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  Preface


  



  The attack on Pearl Harbor opened the war in the Pacific, after which the Japanese quickly rolled over Hong Kong, Guam, Wake Island, Malaya, Singapore and the Philippines. The Japanese Imperial staff orchestrated one of the most successful campaigns in military history across 10,000 miles of ocean. For most of the next nine months the Allies were losing everywhere with the exception of Midway. Those dark days of early 1942 tested men to their limits. Few photographs survived, since taking pictures during a retreat is not a priority. Little, too, has been written about that period. Then in August, the Japanese string of successes ended at Guadalcanal. How did things turn around? Who really failed, and who and what were the keys to the Allied triumph are questions that have engaged historians ever since.


  This book details the early Japanese conquests in the fight for control of the Pacific. Two successful personal expeditions (to the Philippines and Solomon Islands) in search of missing aircraft act as bookends within which the history unfolds.


  The ocean war pitted Admiral Yamamoto against Admiral Nimitz and General MacArthur. Two were prior war heroes. Was that an asset or a hindrance? What drove these men? How did they measure up during the crises that would descend upon them? Did the devastation at Pearl Harbor, as a surprise attack (though now we suspect that Roosevelt and many in Washington had some advance knowledge of the attack), actually serve to shorten the Pacific War by creating overconfidence on the part of the Japanese?


  These are but a few of the questions that will be answered in new light, both on the bloody battlefields and in the documents and words of those who fought.


  Japan relied primarily on two aircraft: the A-6M Zero fighter and the G4M Betty bomber. As long as these machines maintained dominance over the battlefield, Japan could achieve its goal of self-sufficiency. No matter the number of fighting ships each possessed, it was capable airplanes or lack thereof that would time and again make the difference between victory and defeat.


  The first invasion was into Malaya. Battles over Alor Star, Endau, and Mersing were crucial, allowing Yamashita’s aircraft and ground offensive to conquer the peninsula in but 55 days. Imperial Japanese Staff attention then focused on Singapore, Sumatra, the Philippines, and Java.


  Enter Petty Officer First Class Saburo Sakai (64 claims and leading living Japanese ace by war’s end). He and other pilots of the Japanese Army and Navy would fight important clashes over many of these locales. Their opponents were a gritty band of Allied fliers and mechanics operating from dirt strips and flying obsolescent bombers and fighters across the Southwest Pacific. These pilots took on the Japanese Zero, a plane that could out-turn, out-climb, out-accelerate, and outgun every Allied fighter. British, Australian, New Zealand and American men fought to the finish, patching up their flying crates with what they had with them, then taking to the air, outnumbered and outgunned.


  One of their number was Second Lieutenant Earl R. Stone, Jr. By the end of January 1942, he had shot down three Japanese planes. On February 9, he found himself in a dogfight with a Ki-27 Nate piloted by Sergeant Toshisada Kurosawa. Both planes went down. Stone was declared KIA some months later, his P-40 having been seen crashing into Mariveles Volcano on the Bataan Peninsula. The P-40 and the Nate remain there to this day.


  As the Ides of March approached, General MacArthur decided to leave the Philippines for Australia. His final actions during the siege, mode of departure, and composition of his escape party reveal much about the general. The underlying reason to depart via PT-Boat rather than submarine will be examined in a new light.


  With the fall of Corregidor on May 6, 1942, the defense of the Philippines collapsed.


  Meanwhile the Japanese completed their surge south and east, seizing Sumatra, Java, the whole of the Dutch and British East Indies, and the Gilbert and Marshall Islands. Triumphs continued down the Solomon Island chain, with the Japanese establishing bases along the way.


  Then came Midway, Yamamoto’s Waterloo. The dramatic success at Pearl Harbor being crucial to the Japanese decision to undertake the Midway invasion.


  By the end of July 1942, the tide of Japanese expansion reached full flood, with Imperial forces established as far north as the Aleutians and south to Guadalcanal in the Solomons, where a vital airfield was under construction.


  On August 7, Japanese headquarters at Rabaul, New Britain, was alerted that U.S. Marines had landed on Guadalcanal. Japanese counters resulted in almost daily aircraft battles, one involving Petty Officer Saburo Sakai.


  In an epic air battle over Guadalcanal, Sakai encountered U.S. Navy lieutenant James “Pug” Southerland. Before the smoke cleared, Southerland, though wounded, bailed out of his crippled aircraft behind enemy lines. Sakai, meanwhile, managed to fly 560 miles to his base after a bullet penetrated his skull and blinded his right eye. Their stories of survival have taken on legendary status, numerous versions of which have appeared in print over the decades that followed. Based on examination of the recently discovered wreckage of Southerland’s downed Wildcat, the evidence clears the air over these conflicting accounts.


  In the process of relating these tales, key flaws in the Japanese prosecution of the air war become evident.


  For Japanese dreams of conquest and invincibility, Guadalcanal was the end of the line. There would be no more Imperial victories to laud—only retreat after retreat until unconditional surrender. Airpower had been its undoing.
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  Warhawk and Nate Down, Mariveles Volcano, Bataan Peninsula, Philippines


  



  
    In the barracks, he always slept in a cot next to mine. Ever since that day, the cot was empty and I miss him a lot.—Corporal Satoshi Anabuki, Imperial Japanese Army pilot commenting on his absent friend, Sergeant Toshisada Kurosawa1

  


  A cloud layer obscured the rim of Mariveles Volcano at mid-afternoon on February 9, 1942. Scant feet above the dense jungle that enveloped the volcano, two fighters engaged in a heart pounding, high-G slugfest with machine guns blazing. One, a Ki-27 Nate, was flown by Sergeant Toshisada Kurosawa of the Imperial Japanese Army, and the other was an American P-40 Warhawk, piloted by Lieutenant Earl R. Stone.


  Beneath the volcano on the southern end of the Bataan Peninsula, thousands of America’s so-called “Battling Bastards of Bataan” watched what to them was “like a Hollywood special” as Lieutenant Stone tried to notch his fourth kill of the war. The Americans, their motto “No Mama, No Papa, No Uncle Sam,” had believed themselves written off by Washington in their fight against the Japanese invaders, yet with gusto they now urged on one of their own.2


  The two planes circled, popping in and out of the thin cloud layer that blanketed the peak. They traded shots until finally the Nate, its engine damaged, came screaming out of the mist trailing white smoke. Into the clouds they went, only to reappear, but who was now in front? Red tracers arced across the sky as both aircraft approached Cogon Tarac, a spiny ridge that jutted from the side of the volcano. The planes disappeared into the murk, and the sound of gunfire and roaring engines abruptly stopped.


  Reports were turned in to General MacArthur’s headquarters on Corregidor. One message suggested the two aircraft might have collided in the clouds. When the American pilot failed to return to his base, a search party went to investigate. They found the wreckage of the Nate and claimed they could see, but not reach, the wreckage of the Warhawk higher up on the ridge. Two American soldiers later reported that they came upon the American pilot’s crash site while fleeing the Japanese after the surrender of Bataan in 1942. They buried the pilot’s remains and indicated the wreck was high on the mountain. A return trip was made after the war, but when searchers gained access to the area described by the earlier team and the two soldiers, a landslide appeared to have covered the P-40 wreckage and the search was aborted.
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  Mariveles Volcano, Bataan Peninsula, Philippines. Depiction shows the location of the crash site of the aircraft flown by Sgt. Kurosawa (map by author).
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  Second Lieutenant Earl Stone in 1942. He logged three aerial victories before his fatal flight on February 9, 1942 (courtesy Wes Stone family).


  



  ◆ ◆ ◆


  



  February 7, 2008, Mariveles Volcano, Bataan


  A six-hour climb had preceded a short descent with two Aeta tribesmen to examine the Japanese Ki-27 Nate crash site. Two hours later, exhausted, my 65-year-old legs were cramping from the strain of hanging on for dear life at the impact site beneath Cogon Tarac Ridge. We eventually pulled and shoved our way up a rocky outcropping to our campsite. As the aviation archaeologist in our search team, I and my two helpers rejoined ten Aeta tribesmen, an Australian photographer, and four American aviation buffs.


  These other team members, intent on finding the missing P-40 Warhawk, had arrived during our abbreviated search. Hammocks and tents were scattered along the narrow crest of the windswept ridge. Moving about took some care. I found the only flat area remaining and began assembling my one-man tent. My left leg began to cramp from dehydration, the pain intense along the sartorius muscle of my inner thigh. I chugged water and did some stretching until the muscle relaxed, then took my time finishing the tent job.


  As darkness descended, I cleaned up the area, slid inside my solitary accommodations, and stretched out atop my sleeping bag. A good night’s sleep would have been welcome, but gale-force winds bowed the tent sides, and the thrashing of overhanging foliage became unnerving. After several minutes elapsed, I sat up and tried to slip my legs inside the sleeping bag. The cramping returned with a vengeance, now involving both legs. I lay there in agonizing pain, unable to reach my water bottle, unable to sit up.
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  Photograph of first expedition team including 16 Aeta guides and porters, plus four-man search team. Author is on far right, seated.
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  Cogon Tarac Ridge. The camp site for the first expedition was among the trees just above the Ki-27 crash site on the narrow spine of the ridge. The steepness of the terrain is apparent and was a constant safety issue (author photographs).
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  Lines were required at this point in the climb, dubbed the “Hillary Step,” in order to safely ascend the ridge. Shown is expedition member Karl Welke on the ascent.


  



  [image: 01-06.Rest_stop_on_Cogon_Tarac_Ridge_B_W]



  Rest stop near the top of the ridge. This area was initially considered to be the camp site, but it was soon rejected to be closer to the work area higher up (author photographs).


  



  After several minutes of excruciating pain, the muscle tightness eased. I groped in the dark for my water supply, latched onto it and drank. A few minutes later, I gently lifted each leg inside the sleeping bag. A cramp now would produce a real circus. I lay there for the longest time while contemplating what possessed me to have hauled my aging body thousands of feet up treacherous terrain onto a windswept crag in the Philippines.
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  This shows the severe slope of the terrain just above the Ki-27 crash site: “one hand for the ship, one hand for the sailor” territory (author photograph).


  



  The only answer that made sense was that some things cannot be put aside. One of those things was to help a World War II veteran, Wescott Stone, fulfill a promise to his father to recover the remains of brother Earl, killed in action so long ago.


  I considered the fact that I would need a strong set of legs to safely negotiate the descent back to civilization. Hydration and pacing myself would be keys to that outcome, but rest was the need at the moment, and I was not getting any. An incident-free half hour passed. Fatigue eventually won out, and I drifted off to sleep.


  At dawn, feeling better, I did some stretching and tested my legs. They seemed to have recovered. After a serving of rice and tuna, washed down with a copious amount of water, I once again dropped over the side of the ridge, a 40-degree slope.


  The descent was “one hand for the ship, one for the sailor” territory. Eighty-seven feet below the crest, a small ledge appeared where one could stand unsupported. There lay the Nate’s Ha-1 Otsu engine, a 650-horsepower nine-cylinder radial. Not much power even by 1942 standards. The engine was sitting upright, both propeller blades sheared off during a crash more than 66 years earlier.
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  The engine of the Ki-27 with a .50 cal. round jammed in the gear box housing. The resultant oil leak was the cause of the white smoke trailing the aircraft reported by ground observers just before the plane disappeared. By identifying the cylinder orientation, we concluded that the bullet impact occurred at the ten o’clock position on the engine, or two o’clock when facing the engine. 


  



  [image: 01-09.Ki-27_Tail_Skid_B_W]



  The tail skid was found by the author at the bottom of the impact crater. Its orientation indicated that the plane was right side up at impact (author photographs).
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  The two Ki-27 machine guns as they were mounted on the aircraft. The right one in the figure is bent downward, the left one upward, indicating that the fuselage was rolling to the right (author photograph).


  



  I did a quick vertical and lateral survey and pointed out the boundary of the crash debris field to the two Aetas accompanying me. I sent them off in search of parts. At the low end of the impact crater, the tail skid poked from the ground. That meant the plane was right side up at impact. Soon the Aetas brought in both of the plane’s 7.7 mm machine guns. A quick inspection of the weapons raised my eyebrows. Both barrels were smoothly bent in a curious fashion, and the cartridge case of a live bullet protruded from the breach of one barrel. I then showed the team where the initial impact point was located and where I suspected we might find remains. We dug by hand, lifting out rocks carefully so as not to start an avalanche. A boot legging turned up, then another. We found a boot heel. Then came the bones.


  As I took in the significance of what we had come upon, I could not help but wonder about the Japan of the 1940s. What possessed a country to invade the Philippines with a fighter aircraft that had fixed landing gear, a putt-putt of an engine, and but two 7.7 mm machine guns?


