughout the afternoon, updates poured into the White House. Grace
Tully, the president’s chief secretary, took several calls from Admiral Stark. She made shorthand
notes of what he told her, then quickly typed the information into memos and handed them to
Roosevelt. “The Boss maintained greater outward calm than anybody else but there was rage in
his very calmness,” Tully wrote. “With each new message he shook his head grimly and
tightened the expression of his mouth.” A steady stream of aides was entering the study, and
soon the din of loud voices made it impossible for her to work. She moved out to the hallway, and
then to the private telephone in the president’s bedroom. While she was typing, members of the
staff hovered behind her and peered over her shoulder. She later wrote: “The news continued to
come in, each report more terrible than the last, and I could hear the shocked unbelief in Admiral
Stark’s voice as he talked to me. At first the men around the president were incredulous; that
changed to angry acceptance as new messages supported and amplified the previous
ones.”Seated behind his desk at the center of the storm, Roosevelt remained calm and
composed. He spent much of the afternoon on the telephone, attending to troop movements,
dictating a news release for the press, setting up new security procedures for ports and strategic
installations, ordering measures to observe or detain enemy nationals. Dozens of executive



orders were required; Roosevelt told his aides to execute the orders immediately, and bring them
to him for a signature later. One by one, the president’s leading military and foreign policy
advisers arrived in the study and took a seat—Secretary Knox, Admiral Stark, Secretary of War
Henry Stimson, Secretary of State Cordell Hull, Army Chief of Staff General George C. Marshall.
The president asked hard questions. How could the attack have succeeded? How bad was the
damage? What were the Japanese likely to do next? It was still not clear what was happening in
Hawaii. The radio-telephone connection to Oahu was lost several times, cut off in mid-sentence,
and at one point there was a period of several hours in which no connection could be obtained.
Were the air strikes continuing? Each new report suggested that the destruction was worse than
previously believed. As the meeting adjourned, about 4:30 p.m., it was agreed that the full
cabinet would be summoned to meet at the White House at eight-thirty that evening, with the
congressional leaders to follow at nine.Many of the people around Roosevelt judged that he
was, in a sense, relieved. The waiting and uncertainty were finished. The American people had
been bitterly divided over the prospect of war, but now (as Secretary of War Stimson put it) “a
crisis had come in a way that would unite our people.” Eleanor agreed: “I thought that in spite of
his anxiety Franklin was in a way more serene than he had appeared in a long time. I think it was
steadying to know finally that the die was cast.”AS THE LAST OF THE JAPANESE AIRCRAFT
headed back out to sea, the East Loch of Pearl Harbor was littered with flotsam of every
description, much of it blackened by the flames: clothing, shoes, books, life vests, mattresses,
accommodation ladders, lifeboats, barrels. There was an almost indescribably foul combination
of odors—the oppressive fumes of fuel oil; the vast billowing clouds of black, acrid smoke; the
sickly-sweet smell of charred flesh. Millions of gallons of oil had erupted into the harbor from the
torpedoed battleships. “People who have never seen this at sea cannot imagine what oil is like
once it is exposed to cool seawater,” said Private Cory. “It becomes a globlike carpet about six
inches thick, gelatinous.” Sailors who leapt from the burning ships, or were blown off the decks
by explosions, found themselves swimming through congealed oil. It was exhausting and
dangerous. Seaman Mason of the California tried to swim beneath the surface, but when he
came up for air, the “gummy black oil was clogging my nose and ears, burning under my eyelids.
The rank, sweet taste of the stuff made me want to vomit.”The wind was blowing hard, about 25
knots; photographs taken that morning show flags flapping hard on their poles. Inevitably, the
fires on the battleships, fanned by those powerful gusts, spread to the harbor. Survivors
described a conflagration advancing toward them across the water, how it engulfed the heads of
other men; the brief, agonized screams from behind the curtain of flames, and then silence. Even
from a distance, the heat radiating from the vicinity of Battleship Row was almost unendurable,
but motor launches and whaleboats plowed directly into the maelstrom in the attempt to rescue
survivors. The crew of one boat tried to douse the fires using handheld CO2 extinguishers:
“Each time this was done the sides of the boat broke into flames, which had to be put out before
the next run,” said Lieutenant Ephraim P. Holmes. “The heat was so intense that the men in the
boat had to lean way over the unexposed side to protect themselves.” Swimmers found salvation



in a boathook, as they were seized by the belt or collar and hauled into a boat. These rescued
men were choking on oil, spitting oil, vomiting oil; many were so thoroughly drenched in oil that it
was difficult to determine whether they had been wounded. “I remember one sailor that I pulled
out of the water, and I took my handkerchief and wiped the oil from his face,” said Marine Private
Leslie Le Fan; “I couldn’t tell if he was a black man or a white man or a Chinaman.” They were
laid in the bottom of the boats, said Seaman Ed Johann, until each boat “was loaded with the
wounded, all pressed together, all in great pain.”At “Ten-Ten Dock,” across the harbor from Ford
Island, wounded men were lifted on stretchers from the boats. The scene was chaotic. Sailors
and officers who had spent the night ashore pressed forward, hoping to find a boat that could
take them back to their ships. Sirens screamed; medical corpsmen shouted to clear a way for
the stretchers; dead and wounded men were laid in rows on the concrete pier. Private cars and
ambulances were arriving in great numbers, immobilizing traffic. The wounded were
administered a shot of morphine and offered a drink of water. Their faces were blackened by
smoke or soot, their eyes almost smashed shut; some had lost all of their hair and much of their
skin. It was necessary to strip the burn victims of their clothing, but oil-soaked fabric had seared
into the flesh, and when it was removed, long ribbons of skin came off with it. “I was trying to put
some petroleum jelly on them and trying to cover them with gauze,” said Shipfitter third class
Louis Grabinski of the West Virginia, who lent a hand with the wounded. “But that wasn’t helping;
it seemed to be taking their skin off. It seemed like it was better to just leave the skin open
instead of putting something over it. They wanted to tear the gauze off, or if they had a skivvy
shirt, they wanted to tear that goddamn thing off, because they were blistered, burnt.”Emergency
treatment centers were set up in several locations throughout the Navy Yard and Ford Island,
including the Marine Barracks, the Dispensary, and the Bachelor Officers Quarters (the “BOQ”).
All were soon overwhelmed with casualties. At the Ford Island mess hall, wounded men were
laid on all of the tables, and newly arriving stretchers had to be left on the patio outside. “Some
of these men looked beyond help, burned flesh and bone showing through the oily mess,” said
Seaman Victor Kamont. “Some of these men were half clothed, raw meat just hanging from their
bones. Some cried like babies, babbling for their mother, father or loved ones. It was a sickening
sight.” Lightly wounded men were wandering around in a daze, refusing to respond when spoken
to, resisting violently when others tried to lead them into the centers for treatment; there were
men who were completely naked but seemed unaware of their nakedness, even in the presence
of civilian women or Red Cross nurses. Carl Carlson, a sailor who was fortunate to escape from
the Arizona with minor wounds, recalled meeting one of his shipmates in the sick bay at Ford
Island. The man was “laying across from me . . . and he was holding his intestines in with his
hands. And he looked up at me, and he said, ‘War sure is hell, isn’t it, shipmate?’ and I said,
‘Yeah, it is.’ And I wasn’t bleeding anywhere so I got up and walked out of there.”On the docks
and landings, the dead were being laid in two rows, with a walkway down the center. The heads
in each row pointed inward, so that the bodies could be identified, either by their faces or their
dog tags. Some of the dead men’s faces had an unnaturally dark pallor, but their bodies showed



no visible wounds: that indicated that they had been killed by the concussive force of one of the
huge explosions, shattering the blood vessels without breaking the skin. Seaman Nick Kouretas
of the USS Raleigh spent several hours searching for his brother: “I would run along the aisle
and, knowing my brother’s characteristics, look for him. He chewed his nails. I knew where he
had a wart; I knew every little mark on his body. I would get so far, and I’d say: ‘Well, this guy
looks like him,’ but I couldn’t see a face. I’d pick up the hand, and I’d say: ‘No, that’s not him,’ and
then go on.” Eventually, sheets or blankets were brought to cover the bodies. “I’ll tell you one
thing,” said Seaman William Fomby of the Oklahoma. “When you see all these people in bed
sheets laying out stacked up like cordwood, it takes all the glamour out of war. You really realize
that something bad is going on.”The Ford Island airfield was a ghastly sculpture garden of
twisted, burning clots of aluminum wreckage, the remains of aircraft wiped out on the ground.
Thirty-three out of seventy planes had been destroyed in the raid. At the southeast end of the
island, Hangar Six lay gutted and smoking: it had been struck by at least three Japanese bombs.
On the seaplane ramp, the strafed and burning fragments of the big PBY Catalina seaplanes
were scattered among the ubiquitous palm trees. Concrete surfaces throughout the island were
littered with shrapnel and pocked with large craters, each marking the spot where a 550-pound
bomb had landed. Sailors who had been ordered to abandon their ships were milling around in
confusion, their uniforms smeared with blood and oil. “There was a lot of us there in limbo, just
standing around,” Seaman Elmo Rash remembered. “I started thinking about everything that had
happened, and I started to shake. I walked around for a while until I was feeling better.” Men were
in various states of undress, and some plundered the abandoned barracks and dependents’
housing for clothing. There were reports of men wearing bizarre get-ups: a sailor’s cap and a
lieutenant’s dress blue jacket; a tuxedo with bare feet; a bathrobe and boots; seaman’s
dungarees with a swallow-tailed coat and a “fore and aft” admiral’s hat. Gangs of sailors roamed
the island, bandoliers of ammunition slung over their shoulders, like bandits in a western film. In
the Ford Island administrative building, said Bosun’s Mate Howard French, “There was mass
confusion. . . . There was no order, no control, no authority. People were milling around like so
many lost sheep.”The Marine Barracks, a massive concrete building in the Navy Yard, was
hastily converted into a receiving and billeting center for these itinerant sailors. Men who had
crawled out of the harbor were instructed to strip off their oil-soaked clothing and place it in
garbage cans, and then stand in line for a hot shower. In many cases, the sludge oil had
penetrated so deeply into the men’s pores that it was nearly impossible to get clean. “You wiped
off as much as you could with towels and whatever rags you could find, but there was no way in
the world to get it all off,” said Seaman Jim Lawson of the Arizona. Soap and water did not do the
trick—it was necessary to scrub the oil-stained skin with alcohol or gasoline. Some men went so
far as to actually bathe in gasoline; but even those who managed to remove the visible stains
complained for weeks afterward that they were coated head to foot in a thin film of oil, that their
eyes smarted from the gasoline, or that they were plagued by intense headaches and blurred
vision.The marine quartermaster sergeant issued clean, dry dungarees, underwear, socks, a



toothbrush, toothpaste, a razor, and a ditty bag to any man who needed them. Paperwork was
ignored; no one was required to sign for anything. The marine mess sergeant did his best to feed
any hungry sailor who walked into the mess hall, and the chow line was continuous, with men
lining up for lunch behind others still waiting for breakfast. It was feared that the drinking water
may have been poisoned by saboteurs, so men drank beer, soft drinks, Kool-Aid, and water
drawn from swimming pools. One sailor remembered that he and his mates were grateful to be
served “dry sandwiches and coffee made from chlorinated swimming pool water. We were
hungry so it was delicious.”A check-in station for sailors was set up on the first floor of the Marine
Barracks. The name of each abandoned ship was stenciled on the wall behind a table staffed by
a junior officer. Sailors and officers checked in and were told to wait for reassignment. Many
were ordered to join cleanup details on the ships and around the base. On Ford Island, teams of
sailors removed debris from the hangars and pushed wrecked aircraft off the runways. Others
carried fire extinguishers and put out dozens of small brush fires that had sprung up in the
grasslands around the airfield. Men were given buckets and ordered to pick up shrapnel and
scrap metal. There was so much shrapnel on the ground that “you could walk out on the parking
lot and scoop it up with your hands.” The public works staff of the Fourteenth Naval District was
hard at work laying a new 16-inch water main from Hospital Point to Ford Island, and other
workers were getting the dry docks back into working order. Sailors returned to the stricken
battleships with galvanized steel buckets, and began the grisly task of collecting the remains of
their slain shipmates. “I recall finding severed knee joints as well as shoulder fragments and torn,
burning body torsos, all unidentifiable because of their burned condition,” remembered Seaman
Charles Sehe of the Nevada.Though the shock of the raid was still fresh in everyone’s minds, the
survivors made a concerted effort to raise their collective morale. Music helped: on the
waterfront at Ford Island, a jukebox blared “I Don’t Want to Set the World on Fire,” and on the
battleship Maryland, the ship’s band performed on deck while the repair teams worked. The
crew of the Nevada agreed on a new nickname: the “Cheer-Up Ship.” Signs on her deck
proclaimed: “We’ll Fight Again” and “Cheer Up the Cheer-Up Ship.” The crisis tended to bring out
the best in the malingerers, the lazy men, even the prisoners in the brig, who were ordered out of
their cells and put to work. Everyone pitched in. “Things were so bad at Pearl Harbor,” Seaman
Mason recalled, “that even the chiefs were working.”ADMIRAL HUSBAND E. KIMMEL,
Commander in Chief of the Pacific Fleet (CINCPAC), was staggered by the number of things he
did not know. He did not know where the enemy aircraft had come from. He did not know where
they had gone. Had they been launched from aircraft carriers? Or from Japanese air bases in
the Marshall Islands, several thousand miles to the southwest? The latter seemed implausible,
given the great range—but if they were carrier-borne aircraft, where had the enemy carriers
gone? North, south, west? Were they running for safety, or preparing another airstrike? Above
all, had the Sunday morning raid been the opening move in a planned sequence of attacks,
perhaps to be followed by troop landings? Was Oahu about to be invaded?Kimmel’s CINCPAC
headquarters was in a three-story white stucco building with an Art Deco facade, lined with



coconut palms and fronted by a neatly kept lawn. His windows offered a panoramic view of the
carnage in the harbor. The staff officers were doing what they could to pull themselves together,
but the stark reality that the entire Pacific battle force had been knocked out of action had left
them stunned and speechless. “Kimmel seemed calm and collected,” recorded Lieutenant
Commander Edwin T. Layton, an intelligence officer on the CINCPAC staff. “But he looked
shocked by the enormity of the thing that was happening to his command and by the fact that his
world was blowing up around him.” As the admiral watched his precious battleships burn, he
occasionally muttered, “What a doleful sight!” Officers who had abandoned the stricken ships
streamed into the headquarters, their white uniforms stained with fuel oil; many seemed dazed.
Although no one was willing to admit it at the time, a heavy pall of fear had settled over the
headquarters. Layton recalled that his yeoman’s hands shook visibly as he handed the
commander an intelligence log, and Lieutenant Walter J. East stated flatly that “people were
frightened and if they say they weren’t, they’re damned liars.”In those first desperate hours after
the raid, Kimmel’s problem was not so much that he lacked good intelligence about the enemy’s
whereabouts. His problem was that his headquarters staff were overwhelmed by reports that
were ambiguous, contradictory, garbled, or altogether wrong. His initial instinct (which would
prove accurate, but not in time to do anything about it) was that the enemy carriers had
approached from the north. A squadron of U.S. Army bombers arriving that morning from the
mainland had spotted Japanese planes headed north after the raid, and a radar station at
Opana, on northern Oahu, had also tracked aircraft headed northward. But the Japanese raid
had destroyed or immobilized most of Oahu’s long-range patrol planes, both army and navy, so
the American commanders were unable to launch a proper air search. At 9:42 a.m., Kimmel
warned the U.S. carrier Enterprise, at sea about 200 miles west of Oahu, that there was “some
indication” of a Japanese carrier force northwest of the island. Within minutes, however, new
contact reports pointed south. (In every case, as it would eventually become clear, those reports
proved to be U.S. ships misidentified as enemy.) One faulty alert put two Japanese carriers
southwest of Barbers Point. The cruiser Minneapolis, which was near the reported coordinates
(and had probably been mistaken for the phantom enemy force), attempted to send a dispatch
correcting the report. But the ship’s radio operator made a transmission error, with the result that
the message went out as “two enemy carriers” instead of “no enemy carriers” in sight. The
Enterprise turned east to give chase, and launched fifteen Douglas Dauntless SBD dive-
bombers to search the zone southwest of Oahu. Six Curtiss SOC-3 seaplanes were launched
from her accompanying cruisers to search north and northeast. Both flights found only American
ships, but in some cases the pilots mistook them for enemy ships, adding new layers of
confusion to the scene. The CINCPAC diary noted: “The view was held for some time that
carriers were both north and south of the island.”On Ford Island, those few PBYs that had
emerged unscathed from the morning’s raid were ordered into the air. Soon the big amphibians
were roaring down the channel between Ford Island and Hospital Point and staggering into the
sky. Getting them aloft was a dangerous prospect, because the East Loch (which served as their



runway) was littered with wreckage and overlaid with a carpet of heavy sludge oil. Twenty-nine-
year-old Lieutenant Thomas H. Moorer, a seaplane pilot (and future chairman of the Joint
Chiefs), left a vivid description of what it was like to drive his aircraft down the channel, with the
row of burning battleships just off his wingtips, his pontoons bucking violently over the wakes left
by the boats, and oily water splashing up onto his windshield, “with the result that I never did see
anything until I was well clear of the island. It was a one hundred percent instrument take-off
after we got hit with the oil.”Throughout the Navy Yard and Ford Island, it was broadly assumed
that a Japanese invasion was underway. Sailors deprived of their ships felt a peculiar sense of
vulnerability, as they had received no training in land fighting. Defenses were hastily organized.
On Ford Island, gangs of sailors were set to work digging trenches, filling sandbags, and setting
up .30- and .50-caliber machine guns on tripods. Craters left by the Japanese bombs were
surrounded with piles of sandbags and converted into foxholes. Rifles were handed out from the
back of trucks, generally at random, including thousands of Browning automatic rifles and some
thoroughly obsolete bolt-action 1903 Springfields. No one was asked to sign for the weapons
they received. “Somebody handed me two hand grenades,” said Seaman Warren G. Harding of
the California. “I said: ‘What do I do with them?’ He said: ‘Never mind! Don’t pull this!’ That’s all
the instruction I had.” Sailors were seen carrying butcher’s knives and meat cleavers. Navy
radioman Joseph Ryan was issued a .30-caliber rifle and ammunition and told, “You guys stay
right here on 10-10 dock, and when the Japanese come in, get as many of them as you can
before they get you.”SUNDAY AFTERNOON WAS RADIO PRIME TIME, when highly rated
programs aired simultaneously across America on NBC and CBS network affiliates. Beginning
at about 2:30 p.m., news announcers broke in over regular programming to report that Pearl
Harbor had been attacked by Japanese aircraft. The scene was much the same all across the
nation: families congregated around their big cabinetlike radios and listened breathlessly to the
first reports. Children who asked questions were shushed. If the radio’s vacuum tubes burned
out, people sat in their cars and listened to their car radios.“I had no real sense of where Hawaii
was,” recalled a civilian, Scott Leesberg, who heard the news from a ham radio operator in
Oberlin, Ohio. “I knew it was in the Pacific.” That was a very common reaction. Pearl Harbor?
Oahu? Honolulu? They were not familiar names. Hawaii had been the setting for a few movies in
the 1930s, and most Americans at least understood that it was a United States territory located
somewhere in the Pacific. Atlases and maps were pulled off the shelves and studied carefully.
For the majority of Americans who lived east of the Mississippi, Hawaii was more distant than
Europe, where war had been raging for more than two years. But it was American soil, and it was
an attack that had sunk American ships and killed American servicemen. The public had seen
plenty of newsreel footage of devastated cities, both in Europe and in China. Bombs falling from
the sky had seemed a distant nightmare, and further evidence that the ancient civilizations of the
world were irredeemably barbaric places, from which the New World must always remain aloof.
Now, with terrible suddenness, it seemed at if it could happen here. In neighborhoods all across
the country, people stepped out of their homes and looked skyward, as if expecting a fleet of



Japanese planes to appear suddenly overhead.Children and adolescents, with no direct
memory of the Great War, tended to shrug the news off. Some assumed that the United States
would simply bomb Japan back; and that Japan, having been taught a proper lesson, would
refrain from any further aggression. When it was reported late Sunday afternoon that a Japanese
submarine had been sunk off Oahu, ten-year-old James Erickson of Chicago rejoiced, assuming
that the war was as good as won and Japan would surrender by the end of the day. Nineteen-
year-old Iris Bancroft, also of Chicago, confessed to feeling exhilarated and even elated by the
coming of the war. “My life to date had been relatively uneventful. So had my future,” she recalled
years later. “Now, suddenly, I knew anything could happen. The new possibilities ahead were
impossible to ignore. . . . I felt as if I were the heroine in a romantic movie.” The older generations
reacted differently, especially those with sons or nephews of draft age. Pat Vang, nine years old,
heard the news over the radio in her father’s grocery store. She asked her father, “Is it real bad,
Daddy?” He replied, “Yes baby, very, very bad. A lot of good men will die.”British prime minister
Winston Churchill was at Chequers, his official country residence in Buckinghamshire, with two
American houseguests—John “Gil” Winant, the U.S. ambassador, and Averell Harriman, the
Lend-Lease coordinator. At nine o’clock that evening, the prime minister turned on his portable
radio for the BBC news broadcast. Only after several items on the Russian front and the British
army in Libya did the broadcaster mention a report of Japanese attacks on American and British
targets in the Pacific. Churchill strode down the hall to his office and asked his staff to place a
transatlantic radio-telephone call to the White House. In three minutes the connection was
successfully made, and the two leaders were on the phone.“Mr. President, what’s this about
Japan?” Churchill asked.“It’s quite true,” Roosevelt replied. “They have attacked us at Pearl
Harbor. We are all in the same boat now.”Churchill informed Roosevelt that Japanese troops had
landed in Malaya, and promised to go before the House of Commons the following day and ask
for a declaration of war. “This certainly simplifies things,” Churchill told the president, and added,
“God be with you.”The prime minister’s reaction to the news was unequivocal. He rejoiced. “So
we had won after all!” Churchill wrote years later, in the now-famous passage of his war
memoirs. “England would live; Britain would live; the Commonwealth of Nations and the Empire
would live. . . . Hitler’s fate was sealed. Mussolini’s fate was sealed. As for the Japanese, they
would be ground to powder. All the rest was merely the proper application of overwhelming
force.” Since the war in Europe was not going particularly well at that moment, it was a daring
prediction; and Churchill’s comment to Roosevelt that Japan’s sudden entry into the war
“simplifies things” flew in the face of many perplexing complications. Eighteen months had
passed since the fall of France, and Hitler was the seemingly invincible master of continental
Europe. In June 1941, 148 divisions of the German Wehrmacht had poured across the Russian
border, and by December they had advanced to within artillery range of Moscow. Britain had
been at war for more than two years; it had stood alone against Germany for a year; and though
it had absorbed the punishment of the Luftwaffe’s bombing campaign and escaped, for the
moment, the threat of a cross-Channel invasion, there was every risk of a renewed assault in



1942, especially if the Soviet Union should collapse.Would Japan attack Russia in the east,
freeing Hitler to transfer forces to the west? Would Japan overrun British colonies in Asia—Hong
Kong, Malaya, Singapore, Burma, perhaps even India? Would the Axis armies achieve a
dreaded link-up in the Middle East? Would the sparsely populated nations of Australia and New
Zealand be swallowed up? Perhaps even more alarming, would the United States channel its
entire energy into the war against Japan, thereby starving Britain and Russia of tanks, airplanes,
transports, weapons, and other vital war matériel?Churchill was vividly aware of all of those
hazards, and yet he had the absolute conviction that Pearl Harbor, by jolting the United States
out of its isolationist lassitude, would secure ultimate victory for the Allies. He recalled the words
of Sir Edward Grey, thirty years earlier, concerning the entry of the United States into the First
World War. America was like a gigantic furnace, Grey had said: “Once the fire is lighted under it
there is no limit to the power it can generate.” With these heartening reflections in mind, Churchill
went to bed and “slept the sleep of the saved and thankful.”IN WASHINGTON, at four in the
afternoon, traffic at major intersections was blocked by trucks carrying troops of the District of
Columbia National Guard. The telephone system was paralyzed by incoming calls, as members
of the public sought news of the attack; additional operators were called in to work, but it was
difficult to get a line anywhere, local or long distance. Machine-gun nests had been hastily set up
on the front steps and rooftops of public buildings. Marines were called out to guard the Capitol,
and uniformed provost marshal guards, wearing steel helmets left over from the First World War
era, appeared suddenly outside the War and Navy departments on the corner of Seventeenth
Street and Constitution Avenue.At the Japanese Embassy on Massachusetts Avenue, a large,
sullen crowd was gathering on the sidewalk outside the gates. At one point, a man climbed out
of a taxi and began throwing bottles at the building. Members of the embassy staff, reported the
Philadelphia Inquirer, were seen to carry “baskets of documents into the garden and began
setting fire to them.” Masuo Kato, a Japanese journalist, left the complex at about 4 p.m. Looking
up to the sky above the roof, he noted that “white puffs were curling upward in the air.” More
documents were being burned on the roof. The crowd outside grew uglier, with several men
cursing and shouting threats. As Kato made his way outside, the crowd surged toward him
menacingly. They did not touch him, but one man said: “You are the last son of a bitch we’re
going to let out.” District of Columbia police and an FBI detail soon arrived and restored order.At
the White House, where blackout restrictions had not yet taken effect, floodlights suffused the
building and grounds in brilliant white light. Traffic on Pennsylvania Avenue slowed to a crawl as
drivers stared; they seemed to crane their necks in the hope of catching a glimpse of the
president or his men through the windows. Hundreds of spectators had gathered on the
sidewalk outside the iron fence. A few men carried children on their shoulders. Police officers
and Secret Service agents tried to keep them moving, but more arrived constantly throughout
the late afternoon and early evening hours. Eventually they stood three or four deep. Some
began to sing: “God Bless America” and “My Country, ’Tis of Thee.” About fifty or sixty reporters
and photographers were clustered under the portico. One journalist, Merriman Smith, wondered



if President Roosevelt “could hear those unrehearsed songs coming spontaneously and from
the hearts of the little people across his back lawn.”Secretary of the Interior Harold Ickes, as he
entered the White House gate, noted that the crowd was “quiet and serious” and seemed to be
“responding to that human instinct to get near the scene of action even if they could see or hear
nothing.” Seventy-four-year-old Secretary of War Henry Stimson stepped out of his limousine
and (said a witness) “bounded up the steps like a mountain goat.” Glen Perry of the New York
Sun recorded: “It was very cold and a light mist somewhat obscured the moon. Lights blazed in
the State Department, and clerks just called to duty kept running across the sidewalk past the
ancient cannons into the building.”Shortly after nightfall, Grace Tully entered the president’s
office. He was alone, smoking a cigarette and sifting through the papers on his desk. “Sit down,
Grace,” he told her. “I’m going before Congress tomorrow. I’d like to dictate my message. It will be
short.” He inhaled deeply and let the smoke out. He began speaking, Tully recalled, “in the same
calm tone in which he dictated his mail. Only his diction was a little different as he spoke each
word incisively and slowly, carefully specifying each punctuation mark and paragraph.” The
speech began: “Yesterday, December 7, 1941, a date which will live in world history, the United
States of America was suddenly and deliberately attacked by naval and air forces of the Empire
of Japan.” When he had finished speaking, Tully was sent off to type the draft, which ran to some
500 words. When she brought it back for his review, the president drew a line through the phrase
“world history” and wrote “infamy.”THE WHITE HOUSE PRESS ROOM, which normally
accommodated no more than two dozen people, was jammed with more than a hundred
reporters, cameramen, and photographers. A long line of reporters waited for a turn at each of
half a dozen telephones. The floor was littered with cigarette butts and a tangle of black cables
running to the cameras and microphones. A battery of klieg lights bathed the scene in a harsh
electric glare. The room, observed BBC correspondent Alistair Cooke, “already had that air of
tobacco-choked energy that is the Washington odor of panic.” “The press room was a
madhouse,” recalled Glen Perry. “Hilmer Baukhage, Fulton Lewis, Ted Wingo and other
broadcasters were set up there, typing scripts and then reading them into their microphones with
the crowd talking and working in the background.” Roosevelt’s press secretary, Stephen Early,
had issued the first of several announcements at 2:30 p.m. Glistening with sweat and squinting
into the lights, Early had acknowledged that the navy had suffered “doubtless very heavy
losses.” Updates had followed every fifteen or twenty minutes, and each time he arrived with a
new statement, the room fell to a hushed silence and the reporters bowed over their notepads. It
was the biggest story any journalist in the room had ever covered.At about eight o’clock, the
members of the cabinet began filtering into the Oval Study. They sat in chairs arranged in a
semicircle facing the president’s desk. Behind the desk sat Roosevelt, who had changed into a
rumpled dark suit, and was smoking a cigarette. Secretary of State Cordell Hull sat on a
Chippendale armchair in front of the desk. Secretary of the Navy Frank Knox stood hunched
over the president, speaking to him in a low voice. Harry Hopkins, looking pale and gaunt, was
the only non-member of the cabinet present. One of Roosevelt’s naval aides briefed the cabinet



secretaries on what had happened at Pearl Harbor. According to Labor Secretary Frances
Perkins, press secretary Early was “rushing back and forth saying, ‘They’ve had another
telephone conversation with Admiral “So-and-So.” Things are worse than were reported
earlier.’”At about nine o’clock, when all had arrived, Roosevelt began to speak. He remarked that
the cabinet was meeting under circumstances more dire than at any time since 1861, at the
outset of the Civil War. The president’s face, according to Perkins, was drawn and gray, with the
muscles around his mouth showing tension and anger. Uncharacteristically, he did not offer so
much as a quip or a halfhearted smile. Several of the secretaries, particularly those whose
departments did not touch upon defense or foreign affairs, were not entirely sure what had
happened in Hawaii. “We just got scraps of information, an episode here and there,” wrote
Perkins. “We got a picture of total confusion. Still, nobody knew exactly what had happened.
Nobody knew where the planes had come from. This young naval aide had said they were from
a carrier, but he was only assuming.”Several times, in response to telephoned updates
confirming the extent of damage to the fleet, Roosevelt groaned audibly. His anguish left a deep
impression on the cabinet members. Whatever the commander in chief thought of the army, the
Army Air Forces, or the marines, he was a navy man in his bones. The feeling could be traced
back to his childhood, when he had watched his distant and much-admired cousin, Theodore
Roosevelt, champion a major naval building program. He had read the works of Alfred Thayer
Mahan diligently and cited them in debates and term papers at Groton and Harvard. He had
learned to sail in the fog-shrouded waters off Maine and New Brunswick, and was by far the
most proficient yachtsman ever to occupy the White House. He had personally amassed one of
the world’s largest collections of early American naval prints, paintings, documents, and ship
models. He had served for eight years as assistant secretary of the navy in the Woodrow Wilson
administration (his longest tenure in any job other than the presidency itself) and had taken
direct responsibility for getting the navy on a war footing in 1917–18. As president, he had
signed major naval expansion bills in 1938 and 1940, aimed at building a navy capable of
fighting and winning simultaneous wars in the Atlantic and Pacific. “It was obvious to me that
Roosevelt was having a dreadful time just accepting the idea that the navy could be caught off
guard,” Frances Perkins recalled. “His pride in the navy was so terrific that he was having actual
physical difficulty in getting out the words that bombs had dropped on ships that were not in
fighting shape and prepared to move, just tied up. I remember that he said twice to Knox, ‘Find
out, for God’s sake, why the ships were tied up in rows.’ Knox replied, ‘That’s the way they berth
them.’”As the cabinet listened in rapt silence, Roosevelt read aloud the short speech he had
dictated earlier that afternoon, which he planned to deliver to a joint session of Congress the
following day. When he had finished, Hull and Stimson immediately raised objections to the
limited scope of the speech, which (in Stimson’s words) “represented only the just indignation of
the country at Japan’s treachery in this surprise attack and not the full measure of the
grievances we have against her as a confirmed law breaker and aggressor.” Nor did it connect
Germany with the attack. Hull, wrote Harold Ickes in his diary, “pressed his point so hard that the



president finally became a little impatient.” Roosevelt was firm: he preferred the short version. He
wanted to channel the full force of the American people’s fury, which would tend to unite them
and put the bitter debates of the isolationists and interventionists behind them. Nor did the
president want to mention Germany, since (as the isolationists would surely point out) there was
no hard evidence of collusion between Hitler and Japan. Roosevelt’s draft was accepted as
written.At about ten, congressional leaders joined the group. The cabinet members surrendered
their chairs and stood against the walls, so that the study was now very crowded. To the
congressmen and senators, the president gave a short summary of what was known about the
attack. In response to a congressman who asked how the Japanese could have achieved such
complete surprise, Roosevelt revealed his keen understanding of naval tactics by explaining that
enemy carriers could have approached to within several hundred miles of Oahu under cover of
darkness, foiling any American air patrols, and launched the airstrike before dawn. He admitted
that it was not yet clear how seriously the American fleet had been damaged, but concluded,
“the principal defense of the whole west coast of this country and the whole west coast of the
Americas has been very seriously damaged today.”“The effect on the Congress was
tremendous,” Stimson wrote in his diary. “They sat in dead silence and even after the recital was
over they had very few words.” Someone asked if the president would be requesting a
declaration of war, but Roosevelt would not reply directly, indicating that he had not yet made up
his mind. (He had, but did not want the news leaked in advance.) Several congressmen flared up
in anger that the U.S. Navy had been caught so badly off guard. Senator Tom Connolly of Texas
asked, “How did it happen that our warships were caught like tame ducks in Pearl Harbor? How
did they catch us with our pants down? Where were our patrols?” Roosevelt replied, “I don’t
know, Tom. I don’t know.”As the congressmen filed out at 10:45 p.m., Roosevelt left them with an
unsettling thought. While they slept that night, it would be daytime in Japan, the Philippines, and
throughout East Asia. “They are doing things and saying things during the daytime out there,
while we are all in bed.” One of the congressmen remarked, “We are in bed too much.” As they
left the White House, the congressional leaders were intercepted in the stone portico by a crowd
of reporters. They all avowed total, bipartisan unity. Congressman Joseph Martin, the House
minority leader, told a New York Times reporter, “There is no politics here. There is only one
party when it comes to the integrity and honor of the country.”The lights on the second floor of
the White House burned well past midnight, as the president refined drafts of his message. He
was helped into bed by his son James, at about one in the morning.FIVE TIME ZONES TO THE
WEST, darkness fell over Pearl Harbor. A soft rain was falling. A bugler sounded evening colors.
Throughout the base, men stopped whatever they were doing, stood to attention, and saluted
the flag as it came down. Strict blackout conditions had been ordered and no lights were
permitted to show from buildings, ships, cars, or even flashlights. But the East Loch was
illuminated by the orange glow of the still-burning West Virginia and Arizona, and by the intense
white light of the acetylene torches cutting into the upturned hull of the Oklahoma, where
survivors had been heard tapping. A gibbous yellow moon rose in the east, bright enough to cast



shadows. Searchlights probed for enemy aircraft; flares and red rockets shot up here and there;
and intermittent bursts of tracer fire drew geometric patterns across the sky.Night brought with it
a heavy sense of foreboding. Rumors circulated quickly, and evolved through repeated retellings
—there were said to be enemy submarines in the harbor; there had been troop landings at
Barbers Point, Diamond Head, or Kaneohe Bay; spies and saboteurs were operating within the
base itself. One of the most persistent reports, not conclusively refuted until Monday, was that
enemy paratroopers had landed in the mountainous interior of Oahu. They were said to be
wearing blue coveralls with red “Rising Sun” patches on their shoulders. Americans wearing blue
uniforms stripped them off to avoid being mistaken for the enemy. In the darkness, imaginations
ran wild and every sound seemed grotesquely amplified. Marine Lieutenant Cornelius C. Smith,
stationed at the Marine Barracks, recalled that his men were even spooked by noises that were
recognizable and familiar. “A laundry cart rumbles across the asphalt patch out behind the
bakery. With all of that weight and those tiny skate wheels, it sounds just like a machine gun. A
messman drops a bench end on the concrete deck. A rifle shot. The short wave set crackles with
static. More machine guns.”Everywhere, constantly, all night long, men fired their weapons. The
target might be a noise, a struck match, a lit cigarette, the headlights of a distant car.
Conscientious sentries, when they heard or saw a movement, would shout: “Halt! Who goes
there? Advance and be recognized!” Others simply aimed and pulled the trigger. Guards opened
fire on the men who had arrived to relieve them. “You couldn’t go five feet because somebody
would start shooting,” said Radioman Ryan, who was assigned to run messages that night. “You
wore your whites so that you could be seen in the dark, and you whistled the ‘Star-Spangled
Banner’ so you’d be known as an American. Boy, it was risky; I could easily have been shot.”
Antiaircraft batteries opened fire on lights in the sky, then fell silent as the gunners realized they
were shooting at stars. Much of the shooting was merely cathartic, a way to soothe the nerves.
At the Navy Yard tank farm, a large complex of steel tanks which held the navy’s main fuel
reserves in the Pacific, someone accidentally threw the main switch that turned on the
floodlights. A voice cried, “Shoot those lights out!” Dozens of weapons opened fire. Across the
fence, in Hickam Field, the army guards thought they were under attack and fired back. It was
not just a few stray shots, Army Lieutenant Charles Davis recalled, but “a genuine firefight with a
good amount of volume to it.” Surprisingly, no casualties were reported.The Enterprise and her
screening ships (together they were designated Task Force 8, under the command of Vice
Admiral William F. Halsey) had made a long, fruitless search to the south. Having found no
enemy ships, the Enterprise aircraft turned back, their fuel reserves running low. Most of these
planes tracked the blacked-out Enterprise by picking up and following her long phosphorescent
wake, and landed safely (a fine accomplishment, as the pilots had not been trained for night
landings). But Halsey ordered a squadron of six F4F Wildcat fighter planes, under the command
of Lieutenant (jg) Fritz Hebel, to return directly to the naval air station on Ford Island.The
squadron approached Oahu from the south at 10:45 p.m. Hebel radioed the Ford Island control
tower and requested landing instructions. The tower gave him clearance to land and specified



that the six planes should approach the base with their running lights fully illuminated. It was
perfectly obvious to everyone on the ground that the antiaircraft batteries were manned by
nervous (and in some cases inexperienced) gunners, and the risk of a friendly fire incident was
very great. The Ford Island tower broadcast a notice to “all ships present and army antiaircraft
units,” advising them of the approach of American planes. The broadcast was repeated a second
time—an unusual step, showing the tower’s anxiety for the safety of the planes—and the word
was passed haphazardly through the antiaircraft batteries to hold fire.From the ground, the six
Wildcats were plainly visible as they made their slow approach, losing altitude gradually, their
green and red running lights shining brightly. Commander Allen Quynn of the Argonne
understood that those were American planes—what sort of enemy pilot would fly over the base
at night with his aircraft running lights on?—but he also feared for them, given the number of
itchy trigger fingers at Pearl Harbor. “Will anyone smack them?” he wondered.The firing began
as the first plane made its final turn to line up with the runway, at an altitude of about 1,000 feet.
One of the aft antiaircraft batteries on the battleship Pennsylvania, flagship of the battle force,
opened fire; an instant later, hundreds of guns were blazing away. “It looked like the Fourth of
July, with everybody shooting up there,” said Gunner’s Mate Curtis Schulze of the Downes.
“They had tracers. Mostly, it was small arms fire.” From the control tower radio came frantic cries
to hold fire, but there were too many guns in too many places. The men on the ground were
exultant. “By God,” said Seaman Mason of the California, “this time we were going to shoot
back! . . . We took aim at the lights and opened fire with a fierce kind of joy. . . . We were striking
back the foe who had so humiliated us.” The notion that the planes were American seemed
never to enter their minds. “We had gotten addicted to shooting at everything that flew during the
day, and I guess that it was automatic what we did,” said Seaman Fomby.Lieutenant Hebel, over
the radio, was heard to cry: “My God, what’s happened?” Two planes were hit immediately,
crashing into the channel west of Ford Island and into a tavern named the Palm Inn in Pearl City.
Ensign Eric Allen bailed out successfully but was machine-gunned while floating down in his
parachute. A fourth pilot, James Daniels, dove low, swooped over the floodlights near the
southern edge of the runway, then cut hard left toward Barbers Point. Hebel’s plane was hit
several times—he pulled away and tried an emergency landing at Wheeler, but his plane
skidded into a cane field near Aiea. He was badly injured, and died the following morning. Two
other pilots crashed or bailed out, both surviving with minor injuries. Only Daniels managed to
land his plane without injury to himself or damage to his aircraft.There was so much antiaircraft
fire, so many bright red tracer patterns in the sky, that men on the ground were momentarily
blinded. As the guns fell silent and the shell bursts faded, Seaman Carl Schmitz of the USS
Castor recalled, “the sky turned so dark you had a hard time seeing ten feet in front of
you.”Chapter TwoNEW SENTRY BOXES WERE ERECTED OUTSIDE THE WHITE HOUSE
THAT night, and at dawn the grounds were swarming with plainclothes Secret Service agents
and soldiers wearing trench helmets. The president rose early on Monday, having taken just four
hours of sleep. He drank his coffee and ate his breakfast while reading the latest dispatches. He