  We gathered our finds and climbed to the crest, then rested until the P-40 search team returned to the campsite, dehydrated and totally spent. Their effort higher up the ridge had turned up nothing.


  That second night, I slept fitfully in my tent with the bones of Sergeant Toshisada Kurosawa wrapped beside me. Outside, the wind howled while the Aetas crouched behind a boulder, trying to keep candles lit to appease the gods for disturbing the dead.
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  The author pointing to fragments of bones just unearthed at the impact point. These remains were returned to the Kurosawa family (author photograph).


  



  The next morning, we did inventory. Short of food and nearly out of water, we broke camp. I descended the ridge with some difficulty, yet back at my temporary quarters at Subic Bay, I had a new dilemma to ponder. Based on the smooth deformation of the two machine guns we had found, it was certain the barrels were extremely hot at impact. The Japanese pilot had been firing his weapons shortly before the crash. By arranging the guns on the ground, I determined which were mounted on the left and right sides of the fuselage. The left one was bent down and outward, the right one curlicued and upward. To achieve that, the plane was likely rolling to the right, with the left side of the engine nacelle rotating up, clockwise, the right side down. The question became who was chasing whom just prior to the crashes? If Stone was chasing Kurosawa, would he not have been able to clear the ridge when he saw the Japanese plane impact? Or had Kurosawa been chasing Stone, seen him crash and tried to clear the ridge while rolling out of a left bank shortly before impact? The latter was more likely. If correct, then the rest of the expedition team had been looking in the wrong place for his missing P-40. The American plane was unlikely to be located higher up on the ridge line. Instead, the P-40 was almost certainly below the Nate site, and slightly left. We would have to go back—that is, if I could convince those in charge that my hunch, among the many that had been forced upon them over the years, was worth investigating.


  2

  


  Admiral Yamamoto’s Grand Scheme


  



  
    The economic blockage resorted to by non belligerent Powers constitutes a measure little less hostile than carrying on armed warfare … and we can by no means acquiesce to it.

  


  
    —Prime Minister Hideki Tojo’s opinion regarding the actions taken by the U.S. and its allies, foreshadowing the decision to attack Pearl Harbor1

  


  The Pacific Ocean is immense, spanning 15,000 miles at its widest expanse between Panama and Malaya and extending 9,600 miles north to south from the Bering Strait to Antarctica. It includes 13 different time zones. Pacific waters cover more than 70 million square miles, 18 times larger than the 48 continental United States and more than the total land area on the planet.2 The logistical requirements needed to take control of the islands that populate the Pacific Region were so daunting as to be unimaginable to all but the Japanese as 1941 came to a close.


  On the morning of December 6, 1941, a pallid-yellow sun rose as gusty winds out of the northwest blew across Washington, while half a world away the British high command in Singapore was digesting a report from one of its reconnaissance planes. Two Japanese convoys had been observed moving around the southern tip of Indochina into the Gulf of Siam (Thailand). The ships were heading west toward Malaya.3


  Between 10 and 11:00 a.m. that Saturday, President Roosevelt was alerted that, judging by the convoy’s speed, it appeared the Japanese would be poised to invade Malaya the following night (early the following morning in Washington, December 7). Roosevelt hastily crafted a personal message to Emperor Hirohito, stating among other points, “There is absolutely no thought on the part of the United States of invading Indochina…. I am confident that both of us, for the sake of the peoples not only of our own countries but for the sake of humanity in neighboring territories have a sacred duty to restore traditional amity and prevent further death and destruction in the world.”4


  The president’s plea hit the wires at 9:00 p.m. A half hour later, the president received a deciphered 2,500-word note transmitted by the Japanese to their embassy. In the presence of advisor Harry Hopkins, Roosevelt studied the instruction, which rejected Washington’s earlier attempts at appeasement. Then after Hopkins read it, he glanced up at the president.


  “This means war,” the president said. Hopkins agreed.5


  The quote is important. If Roosevelt already knew precisely when and where the attack would occur, it seems he would have already made that statement. The fact that he might be aware of Japanese efforts to keep track of U.S. ships in Hawaii does not translate into precise knowledge of an attack. Espionage by embassy personnel is a given in the diplomatic world. All countries do this. If the Japanese planned only to attack the Philippines or Wake, they would still want to know how and where the American fleet was deployed.


  Yet Navy officials had already forced CINCPAC’s Admiral Kimmel to withdraw his battleships from the search effort he had underway north of Oahu. What was referred to as the “Vacant Sea” message ordered the rerouting of all transpacific shipping away from the North Pacific and the withdrawal of the battleships back to Pearl Harbor. The only possible explanation was the knowledge that if Kimmel’s ships encountered the Japanese, they would either turn around or the battle would be joined and Japan might claim that the United States started it. Clearly, Washington knew what was in the offing and was willing to take initial losses. These directives were never revealed during post–World War II investigations, even as late as the Congressional probe in 1995.6


  In Tokyo, meanwhile, the Imperial Headquarters chose to withhold Roosevelt’s cable from the emperor. The general and admiral flag officers decided that it would be an inconvenience for him, and he did not see the message.7


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  The Imperial Japanese Staff envisioned a limited war, brought to a quick resolution by decisive action that would overwhelm each opponent. Before hostilities swept across the Pacific, all Japanese actions taken in terms of military design, construction and training were oriented toward that end. For a nation that was considered favored by God and ruled by a divine being, the Japanese entertained no concept of defeat in spite of the protracted conflict that had been raging in China and Manchuria since 1937. Though the emperor was considered divine, Japan’s senior naval war planner was no god. In fact, the commander of the Combined Fleet had risen from the common people.


  Isoroku Takano was born in Japan on April 4, 1884, the son of schoolmaster Sadyoshi Takano. He grew up in a small wooden house in Nagaoka on the western coast of Honshu. The youngest of seven siblings and half-siblings, he entertained no realistic aspirations regarding familial inheritance. Still, he graduated seventh in a class of more than 200 at the Japanese Naval Academy at Eta Jima. From there, he pulled watch aboard training ships, finally transferring to the cruiser Nisshin as watch and gunnery officer on January 3, 1905.8
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  Admiral Isoroku Yamamoto, Commander-in-Chief of the Combined Fleet in dress uniform (U.S. Navy Archives).


  



  Eleven months earlier on February 8, 1904, the Japanese Navy had pulled off a sneak attack at Port Arthur, the only ice-free port in the Russian Far East. Torpedo boats seriously damaged three Russian warships, crippling the Russian Asiatic fleet and instigating the Russo-Japanese War. Czar Nicholas II ordered his old and badly maintained Baltic Fleet to sea to relieve the embattled forces at Port Arthur. The bastion fell to the Japanese on January 5, 1905, long before the relief ships arrived on scene in the spring.


  The two naval powers again clashed in the Tsushima Strait between Korea and Japan, May 27–29. Isoroku was still serving on board the cruiser Nisshin, which “crossed the T,” in naval lexicon, and engaged the Russian fleet on the 27th. Though the Nisshin was at an advantage, several rounds struck the cruiser, but Isoroku was too busy to entertain thoughts of peril. Then, at 6:15 in the evening, an explosion beneath his position knocked him unconscious.9 When he came to, he looked himself over. A chunk the size of a tennis ball was blown from his right thigh. His torso was peppered with shrapnel. The index and middle fingers on his left hand were hanging by shreds of skin. He bound his hand in a crude bandage and toiled on.10 Though he would eventually lose both fingers, the lesson in how to achieve success in warfare was not lost on him.11 With an opponent’s navy largely crippled by sneak attack, the thrown-together remnants of the vengeance-seeking victim’s fleet could then be engaged and destroyed on the high seas. Isoroku had a model for future conflict and a letter of commendation for bravery from Admiral Heihachiro Togo himself.12


  In 1916, Isoroku Takano graduated from the staff college after which he was asked to change his surname in favor of Yamamoto at the request of the Yamamoto clan, a family steeped in Japanese military history, but without a male heir. With his parents now deceased and his low status as an heir to the Takano holdings offering little promise, he accepted the name change.13 Along with his new name came the responsibility to produce a son. In 1918, he was introduced to Reiko, a young girl from Wakamatsu, a town in the southern part of Hokkaido. Smitten with her, though not completely for reasons of love, he consulted with his older Takano brother, and once approval was gained from all the families involved, the two were married at the Navy Club in Shiba, Tokyo. They would eventually produce four offspring: two sons and two daughters.


  In 1919, Yamamoto was sent to the United States to study English and economics at Harvard University. While there he became intrigued by America’s advances in military aviation, especially those ushered in during World War I. He also became privy to the conflict boiling within the U.S. military over the status of airpower, whose most vehement proponent was Brigadier General Billy Mitchell. Though the bomber tests against Navy battleships were not meant for public consumption, word leaked out through the press. Yamamoto took notice.14


  Upon his return to Japan, Yamamoto was appointed director of the new air training base at Kasumigaura (1923–25), where he learned to fly. Two years later with the rank of captain, he was appointed Japan’s naval attaché in Washington (1925–27). Though a quick study, there was one lesson Yamamoto failed to grasp: the depth of America’s industrial capacity along with its food and energy production, all made possible by virtue of its great land mass, rivers, population, and climate.


  In 1930, Yamamoto took command of the 1st Air Fleet and the following year was promoted to rear admiral in charge of the Navy’s technical service. During this period, Yamamoto became convinced that future wars would be decided by air power, and he steered Japan into a massive program in aviation construction and procurement.


  In 1934, the Japanese built fewer than 500 aircraft. Production surged to 952 (1935), 1,181 (1936), 1,511 (1937), 3,201 (1938), 4,467 (1939) and 4,768 (1940). The focus was on fighters, torpedo-bombers, and long-range medium bombers. The most important of these were the fighters Nakajima Ki-27 Nate, Ki-43 Oscar, the Mitsubishi A5M Claude and A6M Zero, the torpedo bombers Aichi D3A1 Val, Nakajima B5N2 Kate, and B6N2 Jill, plus the land-based bombers Mitsubishi Ki-21 Sally and G3M Betty.15


  As vice minister of the Japanese Navy, Yamamoto arranged for the building of two modern aircraft carriers, Shokaku and the Zuikaku, both eventually completed in 1941.


  In 1938, Yamamoto was appointed a Minister of the Navy, and the following year he was promoted to admiral and became commander in chief of the Combined Fleet. He took steps to improve training of Japanese Navy seamen, but he made a crucial mistake. Though the first practical radar system had been produced in 1935 by British physicist Sir Robert Watson-Watt, and by 1939 the technology was well known to exist, Yamamoto chose not to modernize his ships with the new devices. By the end of the decade, Japan possessed six fleet-size and six light aircraft carriers, more than twice the number the Allies had in the Pacific.16 The Japanese also occupied numerous airfields on Formosa (Taiwan) and in Indochina (Vietnam) in addition to those located in the home islands.


  The admiral did not favor the 1940 signing of the Tripartite Pact with Nazi Germany.17 He sensed it would lead to war with the United States. He had a dismal opinion of Hitler and his goose-stepping Prussian military, preferring the cosmopolitan flexibility displayed by British military minds. His alma mater at Eta Jima had been patterned after the Royal Navy Academy at Dartmouth. Even the bricks used in construction of Eta Jima’s main building were each carefully wrapped and imported from England. A lock of Admiral Lord Nelson’s hair, considered an almost sacred relic, also found its way to Eta Jima.18


  Yamamoto’s private life by now had taken on customs typical of an established segment of Japan’s male society. He had learned to gamble (poker, Mahjong, billiards, roulette) and joked about retiring to Monte Carlo.19 A long and continuing association with a number of geishas had taken root, and the admiral had serious feelings for at least two of them.20 His nickname among the geisha girls was “80 Sen,” because it cost 100 Sen to get a manicure from a geisha, and Yamamoto had eight fingers.21


  Though these aspects of his private life never became public during his lifetime, they demonstrated a penchant toward the lure and adrenalin rush from risk taking, and they got the attention of his subordinates. One day, a delegation of junior officers stormed into the Navy Ministry and demanded to see Yamamoto. He acquiesced. They presented a petition noting how unseemly it was for a man in his position to be seen so frequently in the geisha quarter of Tokyo. The admiral gave them the once-over, then barked, “Any of you that doesn’t fart or shit and has never screwed a woman speak up. I’m willing to listen.” No one spoke, so he dismissed them.22


  Yamamoto, ever the gambler, well understood the poker concept of pot odds, where the pot is so large compared to the size of the next wager that one shoves in the chips even though the odds are heavily against success. But to come out ahead in the long run requires many applications of that risk-taking in order for the law of averages to assert itself and make the bettor an overall winner. That requires deep pockets on the part of the gambler. Yamamoto’s Japan did not have deep pockets. As gamblers would say, by betting against America, the admiral was “taking the worst of it.” He might get lucky with his first hand, but to continue trying to beat the odds was a formula for going broke.


  In the early months of 1941, Yamamoto, under instructions from his government, undertook planning for war with the United States. Japanese spies sent in a wealth of information. The only places where credible military power was based in all of the region were Pearl Harbor and Singapore. Even the Philippines was lumped together with all the British and Dutch possessions and assessed by the Japanese military as weakly defended. Proper planning and execution, they believed, could neutralize Pearl Harbor and overwhelm Singapore. The rest of the Pacific would crumble easily. Yamamoto felt that the Navy would do well during the first six months, yet did not believe the country could win a long-term war. Yamamoto knew Japan lacked the resources to prevail in a drawn out conflict, and therefore his plan envisioned a surprise attack on the U.S. Pacific Fleet at Pearl Harbor followed by simultaneous assaults across the Pacific. He would then draw out the remnants of the American fleet and destroy them on the high seas. He had seen it done before to the Russians and was convinced it could be done again, this time to the Americans.


  Yamamoto believed that by taking the offensive with better trained and equipped forces, he could conquer the Southwest Pacific territories Japan sought, then isolate them before the U.S. could muster a response. If his two-phase plan succeeded, it would be too costly and too late to challenge Japan. The U.S. would negotiate a settlement while Japan consolidated her gains.


  In February 1941, Yamamoto ordered Rear Admiral Takajiro Onishi, then the head of the Naval Aviation Development Division, to begin studying the feasibility of conducting a surprise attack on Pearl Harbor. Onishi’s result: “Risky, but not impossible.”23


  The fatal aspect that Yamamoto and his staff overlooked was that America in 1941 was a far different opponent than Czarist Russia had been in 1905. Both were huge countries and both were reeling from economic issues, but America had a much more developed transportation system, and the continent’s moderate weather would permit a rapid ramp-up of U.S. manufacturing capacity. Russia, with many ice-bound ports at the turn of the century, could not sustain a long war. America in the 1940s could. More importantly, Russia was an autocracy whose support from its population was tepid at best, while America was a democracy with a popular president and deep feelings of nationalism. Strike Russia in 1905 and you rile the monarchy. Strike America in the 1940s and you incite a nation.


  Vice Admiral Chuichi Nagumo, commander of the First Air Fleet, was slated to lead the attack and after hearing the proposal was not keen on the idea. Yamamoto approached Nagumo’s chief of staff, Rear Admiral Ryunosuke Kusaka, who, despite being a loyal subordinate, was also hesitant to endorse the idea, considering Yamamoto “an amateur naval strategist.”24


  “Don’t keep saying, ‘It’s too much of a gamble,’ just because I happen to be fond of playing bridge and shogi,” Yamamoto chided Kusaka. “Pearl Harbor is my idea, and I need your support.” He got it. Thus began the first of many plans that Yamamoto would bulldoze through the imperial staff.


  One of the biggest obstacles was the shallow water inside Pearl Harbor which did not lend itself to easy delivery of air-dropped torpedoes. Aircrews began practicing low level drops with special torpedoes fitted with wooden stabilizers designed to slow the weapon’s descent into the ocean, keeping the torpedo from hitting the 45-foot bottom at Pearl.


  Spies in Honolulu reported the battleships sitting two abreast, such that no torpedo could sink both. So, other pilots honed their skills in 55–60 degree dive bombing. To penetrate the thick decks of the ships, fins were fitted to the Navy’s 15- and 16-inch armor-piercing artillery shells. When tested, they worked.25


  An eleven-day war game was conducted at the Naval Staff College. In the first run, the Japanese fleet was discovered and attacked with the loss of two carriers. In the second, using a new set of criteria, the Japanese successfully sank part of the American fleet. The complaint was raised that December was too stormy in the North Pacific, yet Yamamoto overruled all naysayers.26 Though the outcomes of these objections were inconclusive, Yamamoto continued to push his grand scheme, threatening to resign if it were not approved.27
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  Admiral Yamamoto attending a Navy planning meeting on the battleship Nagato in 1940 (U.S. Navy Archives).


  



  To get the planes, bombs, bullets, and men to where they needed to be throughout the Pacific was the task of the Imperial Japanese Navy. On October 8, 1941, the Combined Fleet assembled in Hiroshima Bay. Some 200 warships were at anchor under clear skies. At 9:00 a.m. that morning, all the ship’s captains were ordered aboard the battleship Nagato. There, on the broad deck of Admiral Yamamoto’s flagship, they received a briefing from Chief of Staff Admiral Matome Ugaki. His message, though hidden in Japanese subtlety, was that they would soon be tested. Few were privy to the actual details of the upcoming strike at Pearl Harbor and strikes to the south, but everyone knew war was coming. Their seven-days-a-week training regimen had told them as much.28


  On November 3, Admiral Yamamoto’s Order Number One was distributed to the staff. It included plans for the Pearl Harbor attack and the whole scheme for simultaneous strikes south at Wake, the Philippines, Malaya, and Thailand. Navy Chief of Staff Admiral Osami Nagano took the order to the palace that same day. After some pointed questions from the emperor, the plan was approved. That same night aboard the Nagato, Yamamoto had saké brought out and conducted a solemn ceremony.29


  War in the Pacific was going to happen, but Yamamoto had no intention of taking the blame if Nagumo failed. On November 11, he wrote a family friend, a retired admiral, “I leave my family to your guidance…. What a strange position it is in which I find myself. I am having to lead in a decision diametrically opposed to my personal beliefs. And I have no choice but full speed ahead.” The mastermind of Order Number One, a man who would tender his resignation if his plan were not approved, claimed privately to be opposed to his own invention.30 In reality, he was firmly in favor of the attack. He reportedly admonished two opponents of the plan, Nagumo’s chief of staff, Rear Admiral Ryunosuke Kusaka, and Rear Admiral Onishi Takijiro, chief of staff of the 11th fleet, with these words:


  
    But what would you do if, while we were engaged in the South Pacific, the U.S. Fleet launched air raids on Japan from the east? Are you suggesting that it’s all right for Tokyo and Osaka to be burned to the ground so long as we get hold of oil? Still, the fact is, I’m determined so long as I’m C. in C. (that) we shall go ahead with the Hawaiian raid.31

  


  Because Yamamoto had to oversee the coordination of attacks by his Strike South elements, the Naval Admiralty Staff would not permit him to personally participate in the Pearl Harbor gambit. Instead, the next officer in seniority was chosen to lead the attack, Vice Admiral Nagumo.32 Yamamoto, though unhappy, relinquished the coveted glory to Nagumo. After all, vanquishing a sleeping enemy on their day off was nothing to crow about. When the Americans came out to avenge the sneak attack, he would then take the helm and make his mark in Japanese history, just as Admiral Togo had done back in 1905.


  As November 1941 came to a close, all was in readiness. Thirty-two participating warships had secretly slipped into Tankan Bay in barren, snow-capped Etorofu Island in the Southern Kuriles.33


  On November 25, Yamamoto ordered the fleet to deploy the following day. Nagumo’s ships cleared the harbor by 8:00 a.m. on the 26th, including all six of Japan’s first-line aircraft carriers, Akagi, Kaga, Soryu, Hiryu, Shokaku and Zuikaku. With over 420 embarked aircraft, this armada constituted the most powerful carrier task force ever assembled.


  The ships set out into the cold, foggy North Pacific. Keeping formation in radio silence and without radar immediately proved to be a challenge. Submarines scouted ahead, while the carriers set up two abreast in a parallel column of three. The eight tankers trailed behind while cruisers and destroyers swept along the flanks.34


  The tankers strayed far and wide during the nights. Each morning, the destroyers had to locate and herd them back into formation. The weather was atrocious, but it was a blessing in that it inhibited discovery.


  On November 28, they tried their first refueling as the big ships heaved and rolled in heavy seas. Hoses snapped, whiplashing across decks. Several sailors were swept overboard. Since the ships could not maneuver to recover them, the seamen were dead in minutes, lost to drowning and hypothermia.35


  On December 2, Yamamoto radioed the task force: “Climb Mount Niitaka,” the coded signal to proceed with the attack as planned on the 8th, Japan time (December 7 in Hawaii).


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  Hours after the Japanese message was sent, Admiral Kimmel, Commander-in-Chief Pacific, received a phone call in Hawaii from his intelligence section. The officer in charge of monitoring Japanese naval radio signals had a suspicion that many of the fleet signals he was intercepting were actually coming from land-based operators. A wireless radio operator’s speed and touch, his “swing,” is distinct, so to shield the ship movements, the regular radio operators from the Japanese carriers had stayed behind to continue sending message traffic from the beach.36 It took a few days for the U.S. intelligence section to sort out the deception. As a result, during the week leading up to December 7, the whereabouts of the Japanese aircraft carriers were unknown. Admiral Kimmel was briefed by his intelligence chief, Lieutenant Commander Edwin T. Layton, regarding the vanishing of the Japanese fleet. Kimmel bristled, “What, you don’t know where Carrier Division 1 and Carrier Division 2 are?”


  ”No, sir, I do not,” Layton answered. “I think they’re in home waters, but I don’t know where they are.”


  Admiral Kimmel did not feel sanguine about that guess. ”Do you mean to say that they could be rounding Diamond Head and you wouldn’t know it?”


  Layton sputtered on about hoping they would be spotted before that happened.37 In spite of the ominous nature of the information and the tense situation between Washington and Tokyo, Kimmel saw no need to dramatically heighten the alert status of his forces.


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  By that same afternoon, Nagumo was 2,300 miles northwest of Hawaii and began refueling in light swells and fog.


  On December 5, a phone call was placed in the clear from the office of the Tokyo newspaper, Yomiuri Shinbun, to a local Japanese dentist, who was the husband of the paper’s Honolulu correspondent. The caller asked about planes, searchlights, the weather, the number of sailors around, and about “flowers.” The dentist responded, “Presently, the flowers in bloom are fewest out of the whole year. However, the hibiscus and the poinsettia are in bloom.” The Honolulu FBI office intercepted the call, translated the exchange, and routed it on to Army headquarters at Fort Shafter.38


  On the 6th, Nagumo’s force was now north and slightly east of Hawaii, a position that would prove vital to success. Messages had been coming in to the fleet daily regarding the disposition of the U.S. warships in and around Pearl Harbor. Battleships (hibiscus), cruisers (poinsettia), and destroyers were in port, but no carriers had been sighted. Though the dentist seems likely to have been part of an intelligence ring, the Japanese decision to attack did not depend on so raw and wobbly a source. Another was Takeo Yoshikawa, a 27-year-old graduate of Japan’s naval academy. Yoshikawa, under the cover name of Tadashi Morimura, was assigned to the Japanese consulate in Honolulu in the closing months of 1941. His mission was to spy on the American fleet, and his arrival aroused suspicions. American intelligence agencies could find no Morimura in the diplomatic registries.39 There certainly were other spies operating as well.


  Upon receipt of all the corroborating intelligence, Yamamoto radioed his final call to service: “The moment has arrived. The rise and fall of our empire is at stake….”40


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  In Tokyo, on the eve of the Pearl Harbor attack, General Hajime Sugiyama stated to Emperor Hirohito that the Pacific war would be decided in “three months.” The emperor thought for a moment, then remarked, “When the war against China broke out, you told me that it would be over in a month…. But it has taken four years, and is still going on.” Sugiyama replied, “It didn’t go as we expected because China is a large country.” Now riled, the emperor countered, “The Pacific is even larger. On what grounds do you assure me that it will only take three months?” The general lowered his head, unable to respond. In spite of imperial reservations, the war plan was not aborted, since Hirohito’s role was to provide his stamp of approval, which he had already done.41


  As the sun set in Hawaii on December 6, Lieutenant Colonel George Bicknell, the counterintelligence officer in the Army’s Hawaiian Department at Fort Shafter, called his commander Lieutenant General Walter C. Short. Bicknell arrived at the general’s residence at 6:30 p.m. and briefed him on the overseas phone message intercepted by the FBI the previous day. General Short was intrigued. Why would anyone call from Tokyo to ask about flowers? If it was a coded message, why would a spy use the telephone? The general apparently did not ask whether the flowers mentioned in the exchange were actually “in season.” The poinsettia does bloom in winter, but the Hawaiian hibiscus flowering season is from spring through early summer, with only occasional blooms the remainder of the year. The message was inconsistent with floral reality, yet this didn’t motivate Short to somehow glean its intent. After almost an hour discussing the message, General Short decided that Bicknell was “too intelligence-conscious.” The general postponed further discussion of the matter until morning. He then alerted his command against the sabotage he was sure would occur if war broke out, given the 157,000 civilians of Japanese blood residing in the islands. Instead of dispersing his planes, however, he ordered them collected and lined up on the ramps for easier security surveillance.42


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  That same night, Nagumo’s six carriers went through their final top-off, and the last of the tankers were ordered to withdraw and await the strike force’s return. Then Nagumo ran up Akagi’s mast the very flag that Admiral Togo, Hirohito’s former tutor and Yamamoto’s idol, flew at the battle of Tsushima Straits when he had destroyed the Russian fleet in 1905.43 Set to go now, the fast carriers began their dash in the dark toward destiny.