dressed, with the help of his valet, in a dark suit and his old blue naval cape. At about eight that
morning, news was carried over the radio that Britain had declared war on Japan. “We can only
feel that Hitler’s madness has infected the Japanese mind,” Churchill had told the British people
in a BBC broadcast, “and that the root of the evil and its branch must be extirpated together.”A
few minutes after noon, Roosevelt was wheeled out the main entrance of the White House and
lifted into his limousine. A ten-car motorcade, which included three cars identical to the one
carrying the president, roared down Pennsylvania Avenue at twice the speed limit. Men armed
with Tommy guns crouched on the running boards. At 12:20 p.m., the convoy pulled up at the
south entrance to the Capitol. Roosevelt emerged, unsmiling. In the car he had put on the heavy
steel braces that enabled him to stand erect on his ruined legs, and he was able to walk,
arduously, on the arm of his son James, a marine captain. The president barely acknowledged
the crowd, described by the Washington Evening Star as “a tense, grim throng.” The building
had not been so heavily guarded since the Civil War. “Marines with bayonets on their rifles were
posted at entrances,” the Star reported, “and the Capitol police, out in full force, formed a
secondary line. Cables were stretched along the sidewalks around the House and to hold back
the crowd waiting for a glimpse of the president.” One congressman, having forgotten his
identification, pushed his way through a phalanx of soldiers and was very nearly shot.The
cabinet, as “solemn as owls,” filed into the House chamber. They were followed by the entire
Senate and the nine members of the Supreme Court. The galleries were packed with reporters,
photographers, and cameramen. At 12:29 p.m., Speaker Sam Rayburn brought his gavel down
on the rostrum and shouted: “The President of the United States!” BBC correspondent Alistair
Cooke, observing the scene from the press gallery, described a long, nervous interval as
Roosevelt made his way to the dais. The clicking of the president’s leg braces could be plainly
heard as he edged up the ramp to the podium, with “one arm locked in his son’s, the other hand
feeling every inch of the long sloping rail.” The cameras would not roll until the president was
safely behind the podium, his disability primly hidden away—but every soul in the crowded
chamber had seen his pained exertions, and the metaphor was too palpable to be missed.
Cooke wrote: “Before we heard his confident tenor and listened to the sincere automatic
applause, we saw him walk and thought of the wounded battleships slumped over in Pearl
Harbor.”Eleanor Roosevelt, dressed in black with a silver fox fur, sat in the galleries near Edith
Wilson, who had sat in this chamber twenty-three years earlier to hear her husband, President
Woodrow Wilson, ask for a declaration of war against Germany. “Now the president of the United
States was my husband,” wrote Eleanor, “and for the second time in my life I heard the president
tell the Congress that this nation was engaged in a war. I was deeply unhappy. I remembered my
anxiety about my husband and brother when World War I began; now I had four sons of military
age.”The president stood at the podium, leg braces locked, and gripped the sides of the rostrum
for support. He put on his glasses, opened a black looseleaf notebook, and began to speak:
“Yesterday, December seventh, nineteen forty-one—a date which will live in infamy—the United
States of America was suddenly and deliberately attacked by naval and air forces of the Empire



of Japan.” The timing of the raid, Roosevelt declared, left no doubt that it had been planned and
executed while the Japanese and American governments were engaged in recent diplomatic
negotiations, and that Japan had thus “deliberately sought to deceive the United States by false
statements and expressions of hope for continued peace.” He detailed all of the attacks Japan
had launched in the previous twenty-four hours—Midway, Wake, Guam, the Philippines, Hong
Kong, Malaya—and concluded, “Japan has, therefore, undertaken a surprise offensive extending
throughout the Pacific area. The facts of yesterday speak for themselves. . . . No matter how long
it may take us to overcome this premeditated invasion, the American people in their righteous
might will win through to absolute victory.”Congress, the Evening Star reported, was “solemn
and angered” as the president delivered his address; but several lines were punctuated by
thunderclaps of powerful applause and foot-stamping. With his concluding words, “we will gain
the inevitable triumph, so help us God,” the entire chamber rose to their feet and presented a
deafening ovation. Roosevelt raised a hand and left the podium, escorted once again by his son.
The speech had lasted a mere five minutes, and the phrase “a date which will live in infamy” was
the only line that most Americans would ever remember; but it had attracted the largest
audience in the history of radio: 60 million, according to the ratings. He had written it entirely
himself, without contribution from his speechwriters. The playwright and presidential aide Robert
Sherwood remarked of Roosevelt, “I do not think there was another occasion in his life when he
was so completely representative of the whole people.”An hour later, a declaration of war
passed both houses, with one dissenting vote in the House and none in the
Senate.ROOSEVELT WAS STILL ON THE RADIO as the sun rose over Pearl Harbor. A soft rain
was falling over the half-sunken, still-blazing battleships West Virginia and Arizona. Fireboats
continued to work them over with hoses, and immense columns of greasy, black, evil-smelling
smoke continued to roll into the sky. On Ford Island, men stumbled into the mess halls for coffee
and breakfast, “their eyes puffy, faces drawn, unshaven, and dirty.” Few had slept at all, and
many had neglected to eat since the previous morning’s attack. For twenty-four hours they had
been fueled by nervous energy and adrenaline, and were only now realizing that they were
exhausted and wolfishly hungry.At the Naval Hospital, a handsome stucco building wreathed in
palm trees along the Navy Yard side of the harbor, the short-handed staff had been working
without respite since the previous morning. It had been a long and petrifying night. Small arms
and antiaircraft fire kept up a constant din, persuading the doctors and nurses that a battle was
raging outside the windows. Surgeons struggled to keep their hands from shaking while bent
over the operating tables. At about eleven o’clock, when an exploding flak shell blew out many of
the windows of the upper floors, doctors, nurses, corpsmen, and patients had cried out all
together in fright. The nurses had worked relentlessly, mechanically, without relief, doing what
they were trained to do—sterilizing trays of instruments, giving shots, setting up intravenous
feeds, changing dressings. Observing strict blackout conditions, they worked with flashlights
covered with blue carbon paper to dim the light. It seemed obvious that a Japanese invasion was
underway. Having been warned of how the Japanese would treat female prisoners, some of the



nurses carried pocketknives and resolved to slash their wrists if the hospital was taken. Dawn
brought a puissant sense of relief. “No one could imagine what daylight meant to us,” said
Lieutenant Ruth Erickson, a nurse at the hospital. “We could now see outside. Even the air was
cleaner, purer. There was a feeling that we had made it. Our material possessions meant
nothing. The fact that we were alive—that was the full meaning. We had prayed many times, and
we were grateful that our prayers had been answered.”With daylight, casualties continued to
arrive at the hospital in great numbers. As the wards filled, the corpsmen pushed the beds closer
together to make room for more. The burn cases were the worst. The standard weekend uniform
at Pearl Harbor was shorts and shortsleeve shirts, leaving exposed skin on the arms and legs. A
witness described the wounds as “charred, crisp skin like bacon rind, black and oozing.” Burns
were treated with a variety of dressings—mineral oil sprays, sulfanilamide powder, tannic acid,
boric acid. But not much could be done for the men in the burn wards, except to keep them
heavily dosed with anesthetic. The smell of burnt flesh permeated the hospital, especially at
night when the blackout curtains prevented air from circulating. “I can still smell it,” recalled
Lieutenant Erickson, many years afterward, “and I think I always will.”The dead were placed in
white canvas body bags and moved out to the lawn in front of the hospital. Not all of those who
had been declared dead were actually dead: witnesses were horrified to hear muffled groans
from within some of the bags. “I started to go back and see,” recalled Vivian Hultgren, an army
wife, “and then my reasoning said, ‘Well, they must be so badly damaged that they can’t be
helped. They must just be on their last legs. So what can I do?’ And that just really haunted me.”
In the harbor, dozens of bodies were floating to the surface, and motor launches were assigned
to bring them to Aiea Landing for identification and burial. At first the crews hauled the bodies
into the boats, said Seaman Jack Kelley of the Tennessee, but it “got to where, if we pulled them
into the boat, they would bust open and run all over the bottom of the boat. So we would just tie a
little piece of rope around their leg or their arm or whatever you could get a hold of and get you a
string of them and tow them over rather than trying to pull them into the boat.” Another sailor
assigned to that grisly duty remembered, “The worst part was when the body would start to
disintegrate, and we would have to stop in the middle of the tow and re-lash.”On the previous
afternoon, civilian lumberyards in Honolulu had been ordered to build as many pine coffins as
they could, and these were transported to Pearl Harbor by the truckload. At Aiea Landing,
medical corpsmen wearing rubber gloves took dental impressions in the effort to identify the
dead. Identified bodies were placed in a numbered box, and a record made of the dead man’s
name. But many bodies or parts of bodies could not be identified, and these were distributed at
random into boxes. Trucks were loaded with coffins and driven to Oahu Cemetery, where
bulldozers were digging 150-foot-long trenches. It was necessary to get the dead under the
ground as soon as possible: many coffins were leaking blood and oil, and men handling them
had to wear masks to cover the odor. It was a gruesome task. “One flatbed truck came up,
stopped abruptly, and a box fell off,” said Marine Private Le Fan, who spent several days working
at the cemetery. “It hit the concrete and burst. There was the trunk of a man, three arms, and one



leg in this particular box.” For weeks after the attack, funeral ceremonies were held continuously.
When a dead man could not be identified, a priest, a rabbi, and a minister would sometimes
preside over a single burial. An honor guard would sound “Taps” and place a wooden stake over
each grave. In a newspaper photograph of one such ceremony, held shortly after the attack,
civilians and uniformed naval officers stand with heads bowed while a trio of grass-skirted
Hawaiian women play ukuleles and sing (according to the caption) “Aloha Oe.”Throughout the
base, there were alternating scenes of jubilation and grief as men discovered who among their
shipmates had survived and who had not. Survivors described a kaleidoscope of contradictory
feelings. Some were relieved at having escaped with their lives and limbs intact. Seaman
Theodore Mason remembered a peculiar celebration in the shower of the CINCPAC
administration building, as a number of sailors were scrubbing the oil from their bodies. “A
feeling of elation possessed me,” he remembered. “I was alive! The other men in the shower
shouted and laughed and sang. I joined them.” Hard on the heels of that curious euphoria came
a crushing sense of guilt and shame. “How many of my shipmates were dead, wounded,
hideously burned?” Mason asked himself. “Why was I singing? It took years, and additional
combat experience, before I forgave myself.”Most of the enlisted men and junior officers at Pearl
Harbor were young, in their late teens and early twenties; and they admitted feeling confused
about the causes of the war. Many were not in the habit of reading the newspapers, except the
comic strips or sports pages, and had not paid much attention to the deterioration of U.S.-
Japanese relations in the last months before the war. Japan, and all of Asia, had seemed remote
and not particularly important to their lives or to the lives of their families and friends at home.
Virtually no one had taken Japan seriously as a military threat. Now, as the Pacific battle force
lay in ruins, they felt a pervasive sense of collective disgrace. “Friends back home used to ask
about the Japs,” recalled Marine Lieutenant Cornelius C. Smith, Jr. “[I answered] ‘Hell, we could
blow them out of the water in three weeks!’ but here we are with our pants down and the striking
force of our Pacific fleet is settling on the bottom of East Loch, Pearl Harbor. Who wouldn’t be
ashamed?” Seaman Nick Kouretas wondered how he could ever face his family again. “What am
I going to say to them?” he asked himself. “How can I explain this?”As terrible as the fate of the
Arizona had been, many witnesses were even more shaken by the sight of the Oklahoma. After
being hit by a barrage of aerial torpedoes, she had listed to starboard and then rolled nearly
vertical, leaving her gigantic steel hull pointed up to the sky and her superstructure buried in the
soft mud bottom of the harbor. Three generations of officers and enlisted men had been taught
to believe that every battleship was a fortress, permanent and impregnable. For such a ship to
roll over like a toy boat in a bathtub seemed ludicrous, almost inconceivable. But there she was.
Gunner’s Mate Third Class George E. Waller of the Maryland recalled: “We had been told all of
our lives that you couldn’t sink a battleship, and then to see one go upside down. . . . It was
heartbreaking.”But the carriers had survived. At least the carriers had survived.Admiral William F.
Halsey’s Task Force 8—the Enterprise and her accompanying cruisers and destroyers—had
been safely at sea on the morning of the attack. They had been due back in Pearl Harbor on



Sunday morning, but on Saturday afternoon, northwest of Oahu, a line dropped by a destroyer
had managed to wrap itself around one of the propeller shafts of the cruiser Northampton. It was
the kind of familiar mishap that routinely beset ships operating in close formation at sea, usually
prompting savage recriminations, blame-trading, and fusillades of profanity. The entire task force
had lingered as divers worked to unravel the fouled line. When news of the air raid arrived by
radio the next morning, the ships had steamed hundreds of miles south in a long, fruitless
search, thereby avoiding Vice Admiral Nagumo’s carriers, which had withdrawn to the north. Had
Halsey chased north, he would have thrust his two carriers into striking range of Nagumo’s six,
and with such overpowering force the combat-hardened Japanese aviators might easily have
sent both the Enterprise and Lexington to the bottom.At sunset on Monday, with seven
destroyers following in a single file, the Enterprise crept down the long outer channel into Pearl
Harbor. She inched around the stern of the crippled battleship Nevada, which lay beached on
the western edge of the channel with her bow thrust into a grove of algaroba trees. In the failing
light, men stationed on the carrier’s bridge, flight deck, and catwalks took in enough to
understand what had happened in their absence: the charred remains of seaplanes and
hangars on Ford Island; the smell of fuel oil and roasted paint; the fires still burning in the half-
sunken ships; the columns of smoke still spewing into the sky. One of the Enterprise’s own 4F4
fighters, shot down the previous evening by friendly fire, was half-awash in the shallows near the
channel. Passing Ten-Ten Dock, they saw the half-sunken remains of the minesweeper Oglala,
plugged with three Japanese torpedoes apparently intended for the Enterprise. A heavy blanket
of black fuel oil lay across the water of the harbor—boats motoring through it raised barely a
wake, lifting the oil-water surface, a sailor recalled, “in sullen little folds that fell back at once into
the overall black melancholy.” The base was mostly dark and silent, observing strict blackout
conditions for the second night of the war, but a few sarcastic voices called out to the gaping
crew of the Enterprise as she crept past the stricken battleships: “Where in hell were you?” and
“You’d better get out of here or the Japs will get you too.”Ordnanceman Alvin Kernan, observing
the carnage from the flight deck, reflected that “In a violent way the attack had announced that
the day of the battleship was gone.” The Enterprise and a handful of other aircraft carriers had
been unwittingly thrust into the vanguard of the naval war. To men who had learned their trade in
a fleet dominated by battleships that was a sobering prospect, but now the war must be waged
by the carriers or not at all, because “there wasn’t anything else.” Admiral Halsey, watching with
gritted teeth from the Enterprise flag bridge, was heard to mutter, “Before we’re through with
them, the Japanese language will be spoken only in hell.” Whatever their misgivings, whatever
evils the war might bring, their longing for vengeance would nourish and sustain them.As soon
as the carrier’s dock lines were secured to a Ford Island berth, Halsey descended into a launch
that would take him to see Admiral Kimmel at CINCPAC headquarters on the other side of the
loch. The boat was fired upon as it motored toward the Navy Yard landing, and it was only the
darkness of the night that saved Halsey from being shot. He found Kimmel and his staff haggard
and unshaven, still wearing their Sunday whites, which were crumpled and stained with blood,



dirt, and oil. As he sat with Kimmel, new and far-fetched rumors circulated through the
headquarters. One, a report that Japanese troops had been seen landing in gliders, prompted
Halsey to chuckle. “What the hell is there to laugh at?” demanded Kimmel. Halsey said the
report was obvious bunk: gliders did not have the range to fly from any Japanese island base,
and the Japanese carriers would never waste deck space on “any such nonsense.” His
reasoning was unassailable. As a carrier admiral he intuited what Kimmel by then suspected:
that the Japanese were long gone, and the ongoing contact reports were products of mass
hysteria. The previous morning’s attack had been a hit-and-run carrier air raid, and the enemy
flattops were now well on their way back toward Japan.As the Enterprise berthed, the fuel lines
were hauled aboard from a waiting tanker and inserted into her tanks. Refueling and
reprovisioning continued at a hurried pace through the small hours of the morning: all wanted to
be safely back to sea by first light. A long line of sailors snaked from the dock up a gangway
through the hangar deck and down the ladders to the magazines and galleys, and through those
hundreds of pairs of hands were passed the rounds of ammunition and victuals to replenish the
Enterprise’s stores. New crew members reported aboard, many bringing nothing but the
uniforms on their backs, because their sea bags were entombed on Battleship Row. By four in
the morning, the Enterprise had drunk her fill of fuel oil and loaded all the ammunition and stores
she could carry. Admiral Halsey came aboard without ceremony. Provisions were stacked on her
hangar deck in unseamanlike fashion, waiting to be properly stowed below, but there was no
time to lose: dawn was imminent.Her lines were cast off and she retraced her route past the
wrecked battleships, Hospital Point, the seaplane base, then made a slight course adjustment a
few points to starboard, and headed back toward the beached Nevada, marking the passage to
the open sea. Leaving the miserable waste of Pearl Harbor behind, recalled Alvin Kernan, the
Enterprise sailed “down the channel, through the nets, and into the blue water, picking up speed
as she went, the sun rising, the water beginning to hiss alongside, and the smell of oil, charred
paint, bodies, and defeat left far behind. The planes landed aboard later and the war had
begun.”IN WASHINGTON, the first chaotic stages of mobilization had been set in motion. Alistair
Cooke was reminded of a silent film of the vaudevillian era, “when the resting firemen, grown
amiable on undisturbed sessions of beer and games of pinochle, are electrified by the alarm
and, diving headlong down the greasy pole, start to clomp importantly in every part of town.”
Military units in trucks seized major intersections, causing monumental traffic jams on both
Monday and Tuesday. Machine-gun nests and antiaircraft units were set up on the roofs of public
buildings. This being December, darkness fell in late afternoon, and as a precaution against
enemy air raids, the city’s streetlights and the huge floodlights which normally lit up the Capitol
dome were left dark. Air-raid wardens waved down cars and shined flashlights into the eyes of
motorists and pedestrians, asking impudent and idiotic questions. Four cherry trees on the
Washington Mall were chopped down by some zealous patriot, presumably because they had
been a gift from the Japanese government. Fear and confusion were everywhere evident. A
downtown building caught fire, and when the fire engine sirens sounded, residents assumed



that hostile planes were overhead. As in communities all around the country, there was a panic
of buying, as people hoarded food and other consumer goods in anticipation of rationing or
shortages. “By nightfall on December 8,” the journalist David Brinkley wrote of Washington, “the
markets looked as if a high wind had blown them clean.”There were a quarter of a million
government workers in Washington, D.C., up from 38,000 in 1917; that number would more than
double during the war. Secretary of War Henry Stimson ordered the entire U.S. Army into
uniform, numbering about 1.6 million men. The navy quickly decided to reinforce Pearl Harbor
and set up a new aerial search pattern to guard against a renewed air raid. In cities throughout
the country, police were placed on twenty-four-hour duty, guarding defense plants and bridges
and water supply facilities against sabotage. Ports throughout the country were closed to all
foreign shipping. All weather reports by radio broadcast were halted, as they might prove useful
to the enemy in choosing air-raid targets. A nationwide strike of 125,000 welders was summarily
called off by the union leaders, who cited “the situation in the Pacific.”Looking back from the
present it is practically impossible to reconstruct the terror of those early days of the war, when it
was not at all obvious that the American mainland would be spared enemy air raids. On Monday,
the radio waves and newspapers were full of reports of air raids over American cities. Associated
Press tickers reported an unknown plane off Montauk Point, Long Island, and air-raid sirens
wailed in the streets of Manhattan. The Brooklyn Eagle reported: “Enemy planes were
approaching Long Island—from New England and then from the Virginia coast. Bombers,
apparently, were heading for the Brooklyn Navy Yard, for Mitchell Field and other points. . . . Air
raid sirens are sounded. Schools were closed. Employees were sent home. Police warned
pedestrians to keep off the crowded streets.” On the west coast, men armed with shotguns and
hunting rifles piled into cars and drove toward the beaches, eager to do battle with the Japanese
landing forces. In San Francisco, the switches were pulled on street and bridge lights, but
otherwise the city’s hills glittered almost as brightly as they had on December 6. Air-raid sirens
blared throughout the night, and were repeated by ferry horns; eventually, it seemed the ferry
horns were leading and the air-raid sirens answering. Vigilantes took baseball bats to
automobile headlights, and threatened to smash the windows of merchants and homeowners
who did not observe the blackout order.Numerous reports had Japanese planes patrolling about
100 miles off the coast, and on Monday night it was confidently reported by the Army Air Forces
that sixty Japanese planes had appeared over the Golden Gate Bridge, and were beaten off by
American fighters. Asked how he knew the planes were Japanese, General William Ryan
replied, “Well, they weren’t army planes, they weren’t navy planes, and you can be sure they
weren’t civilian planes.” When, on Tuesday, there were suggestions (later proven accurate) that
there had been no Japanese planes over the bay, Lieutenant General John DeWitt replied
angrily:Death and destruction is likely to come to this city at any moment. The people of San
Francisco seem unable to appreciate that we are at war in every sense. . . . Those planes were
over our community for a definite period. They were enemy planes. I mean Japanese planes.
They were tracked out at sea. Why bombs weren’t dropped I do not know.The general might