  3

  


  Tora! Tora! Tora!


  



  
    That idea is so damned nonsensical and impossible that I’m willing to stand on the bridge of a battleship while that nitwit tries to hit it from the air.

  


  
    —Newton D. Baker, U.S. Secretary of War, regarding Brigadier General Billy Mitchell’s concept of using airpower to sink battleships. In July 1921, when Mitchell’s bombers sank the captured German battleship Ostfriesland in a test run, Secretary Baker chose not to be on the bridge.

  


  Both Emperor Hirohito and Foreign Minister Shigenori Togo had a twinge of conscience, insisting that the United States receive due warning regarding the breaking of negotiations to be declared prior to the onset of hostilities. The general staff had no such qualms, but reluctantly agreed to provide one-hour notice prior to the attack on Pearl Harbor. After checking the Hague Convention to which they were a 1912 signatory, the staff noted that no time limit was specified, so the warning time was reduced to one-half hour. Given the idiosyncrasies of diplomatic relations, Washington travel congestion, bureaucratic delays, and time needed to digest the notice, 30 minutes amounted to no warning at all. In any event, delivery was to be made to Secretary of State Cordell Hull at 1:00 p.m., Washington time, with the strike in Hawaii scheduled to begin 30 minutes later. Thirteen parts of a 14-part message ending negotiations were duly sent to the Japanese Embassy in Washington during Saturday afternoon. That evening the Japanese staff in Washington began deciphering the transmission, but after decoding the first nine sections, the group adjourned to attend a going-away party for one of the staff members. Everyone knew that the time of peace in the Pacific was ticking down to zero. The staff had burned their code books. They had destroyed their backup cryptograph machine. Yet off they went to make speeches and toast with saké. By 10:00 p.m., the woozy staff was back at work, and had the last of the 13 parts decoded by midnight. Hours passed while the team awaited the all-important fourteenth part. When it failed to show up by 2:00 a.m., the counselor assumed the final segment was delayed. He sent all but one clerk home for the night.1


  Sunday morning at 3:42 a.m., just outside Pearl Harbor, watch officer Ensign R.C. McCloy aboard the mine sweeper Condor spotted the telltale wake of a conning tower off to port. The vessel, evidently a submarine, was inside restricted waters and headed for the harbor entrance. Word was passed by signal light to the destroyer USS Ward on submarine patrol nearby. The skipper, Lieutenant William W. Outerbridge, was called to the bridge. On reading the message, Outerbridge sounded general quarters, and the crew aboard the destroyer tumbled out of their bunks and raced to battle stations. For nearly an hour, the ship prowled the waters around the entrance without sighting the sub. Then Outerbridge called off general quarters, and the destroyer continued its normal patrol.2


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  As the light of dawn rose in the east, the crews aboard the Japanese carriers emerged onto the decks of the ships. One by one they climbed into their cockpits and began flipping switches that would bring their aircraft to life.


  A few minutes before 6:00 a.m., the carriers swung into the wind. On the hour, signal flags fluttered up the masts. Planes roared down the flight decks to the waving and cheers of crewmen left behind. Led by Commander Mitsuo Fuchida, all 183 aircraft in the first wave were soon airborne and on their way south, cruising above a carpet of thick white clouds that stretched to the horizon.3


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  In Washington, the last message segment about breaking negotiations arrived at the Japanese embassy at 7:00 a.m., Sunday morning. By 10:00 a.m., the full complement was back at work. The entire 4,000-word message needed to be typed for presentation by Ambassador Kichisaburo Nomura and special envoy Saburo Kuruso. A junior secretary, Mr. Katsuzo Okumura, was ordered to type the instrument of war, but after finally getting the job done by 11:00 a.m., he decided the quality of the manuscript was not up to standard and started over.4


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  At 6:38 a.m., Seaman H.E. Raenbig, helmsman aboard the destroyer Ward, spotted something in the water trailing the supply ship Anteres, which was towing a barge into the mouth of the channel at Pearl Harbor. Skipper Outerbridge was again called to the bridge, took one look and sounded general quarters at 6:40 a.m. The object: a submarine conning tower. The destroyer heeled over hard port in pursuit.


  Ensign William Tanner, orbiting above in a Consolidated PBY flying boat, saw the shape in the water, a small submarine, behind the Anteres and dropped two smoke bombs to mark the spot.


  At a range of 100 yards, gunners on the Ward opened fire on the small vessel, the first round sailing over the conning tower and exploding harmlessly in the sea.


  The War in the Pacific’s first shot had been fired.


  The next shell hit the base of the sub’s conning tower. The two craft merged, nearly colliding, then separated. The submarine was caught in the Ward’s wake and went wriggling along in turbulent water. Four depth charges rolled off the stern of the Ward. The submarine maneuvered ahead toward where the first charge had been dropped.


  Huge geysers of white foam ushered up from the ocean, completely obscuring the conning tower.


  Seeing from above what was happening, Ensign Tanner rolled the PBY in and dropped some bombs of his own.


  Mortally damaged, the sub disappeared from view, the two men inside this Japanese mini sub becoming the first two killed-in-action in America’s Pacific War.


  Radio reports from the Ward went out at shortly after 6:40 a.m. to the Commander Inshore Patrol office at Pearl and at 6:51 a.m. from the PBY to Kaneohe Naval Air Station on Oahu. Concerned that the headquarters might conclude that the Ward had depth charged a “blackfish or whale,” Outerbridge sent a second, stronger message at 6:53 a.m. “We have attacked, fired upon, and dropped depth charges upon submarine operating in defensive sea area.”5


  CINCPAC Commander Admiral Kimmel was notified shortly thereafter about the report from the Ward. These incidents had happened before, but tensions were high, and he knew it. Still, he hesitated. As an indication of how fast his ships could have reacted, the USS Monoghan took only 45 minutes to raise steam and get underway, an indication of how ordering general quarters throughout the fleet could have changed the outcome of the attack. In the meantime, Kimmel was dressed for golf, about to go play a round. He delayed his departure for the course while awaiting further word on the incident.6


  Meanwhile on the north coast of Oahu in the Opana radar station near Kahuku Point, privates Joseph Lockhard and George Elliot manned a radar set. A few minutes after 7:00 a.m., they were preparing to close up at the end of their watch. Elliot began fiddling with the controls while Lockhard looked over his shoulder. Suddenly a huge blip appeared on the scope, bigger than anything either had ever seen. Lockhard took over the controls, worked the dials and concluded there was nothing wrong with the set. The blip was 137 miles north and three degrees east.7


  Eliot tried the land line directly connected to the Fort Shafter Information Center. No response. He got through via the regular army circuit to the switchboard operator, Private Joseph McDonald. Elliot reported his contact. McDonald wrote it down and delivered it to First Lieutenant Kermit A. Tyler, who was not impressed. After some back and forth between Elliot and McDonald, Tyler was called to the phone and found Lockhard now on the line. More discussion. Finally Tyler cut off the exchange. ”Well, don’t worry about it,” he said. A dozen B-17s were due in from the east and he assumed the contacts were those planes.8


  Had the Japanese initiated their attack from the northwest, the lieutenant might have taken more notice, and the start of World War II in the Pacific might have turned out quite differently.


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  An hour and a half after takeoff, the Japanese strike force was still above the cloud deck. Flight leader Commander Fuchida used his radio direction-finder to home in on a commercial Honolulu station. Soon a green and lush island appeared out of the haze. The armada crossed the coastline then split into two waves, one headed around the western side of the island, the other down the center.


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  In Washington, as the hour neared 8:00 a.m., Mr. Okumura was still pounding on his typewriter in the Japanese embassy.9


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  At 7:52 a.m., the first of the planes arrived over Ford Island, where Aviation Ordnanceman First Class Theodore Croft was on watch standing next to Hangar 6.


  A minute later, the first Japanese assault wave, with 51 Val dive bombers, 40 Kate torpedo planes, 50 high level bombers and 43 Zero fighters, commenced the attack with Fuchida sounding the battle cry: “Tora! Tora! Tora!”


  The first bomb hit the eastern edge of Hangar 6 and exploded. Croft was killed instantly, the first American casualty of the Pearl Harbor attack.


  Both sides had now drawn blood.


  Aboard the USS Arizona, Navy gunner Seaman First Class Donald Stratton rushed on deck as the attack began. He saw a Japanese Kate.


  
    (It) skimmed the surface of the harbor like a dragonfly, just 20 feet from the water, dropped its torpedo and pulled up sharply…. As I was running, I felt a wallop on the ship’s hull, followed by a muffled explosion deep in its bowels…. I raced up the ladder(s) … to the sky control platform. I looked over my shoulder…. A Zero bore down on us, strafing our sailors and splintering our deck. It flew so low I could see the pilot in his leather helmet and goggles…. We immediately loaded the ammo and started firing at the dive bombers…. We sent volley after volley of antiaircraft fire their way, the shells filling the sky with puffs of black smoke…. The entire fleet was being destroyed before my eyes. Bombs were going off everywhere…. And the noise, it was deafening. One explosion followed another, and after each one you could hear twisted metal writhing, letting out the most retched sound, as if it were in agonizing pain.10

  


  The carnage that President Roosevelt would refer to as “a day of infamy” erupted all around Ford Island. A second wave of Japanese planes would soon complete the attack.


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  At 2:20 p.m. in Washington, Ambassador Nomura and Special Envoy Kurusu, hats in hand, filed into Cordell Hull’s office in the State Department and delivered the note, while 5,000 miles away Pearl Harbor was already engulfed in flames.11


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  By noon, Yamamoto’s Order Number One had been executed. World War II in the Pacific was officially on.


  4

  


  The Rising Sun Boils Up Out of the Pacific


  



  
    Defensive warfare, therefore, does not consist of waiting idly for things to happen.—Clausewitz, Principles of War

  


  For six years beginning in 1931, the Japanese had been engaged in intermittent conflict in China and Manchuria. Then in 1937, full-blown war erupted after exchanges of gunfire occurred during what became known as the Marco Polo Bridge Incident.1 In the ensuing four years, thousands of Japanese soldiers lost their lives on the Asian continent. But that undertaking was an Imperial Army show; the Navy role being merely to deliver the troops and supplies to mainland ports. That changed by late 1941. Expansion of the ongoing war in Asia now included simultaneous naval operations that would spread from the home islands across the Pacific unlike the Allied war plan that expected attack at just one or two locations (see map on page 4).


  The thrust extended eastward toward Wake, Midway, and Hawaii, then jutted south in a three pronged spearhead into the British and Dutch East Indies that would begin on December 24, 1941. These included:


  
    • The South Pacific Phase (Wake, the Marianas, Marshall and Caroline Islands, the Philippines, New Guinea and the Solomon Islands).


    • Molucca Passage Operations (Celebes, Ambon, Timor and Bali), the ultimate goal being Java.2


    • The Makassar Strait Operations (Tarakan, Balikpapan and Bandjarmasin in Borneo, North Borneo, Sarawak, and later, Southwestern Borneo).


    • Finally, the Japanese swept toward Thailand, Singapore, Sumatra, Burma and the Indian Ocean.

  


  The grand scheme included simultaneous operations across 10,000 miles of ocean, a bold and daring gambit.


  As for the American, British, Dutch, and Australian Command (ABDA) thinking at the time, it was assumed that the Japanese would be unable to simultaneously attack widely separated targets in the Far East and South Pacific. As such, Allied forces would be able to reinforce one another.3


  How wrong this assumption would turn out to be.


  To open hostilities, elements of Admiral Isoroku Yamamoto’s Combined Fleet struck Pearl Harbor. This Central Pacific operation under Vice Admiral Chuichi Nagumo’s Mobile Force required two battleships, two heavy cruisers, one light cruiser, nine destroyers, eight tankers and supply ships, three submarines, and six aircraft carriers carrying over 400 aircraft.


  The Fourth Fleet under Vice Admiral Shigayoshi Inouye operating out of Truk in the Carolines was assigned the taking of Wake, Guam, Makin and Tarawa Islands. At his disposal were four cruisers, three light cruisers, 12 destroyers, 16 submarines,4 and the thousands of troops needed to take the islands.5 Though he had land-based bomber planes, he had no aircraft carriers.


  Operations against Malaya and the East Indies were to be carried out by the Southern Force under Vice Admiral Nobutake Kondo. Under his command were two light carriers, two battleships, 14 cruisers, 54 destroyers, two seaplane carriers and their three tenders, plus 18 submarines. The Southern Force was divided into a Western Sector (South China Sea, Malaya and Sumatra) under Vice Admiral Jisaburo Ozawa and a Central Sector under Vice Admiral Ibo Takahashi, who had the initial mission to take the Philippines, Borneo, and Celebes. To later take Java, both fleets would join forces. Vice Admiral N. Kondo’s Second Fleet, utilizing its destroyer flotilla, was also tasked with supporting the invasions on the Malay Peninsula and at Singapore.


  No power had ever embarked on such a swift, complicated, and far-reaching venture, yet Japan took it on. To accomplish the task, Japan mirrored the same dictates as its ally, Germany. The Germans accorded Hitler god-like status, yet for the Japanese, Emperor Hirohito wasn’t god-like, he was divine. Where Hitler’s Nazis preached hatred for Jews, Japan focused enmity on anyone foreign. Hitler seduced the masses with his Aryan master-race philosophy, and his Blitzkrieg successes fed that belief. Japanese xenophobia had its own roots, fashioned during a thousand years of feudalism and isolation. Embracing bushido, the code of the Samurai, and combining it with Hakko ichiu, meaning all eight corners of the world came under one imperial roof, Prime Minister Hideki Tojo and his staff set out to conquer Asia.6 Using tactics mirroring Hitler’s Blitzkrieg across the European landmass, the Japanese hoped to quickly rout opposition by rapid assault using modern aircraft, sea power, and well-trained ground forces. The Imperial Army and Navy were designed solely with that in mind. Offense, offense, offense.


  The Japanese were first at developing and implementing amphibious warfare and had experimented with ramp-bowed boats launched from troop ships during the 1937 summer-phase of the Sino-Japanese War. Their landing craft were military adaptations of shallow-draft fishing boats. The Toku-Daihatsu was a 56-foot long vessel equipped with a bow ramp. Armed with two 7.7 mm machine guns, it could deliver a medium tank to a landing spot on shore or up to 120 troops. Along with three smaller varieties, all could be carried on the decks or hung from davits on troop transports.7


  To protect the transports, the Imperial Japanese Navy employed fast-moving destroyers, cruisers, aircraft carriers, and submarines. These craft had one singular defect: they all lacked radar.


  Aircraft of both the Army and Navy were designed with attributes to provide long-range air superiority over land and water. The A6M Zero fighter, or Zeke as it was known in Allied circles, was the creation of designer Jiro Horikoshi. “The Zero was of Japanese blood, and its design reflects our philosophy of independent thinking,” he wrote in Eagles of Mitsubishi. “We were trying to surpass the rest of the world’s technology, not just catch up to it.” Because the aircraft was meant for use by the Japanese Navy, small size, light weight, and long range were primary requirements. Horikoshi satisfied these needs by using Dura Aluminum, a new alloy high in zinc and chromium, in the main spar. It was not only light, but strong. Conventional design had the wings of an aircraft attached to the fuselage using heavy fittings and bolts. Hirokoshi broke with convention and made the two wings and cockpit one continuous section, thereby achieving a big weight reduction.8 The Sakae 21 engine was a triumph of engineering as well. Weighing 1,175 pounds, its 14 cylinders produced 1,130 hp, nearly one horsepower per pound. The Zero could cruise at 115 knots using a mere 18 gallons of fuel per hour, giving it an incredible one-way range of 1,930 miles.


  The Zero typified the Samurai spirit of invincibility and, as such, armor and self-sealing fuel tanks were beneath consideration. Armament included two fuselage-mounted 7.7 mm machine guns, the rounds (initially 500 per gun) equivalent to that of a .30 caliber hunting rifle. Two wing-mounted 20 mm cannons provided better punch, but only 60 rounds were available to each in early versions of the aircraft. After testing the prototype in China, what rolled off the Mitsubishi production lines in 1940 was a fighter that could out-turn and out-climb any plane in the air and whose range would become legendary. The Japanese had produced the first strategic fighter.9


  No true heavy bomber was deployed by the Japanese during the war. A Mitsubishi design team led by Kiro Honjo crafted a medium bomber in 1939. Called the Type 1 or G4M Betty by the Allies, its wing fuel tanks were not self-sealing, hence prone to explosion when punctured during combat. The decision not to incorporate heavier, safer fuel tanks was necessary to meet the Navy’s range requirements which, at 3,000 miles, were unprecedented. The fuselage was streamlined but rotund, allowing space for a bomb bay within the wing center section and permitting the 7 to 9-man crew to move about. Half the crew were gunners. Honjo paid special attention to defense, incorporating 7.7 mm (.30 cal.) guns in the nose, atop the mid-fuselage behind the cockpit and on both sides of the fuselage behind the wing. In the tail, he mounted a 20 mm cannon. Although the G4M had a potent sting, by omitting armor plate, Honjo sacrificed crew protection to the Navy’s demands for range.10


  Thus the Betty medium bomber became the mainstay of strategic air power for Imperial Japan throughout the war. With its 81 foot 8 inch wingspan and 1,100 gallon wing tanks, the bomber achieved exceptional range. The Japanese dubbed the bomber the Type One Lighter, which due to its vulnerable fuel tanks and absence of armor forecast a richly deserved nickname expounded upon by American pilots who soon tagged it the “Zippo.” The planes easily caught fire when hit, but it was not easy to do. With its machine guns and cannon, its gun crew could launch a hail of rounds at any attacker.


  As the Pacific War commenced, there were other medium bombers in Japan’s arsenal as well as other fighters, but none came close to matching the capabilities of the Zero or Betty. Japan would mortgage her future on these two aircraft, arguably placing more reliance on these machines than any other aspect of the nation’s military buildup. Admiral Yamamoto well understood it was not about ships and tanks; the war was going to be all about keeping modern planes, and many of them, over the battle zones.


  5

  


  Little Pearl Harbors


  Wake and the Philippines


  



  
    The dawns are heartbreaking. Every moon is atrocious and every sun bitter.—Arthur Rimbaud, “The Drunken Boat”

  


  While Admiral Yamamoto’s task force under Admiral Nagumo opened the war in the Pacific at Pearl Harbor, 2,500 miles to the west at Truk in the Caroline Islands, Vice Admiral Shigayoshi Inouye focused his attention on his assigned conquests.


  Commanding the Imperial Japanese Fourth Fleet, Inouye’s portion of the war plan developed in 1938 required the simultaneous capture of Wake Island, some 700 miles north of the Japanese-controlled Marshall Islands, plus Guam in the Marianas, and Makin and Tarawa in the Gilberts. The capture of these islands was crucial to expanding control of sea lanes and airspace in and above the skies of the Central Pacific. With the British and Dutch embroiled in war in Europe since 1939, the Pacific bases could not be adequately improved by the Allies after the onset of hostilities except by efforts launched from America or Australia. Reinforcements would have to pass by one or more of the island bases targeted in the 1938 Japanese plan.


  But as Japan became more aggressive toward the end of the decade, the Allies had begun taking steps to reinforce their possessions in the Pacific. The British and Australians sent significant numbers of men, ships, aircraft and supplies (much of it obsolescent) to Singapore, Sumatra and Java. The Americans began building or upgrading existing airfields at Midway, Wake, Guam, and the Philippines. Planes and support equipment began to trickle in as well. Contractors erected ammunition storage bunkers, seaplane facilities, water purification plants, all the things needed to establish permanent bases. In fact, the aircraft carrier Enterprise was not in port during the Pearl Harbor attack because the ship was on its way back from a secret mission to deliver twelve Wildcats to Wake. The marine pilots had launched from Ford Island, Oahu, on what to them was briefed as a training mission, such that they departed with only the clothes on their backs. Once aboard the carrier, they learned they were to deliver the entire squadron to Wake. On December 4, the planes were launched toward Wake when the Enterprise was 200 miles east of the island.1


  Wake is a wishbone-shaped atoll chiseled by wind and waves into three separate islets which lie just over 2,000 miles west of Hawaii, across the International Dateline. Discovered by Europeans in 1568 when Spanish explorer Álvaro de Mendaña de Neyra stumbled over it, it remained unclaimed due to its conspicuous lack of fresh water. It was eventually annexed by the United States on January 17, 1899. In 1935, Pan American Airways established a village to service flights on its China Clipper route. That enterprise became the first permanent human settlement on the island, relying on the U.S. mainland for food, water, and fuel supplies.
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  Wake Island (map by author).


  



  As World War II began, the three spits of land were occupied by 1,600 American civilian workers, most of whom were under government contract, and 600 U.S. servicemen. Made up of Wake Island proper (the largest of the three), it included Peale Island, where the Pan American Airways Hotel and seaplane base were located, and Wilkes Island.


  By December 1941, a marine airfield and radar installation were under construction on Wake proper. Defenses included three 5-inch shore batteries for repelling ships, four 3-inch anti-aircraft batteries, and eighteen .50 caliber plus thirty .30 caliber machine guns for repelling air attacks and surface invasion. Twelve F4F-3 Wildcat fighters completed the defensive array.2


  The Wildcat was rugged and sturdy, with self-sealing fuel tanks, armor plate, and bullet-proof windscreen. But with its empty weight of 5,758 pounds, the F4F’s 1,200-horsepower Pratt and Whitney radial engine could neither provide the acceleration, rate of climb or turn, nor range equal to that of the A6M Zero. But it could withstand tremendous punishment and keep flying. In addition, the F4F had its share of troublesome features. Engine start required a gunpowder-filled cartridge the size of a shotgun shell placed in a breech behind the engine. The pilot exploded the shell by flipping a switch in the cockpit. The force of the expanding gases turned the engine over. If the shell was a dud or the engine failed to “catch,” delays resulted. Another idiosyncrasy was the small crank mounted beside the pilot’s right knee inside the cockpit. After takeoff, the handle was to be rotated by hand 27 turns to retract the wheels. If a friction brake on the shaft of the crank worked loose and the pilot’s hand slipped, the weight of the wheels sent the handle whirling forward. The only means to stop it from spinning was to jam a knee against the crank, sometimes tearing up a leg. In addition, the .50 caliber guns had a tendency to jam. To clear a jam, the pilot had to yank on the proper gun charging handle mounted on the floor next to the “foot troughs.”


  The Marine Detachment on the island was led by Major James P.S. Devereaux, who assumed command on October 15, 1941. A tough taskmaster, the major took immediate steps, including 7-day work weeks, to improve Wake’s defenses. His approach did not endear him to the men under his command, but events would soon validate his leadership style.


  Since Wake was destined to become a key seaplane base and airfield, the Navy felt one of their number should be in charge. On November 28, Commander Winfield S. Cunningham, USN, arrived and took overall command of the atoll bastion. In addition to Devereaux, under Cunningham’s control was Major Paul A. Putnam, Squadron Commander of VMF-211, who arrived with his contingent of twelve F4F-3 Wildcat fighters on December 4. Putnam was a former enlisted marine who radiated the image and tenacious presence of a bulldog. With daily warnings from Hawaii to spur the men to action, all three senior officers kept preparations humming.


  Patrols around the island were being flown daily, and so it was that at dawn on 8 of December, two Wildcats were up as usual. That same morning the Pan American Philippine Clipper lifted off with passengers, mail, and 200 airplane tires destined for Claire Chennault’s Flying Tigers in China. The big seaplane was barely out of sight when Commander Cunningham received the ominous message from Hawaii about the attack on the fleet. Cunningham was concerned about what the plane might run into between Wake and its next stop at Guam, so he ordered the Pan Am station manager to recall the Clipper. A few minutes later the plane reappeared and set down in the lagoon. The passengers and cargo were offloaded and the plane soon took off on a reconnaissance mission, escorted by two Wildcats.3


  Commander Cunningham wanted to keep aircraft in the air at all times during daylight hours. As soon as the dawn patrol landed, the two aircraft were refueled and took to the air again with two other Wildcats at about 8:00 a.m.


  Major Putnam considered the Japanese bases in the Marshall Islands, located southwest of Wake, to be their biggest threat. Two of the Wildcats headed in that direction while the other two flew north. The weather was cloudy, so the southern element climbed above the deck to 13,000 feet and began a visual search for incoming bombers. All seemed quiet.