have stopped there, but apparently could not help himself:It might have been better if some
bombs were dropped to awaken this city. We will never have a practice alert. We will never call
an alert unless we believe an attack to be imminent. . . . If I can’t knock these facts into your
heads with words I’ll turn you over to the police and let them knock them into you with
clubs.Americans depended on radio and newspapers to keep them informed, but both were full
of wild rumors. Military and civil officials were quoted faithfully and respectfully, but it was
apparent that the confusion, fear, and disorientation went to the top. The quick clampdown of
military censors in Hawaii only amplified the rumormongering. The Japanese had control of the
Pacific; California was indefensible; the army was preparing to meet the invader in the Rocky
Mountains or perhaps on the eastern bank of the Mississippi River. Admiral Stark, chief of naval
operations, briefed congressional leaders at the Navy Department on Tuesday, December 9.
The briefing was strictly classified, but reporters waiting on Constitution Avenue needed only to
study the dark expressions on the faces of the emerging congressmen to deduce that the news
was very bad. “The atmosphere in the Capitol was on the narrow edge of hysteria,” wrote the
journalist Marquis Childs. The crippling losses suffered at Pearl Harbor were the worst-kept
secret in town: “Each senator by nightfall had told ten other persons and they had told ten
others, the story losing nothing in the telling.”Partisan politics were, for the moment, deeply out
of favor; and congressional leaders of both parties avowed unity in the face of the emergency.
For the navy this development was a mixed blessing, however, as the unanimous rage of
Democrats and Republicans was unleashed against the culprits who had allowed the cherished
battleships, built over many years with elephantine budget appropriations, to be blindsided in the
heart of the nation’s great Pacific stronghold. Who was to blame for the travesty? On Monday,
Democratic congressman John Dingell of Michigan called for an investigation, suggesting that
the navy must have been grossly incompetent. The demand for answers was echoed angrily in
the press, and on Tuesday, Congress announced a formal inquiry. Heads were obviously going
to roll, and by Wednesday it seemed that one of those heads might belong to Navy Secretary
Frank Knox. With timing that could not have been any worse, in the week immediately before the
war, Knox had launched a media offensive to reassure the country that the navy had nothing to
fear from the Japanese. He had been interviewed by Collier’s magazine, a week before Pearl
Harbor, in an article lamentably titled “The Navy Is Ready.” If it came to war, he had predicted,
the navy would need no more than six months to “knock Japan out of the water.” Secretary Knox
had granted another interview to The American Magazine, whose January issue landed on
newsstands the same day Japanese bombs landed on Battleship Row. The day after the attack,
the story was still being advertised in newspapers across the country:Equipped with amazing,
new, secret, deadly devices that no enemy will ever know about (till it’s too late)—the biggest,
toughest, hardest-hitting, straightest-shooting navy in the world is primed and ready to write
“finis” to aggressors . . . Let ’em come—from both sides, if they want to—“we can win on two
oceans!” says Secretary of the Navy Frank Knox, in the January American Magazine—“now
out!”The humiliated secretary shrewdly made himself absent from Washington in the first week



of the war, flying to Pearl Harbor to assess the catastrophe in person.Aiming to soothe the
collective hysteria that seemed to have possessed the country, the White House announced that
Roosevelt would address the American people by radio in his twentieth “fireside chat.”
Presidential speechwriters Bob Sherwood and Sam Rosenman had been hard at it since
Sunday evening, and they tinkered with new drafts until minutes before the broadcast at ten
o’clock Tuesday night. More than 60 million Americans would tune in, repeating the size of the
previous day’s radio audience for the “infamy” speech to Congress.The president was an
acknowledged master of radio, having used the medium since the 1920s to advance his career,
enact his agenda, and hammer down his opponents. His sonorous, lilting voice carried well over
the airwaves. He had a thespian’s natural feeling for cadence, pace, and emphasis. Above all, he
employed a deft common touch that belied his sheltered upbringing as a scion of the Hudson
Valley gentry. He did not try to disguise the aristocratic inflections in his voice, knowing perhaps
that the attempt would expose him as a fraud, but he managed to be warm and plainspoken
without sounding patronizing or insincere, and he used a laid-back, conversational tone that
created, in the listener’s mind, an uncanny intimacy. It is often said that Americans liked
Roosevelt because they felt they knew him as a neighbor or a friend. That was especially true of
Americans middle-aged or older, for whom broadcasting was still a novelty. Never having heard
radio until reaching adulthood, they were less inclined to take it for granted than were their
children, who had listened to it all their lives. When the president came over the airwaves, they
were more susceptible to the unconscious illusion that he was really there—that his presence,
and not just his voice, had come into their living rooms; that he was not just speaking but in a
sense conversing with them.Tuesday night’s broadcast was made from a large room on the first
floor of the White House. Radio engineers set up their microphones on a wooden desk, on which
also sat a reading lamp, an ashtray, a pitcher of water, and a glass. Fifty or sixty people sat in
rows on wooden folding chairs. At about ten minutes before ten, the president was wheeled into
the room and behind the desk. He opened his looseleaf notebook and shuffled through the
pages of the speech. He smoked a cigarette; he stubbed it out. At ten o’clock, the radio
announcers each spoke into their microphones, introducing the president. He began: “My fellow
Americans.”It was about as angry a speech as Roosevelt ever delivered, a hard-hitting Philippic
against the Japanese militarist regime, whose “sudden criminal attacks,” he said, “provide the
climax of a decade of international immorality.” He returned again and again to the theme that
Japan and its Axis accomplices were a league of thugs who had to be stopped by the decent
and law-abiding nations of the world. “Powerful and resourceful gangsters have banded together
to make war upon the whole human race. . . . We must be set to face a long war against crafty
and powerful bandits. . . . There is no such thing as security for any nation—or any individual—in
a world ruled by the principles of gangsterism.” He defined the war as a defense of “our right to
live among our world neighbors in freedom, in common decency, without fear of assault.” There
should be a massive increase in war production, with a seven-day week in all war industries, to
support not only American military forces but also those of America’s allies. Acknowledging that



the American people and the press wanted to know what was happening in the Pacific, he
insisted that it was necessary to conceal the full truth from the enemy. As for Pearl Harbor, he
admitted the damage was “serious” but would say no more. Guam, Wake, and Midway were
under attack and might fall; the Philippines were “taking punishment, but defending themselves
vigorously.” Wartime secrecy would be a burden for the American people, but he warned them
not to believe half the rumors they were hearing—“These ugly little hints of complete disaster fly
thick and fast in wartime”—and asked the press to exercise restraint in printing unconfirmed
reports.He did not deny the success of the Japanese attack: “We may acknowledge that our
enemies have performed a brilliant feat of deception, perfectly timed and executed with great
skill. It was a thoroughly dishonorable deed, but we must face the fact that modern warfare as
conducted in the Nazi manner is a dirty business. We don’t like it—we didn’t want to get in it—
but we are in it and we’re going to fight it with everything we’ve got.”When the president had
finished and been wheeled back into the Oval Study, Sam Rosenman went to see him. He found
him alone, behind his desk, smoking a cigarette and poring over his beloved stamps. It was a
rare man who could deliver such a speech, on the third day of a war that had started so badly,
and then head back to his office to tinker with his stamp collection. He was serene, apparently
content, clearing his mind of the day’s work so that he could sleep soundly and awake the next
day fresh. “He knew by this time all the damage that had been done to us at Pearl Harbor,”
Rosenman wrote. “Yet I felt, as I looked at him, that he was confident that ultimate victory, as he
had said, was certain.”TO CRITICS HOWLING for the heads of the men responsible for Pearl
Harbor, FDR had offered an oblique reply: “There is no such thing as impregnable defense
against powerful aggressors who sneak up in the dark and strike without warning.” The same
could not be said for Allied commanders in positions west of Hawaii, who failed to put up any
meaningful resistance to enemy planes that struck later the same day. Beginning just hours after
the raid on Pearl Harbor, as dawn broke over the western Pacific, land-based bombers and
fighters of the Imperial Japanese Navy launched a tightly choreographed aerial Blitzkrieg
against American and British bases throughout the region, and by the third day of the war the
local Allied air forces had been reduced to mincemeat. That was a defeat more ruinous in its
consequences than the raid on Pearl Harbor, because it led directly to the fall of the Philippines
and Malaya. It also gave the lie to the theory, bandied around by those unwilling to admit they
had underestimated Japan, that Pearl Harbor had been a lucky “sucker punch” that could never
be repeated.At dawn on December 7 (December 8 west of the International Date Line), medium
G3M and G4M bombers, accompanied by Japan’s sleek single-seat fighter plane, the A6M
“Zero,” lifted off from airfields on the island of Formosa and set out across the China Sea to
pulverize American air bases in the Philippines. Others took off from newly constructed airfields
in Indochina to strike British air bases in Malaya, Burma, and Hong Kong. Still more roared north
from the remote atolls of the Marshall Islands to attack Wake Island. A small carrier task force,
built around the Ryujo, sailed from Palau to launch strikes on Legaspi, on the southern coast of
the Philippine island of Luzon; and then turned south to pummel the U.S. naval base of Davao,



on the island of Mindanao.General Douglas A. MacArthur, the U.S. Far East commander, had
received several hours’ warning of the raid at Pearl Harbor, but his Manila headquarters was
thrown into a state of dazed confusion in the first hours of the war, ensuring that the initial
Japanese air raids scored with overwhelming success. Much of the blame would later be fixed
on General Richard K. Sutherland, MacArthur’s chief of staff, who seemed determined to keep
subordinate officers away from his boss. The upshot was that American air forces were
effectively paralyzed for lack of orders. At midday, Japanese bombers appeared suddenly over
Clark Field (the principal American air base in the Philippines, located about forty miles
northwest of Manila), and dropped their sticks of bombs from 18,000 feet. From the ground,
these appeared as columns of evenly spaced silver glints falling diagonally behind the planes.
They grew steadily larger, and Americans on the ground dove for foxholes. A procession of
cataclysmic explosions fell across the heart of the air base, among the hangars and
maintenance shops and parked planes. Every bomb released fell within the base, and not one
structure in the vicinity was left unscathed. An American pilot looking down at the scene could
not even see the airstrip, because “the whole area was boiling with smoke, dust and flames. In
the middle was a huge column of greasy black smoke from the top of which ugly red flames
billowed intermittently.”No sooner had the bombers passed over than the Zeros roared in at
rooftop altitude, locked in compact three-plane formations, and strafed the parked planes that
had not been finished off by the bombs. None of the American planes caught on the ground at
Clark that day would ever fly again. By the end of that first day of the war, half the airpower
defending the Philippines was gone. Twelve B-17s and thirty P-40s were totally destroyed; five
more B-17s were damaged. That initial disaster guaranteed that more would follow, as the
Americans had lost the ability to mount counterstrikes on Japanese air bases or to put up any
effective fighter resistance to the wave of air raids that would inevitably follow.The truth about
MacArthur’s weird malfunctioning on that day remains shrouded in mystery even now. It is
possible he was unwilling to order a strike on Japanese bases from Philippine territory, hoping
that the Japanese offensive might otherwise spare the islands. Not only would the general
escape scrutiny and censure for his inexplicable failures, no less ignominious and more
avoidable than those at Pearl Harbor, but he would be adopted by the American people as a
much-loved war hero, the preeminent Allied celebrity of the Pacific War.In Malaya, the British air
defenses fared no better. RAF fighters engaged enemy bombers and Zeros in a pitched air
battle over Kota Bahru on the northeast coast, where a Japanese invasion force was put ashore
on the first morning of the war. The result was a lopsided victory for the Japanese, as several
Royal Air Force Bristol Blenheim and Lockheed Hudson bombers went down in flames.
Meanwhile, Japanese G3M bombers from bases in Indochina, more than 600 miles away,
appeared suddenly in the skies over Singapore and dropped sticks of bombs on RAF runways
and base installations. The raid came as a bolt out of the blue, for the British had never imagined
that the Japanese were capable of mounting air strikes across such great distances. An RAF
aerodrome at Kota Bahru was abandoned in a state approaching panic, with men lighting out for



the hills, ignoring the threats and imprecations of their officers, and allowing food, fuel,
weaponry, and the best airstrip in northern Malaya to fall into the hands of the enemy.British air
defense plans had placed too much faith in the Brewster Buffalo, an obsolete fighter purchased
from the United States. A pilot who detested the aircraft said it looked “a lot like the racing planes
of the 1930s: all engine, a barrel fuselage, stubby wings, a large canopy, and almost no tail.” The
underpowered Buffalo suffered fuel delivery problems that limited its rate of climb; it had a
flawed landing gear, which often caused serious damage on landing; and its .50-caliber guns
were prone to jamming, particularly in the humid weather of the tropics.In both the Philippines
and Malaya, the sudden onslaught pushed the Allied air forces into combat conditions for which
they were not adequately prepared, multiplying their non-combat losses. Dozens of American
and British aircraft crashed due to engine failures, accidents, or midair collisions with other
planes in their squadrons. Planes were shot down by friendly antiaircraft fire when attempting to
return to base; planes were forced to ditch when they ran out of fuel; planes managed to land
safely but had to be scrapped because of heavy damage. To the Japanese, a crashed Allied
airplane was as good as one shot down—perhaps even a little better since it involved no
expenditure of ammunition. If the aircrew went down with it, so much the better.In the years
before the war, the Americans and British had taken comfort in a widely held conviction that
Japanese airpower was not to be viewed seriously. That impression was nourished by quackish,
pseudo-scientific theories proposed by “experts” of various fields. The Japanese would always
make bungling pilots, the authorities patiently explained, because they suffered from innate
physiological defects. They were cross-eyed and nearsighted, possibly a symptom of their
“slanted” eyes. As infants, they had been carried on the backs of their mothers, causing their
heads to wobble in a way that threw off the balance in the inner ear. Japanese cultural norms
emphasized conformity and obedience; therefore, their young men must lack the aviator’s traits
of individualism and self-reliance. Western aviation journals cited statistics (of dubious origin)
purporting to show that Japan had the highest aviation crash rate in the world. It was
acknowledged that Japan had developed a self-sufficient aircraft manufacturing industry—and
that was a surprising achievement, admittedly—but the idea that Japanese-built planes could be
any good was simply beneath consideration.Only after the shocking losses of December 1941
did it begin to dawn on the Allies that they had seen only what the Japanese had wanted them to
see. “If he [your enemy] is arrogant,” Sun-Tzu had written, “behave timidly so as to encourage his
arrogance.”In fact, the Japanese naval aviators were among the very best pilots in the world.
They had been selected in highly competitive recruiting programs, and earned their wings by
surviving long, intense training regimens. They were, on average, far more seasoned than their
Allied counterparts. Many had flown more than 100 aerial combat missions over China since
1937, accruing an average of 500 to 600 flight hours in the cockpit. They were intensely
motivated and eager to correct all the misimpressions that the West had held of them. They
showed resourcefulness and adaptability; they worked supremely well together; and they were
ruthless in attacking any weaknesses.The Mitsubishi A6M Zero was a dogfighting champion, an



aerial acrobat that out-turned, out-climbed, and out-maneuvered any fighter plane the Allies
could send against it. It was armed with two 7.7mm machine guns (synchronized to fire through
the propeller) and two powerful wing-mounted 20mm cannons licensed from the Swiss arms
manufacturer Oerlikon. It excelled in relatively low-speed, low-altitude “tail-chasing,” because its
tight turning radius allowed it to get behind any Allied fighter plane or even to flip over on its back
and kill the enemy with a short, accurate burst from above. The Japanese pilots spoke reverently
of the airplane’s responsiveness to the slightest pressure on the controls. “She handled like a
dream,” said fighter pilot Saburo Sakai, who flew in the first attack runs against the Philippines.
“Just a flick of the wrist—she was gone! I went through all sorts of aerobatics, standing the Zero
on her tail, diving, sliding off on the wings.” Allied pilots who attacked the Zero using classical
dogfighting techniques—chasing and maneuvering to get on the enemy’s tail—were shot down
almost to a man. Those lucky enough to escape into a cloud, or parachute to the ground, were
full of horrified expletives at the shocking capabilities of this mysterious fighter.The Zero had
been placed in service in the summer of 1940, almost eighteen months before Pearl Harbor.
Operating from bases on Formosa and along the Chinese coast, Zeros had accompanied
bombers on long-range missions into the heart of China. By the standards of the era, the
aircraft’s range was extraordinary. Manipulating fuel mixtures and propeller speeds, the
Japanese had shown it was possible to fly this single-seat plane more than 1,000 miles on a
single tank. Pilots were accustomed to the taxing work of such long missions, sometimes even
setting the trim to level flight and dozing off in the cockpit. The Zero had chewed up Chiang Kai-
shek’s Chinese Nationalist air force—in 1940 and 1941, not a single Zero was downed in air-to-
air combat over China.The arrival of this deadly plane had not escaped the attention of General
Claire Lee Chennault, commander of the “Flying Tigers,” an American volunteer group that
fought for the Chinese air force. One of the Tigers, in his diary entry for November 21, 1941,
noted that General Chennault had coached the P-40 pilots on how to fight the Zero, offering the
same tactical advice that navy fighter jocks would later develop independently—dive from
altitude, stick to your wingmen, set up passing shots, and “never try to dogfight a Zero,
particularly in turning combat. Hit and run! Hit and run, dive, and then come back to altitude. Of
course, always try to stay in groups of at least two. As soon as you find yourself alone, search
the skies to rejoin someone.” But Chennault’s intelligence reports were simply ignored in
Washington. The Americans could not bring themselves to believe that Japan could have built
and manufactured a machine with a climb rate of 3,000 feet per minute. For a year and half, the
Zero remained almost completely unknown in Allied aviation circles, and the American and
British pilots were forced to learn about this lethal athlete the hard way. It was yet another
example of the fatal hubris of the West in the face of plentiful evidence of the Japanese threat,
an attitude that would cost hundreds of planes and aircrews in the early months of the Pacific
War.ON WEDNESDAY, DECEMBER 10, an armada of more than fifty Japanese bombers
crossed the China Sea and cruised serenely over Manila Bay at an altitude of 20,000 feet.
Nothing could be done to stop them—a few P-40s had tried to intercept them off the coast of



northern Luzon, but had been brushed aside by the escorting Zeros, and the U.S. Navy’s 3-inch
antiaircraft guns could not even reach that height. Untroubled by resistance or opposition, the
bombers circled the target-rich panorama below “like a flock of well-disciplined buzzards,” as
one witness recalled. They were obviously drawing a bead on the Manila waterfront, the ships
moored at the wharves, and the U.S. naval base at Cavite, the navy’s principal base west of
Pearl Harbor. When they finally let go of their payloads, the bombs cut a swath of carnage
through the heart of Cavite, wiping out the repair shops, the warehouses, the machine shops,
the barracks, and the power plant. Several barges and tugboats were destroyed at their berths,
and one submarine, the Sealion, was a total loss. Fires raged out of control. Strong winds swept
off the bay and fed the flames, and the firefighters could do little to stop them because much of
their equipment had been destroyed. Lieutenant John Buckley, a PT-boat skipper, was appalled
at the sight. “They’d flattened it,” he said of Cavite; “there isn’t any other word. Here was the only
American naval base in the Orient beyond Pearl Harbor pounded into bloody rubbish.”Admiral
Thomas C. Hart, commander in chief of the Asiatic Fleet, watched the scene from the roof of his
fleet headquarters building. His reaction is unrecorded. He might have had some premonition
that the army’s air defenses would not stand, because he had taken the wise precaution of
sending most of his ships away to the south before the outbreak of the war. Now his main base,
with all its supporting facilities and munitions, was a smoking hole in the ground. Most
damaging, perhaps, was the loss of 230 torpedoes. At this point it was Hart’s awful duty to
abandon the Philippines, to send all remaining ships of the U.S. Asiatic Fleet south, where they
might join up with British and Dutch units for the defense of the Dutch East Indies.A WEEK
BEFORE THE WAR, against the recommendation of his admirals, Prime Minister Churchill had
ordered a powerful naval squadron to Singapore in hopes of deterring Japanese aggression
against the colony. “Force Z,” as it was called, was built around two of Britain’s finest and most
prestigious ships of war, the battleship Prince of Wales and the battlecruiser Repulse. The fate of
those ships, even more than the loss of the American battle line at Pearl Harbor, was to mark the
turning of a new page in naval history.On December 8 (local date), just hours after the attack on
Pearl Harbor, Admiral Tom Phillips had ordered his force to sea to intercept and destroy a
Japanese invasion force sighted in the South China Sea. The British had no aircraft carrier in the
theater, and the RAF was already in disarray, so the squadron was obliged to sail without air
support. Phillips recognized the danger but hoped that the operation could “finish quickly and so
get away to the eastward before the Japanese can mass a formidable scale of attack against
us.”From the first, Force Z had a great deal of difficulty in even locating the Japanese fleet. They
headed northwest into the Gulf of Siam, toward the Japanese beachhead at Kota Bahru in
northern Malaya, then chased a false report of a Japanese landing at Kuantan, farther down the
coast.Despite the lack of air cover, the officers and crews of the great British warships were
upbeat—whatever they had heard of the shocking result of the air battles over northern Malaya,
they remained confident that the Japanese were no match for two of the best and most powerful
ships of the Royal Navy. Bert Wynn, able seaman of Repulse, recalled that among his mates