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  Meanwhile, within hours of the Pearl Harbor attack 36 Japanese G3M Nell bombers had taken off from Roi Island in the Marshalls and headed for Wake, some 720 miles north. The bombers from Air Attack Force No. 1, 24th Air Flotilla, proceeded unescorted because the target was barely within the round-trip range of the Japanese Zero. Fighter escorts would have little or no fuel for fighting over the target area once the bombers came under attack.


  As the strike force neared the island, the formation descended beneath a cloud layer in order to visually sight the target. Two Wildcats passed unseen above the cloud deck. Shortly thereafter, nearly five hours after takeoff, the atoll finally slipped into view. Japanese pilots, gunners, and bombardiers readied themselves.


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  Major Putnam had decided to wait before dispersing his remaining Grumman fighters around the airfield until mid-afternoon when work on the aircraft bunkers was completed.4 Unfortunately, the Japanese slipped in from the south beneath the cloud layer, then swung low around a squall, arriving at 11:58 a.m. They struck hard and fast, immediately getting a lucky hit on the ground radio station.


  All four Wildcats were still in the air, but with the ground-to-air radio knocked out on Wake, no alert was sent. Neither patrol spotted the bombers, nor had any idea an attack was in progress. Seven of the 12 Wildcats assigned to the squadron were destroyed on the ground; two others were damaged, one upon landing after the attack. Twenty-three Marine aviation personnel were killed outright or soon died of wounds. Eleven more were wounded. Two pilots, lieutenants George Graves and Frank J. Holden, were killed outright. Lieutenant Robert J. Conderman died that night, and another lieutenant, Henry G. Webb, was seriously wounded. Three more pilots, Major Paul A. Putnam, Captain Frank C. Tharin and Staff Sergeant Robert O. Arthur, were treated for minor wounds. Almost half of the ground crewmen were dead. During a 15-minute period, Marine Squadron VMF-211 sustained over 60 percent casualties.


  The Pan American Hotel together with its seaplane-base facilities was set ablaze. Pan Am’s Philippine Clipper bore holes from machine gun strafing, and some 10 civilian employees were killed.5


  The Japanese bombers escaped with only light damage from antiaircraft fire. But to the men on Wake, it left as bitter a feeling as that being endured by the Pearl Harbor survivors.


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  Twenty-seven hundred miles west of Wake, pilots of Japan’s 11th Imperial Air Fleet based at Tainan Air Base, Formosa, passed the hours before dawn on December 8, 1941, dozing beside their aircraft. While they caught moments of fitful sleep, 4,200 miles away across the date line, both Battleship Row at Pearl Harbor and, across from it, the airstrip and hangars at Hickam Field were still engulfed in fire and explosions.


  At Tainan near the southern tip of Formosa, dense fog covered the airdrome, so the planned strike could not launch until weather improved. The mission: to destroy the Allied airfields 500 statute miles away in the Philippines. Theirs was a critical segment in Japan’s plan of coordinated attacks stretching across the western span of the Pacific.


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  One hundred miles east of Davao on Mindanao Island in the Philippines, the Japanese aircraft carrier Ryujo steamed in calm waters. As dawn broke to the east, the crews of nine A5M Claude fighters and thirteen D3A Val dive bombers prepared for a deck launch.


  At Davao Harbor, the U.S. destroyer-seaplane tender William B. Preston had picked up the following radio message shortly after 3:00 a.m.: “Japan started hostilities. Govern yourselves accordingly.” The order came from Admiral Thomas C. Hart, Commander in Chief Asiatic Fleet, headquartered in the Marsman Building on the Manila waterfront. All but two of the PBY Catalina amphibious planes tended by the Preston were fueled and launched on their first war patrol over the Celebes Sea.


  The Preston shifted anchorage away from the two remaining Catalinas to lessen the chance of one bomb damaging both ship and planes.6 Gunners aboard the ship belted ammunition for the ship’s four .50-caliber Browning machine guns and took down the awnings which otherwise shielded the crew from the tropical sun.7


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  Among the fighter and bomber crews anxiously awaiting the order to launch from Tainan was Petty Officer Saburo Sakai, a fighter pilot who had distinguished himself in China where he had claimed four aerial victories.8 At age 16, Sakai had dropped out of school, then enlisted in the Navy in 1933. Basic training was brutal. Petty officers in charge beat recruits for minor infractions. Weak recruits were weeded out quickly. Sakai struggled through basic, then took the entrance exam for flight training, but failed and was assigned to the battleship Kirishima. He retook the flight exam, failed again, made another stab at it and finally passed.9 He and his fellow trainees continued to endure the rigorous regimen required of all candidate pilots.


  Officers treated enlisted pilots with outright discrimination. This included differences in food, the availability of alcohol and cigarettes, and even the comforts in the briefing rooms where they waited before flights. Slight of build, Sakai had been toughened by the Navy training program where losers in one-on-one jousts busted out of the program and where beatings of enlisted personnel by petty officers were common.


  In flight training, extensive aerial acrobatics improved strength, balance and reaction time. Exceptional vision was mandatory. The students competed to locate stars in daylight and practiced snapping their heads in other directions, then back to reacquire the star. These skills, Sakai would later cite, were the reason he rarely found himself surprised in the air and never found himself outflown.10 Indeed, Sakai graduated first in his class at Tsuchiura and was presented a silver watch by the Emperor himself.


  To make his aircraft perform better, Sakai took things into his own hands. “The radio was useless,” he claimed. “We knew a week before the opening of the war that it was useless. It just made bunch of noise. The worst piece of equipment in the Japanese Navy was the radio for the fighter planes. You couldn’t hear anything at all.” The Japanese had not been able to isolate the heavy static in radio receivers caused by ignition of engine spark plugs.


  A few days before the opening of the war, Sakai removed the radio from his plane and cut off the antenna pole to save weight. His commander, a strict disciplinarian, saw what Sakai had done and bellowed, “What did you do to this airplane?” Sakai replied, “I need to make my airplane lighter to fly to Manila.” The commander looked at the modification and barked, “Take mine out too!”11 As dawn approached, tension among the Japanese pilots and ground crew thickened right along with the fog. At 6:00 a.m., a loudspeaker crackled, “Attention!” What followed was the news of the successful attack on Pearl Harbor, which sent the pilots into a frenzy of celebration.12


  The banter was short lived, though, as one by one the pilots realized that the element of surprise would now be lost, not to mention that the Americans might be on their way to Formosa to avenge the attack on their Hawaiian fleet. Those fears were well grounded. Eighty-one P-40E Warhawks had been shipped to the Philippines in recent months bringing the total P-40 force to 107, along with elements of the 19th Bombardment Group totaling 35 B-17 Flying Fortresses.13


  The commander of U.S. Army Forces in the Far East, General Douglas MacArthur, considered the Philippines a prime target in the event of war with Japan, and so had placed all units on alert on November 15, over three weeks earlier. But, stopping a Japanese invasion would depend primarily on two flag officers under his command. Army Air Force planes were under Major General Lewis H. Brereton, the U.S. Army’s Far East Air Force commander with headquarters at Nielson Field, Luzon. Admiral Thomas C. Hart would command the ships and submarines of the Navy.


  The nearest threat was from Japanese aircraft stationed on Formosa, but no effort was made to properly reconnoiter the island to determine where the Japanese main air assets were located. As a result, no advance planning was done to target the air bases for bombing attacks.


  On Luzon, the 3rd Pursuit Squadron at Iba and the 17th at Nichols each had 18 P-40Es; the 20th at Clark was equipped with the same number of obsolescent P-40Bs. The 21st and 34th squadrons, respectively based at Nichols and Del Carmen fields, had arrived in the Philippines in late November but did not receive their planes until December 7, when the former was assigned approximately 18 hastily assembled P-40Es and the latter took up duties with antiquated P-35As.


  Hart’s Asiatic Fleet had already begun withdrawing south on November 20, with his three cruisers and 13 destroyers already redeployed. Only his submarine force of 29 boats remained, six of them of post–World War I vintage, along with Seaplane Wing 10 and her PBY Catalina flying boats. With them were two submarine tenders, a supply ship, and several auxiliaries.14 The subs were armed with the Mark XIV steam torpedo, a trouble-prone weapon hurried into production by the Navy without adequate testing.


  The Japanese code had not yet been fully broken, but alarming signal traffic prompted additional warning from U.S. Army Chief of Staff, General George C. Marshall, to the Philippines on November 27, 1941: “Japanese future action unpredictable but hostile action possible at any moment. If hostilities cannot, repeat cannot be avoided, the United States desires that Japan commit the first overt act. This policy should not, repeat not, be construed as restricting you to a course of action that might jeopardize your defense. Report measures taken. Should hostilities occur, you will carry out the tasks assigned in Rainbow Five the operational plan for the defense of the Philippines so far as they pertain to Japan.” This message, sent to all commands, is one of the bits of convincing evidence that President Roosevelt and his staff in Washington were well aware of the impending attack on Pearl Harbor, yet chose to allow the surprise attack in order to get the country into World War II.15


  There is also evidence to support the theory that President Roosevelt had for some time looked at the Philippines as bait to get America into the war as opposed to using Pearl Harbor in that role. State Department Travel Advisories had been in place since October of 1940 for Japan, China, Hong Kong, and Indochina, yet no advisory was ever promulgated for the Philippines. Though all military dependents had been withdrawn from the Philippines (and also from Guam, Midway, and Wake) in the spring of 1941, American civilians residing in the Philippines were specifically encouraged to remain in place.16 Some 10,000 expatriates resided in and around Manila and at facilities employing U.S. military personnel. Their presence offered two potential outcomes. A Japanese invasion of the Philippines would likely lead to the deaths of many Americans since they would be obliged to defend against the Japanese attack. Japan was well aware of this fact, but if the Japanese attacked anyway, it would be a cause célèbre. Roosevelt would have his pretext to declare war.


  In any event, both the State Department and General MacArthur, through statements and actions, seemed focused on maintaining the belief that Japan would not open hostilities by attacking American interests in the Philippines. Regardless, the warning to the Philippines was not taken lightly.


  Pursuit aircraft at Iba Field were fueled and armed, and pilots were available on 30 minutes’ notice 24 hours a day.17 Reconnaissance patrols were increased. All leaves were canceled. At Clark, readiness status was maintained daily. At night, eight P-40B pilots slept next to their aircraft, ready for takeoff on short notice. At Nichols Field, flying training was suspended and pilots were on one hour alert.18


  Major General Brereton had earlier warned his headquarters in Manila that the B-17 bombers at Clark Field were within range of Japanese bombers on Formosa. Brereton had proposed that the heavy bombers be moved to Del Monte Airbase on the southern Philippine island of Mindanao. MacArthur had agreed, but 19 of the total force of 35 were still sitting on the tarmac at Clark Field on December 8.


  At 3:00 a.m. Admiral Hart had received the radio message from Admiral Kimmel in Honolulu about the raid on Pearl Harbor. Hart notified his remaining Asiatic Fleet, but he neglected to insure MacArthur had already received the same warning. Not until more than a half hour later did MacArthur get word. An enlisted signalman, who overheard the news on a California radio station to which he was tuned, passed the word to the command post duty officer. MacArthur rose from bed after a call came from Brigadier General Richard Sutherland, his chief of staff. MacArthur asked his wife Jean to bring him his bible, which he then read for a while. Then looking gray, ill, and haggard, he began to gather his staff together.19


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  With the sun fully above the horizon, 22 aircraft comprised of Japanese A-5M Claude fighters and D3A Val dive bombers roared off the deck of the Ryujo. The formation took up a heading for Davao.20


  An hour later, the Preston’s commanding officer, Lieutenant Commander Etheridge Grant, went forward to check progress on preparations to slip the anchor chain should it become necessary. Suddenly a lookout yelled, “Aircraft!” Grant sprinted to the bridge while Japanese planes swept around the narrow neck of land shielding Malalag Bay from the broad Gulf of Davao. The Claudes made short work of the PBYs, tied at their mooring buoys like sitting ducks. Aflame and riddled with bullet holes, the two patrol planes slipped beneath the waters of the bay as the survivors swam for shore, towing with them one dead and one wounded sailor.


  During the attack, the Preston got underway and zigzagged across the bay as Japanese Vals pounced. The fleeing tender managed to evade the bombs while bringing down one of the dive bombers. The ship emerged from the attack unscathed and returned to the bay to pick up the survivors from the two lost planes.21


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  Fog was not a problem at Imperial Japanese Army fields at Heito and Kato, so at dawn, 14 G4M3 Betty bombers from Heito took off along with 18 light bombers from Kato. To the men who flew the Betty bombers, the airplane was unofficially called the Hamaki, Japanese for cigar, given the airplane’s rotund, cigar-shaped fuselage.


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  A little before 4:00 a.m., a call from MacArthur’s chief of staff, Brigadier General Richard Sutherland, relayed word of the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor to Brereton at Nielson Field. Brereton sought permission to launch an immediate air strike against the Japanese air bases on Formosa, though no aerial photos of the airfields existed, and the available maps were outdated.22 Sutherland took the call and told Brereton to go ahead with preparations but to wait for approval from MacArthur, who was in conference. While Brereton waited for MacArthur’s response, one B-17 from Clark Field was ordered to conduct a reconnaissance flight over Formosa. The plane’s bombs had to be downloaded before cameras could be installed in the bomb bay. P-40 fighters from Clark and the nearby Iba Air Base on the West Coast were sent aloft at about 8:00 a.m. when the radar station at Eba picked up inbound targets coming from Formosa. A half hour later, 15 bomb-laden B-17s at Clark lumbered into the air and began orbiting over Luzon.23


  At around 8:30 a.m. the first Japanese attacks on Luzon occurred at Baguio, where the bombers from Heito struck military barracks, and at Tuguegarao Airfield in north-central Luzon, where the Kato force struck.24


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  As the fog thinned at Tainan Air Base, Japanese crews were sent to their planes. By 9:30 a.m., the last of 108 Navy Bettys lifted off. Escorting the bombers were 84 A6M Zeros. Among the pilots flying was Petty Officer Saburo Sakai, leading a three-ship “V” formation that included wingmen Petty Officer Second Class Kazuo Yokokawa and Petty Officer Third Class Toshiaki Honda.25


  After leveling off at 22,000 feet, the crews settled in for the long flight south toward the American airbases on Luzon in the Philippines. The Zero, light in weight and with no defensive armor, cruised using a measly 18 gallons of fuel per hour. The Japanese fighters would provide cover for the bombers all the way in and out, but fierce resistance was expected, and whether the fighters could fully protect the bombers was not assured.


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  Word of the attacks at Davao and Baguio/Tuguegarao reached Brereton at 9:47 a.m. and 9:58 a.m. respectively. Shortly after 10:00 a.m. a call from General Sutherland to Brereton approved the offensive action he had earlier asked permission to begin. Brereton’s staff had already begun preparations to launch an attack against the harbor at Takao near the southern end of Formosa rather than the airfields.26 A significant naval installation existed there, but the harbor assets posed no immediate threat to the Philippines. Though he now had approval in hand, Brereton decided to wait for reports from the reconnaissance plane before committing his bombers. In the event no report was received, Brereton planned to attack the Japanese by late afternoon.


  The P-40 patrols from Clark returned at about 10:45 a.m. and were joined before noon by 14 of the orbiting B-17s that had taken off several hours before. Rather than stagger the turnarounds, the American planes were all on the ground except for two P-40s patrolling northeast of Clark, one bomber circling north of Luzon, and the B-17 reconnaissance plane that had launched earlier for Formosa.27 Although the squadrons had reacted to the news from Pearl Harbor promptly, the local command failed to anticipate how vulnerable the force would become if nearly all the aircraft tried to recover and refuel at the same time.


  Seven radar sets had reached the Philippines by the first week in December, but only two—one outside Manila and an SCR-270B at Iba—were in operation. Added to that shortcoming was the fact that at Eba the aircraft had to park in a line alongside the landing strip. Native landowners adjacent to the field had refused to allow the use of their land for dispersal.28


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  High above Luzon, the Japanese aircrews were certain the Americans would greet them with guns blazing. The attack force split, one group lining up on Iba Airfield, the other headed for Clark Field.


  Sakai and his squadron mates continued escorting the bombers headed toward Clark Field. Crews scanned the sky for the sign of any activity, but the only fighter patrol in the air failed to appear. Minutes later, Sakai glanced down as the big air base came into view. “The sight that met us was unbelievable,” recalled Sakai. “Instead of encountering a swarm of American fighters diving at us in attack, we looked down and saw some sixty enemy bombers and fighters neatly parked along the airfield runways. They squatted there like sitting ducks.”


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  Gathered in the operations tent at Clark Field at 12:45 p.m. were about 40 pilots and navigators waiting to be briefed on the plan to strike Formosa. Lieutenant Frank Kurtz had his portable radio with him, and the men listened as newscaster Don Bell broadcast from the top of one of Manila’s tallest buildings. Bell reported in an excited voice that big plumes of smoke were rising from Clark Field. The crewmen smiled among themselves, since the only smoke they saw was drifting skyward from the mess hall kitchen. What they did not know was Bell was correct about smoke billowing from an American installation; he was only mistaken in that the smoke was from burning aircraft and facilities being struck at nearby Iba.


  A private, standing just outside the operations tent, looked up. In an awestruck voice he commented, “Look at the pretty Navy formation!”


  The sound of approaching planes had everyone on the ground craning their heads skyward. “Navy, hell!,” someone yelled, “Here they come!”29 The men tumbled out of the tent and ran for cover toward a nearby drainage ditch.


  High above the field, the Japanese bombers drifted into view, the drone of their engines rising, the formation spread in three perfectly formed “V”s.


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  Sakai watched from behind the bombers as anti-aircraft fire erupted beneath the formation, exploding well below their altitude. He also noted a few planes taking off from the runway, but it was too late.


  The Betty bombers began opening their bomb bays. “The attack was perfect,” Sakai recalled. “Long strings of bombs tumbled from the bays and dropped toward the targets…. The entire base seemed to be rising in the air with the explosions. Pieces of airplanes, hangars, and the other ground installations scattered wildly. Great fires erupted and smoke boiled upward.”30


  Then a second wave of Bettys released their loads, and with no opposition threatening the bombers’ safe return to Formosa, the escort fighters peeled off to attack targets of opportunity.


  Sakai spotted two B-17s, yet undamaged, on the single runway that was now pocked with bomb craters. With his left hand he flipped the lever on his throttle to arm the two 20 mm cannons mounted in the wings of the Zero. Seconds later, the first bomber filled his gunsight. Sakai squeezed the trigger and cannon rounds tore through the target, then continued toward the second Flying Fortress. Both planes erupted in flames.


  As he pulled away, several P-40 fighters picked their way past holes in the runway and one by one clawed their way into the air. Sakai switched to his two 7.7 mm machine guns mounted on the fuselage. He pulled around in a sweeping turn, then rolled out and accelerated toward one of the P-40s. As the plane grew in size under the gunsight, Sakai unleashed a hail of gunfire. Bullets smashed into the P-40’s canopy, which shattered, pieces of it hurling backward in the slipstream.


  “The fighter seemed to stagger,” Sakai related, “then fell off and dived into the ground.”31 Sakai pulled away, caustic fumes of cordite from his guns filling his lungs. His fuel and ammunition nearly expended, Sakai took up a heading for Formosa, while the second wave of the strike force approached Clark.


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  Just south of Clark at Del Carmen, pilots in the 34th Pursuit Squadron had landed their well-worn P-35As after their morning patrol. As the planes were being refueled, pilots and ground crew saw smoke billowing up over Clark. The men ran to their planes, cranked engines, and soon 16 P-35As lumbered down the dirt strip, stirring up clouds of dust as they staggered into the air.


  No sooner had they retracted their landing gear than Japanese fighters pounced on them. Dogfights broke out above Del Carmen and all the way to Clark as the American planes tried to disrupt the Japanese bombing attack. Although the P-35As scored some hits, the planes were no match for the Zero, which could out-climb and out-turn its adversary, while its 20 mm cannons were superior to the two .50 cal and two .30 cal machine guns on the American planes.


  No P-35As were shot down in this initial encounter, but no Japanese bombers were lost to the P-35As either. One P-35, flown by Lieutenant Stewart Robb, returned with his engine shot up, canopy shattered, and bullet holes every 18 inches along the fuselage from prop hub to rudder. Two 20 mm cannon rounds had punched gaping holes in the wings, and the right tire was blown out.32 Several other planes landed, damaged beyond repair.


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  The second Japanese attacking force took up a heading for home, the airmen astounded at the ease with which they had accomplished their mission. They lost seven planes. Behind them the Americans’ airfields lay in ruins. Twelve of the B-17s at Clark had been destroyed, five others heavily damaged, along with 30 P-40s destroyed and 30 other aircraft in various states of destruction. The radar at Iba was knocked out along with most of the aircraft on the ground. Eighty servicemen were dead and 150 wounded. Inside 30 minutes, during what would later be called “Little Pearl Harbor,” MacArthur lost half his air force.33


  Should MacArthur have been held responsible for a decision by his flying commanders at Clark Airfield to land and refuel most of their aircraft at one time? Should General Brereton? The warnings had gone out to the flying units. The planes that had been on alert were ordered aloft along with the bombers. Was it up to the local leadership to use good judgment in how to employ and protect their assets? But regardless of where the blame lay, the deed was done, and MacArthur would have to deal with a new reality.


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  Far to the north, the Japanese people went wild with joy over the news about Nagumo’s success at Pearl Harbor and similar words coming in from Taiwan regarding the Philippines. The radio played The Battleship March over and over. Every newspaper heralded the victories. The total material cost to the Japanese in the Philippine operation was seven A6M Zeros downed, plus one G4M Betty that crash-landed upon return to Formosa.34


  But aboard the Nagato, Yamamoto did not share the enthusiasm. He stayed in his cabin and wrote letters. “A military man can scarcely pride himself on having ‘smitten a sleeping enemy,’ it is more a matter of shame, simply, for the smitten.” In another letter he decried “the mindless rejoicing at home…. It makes me fear that the first blow on Tokyo will make them wilt on the spot.”35


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  Attacks from Formosa continued on a daily basis, and on 12 of December, Saburo Sakai found himself over Iba Airfield. Flak filled the air as he rolled in for a strafing run on parked P-40 aircraft. Low-angle strafe is a hazardous undertaking once the element of surprise is lost, and lost it was. Sakai ignored the peril and pressed the attack, raking two planes with gunfire from his machine guns. As he pulled off, something struck his aircraft, penetrated the cockpit and wounded him in the right leg.36 He made it safely back to his airfield, but there would be no more flying for the time being. It was the second time he had been wounded in action, the first having occurred during a bombing raid over his airbase at Hankow in China. He was proving himself a capable pilot, having claimed seven aircraft shot down and four more destroyed on the ground, but in some ways he was exhibiting bits of reckless behavior. Another misstep and the outcome might not be so fortunate.


  6

  


  Air Power Versus Sea Power


  



  
    Once the command of the air is obtained by one of the contended armies, the war must become a conflict between a seeing host and one that is blind.

  


  
    —Author H. G. Wells commenting on air power

  


  The new British battleship Prince of Wales had her baptism of fire battling the German battleship Bismarck in Atlantic waters in May 1941. The modern vessel and an older battle cruiser, HMS Repulse, were then sent by Churchill to Singapore that November, with the hope they would deter Japanese aggression.


  After receipt of word of Japan’s opening of hostilities on December 8, Admiral Sir Tom Phillips boarded Prince of Wales, his flagship, and along with Repulse, departed Singapore leading Force-Z. The two imposing ships were escorted by three British destroyers: the HMS Electra, Express, Tenedos, and Royal Australian Destroyer HMAS Vampire. The goal of the task force was to deter attacks on the Malaya Peninsula. The admiral chose to sail into harm’s way despite the lack of friendly air cover.


  By the afternoon of December 9, Force-Z was off the Malaya coast, steaming toward the southern tip of Indochina. The Prince of Wales, her white ensign snapping stiff in the breeze at her masthead, was making 25 knots when late that day it was spotted by a Japanese submarine. A radio report was picked up by a Japanese battleship anchored in waters off Sapporo, Japan. The battleship was the Nagato, Admiral Yamamoto’s flagship.1


  The admiral faced a dilemma. His carriers were tied up elsewhere. He was keenly aware of the risks if he sent out inferior ships, with little or no air cover, to hunt the British. A year earlier, he had studied the first aircraft carrier strike in history, which occurred at the Italian port of Taranto on the night of November 11–12, 1940. A British force of 21 Fairey Swordfish biplanes were launched from the decks of HMS Illustrious and Eagle. In minutes, these planes, despite their antiquated status, soon crippled the Italian fleet while still at anchor.2 Yamamoto had already put this lesson to use at Pearl Harbor, but in neither case were the targets steaming at sea under arms nor were they alert to the possibility of danger.


  Yamamoto made his decision, ordering his combat aircraft stationed in Indochina into the air to search for the British.3 Armed with bombs and torpedoes, 26 G3M Nell twin-engine bombers from the Genzan Air Corps Attack Group took off from Saigon at dawn on December 10, and headed south. An hour later, 26 G4M1 Betty bombers from the Kanoya Air Corps Attack Group and 33 Nells from the Mihoro Attack Group left Thu Dau Mot Airfield north of Saigon armed with 500- and 1,000-pound bombs and torpedoes.