“the main topic of conversation was how long would it take us to sink the Japanese warships felt
to be in attendance around the coast of Singora. I still remember the feeling of absolute
confidence running throughout the ship . . . the outcome of such an engagement was felt to be a
formality.” When, on the afternoon of December 9, a Japanese surface force was sighted by a
British patrol plane, a flag deck officer of the Repulse remarked to CBS radio correspondent
Cecil Brown (who was on board as a press observer), “Oh, but they are Japanese. There’s
nothing to worry about.”That night over dinner in the officers’ wardroom, Brown raised a
provocative question. In light of what had happened at Pearl Harbor, were the British too
confident? The British officers chewed the question over thoughtfully, and one conceded that it
was “wrong” to underestimate the enemy. But the prevailing feeling among them was summed
up in another officer’s reply: “We are not overconfident; we just don’t think the enemy is much
good. They could not beat China for five years and now look what they are doing out here,
jumping all over the map instead of meeting at one or two places. They cannot be very smart to
be doing that.”The air attack on Force Z began shortly after 11 a.m. on Wednesday, December
10. It was pressed home by three waves of twin-engine G3M “Nell” and G4M “Betty” bombers of
the 22nd Air Flotilla, based in Indochina, near Saigon. The attackers had crossed the South
China Sea, had been in the air for about five hours, and were nearing the point of no return.
British lookouts spotted a cluster of ominous black dots high above the horizon in the west, and
the marine buglers sounded the call to quarters. As the incoming G3Ms came into range, at an
altitude of about 12,000 feet, the gunners opened up and the sky was peppered with black
antiaircraft bursts. Remaining in close formation, the bombers dropped several 250-kilogram
bombs. Turning and twisting violently, heeling sharply to starboard and then to port, the Repulse
dodged all but one bomb, which struck her seaplane deck, killing perhaps two dozen men, but
otherwise not impairing the maneuverability or defenses of the ship.About twenty minutes later,
Force Z radar sets picked up a flight of nine torpedo-armed G3Ms coming in from the west. They
approached virtually on the wavetops and pressed home their attack against the flagship Prince
of Wales, diving in groups of two and three to less than 100 feet altitude and attacking on both
bows. She was hit twice near the stern, jamming her rudder and flooding her engine rooms. The
crippled leviathan steamed helplessly in a jagged circle, flames and smoke spewing behind her
into the sky.A third attack, by torpedo-armed G4Ms of the Kanoya Air Group, descended on the
Repulse. Spared in the first barrage, the Repulse maneuvered to save herself, and managed to
avoid almost twenty torpedoes, but at last she was caught in an “anvil” attack, with torpedoes
dropped simultaneously on each of her bows. “For me,” wrote Cecil Brown, who watched from
the flag deck and recorded his impressions in a notebook, “this whole picture—orange flame
belching from the 4-inchers, white tracers from pom-poms and Vickers guns, and gray airplanes
astonishingly close, like butterflies pinned on blue cardboard—is a confusing, macabre game.”
Repulse was struck twice (possibly as many as four times) and immediately began to take on
water. “Suddenly there was a massive explosion,” one of her crew recalled. “I immediately knew
we’d lost Repulse, for within seconds she took on a frightening list to port, so rapid no amount of



counter flooding would save her.” Her captain ordered abandon ship, shouting, “You’ve put up a
good show, now save yourselves.”The men had to jump into the sea, where many drowned and
others treaded water for hours, their faces blackened by fuel oil. At 12:23 p.m., Repulse rolled
over and sank stern-first, her huge hull protruding vertically from the sea, her bow pointed
straight up to the sky. Destroyers circled cautiously, picking up survivors.With the Repulse gone,
a new wave of Japanese bombers turned to the easier task of putting away the crippled Prince
of Wales. At 12:44 p.m., she was struck between the stacks by a 500-kilogram bomb dropped
from altitude by a G4M bomber, and began to sink immediately. Many men were trapped
belowdecks when the ship rolled over and began to sink. The destroyers circled and picked up
as many swimmers as they could. A Japanese plane overhead flashed a bravura taunt in plain
English: “We have finished our task now. You may carry on.”A handful of RAF fighter planes
arrived just as the Prince of Wales was going down, but they could do nothing but circle and
watch. One of the pilots recalled the sight of the men in the water: “After an hour, lack of petrol
forced me to leave, but during that hour I had seen many men in dire danger waving, cheering
and joking, as if they were holiday-makers at Brighton waving at a low-flying aircraft. It shook me,
for here was something above human nature.”The battle claimed the lives of 47 British officers
and 793 men. The Japanese, amazingly, had lost only three planes in the action. The attack, the
British had to admit, had been carried out in textbook fashion. “The enemy attacks were without
doubt magnificently carried out and pressed well home,” wrote the captain of the Repulse after
the battle. “The high level bombers kept tight formation and appeared not to jink.” It had been a
finely choreographed one-two punch, with the high-level bombers arriving first and distracting
the gunners, followed closely by the torpedo bombers that came in low and dropped their deadly
fish in perfectly executed “anvil” attacks.On the morning of December 10, Churchill was
awakened by a telephone call from Admiral Sir Dudley Pound, the first sea lord, who gave him
the appalling news that Japanese bombers had sent both ships to the bottom. “Are you sure it’s
true?” the prime minister asked. “There is no doubt at all,” Pound replied. As he put the receiver
back in its cradle, Churchill later wrote: “I was glad to be alone. In all the war I never received a
more direct shock. . . . As I turned over and twisted in bed the full horror of the news sank in upon
me. . . . Over all this vast expanse of waters Japan was supreme, and we everywhere weak and
naked.” It meant that the last vestige of British seapower in the Pacific had been broken; it meant
that even India could now be threatened by sea, as it soon would be; it meant that the Indian
Ocean sea-lanes were vulnerable. Both ships, but the Prince of Wales especially, had held
immense significance to British naval prestige. She was one of the newest and most formidable
battleships in the fleet. The previous August, she had carried Churchill to Placentia Bay,
Newfoundland, to meet Roosevelt in the flesh for the first time since either man had come to
power, and her sweeping teak decks had provided the dramatic setting for that first wartime
Anglo-American summit.Three days earlier, Japanese airplanes had blindsided the American
battleships in their anchorage; but never before had such ships been sunk by air attack while
operating at sea in full combat readiness. The fate of Force Z was something new in the annals



of naval war, and it settled old and bitter arguments. Though it was a Japanese victory and a
painful Allied defeat, it was also a conceptual triumph within naval circles all over the world for
the cause of aviation, and did more than even Pearl Harbor to undermine the power of the
Mahanian “big gun club.” Fleet doctrine would be hastily rewritten: battleships would now be
relegated to a support role within task forces built around aircraft carriers. Their antiaircraft
weaponry would be doubled, tripled, and finally quadrupled, until they were bristling with AA
guns of every caliber, and better able to defend both themselves and the carriers against enemy
air attack. Their huge 14- and 16-inch main batteries would be employed mainly for shore
bombardment, in support of amphibious troop landings. These doctrines were swiftly adopted by
the U.S. Navy, and to a lesser extent by the Royal Navy; but they would be slower to penetrate
the upper ranks of the Imperial Japanese Navy, where hopes for a decisive clash of battleships
at sea would be cherished almost to the end of the war.THE JAPANESE OFFENSIVE
ADVANCED SOUTHWARD by a leapfrogging pattern. Land-based Zeros and medium bombers
attacked suddenly and across unexpectedly long distances, clearing the skies over the beaches
for the invasion forces that followed. Columns of Japanese troopships, unmolested by air
attacks, put troops, tanks, and weapons ashore. From those beachheads the Japanese forces
advanced inland, swallowing up territory and capturing airfields, usually intact. Air groups flew
into the captured airfields and prepared for the next series of attacks further south. New hammer
blows then fell on Allied positions with startling rapidity, before the defenders could pull
themselves together. The Philippines, Guam, Hong Kong, Malaya—all were scenes of Japanese
triumph and Allied distress. American and British airfields were strewn with twisted, smoking
clots of wreckage, the remains of aircraft wiped out on the ground. Mechanics had been killed,
hangars damaged or gutted, spare parts destroyed on the ground or fallen into enemy hands. By
Thursday morning, four days into the war, Allied pilots and ground support personnel were
swimming in a state of confusion, fear, denial, and shock. Scenes of chaotic and panicked
retreat added the onus of disgrace to the agony of defeat. At Iba in the Philippines, American
personnel fled their posts without orders. At Clark Field, the runways were cratered and
unusable, and most of the buildings and hangars had been flattened. The remains of dead
airmen were strewn over the base, and would not even be collected and buried until a week had
passed. Civilians and military officials, shocked by the speed and scale of the disaster, now
seriously doubted that they could hold back the attacking tide.IT IS OFTEN SAID that Japan’s
attack on Pearl Harbor was worth the cost in U.S. ships, planes, and men lost, because it
galvanized the American people when they had seemed hopelessly divided over the coming
war. The judgment is accurate, but incomplete. Hitler finished the job on Thursday, four days
after the Japanese attack, by declaring war on the United States when he had the option of
doing nothing at all.In secret prewar communications with the British, Roosevelt had committed
the United States to a “Europe-first” strategy. The military logic of “Europe-first” was
unassailable, but the policy was never popular with the American people, who felt (after Pearl
Harbor) that they had a personal score to settle with the Japanese. On Sunday afternoon,



Secretary of War Stimson had proposed a preemptive declaration of war against all three Axis
partners, but Roosevelt had rejected the suggestion out of hand, saying he did not want to
cleave American opinion at the very moment it had finally been incited to war. Even after Pearl
Harbor, Roosevelt could not have obtained a declaration of war against Germany except
perhaps by a sharply divided vote in Congress. But without such a declaration, there was a
danger that America’s productive output would be sucked into the vortex of the Pacific
emergency, leaving Russia and Britain on the verge of collapse.Pearl Harbor had caught Hitler
by surprise, no less than anyone outside Japan’s ruling circle. When the news reached the
Wolf’s Lair, the Führer’s eastern headquarters in the Masurian Woods of East Prussia, he was
exultant. “The turning point!” he declared to members of his assembled staff. “We now have an
ally who has never been vanquished in 3,000 years!” The surprise attack seemed likely to tie the
United States down in the Pacific, and prevent for the time being its providing effective aid to
Germany’s enemies. The Japanese onslaught promised to deprive Britain of its Eastern empire,
perhaps even India. Propaganda minister Joseph Goebbels shared the Führer’s misguided
optimism, noting in his diary: “A complete shift in the general world picture has taken place. The
United States will scarcely now be in a position to transport worthwhile material to England, let
alone the Soviet Union.”On the morning of December 11, Benito Mussolini spoke from a balcony
overlooking the Piazza Venezia in Rome, declaring to a rapturous throng that the “powers of the
pact of steel” would prevail over the democracies. Hitler spoke before the Reichstag that
afternoon at 3 p.m. The Führer’s speech was typically strident and convoluted, a ninety-minute
performance laced with sarcasm, paranoia, invective, menace, and plaintive appeals to
Germany’s victimhood and good intentions. Paragraphs were expended in bile directed against
the Soviet Union and Great Britain. He spoke at length on the Wehrmacht victories on the
eastern front in the first six months of the Nazi-Soviet War, without admitting to the recent
setbacks in the siege of Moscow.When he turned to the United States, Hitler fastened his wrath
on the figure of Roosevelt as a member of the “Upper Ten Thousand,” a representative of “the
class whose path is smoothed in the Democracies . . . this meddling gentleman . . . this honest
warmonger . . . the man who is the main culprit of this war.” The war, declared the Führer, had
been arranged and provoked by a small circle of bankers and plutocrats, mostly American and
Jewish, who had employed Roosevelt as their agent. Hitler congratulated Japan on having been
“the first to take the step of protest against his historically unique and shameless ill-treatment of
truth,” for the attack on Pearl Harbor had filled “the German people, and I think, all other decent
people in the world, with deep satisfaction.”The declaration of war came in roundabout fashion,
well over an hour after Hitler had taken the rostrum. “I have therefore arranged for his passports
to be handed to the American Chargé d’Affaires today, and the following . . .” and at this point the
expectant deputies drowned the Führer’s words in applause. “The American President and his
Plutocratic clique have mocked us as the Have-nots—that is true, but the Have-nots will see to it
that they are not robbed of the little they have.” The Axis powers, the Führer announced, had
concluded an agreement which bound the three partners not to lay down their arms until they



had subjugated and destroyed “the Anglo-Saxon–Jewish–Capitalist World.”In Washington, the
counterdeclarations came quickly and without debate. The vote was unanimous in both houses
of Congress. In signing the measures, Roosevelt said that the Allies were engaged in a single,
integrated, global conflict across land and sea in every corner of the world. “The forces
endeavoring to enslave the entire world now are moving towards this hemisphere.” The war
would require a long, hard struggle against “the forces of savagery and barbarism.”The Axis
propagandists had caricatured America as helplessly splintered by race, ethnicity, class, and
creed; as a pampered, luxury-loving society in which the only cause that aroused the people
was the pursuit of the almighty dollar; as a nation of loafers and malingerers, overpaid, overfed,
and over-enfranchised, in which politicians went with hats in hand to receive the benediction of
union bosses. To their eyes, the United States was a sprawling, individualistic, leisure-loving
nation, strung out on jazz, movies, baseball, comic strips, horse racing, and radio comedies—
anything but work, and certainly not the work of marching off to war. It was a nation enfeebled by
divided government, with power impotently shared by the president and Congress and law
courts, all constantly put upon by an insolent, unbridled press. Americans were a parochial, self-
absorbed, inward-looking people, who could not care less about the rest of the world, who would
never consent to spill a drop of blood to defend England, the villainous oppressor of their
revolutionary heritage; or Russia, the nerve center of global communism; or any part of Asia, a
place so distant and alien it could have been in another galaxy.The critique was shallow and
disingenuous, a collage of crude stereotypes and half-truths. But even in America one heard self-
criticism along similar lines, and the nation was clearly unprepared to confront the Axis in 1941.
The American people did not like the naked aggression of Germany and Japan, and a majority
favored Roosevelt’s policy of providing munitions and material support to their victims. But
entering the war was a very unpopular prospect. In a Gallup poll taken less than two months
before Pearl Harbor, only 17 percent of Americans had favored war with Germany. There was
open talk of mass desertions from the army, encapsulated in the mutinous acronym “OHIO,” or
“Over the hill in October.” In August, the House had voted to extend the peacetime draft by the 1-
vote margin of 203 to 202. The isolationist movement actually grew stronger in the weeks
leading up to Pearl Harbor, with its leaders shouting to packed public halls that Roosevelt was
conspiring to foment war with the Axis. By 1941, the president saw that war was coming but
could do nothing more than he had already done to change the temper of the American people.
He could only wait for some inciting incident or provocation.“The turning point,” Hitler had called
the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor. “A complete shift in the general world picture,” Goebbels
had concluded. They were right, but not in the sense they intended. Before December 7, 1941,
the American industrial economy, lying completely beyond the reach of Axis bombers or armies,
had been the single best hope of the embattled Allies. Only by militarizing that economy,
harnessing it entirely to war production, could the power of the Axis be destroyed. But the
sprawling republic would never be mobilized or militarized without the consent of the American
people. “There was just one thing that they [the Japanese] could do to get Roosevelt completely



off the horns of the dilemma,” wrote the presidential speechwriter Bob Sherwood, “and that is
precisely what they did, at one stroke, in a manner so challenging, so insulting and enraging,
that the divided and confused American people were instantly rendered unanimous and certain.”
If the Second World War could be said to have pivoted on a single point, it was not the Battle of
Britain, or El Alamein, or Stalingrad, or the fall of Italy. Pearl Harbor, by giving Roosevelt the
license to do what needed to be done, sealed the fate of both Germany and Japan.Chapter
TwoNEW SENTRY BOXES WERE ERECTED OUTSIDE THE WHITE HOUSE THAT night, and
at dawn the grounds were swarming with plainclothes Secret Service agents and soldiers
wearing trench helmets. The president rose early on Monday, having taken just four hours of
sleep. He drank his coffee and ate his breakfast while reading the latest dispatches. He dressed,
with the help of his valet, in a dark suit and his old blue naval cape. At about eight that morning,
news was carried over the radio that Britain had declared war on Japan. “We can only feel that
Hitler’s madness has infected the Japanese mind,” Churchill had told the British people in a BBC
broadcast, “and that the root of the evil and its branch must be extirpated together.”A few
minutes after noon, Roosevelt was wheeled out the main entrance of the White House and lifted
into his limousine. A ten-car motorcade, which included three cars identical to the one carrying
the president, roared down Pennsylvania Avenue at twice the speed limit. Men armed with
Tommy guns crouched on the running boards. At 12:20 p.m., the convoy pulled up at the south
entrance to the Capitol. Roosevelt emerged, unsmiling. In the car he had put on the heavy steel
braces that enabled him to stand erect on his ruined legs, and he was able to walk, arduously,
on the arm of his son James, a marine captain. The president barely acknowledged the crowd,
described by the Washington Evening Star as “a tense, grim throng.” The building had not been
so heavily guarded since the Civil War. “Marines with bayonets on their rifles were posted at
entrances,” the Star reported, “and the Capitol police, out in full force, formed a secondary line.
Cables were stretched along the sidewalks around the House and to hold back the crowd
waiting for a glimpse of the president.” One congressman, having forgotten his identification,
pushed his way through a phalanx of soldiers and was very nearly shot.The cabinet, as “solemn
as owls,” filed into the House chamber. They were followed by the entire Senate and the nine
members of the Supreme Court. The galleries were packed with reporters, photographers, and
cameramen. At 12:29 p.m., Speaker Sam Rayburn brought his gavel down on the rostrum and
shouted: “The President of the United States!” BBC correspondent Alistair Cooke, observing the
scene from the press gallery, described a long, nervous interval as Roosevelt made his way to
the dais. The clicking of the president’s leg braces could be plainly heard as he edged up the
ramp to the podium, with “one arm locked in his son’s, the other hand feeling every inch of the
long sloping rail.” The cameras would not roll until the president was safely behind the podium,
his disability primly hidden away—but every soul in the crowded chamber had seen his pained
exertions, and the metaphor was too palpable to be missed. Cooke wrote: “Before we heard his
confident tenor and listened to the sincere automatic applause, we saw him walk and thought of
the wounded battleships slumped over in Pearl Harbor.”Eleanor Roosevelt, dressed in black with



a silver fox fur, sat in the galleries near Edith Wilson, who had sat in this chamber twenty-three
years earlier to hear her husband, President Woodrow Wilson, ask for a declaration of war
against Germany. “Now the president of the United States was my husband,” wrote Eleanor, “and
for the second time in my life I heard the president tell the Congress that this nation was
engaged in a war. I was deeply unhappy. I remembered my anxiety about my husband and
brother when World War I began; now I had four sons of military age.”The president stood at the
podium, leg braces locked, and gripped the sides of the rostrum for support. He put on his
glasses, opened a black looseleaf notebook, and began to speak: “Yesterday, December
seventh, nineteen forty-one—a date which will live in infamy—the United States of America was
suddenly and deliberately attacked by naval and air forces of the Empire of Japan.” The timing of
the raid, Roosevelt declared, left no doubt that it had been planned and executed while the
Japanese and American governments were engaged in recent diplomatic negotiations, and that
Japan had thus “deliberately sought to deceive the United States by false statements and
expressions of hope for continued peace.” He detailed all of the attacks Japan had launched in
the previous twenty-four hours—Midway, Wake, Guam, the Philippines, Hong Kong, Malaya—
and concluded, “Japan has, therefore, undertaken a surprise offensive extending throughout the
Pacific area. The facts of yesterday speak for themselves. . . . No matter how long it may take us
to overcome this premeditated invasion, the American people in their righteous might will win
through to absolute victory.”Congress, the Evening Star reported, was “solemn and angered” as
the president delivered his address; but several lines were punctuated by thunderclaps of
powerful applause and foot-stamping. With his concluding words, “we will gain the inevitable
triumph, so help us God,” the entire chamber rose to their feet and presented a deafening
ovation. Roosevelt raised a hand and left the podium, escorted once again by his son. The
speech had lasted a mere five minutes, and the phrase “a date which will live in infamy” was the
only line that most Americans would ever remember; but it had attracted the largest audience in
the history of radio: 60 million, according to the ratings. He had written it entirely himself, without
contribution from his speechwriters. The playwright and presidential aide Robert Sherwood
remarked of Roosevelt, “I do not think there was another occasion in his life when he was so
completely representative of the whole people.”An hour later, a declaration of war passed both
houses, with one dissenting vote in the House and none in the Senate.ROOSEVELT WAS STILL
ON THE RADIO as the sun rose over Pearl Harbor. A soft rain was falling over the half-sunken,
still-blazing battleships West Virginia and Arizona. Fireboats continued to work them over with
hoses, and immense columns of greasy, black, evil-smelling smoke continued to roll into the sky.
On Ford Island, men stumbled into the mess halls for coffee and breakfast, “their eyes puffy,
faces drawn, unshaven, and dirty.” Few had slept at all, and many had neglected to eat since the
previous morning’s attack. For twenty-four hours they had been fueled by nervous energy and
adrenaline, and were only now realizing that they were exhausted and wolfishly hungry.At the
Naval Hospital, a handsome stucco building wreathed in palm trees along the Navy Yard side of
the harbor, the short-handed staff had been working without respite since the previous morning.



It had been a long and petrifying night. Small arms and antiaircraft fire kept up a constant din,
persuading the doctors and nurses that a battle was raging outside the windows. Surgeons
struggled to keep their hands from shaking while bent over the operating tables. At about eleven
o’clock, when an exploding flak shell blew out many of the windows of the upper floors, doctors,
nurses, corpsmen, and patients had cried out all together in fright. The nurses had worked
relentlessly, mechanically, without relief, doing what they were trained to do—sterilizing trays of
instruments, giving shots, setting up intravenous feeds, changing dressings. Observing strict
blackout conditions, they worked with flashlights covered with blue carbon paper to dim the light.
It seemed obvious that a Japanese invasion was underway. Having been warned of how the
Japanese would treat female prisoners, some of the nurses carried pocketknives and resolved
to slash their wrists if the hospital was taken. Dawn brought a puissant sense of relief. “No one
could imagine what daylight meant to us,” said Lieutenant Ruth Erickson, a nurse at the hospital.
“We could now see outside. Even the air was cleaner, purer. There was a feeling that we had
made it. Our material possessions meant nothing. The fact that we were alive—that was the full
meaning. We had prayed many times, and we were grateful that our prayers had been
answered.”With daylight, casualties continued to arrive at the hospital in great numbers. As the
wards filled, the corpsmen pushed the beds closer together to make room for more. The burn
cases were the worst. The standard weekend uniform at Pearl Harbor was shorts and
shortsleeve shirts, leaving exposed skin on the arms and legs. A witness described the wounds
as “charred, crisp skin like bacon rind, black and oozing.” Burns were treated with a variety of
dressings—mineral oil sprays, sulfanilamide powder, tannic acid, boric acid. But not much could
be done for the men in the burn wards, except to keep them heavily dosed with anesthetic. The
smell of burnt flesh permeated the hospital, especially at night when the blackout curtains
prevented air from circulating. “I can still smell it,” recalled Lieutenant Erickson, many years
afterward, “and I think I always will.”The dead were placed in white canvas body bags and
moved out to the lawn in front of the hospital. Not all of those who had been declared dead were
actually dead: witnesses were horrified to hear muffled groans from within some of the bags. “I
started to go back and see,” recalled Vivian Hultgren, an army wife, “and then my reasoning
said, ‘Well, they must be so badly damaged that they can’t be helped. They must just be on their
last legs. So what can I do?’ And that just really haunted me.” In the harbor, dozens of bodies
were floating to the surface, and motor launches were assigned to bring them to Aiea Landing
for identification and burial. At first the crews hauled the bodies into the boats, said Seaman
Jack Kelley of the Tennessee, but it “got to where, if we pulled them into the boat, they would
bust open and run all over the bottom of the boat. So we would just tie a little piece of rope
around their leg or their arm or whatever you could get a hold of and get you a string of them and
tow them over rather than trying to pull them into the boat.” Another sailor assigned to that grisly
duty remembered, “The worst part was when the body would start to disintegrate, and we would
have to stop in the middle of the tow and re-lash.”On the previous afternoon, civilian lumberyards
in Honolulu had been ordered to build as many pine coffins as they could, and these were



transported to Pearl Harbor by the truckload. At Aiea Landing, medical corpsmen wearing
rubber gloves took dental impressions in the effort to identify the dead. Identified bodies were
placed in a numbered box, and a record made of the dead man’s name. But many bodies or
parts of bodies could not be identified, and these were distributed at random into boxes. Trucks
were loaded with coffins and driven to Oahu Cemetery, where bulldozers were digging 150-foot-
long trenches. It was necessary to get the dead under the ground as soon as possible: many
coffins were leaking blood and oil, and men handling them had to wear masks to cover the odor.
It was a gruesome task. “One flatbed truck came up, stopped abruptly, and a box fell off,” said
Marine Private Le Fan, who spent several days working at the cemetery. “It hit the concrete and
burst. There was the trunk of a man, three arms, and one leg in this particular box.” For weeks
after the attack, funeral ceremonies were held continuously. When a dead man could not be
identified, a priest, a rabbi, and a minister would sometimes preside over a single burial. An
honor guard would sound “Taps” and place a wooden stake over each grave. In a newspaper
photograph of one such ceremony, held shortly after the attack, civilians and uniformed naval
officers stand with heads bowed while a trio of grass-skirted Hawaiian women play ukuleles and
sing (according to the caption) “Aloha Oe.”Throughout the base, there were alternating scenes
of jubilation and grief as men discovered who among their shipmates had survived and who had
not. Survivors described a kaleidoscope of contradictory feelings. Some were relieved at having
escaped with their lives and limbs intact. Seaman Theodore Mason remembered a peculiar
celebration in the shower of the CINCPAC administration building, as a number of sailors were
scrubbing the oil from their bodies. “A feeling of elation possessed me,” he remembered. “I was
alive! The other men in the shower shouted and laughed and sang. I joined them.” Hard on the
heels of that curious euphoria came a crushing sense of guilt and shame. “How many of my
shipmates were dead, wounded, hideously burned?” Mason asked himself. “Why was I singing?
It took years, and additional combat experience, before I forgave myself.”Most of the enlisted
men and junior officers at Pearl Harbor were young, in their late teens and early twenties; and
they admitted feeling confused about the causes of the war. Many were not in the habit of
reading the newspapers, except the comic strips or sports pages, and had not paid much
attention to the deterioration of U.S.-Japanese relations in the last months before the war. Japan,
and all of Asia, had seemed remote and not particularly important to their lives or to the lives of
their families and friends at home. Virtually no one had taken Japan seriously as a military threat.
Now, as the Pacific battle force lay in ruins, they felt a pervasive sense of collective disgrace.
“Friends back home used to ask about the Japs,” recalled Marine Lieutenant Cornelius C. Smith,
Jr. “[I answered] ‘Hell, we could blow them out of the water in three weeks!’ but here we are with
our pants down and the striking force of our Pacific fleet is settling on the bottom of East Loch,
Pearl Harbor. Who wouldn’t be ashamed?” Seaman Nick Kouretas wondered how he could ever
face his family again. “What am I going to say to them?” he asked himself. “How can I explain
this?”As terrible as the fate of the Arizona had been, many witnesses were even more shaken by
the sight of the Oklahoma. After being hit by a barrage of aerial torpedoes, she had listed to



starboard and then rolled nearly vertical, leaving her gigantic steel hull pointed up to the sky and
her superstructure buried in the soft mud bottom of the harbor. Three generations of officers and
enlisted men had been taught to believe that every battleship was a fortress, permanent and
impregnable. For such a ship to roll over like a toy boat in a bathtub seemed ludicrous, almost
inconceivable. But there she was. Gunner’s Mate Third Class George E. Waller of the Maryland
recalled: “We had been told all of our lives that you couldn’t sink a battleship, and then to see
one go upside down. . . . It was heartbreaking.”But the carriers had survived. At least the carriers
had survived.Admiral William F. Halsey’s Task Force 8—the Enterprise and her accompanying
cruisers and destroyers—had been safely at sea on the morning of the attack. They had been
due back in Pearl Harbor on Sunday morning, but on Saturday afternoon, northwest of Oahu, a
line dropped by a destroyer had managed to wrap itself around one of the propeller shafts of the
cruiser Northampton. It was the kind of familiar mishap that routinely beset ships operating in
close formation at sea, usually prompting savage recriminations, blame-trading, and fusillades
of profanity. The entire task force had lingered as divers worked to unravel the fouled line. When
news of the air raid arrived by radio the next morning, the ships had steamed hundreds of miles
south in a long, fruitless search, thereby avoiding Vice Admiral Nagumo’s carriers, which had
withdrawn to the north. Had Halsey chased north, he would have thrust his two carriers into
striking range of Nagumo’s six, and with such overpowering force the combat-hardened
Japanese aviators might easily have sent both the Enterprise and Lexington to the bottom.At
sunset on Monday, with seven destroyers following in a single file, the Enterprise crept down the
long outer channel into Pearl Harbor. She inched around the stern of the crippled battleship
Nevada, which lay beached on the western edge of the channel with her bow thrust into a grove
of algaroba trees. In the failing light, men stationed on the carrier’s bridge, flight deck, and
catwalks took in enough to understand what had happened in their absence: the charred
remains of seaplanes and hangars on Ford Island; the smell of fuel oil and roasted paint; the
fires still burning in the half-sunken ships; the columns of smoke still spewing into the sky. One of
the Enterprise’s own 4F4 fighters, shot down the previous evening by friendly fire, was half-
awash in the shallows near the channel. Passing Ten-Ten Dock, they saw the half-sunken
remains of the minesweeper Oglala, plugged with three Japanese torpedoes apparently
intended for the Enterprise. A heavy blanket of black fuel oil lay across the water of the harbor—
boats motoring through it raised barely a wake, lifting the oil-water surface, a sailor recalled, “in
sullen little folds that fell back at once into the overall black melancholy.” The base was mostly
dark and silent, observing strict blackout conditions for the second night of the war, but a few
sarcastic voices called out to the gaping crew of the Enterprise as she crept past the stricken
battleships: “Where in hell were you?” and “You’d better get out of here or the Japs will get you
too.”Ordnanceman Alvin Kernan, observing the carnage from the flight deck, reflected that “In a
violent way the attack had announced that the day of the battleship was gone.” The Enterprise
and a handful of other aircraft carriers had been unwittingly thrust into the vanguard of the naval
war. To men who had learned their trade in a fleet dominated by battleships that was a sobering



prospect, but now the war must be waged by the carriers or not at all, because “there wasn’t
anything else.” Admiral Halsey, watching with gritted teeth from the Enterprise flag bridge, was
heard to mutter, “Before we’re through with them, the Japanese language will be spoken only in
hell.” Whatever their misgivings, whatever evils the war might bring, their longing for vengeance
would nourish and sustain them.As soon as the carrier’s dock lines were secured to a Ford
Island berth, Halsey descended into a launch that would take him to see Admiral Kimmel at
CINCPAC headquarters on the other side of the loch. The boat was fired upon as it motored
toward the Navy Yard landing, and it was only the darkness of the night that saved Halsey from
being shot. He found Kimmel and his staff haggard and unshaven, still wearing their Sunday
whites, which were crumpled and stained with blood, dirt, and oil. As he sat with Kimmel, new
and far-fetched rumors circulated through the headquarters. One, a report that Japanese troops
had been seen landing in gliders, prompted Halsey to chuckle. “What the hell is there to laugh
at?” demanded Kimmel. Halsey said the report was obvious bunk: gliders did not have the range
to fly from any Japanese island base, and the Japanese carriers would never waste deck space
on “any such nonsense.” His reasoning was unassailable. As a carrier admiral he intuited what
Kimmel by then suspected: that the Japanese were long gone, and the ongoing contact reports
were products of mass hysteria. The previous morning’s attack had been a hit-and-run carrier air
raid, and the enemy flattops were now well on their way back toward Japan.As the Enterprise
berthed, the fuel lines were hauled aboard from a waiting tanker and inserted into her tanks.
Refueling and reprovisioning continued at a hurried pace through the small hours of the morning:
all wanted to be safely back to sea by first light. A long line of sailors snaked from the dock up a
gangway through the hangar deck and down the ladders to the magazines and galleys, and
through those hundreds of pairs of hands were passed the rounds of ammunition and victuals to
replenish the Enterprise’s stores. New crew members reported aboard, many bringing nothing
but the uniforms on their backs, because their sea bags were entombed on Battleship Row. By
four in the morning, the Enterprise had drunk her fill of fuel oil and loaded all the ammunition and
stores she could carry. Admiral Halsey came aboard without ceremony. Provisions were stacked
on her hangar deck in unseamanlike fashion, waiting to be properly stowed below, but there was
no time to lose: dawn was imminent.Her lines were cast off and she retraced her route past the
wrecked battleships, Hospital Point, the seaplane base, then made a slight course adjustment a
few points to starboard, and headed back toward the beached Nevada, marking the passage to
the open sea. Leaving the miserable waste of Pearl Harbor behind, recalled Alvin Kernan, the
Enterprise sailed “down the channel, through the nets, and into the blue water, picking up speed
as she went, the sun rising, the water beginning to hiss alongside, and the smell of oil, charred
paint, bodies, and defeat left far behind. The planes landed aboard later and the war had
begun.”IN WASHINGTON, the first chaotic stages of mobilization had been set in motion. Alistair
Cooke was reminded of a silent film of the vaudevillian era, “when the resting firemen, grown
amiable on undisturbed sessions of beer and games of pinochle, are electrified by the alarm
and, diving headlong down the greasy pole, start to clomp importantly in every part of town.”



Military units in trucks seized major intersections, causing monumental traffic jams on both
Monday and Tuesday. Machine-gun nests and antiaircraft units were set up on the roofs of public
buildings. This being December, darkness fell in late afternoon, and as a precaution against
enemy air raids, the city’s streetlights and the huge floodlights which normally lit up the Capitol
dome were left dark. Air-raid wardens waved down cars and shined flashlights into the eyes of
motorists and pedestrians, asking impudent and idiotic questions. Four cherry trees on the
Washington Mall were chopped down by some zealous patriot, presumably because they had
been a gift from the Japanese government. Fear and confusion were everywhere evident. A
downtown building caught fire, and when the fire engine sirens sounded, residents assumed
that hostile planes were overhead. As in communities all around the country, there was a panic
of buying, as people hoarded food and other consumer goods in anticipation of rationing or
shortages. “By nightfall on December 8,” the journalist David Brinkley wrote of Washington, “the
markets looked as if a high wind had blown them clean.”There were a quarter of a million
government workers in Washington, D.C., up from 38,000 in 1917; that number would more than
double during the war. Secretary of War Henry Stimson ordered the entire U.S. Army into
uniform, numbering about 1.6 million men. The navy quickly decided to reinforce Pearl Harbor
and set up a new aerial search pattern to guard against a renewed air raid. In cities throughout
the country, police were placed on twenty-four-hour duty, guarding defense plants and bridges
and water supply facilities against sabotage. Ports throughout the country were closed to all
foreign shipping. All weather reports by radio broadcast were halted, as they might prove useful
to the enemy in choosing air-raid targets. A nationwide strike of 125,000 welders was summarily
called off by the union leaders, who cited “the situation in the Pacific.”Looking back from the
present it is practically impossible to reconstruct the terror of those early days of the war, when it
was not at all obvious that the American mainland would be spared enemy air raids. On Monday,
the radio waves and newspapers were full of reports of air raids over American cities. Associated
Press tickers reported an unknown plane off Montauk Point, Long Island, and air-raid sirens
wailed in the streets of Manhattan. The Brooklyn Eagle reported: “Enemy planes were
approaching Long Island—from New England and then from the Virginia coast. Bombers,
apparently, were heading for the Brooklyn Navy Yard, for Mitchell Field and other points. . . . Air
raid sirens are sounded. Schools were closed. Employees were sent home. Police warned
pedestrians to keep off the crowded streets.” On the west coast, men armed with shotguns and
hunting rifles piled into cars and drove toward the beaches, eager to do battle with the Japanese
landing forces. In San Francisco, the switches were pulled on street and bridge lights, but
otherwise the city’s hills glittered almost as brightly as they had on December 6. Air-raid sirens
blared throughout the night, and were repeated by ferry horns; eventually, it seemed the ferry
horns were leading and the air-raid sirens answering. Vigilantes took baseball bats to
automobile headlights, and threatened to smash the windows of merchants and homeowners
who did not observe the blackout order.Numerous reports had Japanese planes patrolling about
100 miles off the coast, and on Monday night it was confidently reported by the Army Air Forces



that sixty Japanese planes had appeared over the Golden Gate Bridge, and were beaten off by
American fighters. Asked how he knew the planes were Japanese, General William Ryan
replied, “Well, they weren’t army planes, they weren’t navy planes, and you can be sure they
weren’t civilian planes.” When, on Tuesday, there were suggestions (later proven accurate) that
there had been no Japanese planes over the bay, Lieutenant General John DeWitt replied
angrily:Death and destruction is likely to come to this city at any moment. The people of San
Francisco seem unable to appreciate that we are at war in every sense. . . . Those planes were
over our community for a definite period. They were enemy planes. I mean Japanese planes.
They were tracked out at sea. Why bombs weren’t dropped I do not know.The general might
have stopped there, but apparently could not help himself:It might have been better if some
bombs were dropped to awaken this city. We will never have a practice alert. We will never call
an alert unless we believe an attack to be imminent. . . . If I can’t knock these facts into your
heads with words I’ll turn you over to the police and let them knock them into you with
clubs.Americans depended on radio and newspapers to keep them informed, but both were full
of wild rumors. Military and civil officials were quoted faithfully and respectfully, but it was
apparent that the confusion, fear, and disorientation went to the top. The quick clampdown of
military censors in Hawaii only amplified the rumormongering. The Japanese had control of the
Pacific; California was indefensible; the army was preparing to meet the invader in the Rocky
Mountains or perhaps on the eastern bank of the Mississippi River. Admiral Stark, chief of naval
operations, briefed congressional leaders at the Navy Department on Tuesday, December 9.
The briefing was strictly classified, but reporters waiting on Constitution Avenue needed only to
study the dark expressions on the faces of the emerging congressmen to deduce that the news
was very bad. “The atmosphere in the Capitol was on the narrow edge of hysteria,” wrote the
journalist Marquis Childs. The crippling losses suffered at Pearl Harbor were the worst-kept
secret in town: “Each senator by nightfall had told ten other persons and they had told ten
others, the story losing nothing in the telling.”Partisan politics were, for the moment, deeply out
of favor; and congressional leaders of both parties avowed unity in the face of the emergency.
For the navy this development was a mixed blessing, however, as the unanimous rage of
Democrats and Republicans was unleashed against the culprits who had allowed the cherished
battleships, built over many years with elephantine budget appropriations, to be blindsided in the
heart of the nation’s great Pacific stronghold. Who was to blame for the travesty? On Monday,
Democratic congressman John Dingell of Michigan called for an investigation, suggesting that
the navy must have been grossly incompetent. The demand for answers was echoed angrily in
the press, and on Tuesday, Congress announced a formal inquiry. Heads were obviously going
to roll, and by Wednesday it seemed that one of those heads might belong to Navy Secretary
Frank Knox. With timing that could not have been any worse, in the week immediately before the
war, Knox had launched a media offensive to reassure the country that the navy had nothing to
fear from the Japanese. He had been interviewed by Collier’s magazine, a week before Pearl
Harbor, in an article lamentably titled “The Navy Is Ready.” If it came to war, he had predicted,



the navy would need no more than six months to “knock Japan out of the water.” Secretary Knox
had granted another interview to The American Magazine, whose January issue landed on
newsstands the same day Japanese bombs landed on Battleship Row. The day after the attack,
the story was still being advertised in newspapers across the country:Equipped with amazing,
new, secret, deadly devices that no enemy will ever know about (till it’s too late)—the biggest,
toughest, hardest-hitting, straightest-shooting navy in the world is primed and ready to write
“finis” to aggressors . . . Let ’em come—from both sides, if they want to—“we can win on two
oceans!” says Secretary of the Navy Frank Knox, in the January American Magazine—“now
out!”The humiliated secretary shrewdly made himself absent from Washington in the first week
of the war, flying to Pearl Harbor to assess the catastrophe in person.Aiming to soothe the
collective hysteria that seemed to have possessed the country, the White House announced that
Roosevelt would address the American people by radio in his twentieth “fireside chat.”
Presidential speechwriters Bob Sherwood and Sam Rosenman had been hard at it since
Sunday evening, and they tinkered with new drafts until minutes before the broadcast at ten
o’clock Tuesday night. More than 60 million Americans would tune in, repeating the size of the
previous day’s radio audience for the “infamy” speech to Congress.The president was an
acknowledged master of radio, having used the medium since the 1920s to advance his career,
enact his agenda, and hammer down his opponents. His sonorous, lilting voice carried well over
the airwaves. He had a thespian’s natural feeling for cadence, pace, and emphasis. Above all, he
employed a deft common touch that belied his sheltered upbringing as a scion of the Hudson
Valley gentry. He did not try to disguise the aristocratic inflections in his voice, knowing perhaps
that the attempt would expose him as a fraud, but he managed to be warm and plainspoken
without sounding patronizing or insincere, and he used a laid-back, conversational tone that
created, in the listener’s mind, an uncanny intimacy. It is often said that Americans liked
Roosevelt because they felt they knew him as a neighbor or a friend. That was especially true of
Americans middle-aged or older, for whom broadcasting was still a novelty. Never having heard
radio until reaching adulthood, they were less inclined to take it for granted than were their
children, who had listened to it all their lives. When the president came over the airwaves, they
were more susceptible to the unconscious illusion that he was really there—that his presence,
and not just his voice, had come into their living rooms; that he was not just speaking but in a
sense conversing with them.Tuesday night’s broadcast was made from a large room on the first
floor of the White House. Radio engineers set up their microphones on a wooden desk, on which
also sat a reading lamp, an ashtray, a pitcher of water, and a glass. Fifty or sixty people sat in
rows on wooden folding chairs. At about ten minutes before ten, the president was wheeled into
the room and behind the desk. He opened his looseleaf notebook and shuffled through the
pages of the speech. He smoked a cigarette; he stubbed it out. At ten o’clock, the radio
announcers each spoke into their microphones, introducing the president. He began: “My fellow
Americans.”It was about as angry a speech as Roosevelt ever delivered, a hard-hitting Philippic
against the Japanese militarist regime, whose “sudden criminal attacks,” he said, “provide the



climax of a decade of international immorality.” He returned again and again to the theme that
Japan and its Axis accomplices were a league of thugs who had to be stopped by the decent
and law-abiding nations of the world. “Powerful and resourceful gangsters have banded together
to make war upon the whole human race. . . . We must be set to face a long war against crafty
and powerful bandits. . . . There is no such thing as security for any nation—or any individual—in
a world ruled by the principles of gangsterism.” He defined the war as a defense of “our right to
live among our world neighbors in freedom, in common decency, without fear of assault.” There
should be a massive increase in war production, with a seven-day week in all war industries, to
support not only American military forces but also those of America’s allies. Acknowledging that
the American people and the press wanted to know what was happening in the Pacific, he
insisted that it was necessary to conceal the full truth from the enemy. As for Pearl Harbor, he
admitted the damage was “serious” but would say no more. Guam, Wake, and Midway were
under attack and might fall; the Philippines were “taking punishment, but defending themselves
vigorously.” Wartime secrecy would be a burden for the American people, but he warned them
not to believe half the rumors they were hearing—“These ugly little hints of complete disaster fly
thick and fast in wartime”—and asked the press to exercise restraint in printing unconfirmed
reports.He did not deny the success of the Japanese attack: “We may acknowledge that our
enemies have performed a brilliant feat of deception, perfectly timed and executed with great
skill. It was a thoroughly dishonorable deed, but we must face the fact that modern warfare as
conducted in the Nazi manner is a dirty business. We don’t like it—we didn’t want to get in it—
but we are in it and we’re going to fight it with everything we’ve got.”When the president had
finished and been wheeled back into the Oval Study, Sam Rosenman went to see him. He found
him alone, behind his desk, smoking a cigarette and poring over his beloved stamps. It was a
rare man who could deliver such a speech, on the third day of a war that had started so badly,
and then head back to his office to tinker with his stamp collection. He was serene, apparently
content, clearing his mind of the day’s work so that he could sleep soundly and awake the next
day fresh. “He knew by this time all the damage that had been done to us at Pearl Harbor,”
Rosenman wrote. “Yet I felt, as I looked at him, that he was confident that ultimate victory, as he
had said, was certain.”TO CRITICS HOWLING for the heads of the men responsible for Pearl
Harbor, FDR had offered an oblique reply: “There is no such thing as impregnable defense
against powerful aggressors who sneak up in the dark and strike without warning.” The same
could not be said for Allied commanders in positions west of Hawaii, who failed to put up any
meaningful resistance to enemy planes that struck later the same day. Beginning just hours after
the raid on Pearl Harbor, as dawn broke over the western Pacific, land-based bombers and
fighters of the Imperial Japanese Navy launched a tightly choreographed aerial Blitzkrieg
against American and British bases throughout the region, and by the third day of the war the
local Allied air forces had been reduced to mincemeat. That was a defeat more ruinous in its
consequences than the raid on Pearl Harbor, because it led directly to the fall of the Philippines
and Malaya. It also gave the lie to the theory, bandied around by those unwilling to admit they



had underestimated Japan, that Pearl Harbor had been a lucky “sucker punch” that could never
be repeated.At dawn on December 7 (December 8 west of the International Date Line), medium
G3M and G4M bombers, accompanied by Japan’s sleek single-seat fighter plane, the A6M
“Zero,” lifted off from airfields on the island of Formosa and set out across the China Sea to
pulverize American air bases in the Philippines. Others took off from newly constructed airfields
in Indochina to strike British air bases in Malaya, Burma, and Hong Kong. Still more roared north
from the remote atolls of the Marshall Islands to attack Wake Island. A small carrier task force,
built around the Ryujo, sailed from Palau to launch strikes on Legaspi, on the southern coast of
the Philippine island of Luzon; and then turned south to pummel the U.S. naval base of Davao,
on the island of Mindanao.General Douglas A. MacArthur, the U.S. Far East commander, had
received several hours’ warning of the raid at Pearl Harbor, but his Manila headquarters was
thrown into a state of dazed confusion in the first hours of the war, ensuring that the initial
Japanese air raids scored with overwhelming success. Much of the blame would later be fixed
on General Richard K. Sutherland, MacArthur’s chief of staff, who seemed determined to keep
subordinate officers away from his boss. The upshot was that American air forces were
effectively paralyzed for lack of orders. At midday, Japanese bombers appeared suddenly over
Clark Field (the principal American air base in the Philippines, located about forty miles
northwest of Manila), and dropped their sticks of bombs from 18,000 feet. From the ground,
these appeared as columns of evenly spaced silver glints falling diagonally behind the planes.
They grew steadily larger, and Americans on the ground dove for foxholes. A procession of
cataclysmic explosions fell across the heart of the air base, among the hangars and
maintenance shops and parked planes. Every bomb released fell within the base, and not one
structure in the vicinity was left unscathed. An American pilot looking down at the scene could
not even see the airstrip, because “the whole area was boiling with smoke, dust and flames. In
the middle was a huge column of greasy black smoke from the top of which ugly red flames
billowed intermittently.”No sooner had the bombers passed over than the Zeros roared in at
rooftop altitude, locked in compact three-plane formations, and strafed the parked planes that
had not been finished off by the bombs. None of the American planes caught on the ground at
Clark that day would ever fly again. By the end of that first day of the war, half the airpower
defending the Philippines was gone. Twelve B-17s and thirty P-40s were totally destroyed; five
more B-17s were damaged. That initial disaster guaranteed that more would follow, as the
Americans had lost the ability to mount counterstrikes on Japanese air bases or to put up any
effective fighter resistance to the wave of air raids that would inevitably follow.The truth about
MacArthur’s weird malfunctioning on that day remains shrouded in mystery even now. It is
possible he was unwilling to order a strike on Japanese bases from Philippine territory, hoping
that the Japanese offensive might otherwise spare the islands. Not only would the general
escape scrutiny and censure for his inexplicable failures, no less ignominious and more
avoidable than those at Pearl Harbor, but he would be adopted by the American people as a
much-loved war hero, the preeminent Allied celebrity of the Pacific War.In Malaya, the British air



defenses fared no better. RAF fighters engaged enemy bombers and Zeros in a pitched air
battle over Kota Bahru on the northeast coast, where a Japanese invasion force was put ashore
on the first morning of the war. The result was a lopsided victory for the Japanese, as several
Royal Air Force Bristol Blenheim and Lockheed Hudson bombers went down in flames.
Meanwhile, Japanese G3M bombers from bases in Indochina, more than 600 miles away,
appeared suddenly in the skies over Singapore and dropped sticks of bombs on RAF runways
and base installations. The raid came as a bolt out of the blue, for the British had never imagined
that the Japanese were capable of mounting air strikes across such great distances. An RAF
aerodrome at Kota Bahru was abandoned in a state approaching panic, with men lighting out for
the hills, ignoring the threats and imprecations of their officers, and allowing food, fuel,
weaponry, and the best airstrip in northern Malaya to fall into the hands of the enemy.British air
defense plans had placed too much faith in the Brewster Buffalo, an obsolete fighter purchased
from the United States. A pilot who detested the aircraft said it looked “a lot like the racing planes
of the 1930s: all engine, a barrel fuselage, stubby wings, a large canopy, and almost no tail.” The
underpowered Buffalo suffered fuel delivery problems that limited its rate of climb; it had a
flawed landing gear, which often caused serious damage on landing; and its .50-caliber guns
were prone to jamming, particularly in the humid weather of the tropics.In both the Philippines
and Malaya, the sudden onslaught pushed the Allied air forces into combat conditions for which
they were not adequately prepared, multiplying their non-combat losses. Dozens of American
and British aircraft crashed due to engine failures, accidents, or midair collisions with other
planes in their squadrons. Planes were shot down by friendly antiaircraft fire when attempting to
return to base; planes were forced to ditch when they ran out of fuel; planes managed to land
safely but had to be scrapped because of heavy damage. To the Japanese, a crashed Allied
airplane was as good as one shot down—perhaps even a little better since it involved no
expenditure of ammunition. If the aircrew went down with it, so much the better.In the years
before the war, the Americans and British had taken comfort in a widely held conviction that
Japanese airpower was not to be viewed seriously. That impression was nourished by quackish,
pseudo-scientific theories proposed by “experts” of various fields. The Japanese would always
make bungling pilots, the authorities patiently explained, because they suffered from innate
physiological defects. They were cross-eyed and nearsighted, possibly a symptom of their
“slanted” eyes. As infants, they had been carried on the backs of their mothers, causing their
heads to wobble in a way that threw off the balance in the inner ear. Japanese cultural norms
emphasized conformity and obedience; therefore, their young men must lack the aviator’s traits
of individualism and self-reliance. Western aviation journals cited statistics (of dubious origin)
purporting to show that Japan had the highest aviation crash rate in the world. It was
acknowledged that Japan had developed a self-sufficient aircraft manufacturing industry—and
that was a surprising achievement, admittedly—but the idea that Japanese-built planes could be
any good was simply beneath consideration.Only after the shocking losses of December 1941
did it begin to dawn on the Allies that they had seen only what the Japanese had wanted them to



see. “If he [your enemy] is arrogant,” Sun-Tzu had written, “behave timidly so as to encourage his
arrogance.”In fact, the Japanese naval aviators were among the very best pilots in the world.
They had been selected in highly competitive recruiting programs, and earned their wings by
surviving long, intense training regimens. They were, on average, far more seasoned than their
Allied counterparts. Many had flown more than 100 aerial combat missions over China since
1937, accruing an average of 500 to 600 flight hours in the cockpit. They were intensely
motivated and eager to correct all the misimpressions that the West had held of them. They
showed resourcefulness and adaptability; they worked supremely well together; and they were
ruthless in attacking any weaknesses.The Mitsubishi A6M Zero was a dogfighting champion, an
aerial acrobat that out-turned, out-climbed, and out-maneuvered any fighter plane the Allies
could send against it. It was armed with two 7.7mm machine guns (synchronized to fire through
the propeller) and two powerful wing-mounted 20mm cannons licensed from the Swiss arms
manufacturer Oerlikon. It excelled in relatively low-speed, low-altitude “tail-chasing,” because its
tight turning radius allowed it to get behind any Allied fighter plane or even to flip over on its back
and kill the enemy with a short, accurate burst from above. The Japanese pilots spoke reverently
of the airplane’s responsiveness to the slightest pressure on the controls. “She handled like a
dream,” said fighter pilot Saburo Sakai, who flew in the first attack runs against the Philippines.
“Just a flick of the wrist—she was gone! I went through all sorts of aerobatics, standing the Zero
on her tail, diving, sliding off on the wings.” Allied pilots who attacked the Zero using classical
dogfighting techniques—chasing and maneuvering to get on the enemy’s tail—were shot down
almost to a man. Those lucky enough to escape into a cloud, or parachute to the ground, were
full of horrified expletives at the shocking capabilities of this mysterious fighter.The Zero had
been placed in service in the summer of 1940, almost eighteen months before Pearl Harbor.
Operating from bases on Formosa and along the Chinese coast, Zeros had accompanied
bombers on long-range missions into the heart of China. By the standards of the era, the
aircraft’s range was extraordinary. Manipulating fuel mixtures and propeller speeds, the
Japanese had shown it was possible to fly this single-seat plane more than 1,000 miles on a
single tank. Pilots were accustomed to the taxing work of such long missions, sometimes even
setting the trim to level flight and dozing off in the cockpit. The Zero had chewed up Chiang Kai-
shek’s Chinese Nationalist air force—in 1940 and 1941, not a single Zero was downed in air-to-
air combat over China.The arrival of this deadly plane had not escaped the attention of General
Claire Lee Chennault, commander of the “Flying Tigers,” an American volunteer group that
fought for the Chinese air force. One of the Tigers, in his diary entry for November 21, 1941,
noted that General Chennault had coached the P-40 pilots on how to fight the Zero, offering the
same tactical advice that navy fighter jocks would later develop independently—dive from
altitude, stick to your wingmen, set up passing shots, and “never try to dogfight a Zero,
particularly in turning combat. Hit and run! Hit and run, dive, and then come back to altitude. Of
course, always try to stay in groups of at least two. As soon as you find yourself alone, search
the skies to rejoin someone.” But Chennault’s intelligence reports were simply ignored in



Washington. The Americans could not bring themselves to believe that Japan could have built
and manufactured a machine with a climb rate of 3,000 feet per minute. For a year and half, the
Zero remained almost completely unknown in Allied aviation circles, and the American and
British pilots were forced to learn about this lethal athlete the hard way. It was yet another
example of the fatal hubris of the West in the face of plentiful evidence of the Japanese threat,
an attitude that would cost hundreds of planes and aircrews in the early months of the Pacific
War.ON WEDNESDAY, DECEMBER 10, an armada of more than fifty Japanese bombers
crossed the China Sea and cruised serenely over Manila Bay at an altitude of 20,000 feet.
Nothing could be done to stop them—a few P-40s had tried to intercept them off the coast of
northern Luzon, but had been brushed aside by the escorting Zeros, and the U.S. Navy’s 3-inch
antiaircraft guns could not even reach that height. Untroubled by resistance or opposition, the
bombers circled the target-rich panorama below “like a flock of well-disciplined buzzards,” as
one witness recalled. They were obviously drawing a bead on the Manila waterfront, the ships
moored at the wharves, and the U.S. naval base at Cavite, the navy’s principal base west of
Pearl Harbor. When they finally let go of their payloads, the bombs cut a swath of carnage
through the heart of Cavite, wiping out the repair shops, the warehouses, the machine shops,
the barracks, and the power plant. Several barges and tugboats were destroyed at their berths,
and one submarine, the Sealion, was a total loss. Fires raged out of control. Strong winds swept
off the bay and fed the flames, and the firefighters could do little to stop them because much of
their equipment had been destroyed. Lieutenant John Buckley, a PT-boat skipper, was appalled
at the sight. “They’d flattened it,” he said of Cavite; “there isn’t any other word. Here was the only
American naval base in the Orient beyond Pearl Harbor pounded into bloody rubbish.”Admiral
Thomas C. Hart, commander in chief of the Asiatic Fleet, watched the scene from the roof of his
fleet headquarters building. His reaction is unrecorded. He might have had some premonition
that the army’s air defenses would not stand, because he had taken the wise precaution of
sending most of his ships away to the south before the outbreak of the war. Now his main base,
with all its supporting facilities and munitions, was a smoking hole in the ground. Most
damaging, perhaps, was the loss of 230 torpedoes. At this point it was Hart’s awful duty to
abandon the Philippines, to send all remaining ships of the U.S. Asiatic Fleet south, where they
might join up with British and Dutch units for the defense of the Dutch East Indies.A WEEK
BEFORE THE WAR, against the recommendation of his admirals, Prime Minister Churchill had
ordered a powerful naval squadron to Singapore in hopes of deterring Japanese aggression
against the colony. “Force Z,” as it was called, was built around two of Britain’s finest and most
prestigious ships of war, the battleship Prince of Wales and the battlecruiser Repulse. The fate of
those ships, even more than the loss of the American battle line at Pearl Harbor, was to mark the
turning of a new page in naval history.On December 8 (local date), just hours after the attack on
Pearl Harbor, Admiral Tom Phillips had ordered his force to sea to intercept and destroy a
Japanese invasion force sighted in the South China Sea. The British had no aircraft carrier in the
theater, and the RAF was already in disarray, so the squadron was obliged to sail without air



support. Phillips recognized the danger but hoped that the operation could “finish quickly and so
get away to the eastward before the Japanese can mass a formidable scale of attack against
us.”From the first, Force Z had a great deal of difficulty in even locating the Japanese fleet. They
headed northwest into the Gulf of Siam, toward the Japanese beachhead at Kota Bahru in
northern Malaya, then chased a false report of a Japanese landing at Kuantan, farther down the
coast.Despite the lack of air cover, the officers and crews of the great British warships were
upbeat—whatever they had heard of the shocking result of the air battles over northern Malaya,
they remained confident that the Japanese were no match for two of the best and most powerful
ships of the Royal Navy. Bert Wynn, able seaman of Repulse, recalled that among his mates
“the main topic of conversation was how long would it take us to sink the Japanese warships felt
to be in attendance around the coast of Singora. I still remember the feeling of absolute
confidence running throughout the ship . . . the outcome of such an engagement was felt to be a
formality.” When, on the afternoon of December 9, a Japanese surface force was sighted by a
British patrol plane, a flag deck officer of the Repulse remarked to CBS radio correspondent
Cecil Brown (who was on board as a press observer), “Oh, but they are Japanese. There’s
nothing to worry about.”That night over dinner in the officers’ wardroom, Brown raised a
provocative question. In light of what had happened at Pearl Harbor, were the British too
confident? The British officers chewed the question over thoughtfully, and one conceded that it
was “wrong” to underestimate the enemy. But the prevailing feeling among them was summed
up in another officer’s reply: “We are not overconfident; we just don’t think the enemy is much
good. They could not beat China for five years and now look what they are doing out here,
jumping all over the map instead of meeting at one or two places. They cannot be very smart to
be doing that.”The air attack on Force Z began shortly after 11 a.m. on Wednesday, December
10. It was pressed home by three waves of twin-engine G3M “Nell” and G4M “Betty” bombers of
the 22nd Air Flotilla, based in Indochina, near Saigon. The attackers had crossed the South
China Sea, had been in the air for about five hours, and were nearing the point of no return.
British lookouts spotted a cluster of ominous black dots high above the horizon in the west, and
the marine buglers sounded the call to quarters. As the incoming G3Ms came into range, at an
altitude of about 12,000 feet, the gunners opened up and the sky was peppered with black
antiaircraft bursts. Remaining in close formation, the bombers dropped several 250-kilogram
bombs. Turning and twisting violently, heeling sharply to starboard and then to port, the Repulse
dodged all but one bomb, which struck her seaplane deck, killing perhaps two dozen men, but
otherwise not impairing the maneuverability or defenses of the ship.About twenty minutes later,
Force Z radar sets picked up a flight of nine torpedo-armed G3Ms coming in from the west. They
approached virtually on the wavetops and pressed home their attack against the flagship Prince
of Wales, diving in groups of two and three to less than 100 feet altitude and attacking on both
bows. She was hit twice near the stern, jamming her rudder and flooding her engine rooms. The
crippled leviathan steamed helplessly in a jagged circle, flames and smoke spewing behind her
into the sky.A third attack, by torpedo-armed G4Ms of the Kanoya Air Group, descended on the



Repulse. Spared in the first barrage, the Repulse maneuvered to save herself, and managed to
avoid almost twenty torpedoes, but at last she was caught in an “anvil” attack, with torpedoes
dropped simultaneously on each of her bows. “For me,” wrote Cecil Brown, who watched from
the flag deck and recorded his impressions in a notebook, “this whole picture—orange flame
belching from the 4-inchers, white tracers from pom-poms and Vickers guns, and gray airplanes
astonishingly close, like butterflies pinned on blue cardboard—is a confusing, macabre game.”
Repulse was struck twice (possibly as many as four times) and immediately began to take on
water. “Suddenly there was a massive explosion,” one of her crew recalled. “I immediately knew
we’d lost Repulse, for within seconds she took on a frightening list to port, so rapid no amount of
counter flooding would save her.” Her captain ordered abandon ship, shouting, “You’ve put up a
good show, now save yourselves.”The men had to jump into the sea, where many drowned and
others treaded water for hours, their faces blackened by fuel oil. At 12:23 p.m., Repulse rolled
over and sank stern-first, her huge hull protruding vertically from the sea, her bow pointed
straight up to the sky. Destroyers circled cautiously, picking up survivors.With the Repulse gone,
a new wave of Japanese bombers turned to the easier task of putting away the crippled Prince
of Wales. At 12:44 p.m., she was struck between the stacks by a 500-kilogram bomb dropped
from altitude by a G4M bomber, and began to sink immediately. Many men were trapped
belowdecks when the ship rolled over and began to sink. The destroyers circled and picked up
as many swimmers as they could. A Japanese plane overhead flashed a bravura taunt in plain
English: “We have finished our task now. You may carry on.”A handful of RAF fighter planes
arrived just as the Prince of Wales was going down, but they could do nothing but circle and
watch. One of the pilots recalled the sight of the men in the water: “After an hour, lack of petrol
forced me to leave, but during that hour I had seen many men in dire danger waving, cheering
and joking, as if they were holiday-makers at Brighton waving at a low-flying aircraft. It shook me,
for here was something above human nature.”The battle claimed the lives of 47 British officers
and 793 men. The Japanese, amazingly, had lost only three planes in the action. The attack, the
British had to admit, had been carried out in textbook fashion. “The enemy attacks were without
doubt magnificently carried out and pressed well home,” wrote the captain of the Repulse after
the battle. “The high level bombers kept tight formation and appeared not to jink.” It had been a
finely choreographed one-two punch, with the high-level bombers arriving first and distracting
the gunners, followed closely by the torpedo bombers that came in low and dropped their deadly
fish in perfectly executed “anvil” attacks.On the morning of December 10, Churchill was
awakened by a telephone call from Admiral Sir Dudley Pound, the first sea lord, who gave him
the appalling news that Japanese bombers had sent both ships to the bottom. “Are you sure it’s
true?” the prime minister asked. “There is no doubt at all,” Pound replied. As he put the receiver
back in its cradle, Churchill later wrote: “I was glad to be alone. In all the war I never received a
more direct shock. . . . As I turned over and twisted in bed the full horror of the news sank in upon
me. . . . Over all this vast expanse of waters Japan was supreme, and we everywhere weak and
naked.” It meant that the last vestige of British seapower in the Pacific had been broken; it meant



that even India could now be threatened by sea, as it soon would be; it meant that the Indian
Ocean sea-lanes were vulnerable. Both ships, but the Prince of Wales especially, had held
immense significance to British naval prestige. She was one of the newest and most formidable
battleships in the fleet. The previous August, she had carried Churchill to Placentia Bay,
Newfoundland, to meet Roosevelt in the flesh for the first time since either man had come to
power, and her sweeping teak decks had provided the dramatic setting for that first wartime
Anglo-American summit.Three days earlier, Japanese airplanes had blindsided the American
battleships in their anchorage; but never before had such ships been sunk by air attack while
operating at sea in full combat readiness. The fate of Force Z was something new in the annals
of naval war, and it settled old and bitter arguments. Though it was a Japanese victory and a
painful Allied defeat, it was also a conceptual triumph within naval circles all over the world for
the cause of aviation, and did more than even Pearl Harbor to undermine the power of the
Mahanian “big gun club.” Fleet doctrine would be hastily rewritten: battleships would now be
relegated to a support role within task forces built around aircraft carriers. Their antiaircraft
weaponry would be doubled, tripled, and finally quadrupled, until they were bristling with AA
guns of every caliber, and better able to defend both themselves and the carriers against enemy
air attack. Their huge 14- and 16-inch main batteries would be employed mainly for shore
bombardment, in support of amphibious troop landings. These doctrines were swiftly adopted by
the U.S. Navy, and to a lesser extent by the Royal Navy; but they would be slower to penetrate
the upper ranks of the Imperial Japanese Navy, where hopes for a decisive clash of battleships
at sea would be cherished almost to the end of the war.THE JAPANESE OFFENSIVE
ADVANCED SOUTHWARD by a leapfrogging pattern. Land-based Zeros and medium bombers
attacked suddenly and across unexpectedly long distances, clearing the skies over the beaches
for the invasion forces that followed. Columns of Japanese troopships, unmolested by air
attacks, put troops, tanks, and weapons ashore. From those beachheads the Japanese forces
advanced inland, swallowing up territory and capturing airfields, usually intact. Air groups flew
into the captured airfields and prepared for the next series of attacks further south. New hammer
blows then fell on Allied positions with startling rapidity, before the defenders could pull
themselves together. The Philippines, Guam, Hong Kong, Malaya—all were scenes of Japanese
triumph and Allied distress. American and British airfields were strewn with twisted, smoking
clots of wreckage, the remains of aircraft wiped out on the ground. Mechanics had been killed,
hangars damaged or gutted, spare parts destroyed on the ground or fallen into enemy hands. By
Thursday morning, four days into the war, Allied pilots and ground support personnel were
swimming in a state of confusion, fear, denial, and shock. Scenes of chaotic and panicked
retreat added the onus of disgrace to the agony of defeat. At Iba in the Philippines, American
personnel fled their posts without orders. At Clark Field, the runways were cratered and
unusable, and most of the buildings and hangars had been flattened. The remains of dead
airmen were strewn over the base, and would not even be collected and buried until a week had
passed. Civilians and military officials, shocked by the speed and scale of the disaster, now



seriously doubted that they could hold back the attacking tide.IT IS OFTEN SAID that Japan’s
attack on Pearl Harbor was worth the cost in U.S. ships, planes, and men lost, because it
galvanized the American people when they had seemed hopelessly divided over the coming
war. The judgment is accurate, but incomplete. Hitler finished the job on Thursday, four days
after the Japanese attack, by declaring war on the United States when he had the option of
doing nothing at all.In secret prewar communications with the British, Roosevelt had committed
the United States to a “Europe-first” strategy. The military logic of “Europe-first” was
unassailable, but the policy was never popular with the American people, who felt (after Pearl
Harbor) that they had a personal score to settle with the Japanese. On Sunday afternoon,
Secretary of War Stimson had proposed a preemptive declaration of war against all three Axis
partners, but Roosevelt had rejected the suggestion out of hand, saying he did not want to
cleave American opinion at the very moment it had finally been incited to war. Even after Pearl
Harbor, Roosevelt could not have obtained a declaration of war against Germany except
perhaps by a sharply divided vote in Congress. But without such a declaration, there was a
danger that America’s productive output would be sucked into the vortex of the Pacific
emergency, leaving Russia and Britain on the verge of collapse.Pearl Harbor had caught Hitler
by surprise, no less than anyone outside Japan’s ruling circle. When the news reached the
Wolf’s Lair, the Führer’s eastern headquarters in the Masurian Woods of East Prussia, he was
exultant. “The turning point!” he declared to members of his assembled staff. “We now have an
ally who has never been vanquished in 3,000 years!” The surprise attack seemed likely to tie the
United States down in the Pacific, and prevent for the time being its providing effective aid to
Germany’s enemies. The Japanese onslaught promised to deprive Britain of its Eastern empire,
perhaps even India. Propaganda minister Joseph Goebbels shared the Führer’s misguided
optimism, noting in his diary: “A complete shift in the general world picture has taken place. The
United States will scarcely now be in a position to transport worthwhile material to England, let
alone the Soviet Union.”On the morning of December 11, Benito Mussolini spoke from a balcony
overlooking the Piazza Venezia in Rome, declaring to a rapturous throng that the “powers of the
pact of steel” would prevail over the democracies. Hitler spoke before the Reichstag that
afternoon at 3 p.m. The Führer’s speech was typically strident and convoluted, a ninety-minute
performance laced with sarcasm, paranoia, invective, menace, and plaintive appeals to
Germany’s victimhood and good intentions. Paragraphs were expended in bile directed against
the Soviet Union and Great Britain. He spoke at length on the Wehrmacht victories on the
eastern front in the first six months of the Nazi-Soviet War, without admitting to the recent
setbacks in the siege of Moscow.When he turned to the United States, Hitler fastened his wrath
on the figure of Roosevelt as a member of the “Upper Ten Thousand,” a representative of “the
class whose path is smoothed in the Democracies . . . this meddling gentleman . . . this honest
warmonger . . . the man who is the main culprit of this war.” The war, declared the Führer, had
been arranged and provoked by a small circle of bankers and plutocrats, mostly American and
Jewish, who had employed Roosevelt as their agent. Hitler congratulated Japan on having been



“the first to take the step of protest against his historically unique and shameless ill-treatment of
truth,” for the attack on Pearl Harbor had filled “the German people, and I think, all other decent
people in the world, with deep satisfaction.”The declaration of war came in roundabout fashion,
well over an hour after Hitler had taken the rostrum. “I have therefore arranged for his passports
to be handed to the American Chargé d’Affaires today, and the following . . .” and at this point the
expectant deputies drowned the Führer’s words in applause. “The American President and his
Plutocratic clique have mocked us as the Have-nots—that is true, but the Have-nots will see to it
that they are not robbed of the little they have.” The Axis powers, the Führer announced, had
concluded an agreement which bound the three partners not to lay down their arms until they
had subjugated and destroyed “the Anglo-Saxon–Jewish–Capitalist World.”In Washington, the
counterdeclarations came quickly and without debate. The vote was unanimous in both houses
of Congress. In signing the measures, Roosevelt said that the Allies were engaged in a single,
integrated, global conflict across land and sea in every corner of the world. “The forces
endeavoring to enslave the entire world now are moving towards this hemisphere.” The war
would require a long, hard struggle against “the forces of savagery and barbarism.”The Axis
propagandists had caricatured America as helplessly splintered by race, ethnicity, class, and
creed; as a pampered, luxury-loving society in which the only cause that aroused the people
was the pursuit of the almighty dollar; as a nation of loafers and malingerers, overpaid, overfed,
and over-enfranchised, in which politicians went with hats in hand to receive the benediction of
union bosses. To their eyes, the United States was a sprawling, individualistic, leisure-loving
nation, strung out on jazz, movies, baseball, comic strips, horse racing, and radio comedies—
anything but work, and certainly not the work of marching off to war. It was a nation enfeebled by
divided government, with power impotently shared by the president and Congress and law
courts, all constantly put upon by an insolent, unbridled press. Americans were a parochial, self-
absorbed, inward-looking people, who could not care less about the rest of the world, who would
never consent to spill a drop of blood to defend England, the villainous oppressor of their
revolutionary heritage; or Russia, the nerve center of global communism; or any part of Asia, a
place so distant and alien it could have been in another galaxy.The critique was shallow and
disingenuous, a collage of crude stereotypes and half-truths. But even in America one heard self-
criticism along similar lines, and the nation was clearly unprepared to confront the Axis in 1941.
The American people did not like the naked aggression of Germany and Japan, and a majority
favored Roosevelt’s policy of providing munitions and material support to their victims. But
entering the war was a very unpopular prospect. In a Gallup poll taken less than two months
before Pearl Harbor, only 17 percent of Americans had favored war with Germany. There was
open talk of mass desertions from the army, encapsulated in the mutinous acronym “OHIO,” or
“Over the hill in October.” In August, the House had voted to extend the peacetime draft by the 1-
vote margin of 203 to 202. The isolationist movement actually grew stronger in the weeks
leading up to Pearl Harbor, with its leaders shouting to packed public halls that Roosevelt was
conspiring to foment war with the Axis. By 1941, the president saw that war was coming but



could do nothing more than he had already done to change the temper of the American people.
He could only wait for some inciting incident or provocation.“The turning point,” Hitler had called
the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor. “A complete shift in the general world picture,” Goebbels
had concluded. They were right, but not in the sense they intended. Before December 7, 1941,
the American industrial economy, lying completely beyond the reach of Axis bombers or armies,
had been the single best hope of the embattled Allies. Only by militarizing that economy,
harnessing it entirely to war production, could the power of the Axis be destroyed. But the
sprawling republic would never be mobilized or militarized without the consent of the American
people. “There was just one thing that they [the Japanese] could do to get Roosevelt completely
off the horns of the dilemma,” wrote the presidential speechwriter Bob Sherwood, “and that is
precisely what they did, at one stroke, in a manner so challenging, so insulting and enraging,
that the divided and confused American people were instantly rendered unanimous and certain.”
If the Second World War could be said to have pivoted on a single point, it was not the Battle of
Britain, or El Alamein, or Stalingrad, or the fall of Italy. Pearl Harbor, by giving Roosevelt the
license to do what needed to be done, sealed the fate of both Germany and Japan.
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F. Moyer, “Pacific WW II History: From Pearl Harbor thru to Midway. This book was a very good
history book.Pacific Crucible didn’t just say what happened. The book also explained why
things happened as they did. For example, what prompted Japan’s attack on Pearl Harbor? It
wasn’t just the need for resources (such as oil) as Japan’s domestic politics and national self-
identity were also important factors. Another example: why were the Japanese aircraft carriers
apparently more susceptible to battle damage than the American aircraft carriers? Basically, the
book has lots of information – and it is covered from both the American and Japanese
viewpoints. Yet the book provides all this information in both a clear and a constantly-interesting
presentation. This is not a dry history. It is informative, yet it is also sometimes sad and other
times exciting. It certainly keeps the reader’s attention throughout.Yet this book may not be for
everyone because this book is only the first one in a three-book-set of the history of the WW II
Pacific War. And being the first one, it mostly covers the initial successes by the Japanese Naval
forces. However, the book’s final chapter covers the Battle of Midway Island, a significant
American Naval success. So the book ends on a high note (for American readers). Note too
that Guadalcanal came later than Midway and so would be covered by the second book of this
series.Bottom line: Well written history. But if you want the full story (and who wouldn’t), you will
need to buy two more books.”

M Tucker, “It’s About Time the Pacific War Gets More Attention. I so thoroughly enjoyed Mr Toll’s
second volume in this series that I decided to read his first installment and I am very glad I did!
Many good reviews have been written so instead of a review I would like to indulge in a little
critique but I would like to make clear that just because Mr Toll did not fashion his story to
include a few things that I think important and just because he indulges in a theme that I think is
a red herring does not detract from his wonderful narrative. The red herring theme is not really a
very important part of the overall story.The author makes reference a few times to a supposed
rivalry or competition between naval air and the battleship folks. It comes across as if the “black
shoe” navy did not really trust that aircraft could make any meaningful impact in war. On page 57
(paperback) he says:“The fate of Force Z…settled old and bitter arguments. …it was a
conceptual triumph within naval circles all over the world for the cause of aviation, and did more
than even Pearl Harbor to undermine the power of the Mahanian ‘big gun club.’”There was no
power to undermine. The navy, to include the “black shoe” admirals, had fought hard to keep
control of its investment in its air wing. They wanted aircraft and the platforms to launch them. In
the run up to the attack on Pearl Harbor it was the Japanese carrier fleet that was getting all the
attention. President Roosevelt, the War and Navy Departments all were concerned about the
tremendous threat posed by the Kido Butai. This was before Pearl Harbor and before the demise
of Force Z. The fate of Force Z was a Churchill decision against the advice of his admirals. That
those two attacks had a major influence on “the cause of aviation” is a story that has been retold



over and over. The thing is, history, facts and naval spending going on in America in the run up to
war show that to be wrong. A fiction. A myth.Back in 1940 Carl Vinson, Chairman of the House
Naval Affairs Committee said, "The modern development of aircraft has demonstrated
conclusively that the backbone of the Navy today is the aircraft carrier. The carrier, with
destroyers, cruisers and submarines grouped around it[,] is the spearhead of all modern naval
task forces."He had just got a massive naval spending bill through the House. It called for 18
Essex Class carriers and the planes to stock them. It is called the Two Ocean Navy Act. Mr Toll
mentions that bill but he gets the amount of expenditure wrong. The proposal CNO Admiral
Stark delivered to Vinson was for 4 billion but Vinson bumped it to 8 billion. The above quote
from Vinson came from the news conference after passage. Reporters wanted him to explain
why the government was spending so much money. The government and the navy would not
invest so much treasure and resources unless the navy really wanted naval air power and the
carriers to launch it. Among other classes of ships, the bill also called for 2 Iowa Class
battleships and 5 Montana Class battleships. The US Navy wanted a powerful modern force that
would not ignore the battleship but it did want a preponderance of carriers that would be the
backbone and spearhead of the modern task force. The navy was committed to air power to be
the decisive striking force of the fleet well before that terrible week in December 1941.Since the
aircraft carriers, and the six major carrier duels between the US and Japan, had such a
tremendous influence on the fighting and the outcome of the Pacific War it would have been nice
if the author could have told the reader what the two carrier forces looked like at the start. And,
since his narrative refers to the doctrine and influence of Mahan, it would have been nice to get a
picture of the battleship fleets of both countries as well. For the sake of taking stock of the US
Navy’s actual combat doctrine he should have also investigated the influence of war gaming at
the Naval War College and fleet exercises conducted in the 1930’s. The author discussed the
importance of Theodor Roosevelt to modernizing the navy in his day but did not mention Carl
Vinson once, the man responsible for the navy that won the war in the Pacific.In the epilogue to
this fine book the author does a superlative job of summarizing the Battle of Midway and the fate
of Joe Rochefort. He does a fine job of illustrating how Rochefort is remembered by historians
but does not paint a complete picture of how he is remembered today by his country. He was
posthumously awarded the Navy Distinguished Service Medal in 1985, he was posthumously
awarded the Presidential Medal of Freedom in 1986 by Ronald Reagan and he was inducted
into the National Security Agency/Central Security Service Hall of Fame in 2000.Then the author
continues with the carriers vs battleships theme:“Now [after Midway], somewhat belatedly, the
Japanese navy acknowledged the primacy of carriers over battleships and other surface units.
Hulls that had originally been laid down as battleships were converted on the stocks to new
carriers.”I know of only one battleship that was converted to a carrier after Midway, the Shinano,
a Yamato Class battleship. No other battleships or battlecruisers were laid down. There was a
plan for a super Yamato Class but those plans did not get very far. Meanwhile the Japanese
planned for six Taiho Class carriers, 1 was built, and 15 Unryu Class carriers, three were built.



The Unryu Class were laid after Midway. It seems the evidence points to the Japanese really
wanting carriers but that does not fit in with the author’s desire to depict a preference for
battleships.That said, I think Mr Toll has still produced a richly detailed story that does a great
job of examining the issues that influenced Japan’s decision to make war with the US and the
events of the first six months of the war. This is, I think, a very necessary contribution to Second
World War literature. There are many books covering the war against the Nazis but not so many
that cover the war against Japan.A very curious thing about the paperback edition I received: the
text is missing the notes citation numbers. I have a nice list of notes in the back of the book but I
have to really struggle to figure out which part of the text they refer to. I am considering buying
the hardcover.”

Stephen F. Clark, “Best account of the Pacific War … ever. As a USNA graduate, I was weaned
on Potter and Nimitz “History of Seapower” and have read everything from Morrison to
Manchester, but no one gives you a better sense of the battle as well as the passions of those
involved. A very balanced and unique perspective on the war. Ian Toll is one of the most
wonderful historians I’ve ever had the pleasure of reading.”

Brian Paukert, “An Excellent Book About the Pacific War!. This book was outstanding in every
detail. It held my interest and I learned many things about the early years of the Pacific War that I
did not know. This book could have easily been longer but the author found a way to provide a
concise account of all aspects of those first years of the war in an excellent and professional
way.I highly recommend this book to anyone who wants to learn about the Pacific War. The
authors writing style was engaging and down to earth. You can tell that this work was well
researched and all pertinent aspects were included. Excellent job!”

greasey, “Magnificent. Ian W Toll's book is the first of his war in the Pacific trilogy and this is an
excellent well written account of America's first year in the Pacific in World War 2. It begins with
the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, then we have the battle of Wake Atoll, Doolittle's raid on
Tokyo, Admiral Halsey's raid on the Marshall Islands, the battles of the Sundra Strait and Java
Sea, which was a major allied defeat, to the battle of the Coral Sea and ends with the decisive
battle of Midway. Every battle and raid is covered in incredible detail, and this book was
definitely a page turner. My only gripe was that there did not seem to be that much written on
the disaster at Pearl Harbor at the books beginning, then it veers off into politics of when
President Roosvelt took America into the War, then the damage and casualties at Pearl Harbor.
Book 2 of the trilogy is just as good as this first book, and anyone interested in the war at sea in
the Pacific during the first year of World War 2, this is an essential read.”

Ebook Library Reader, “Hindsight is wonderful !. Very readable. Covers the initial phase of the
War in the Pacific up to Midway. Clear description of this action. On the assessment of why the



Japanese lost that battle, the author puts a good case for why the Kido Butai admiral, Nagumo
should not be blamed, and why the controversial decisions he made, firstly to rearm the reserve
strike with bombs instead of anti shipping weapons, and then to reverse that order when his
scout aircraft finally located an American force, were reasonable in the circumstances, without
benefit of hindsight. That is a fresh take on why the disaster from the Japanese point of view
unfolded, and differs from other historians, so is worthy of consideration. The author describes
the very specialised and lengthy process of arming aircraft with torpedoes, but leaves us
guessing as to whether Admiral Nagumo gave that a thought. Without doubt,  a great book.”

Chris, “An excellent and rivetting read. This is quite a book, there is an incredible amount detail
on the build up to the start of the USA's involvement in the Pacific War. No stone sems to be left
unturned in the authors research and description of the Pacific war build up and progression.
The author seems to have a masterful way of conveying the panic, and tension being felt by all
those characters involved in the organisation and implementation of the fight back against the
Axis forces following the Pearl Harbour outrage . It certainly needs your concentration to follow
the detail in this book but it is worth it.”

Siward Atkins, “Reads Like a Great Novel. This is an account of the Pacific War at sea from Pearl
Harbor to Midway. It is, apparently, the first of a trilogy going all the way to the Japanese
surrender in Tokyo Bay and beyond.It starts with an explanation of the Big Battleship paradigm
of the great Naval thereorist, Alfred Thayer Mahan (1840-1914), developed in his masterwork,
The Influence of Sea Power Upon History, 1660-1783 (1890). Don't be put off by this, as it is
vitally important to Toll's main theme, which is that the Japanese and American navies, steeped
in Mahan both, were quite slow to realise that the war at sea in WW II was going to be won by
submarines and aeroplanes, not the huge battleships on which so many of their resources were
lavished in the 1930s. Once it really gets going, after Pearl Harbor, the book is unputdownable.
Toll is good on everything - strategy, tactics, intelligence, materiel, the personalities involved
(FDR, Churchill, Nimitz, King and Yamamoto especially) -and the battle sequences are vivid,
clear and thrilling. He has an eye for detail that brings the scene to life in an instant - the smell of
paint burning on the flight deck, the roar of a Zero overhead, the colour of a sunset the night
before battle - and a gift for lucid explanation that makes it easy to follow what happened and
why. He is something like Beevor and Hastings in this, but his prose is more supple, his focus
broader and his tone more relaxed. He is also less judgmental than Hastings and less
preoccupied with atrocities than Beevor.In short, this reads like a great novel. Really like War &
Peace at times. You feel like you are living as well as understanding it. If only all history books
were like this!I cannot wait for the next two.”

Tssmith, “A good read. The first in a trilogy. The last volume is probably the best. Annoyingly
repetitive at times but as with the subsequent volumes there is much new - to me anyway -



material and some very interesting new insights.A good read - worth the buy.”

The book by Ian W. Toll has a rating of  5 out of 4.8. 4,153 people have provided feedback.
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