  Organized into eight- and nine-plane “V’s,” the air armada was led by Kanoya Air Corps Attack Group commander, Lieutenant Commander Shichiso Miyauchi. The 85 planes scoured the seas all morning. Around 10:00 a.m., the British destroyer HMS Tenedos, which had separated from the main force, was spotted. An attack was carried out without effect an hour later. Then, as the bombers’ fuel was running low, the Allied battleships were finally sighted.4


  Nine Bettys dropped low and began running in on the port side of the Prince of Wales as she steamed south. In less than a minute, the planes closed the distance and the pilots released torpedoes that splashed into the sea, targeting the battleship. The great man-o-war heeled over in a frantic turn, her guns shifting from barrage to small arms rapid-fire. Tracers filled the air.


  On board the vessel, noise reached a crescendo as Japanese planes roared overhead within feet of the exhaust stacks and gun turrets. The men on deck looked in the direction from which the planes had come. Then, all eyes shifted seaward as the tracks of incoming torpedoes approached. Tremendous explosions erupted as two “fish” found their mark. The forward motion of the ship appeared to momentarily halt. For some aboard, it felt as though the battleship had been thrown into the air.5


  Within seconds the Prince took on an 11-degree list, her steering gear and main electrical systems fatally damaged. She could no longer maneuver with any degree of control. Speed fell to 15 knots. Most of the power supplies to her big guns were now inoperative.


  Three nautical miles away, the Repulse came under fire next. Seaman Ted Matthews had a clear view, watching “in horror as a group of bombers attacked from our starboard side.” Torpedoes plunged into the sea again. “The skipper immediately altered course.” Three more planes approached on the port side from the direction of Prince of Wales and launched their torpedoes as well. The second group “flew straight by Repulse, although two of them misjudged their angle of flight, skimming directly overhead, thus presenting themselves as a perfect target for our AA guns and were promptly blown out of the sky.” To Matthews, however, it was apparent the maneuvering would not allow the ship to avoid all the incoming missiles.


  
    I waited in anticipation of the worst, as the first torpedoes disappeared under our port side. It seemed to take an eternity for anything to happen. At one point, I thought they’d somehow missed, or failed to detonate. But it wasn’t to be. Suddenly there was a massive explosion. 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. I didn’t hear the “Abandon Ship,” but there again I wasn’t going to hang around as I could see her quickly disappearing beneath me.6

  


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  Betty bomber pilot Lieutenant Haruki Iki arrived with his nine-ship formation just after the first torpedoes struck the Repulse. Iki led his force in for a second attack, leveling off just above the swells. Anti-aircraft fire was intense as one round after another penetrated his fuselage. At the same time, another formation attacked from the port side. The ship’s gunners were now firing in all directions. Iki released his torpedo, pulled out, and turned to see it hit the ship.7


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  Seaman Reg Woods had an image burned into his memory. Huge plumes of water rose 100 feet high behind the sinking Repulse, caused by the partially submerged propellers. “The horrifying consequence of this was men who hadn’t got clear of the turbulence were being catapulted in the air. A lot landed near to me, and all of them were dead.”8


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  Lieutenant Iki, having dropped his torpedo, climbed high above the fray. He looked down. The Repulse was going under, while Prince of Wales was struggling to stay afloat, moving southeast at about five knots.9


  Though the Prince was in the throes of sinking, the Japanese continued their attacks as the destroyer Express pulled alongside the battleship to rescue survivors. The final assault came in the form of a high-level bombing run by another formation of Bettys.


  The Prince of Wales listed to port at an ever more precarious angle, her decks in shambles, smoke pouring from every portal. Seaman Alan McIvor was bracing himself at the open entrance to his gun turret. “Suddenly there were three tremendous explosions, the force of which threw me back inside…. The shock of these detonations lifted our gun turret off its trunnion.” A deep gash in his head, McIvor began losing blood. Seeing McIvor in trouble, Petty Officer Crowther helped him to the gangplank then turned back. McIvor crossed to the temporary safety of HMS Express, now tied up alongside the Prince. McIvor never saw Crowther again.10


  Eleven of the 49 torpedoes that were launched by the Nells and Bettys slammed into the sides of the two Allied ships while an uncounted number of 500- and 1,000-pound bombs hit their marks during dive and level bombing attacks. These strikes took place after the ships were no longer maneuvering aggressively, which accounts in great measure for their accuracy.


  HMS Repulse sank at 12:35 p.m. with the loss of 513 men. HMS Prince of Wales rolled over at 1:25 p.m. with 327 men unaccounted for.11 The Japanese lost three planes in the attack, and a fourth later crash landed.


  In less than an hour, two mighty warships had been sent to the bottom of the sea.12 With the sinking of these vessels, the Allies no longer had a single serviceable capital ship in all of the Western Pacific.


  Air power alone had accelerated the end of the era of the battleship navy. America’s disgraced Brigadier General Billy Mitchell, the noted proponent of air power versus surface ships, had been vindicated after all. Yamamoto’s reliance on his medium bombers launched from land bases had proven their worth in spite of the lack of fighter protection. Control of the air above the battle zone had made the difference.


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  Another example of air power’s impact would soon follow, this one unfolding thousands of miles east at Wake Island.


  7

  


  Wake Hangs On


  



  
    There is only one method of fitting our intellects to be ready for war, and that is by studying the history of air warfare, and by no means should we neglect naval and land warfare.

  


  
    —“Squadron Leader,” author of Basic Principles of Air Warfare, 1927 classic subtitled The Influence of Air Power on Sea and Land Strategy

  


  Emboldened by their initial success at Wake on December 8, the Japanese elected to conduct a follow-up raid on the 9th, again approaching the atoll without fighter protection. This time the Marines were better prepared, though their numbers were considerably depleted. Using spare parts from damaged aircraft, four flyable Wildcats remained.


  The leading Japanese bombers approached at 13,000 feet, much higher than the previous day when rain squalls had forced them lower. The Wildcat patrol spotted the leading nine aircraft, one three-ship “V” in the lead and two more aligned on either side. While the bombers droned steadily on in their “V of V” formation at 160 knots, Lieutenant David D. Kliewer and Technical Sergeant Hamilton managed to cut off a straggler despite heavy return fire from its top turret. The Nell nosed down into a final, flaming spin.


  The bombers had also been visually spotted by ground observers manning Marine flak batteries on Peacock Point, the southernmost tip of Wake. Their guns opened fire just before the first salvo of bombs was released. Three-inch high-explosive shells began bursting in and around the eight remaining bombers.


  Upon seeing the flak bursts, the Wildcats broke off the attack.


  Across the island, 100-pound fragmentation bombs exploded in ripples. On Peacock, bombs fell around the crew firing the three-inch gun at Battery E. At the adjacent Battery A, a five-inch coast artillery piece was damaged and its range-finder shattered. The string of bombs continued up the east leg of Wake Island. Camp 2 was hit next where the contractors’ hospital burst into flames. The civilian and Navy barracks, garage and blacksmith shop, and base storehouse and machine shop were leveled by fire or explosion. The Naval Air Station, adjacent on Peale Island, took hits in the aerological building, hangar, and radio station. Most of Wake’s remaining radio gear was wiped out.


  But the tight Japanese formation, excellent for defense against fighters, made them an easily-tracked, massive target for anti-aircraft guns. By the time bomb impacts had struck north at Peale, five Nells were seen trailing smoke. One then burst into flames and tore apart in the air. Two down. The other four limped toward the Marshalls but were still smoking as the Marine gunners’ optical height-finder tracked them out of sight.1


  In addition to the two planes that were shot down, Japanese records indicated that 14 bombers were damaged in the attack.2 Wake was no longer a milk run for the Japanese.


  On the 10th, the Japanese tried again. Same time of day, same formation. Major Putnam wrote in his journal, “The hour and altitude of their arrival over the island was almost constant and their method of attack invariable, so that it was a simple matter to meet them, and they never, after that first day, got through unopposed.”3


  Just before 11:00 a.m., the drone of 26 Nells rose in crescendo from the east. The Wildcats were again in position. Captain Henry T. Elrod, leading the combat-air patrol, made two sweeping runs on the formation and shot down two bombers.


  The now empty 3-inch battery position at Peacock Point was hit. Battery E’s guns, repositioned overnight, took on the enemy from their new site. Their rounds chewed through the bomber formation. Battery D, the other active 3-inch unit on Peale, defended against two bomb runs. During the first, the battery suffered an electrical power failure as the bombers approached. The crew fired using barrage data, picking a point ahead of the bombers and firing steadily as the planes approached. One Nell was hit, flames bursting near an engine as she turned away, trailing a long column of smoke.


  On Wilkes, a bomb hit a munitions dump in which 125 tons of dynamite were stored. The explosive concussion flattened the island, set off nearby ammunition stores, and knocked out one coast battery, sweeping it clean of its light stanchions and above-ground fixtures. A second 3-inch gun suffered lesser damage.4 Casualties on Wilkes amounted to one Marine killed, four wounded, and one civilian suffering from shock.


  During the night, the Marines again repositioned their guns at Peacock Point, convinced the bombers were targeting the anti-aircraft battery positions there.


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  That same day, December 10, Makin and Tarawa in the Gilbert Islands fell, the latter raided by a Japanese landing party which rummaged about while British authorities went into hiding. By nightfall Guam, defended by a few U.S. Marines with no weapons larger than machine guns, surrendered to an overwhelming naval attack force. Of the initial objectives assigned to Vice Admiral Inouye, Wake alone remained to be taken.


  Inouye now delegated Rear Admiral Sadamichi Kajioka, Commander Destroyer Squadron 6, as overall commander of the invasion operation at Wake. Kajioka’s flag flew in the new light cruiser Yubari.


  Admiral Kajioka’s task force for the mission included one light cruiser (the flagship), two obsolescent light cruisers (fire support and covering duties), six destroyers, two destroyer-transports, two troop and supply transports, and two submarines.5 The Japanese Navy was spread widely in order to cover all of its assigned tasks. The Japanese had not been aware of the arrival of the 12 Wildcats at Wake until the opening day of hostilities. Hence no carriers had been allotted for this operation during the planning phase since no fighter protection was deemed necessary.


  On December 9, movement to the objective had begun on a diversionary course west of the direct route from Roi to Wake. Though no American surface opposition was expected, the two Japanese submarines sortied approximately 75 miles ahead of the main body, sweeping the area for opposition and conducting reconnaissance of Wake upon arrival. Special attention was directed toward spotting the presence of any torpedo boats. None were seen. Ten miles ahead of the main fleet, a picket destroyer was stationed to make landfall sighting and conduct similar reconnaissance.


  On the evening of December 10, the Japanese ships swung onto a more northeasterly track and closed the distance to Wake. High winds and heavy seas slowed progress but provided a natural screen behind which the approach remained undetected.


  Negative reports regarding potential opposition were relayed to the Japanese flagship by the submarines and lead destroyer. The three scouts turned southward after dark and proceeded to rendezvous with the main body.


  By 3:00 a.m. on the morning of December 11, Admiral Kajioka had the island in sight, and his invasion force was preparing to board the landing boats despite heavy wind and swells. Now the flagship, Yubari, moved “in the van,” taking the foremost position in a linear battle formation. The attack force swung onto a northwesterly approach to the bombardment and debarkation position inside six miles from the south shore of Wake.


  The atoll, barely visible through the darkness, remained ominously silent. If the task force had been sighted, the Japanese had seen no indication of any defensive activity.


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  Just prior to 3:00 a.m., however, Marine lookouts on Wake reported ships in sight. Peering through binoculars, Major Devereux discerned a considerable naval force offshore to the south. A formation of cruisers, destroyers and auxiliaries were closing in, but all were Japanese.


  The garrison was ordered to general quarters. The four operational Wildcats were readied for flight. Camouflage was removed from shore batteries, and Marines trained their barrels on the ghostly armada. Orders went out to hold fire, no matter how tempting the targets appeared. Major Devereux reasoned that the enemy force had the advantage in gun tubes, effective range, and weight of ordnance. Premature commencement of fire would not only reveal the location and strength of the seacoast batteries but would allow the Japanese to zero in on these guns without ever getting within range themselves. Devereux was prepared to absorb a pounding in order to lure the Japanese inside the range of his 5-inchers. It would take heroic discipline for gun crews to hold fire while the Japanese opened up at will and plastered the island, but that is what Devereux demanded of his forces.


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  The Japanese concept for the landing plan included a 450-man invasion force made up of troops selected from Special Naval Landing Force personnel assigned to the Fourth Fleet. These units were normally equipped with light machine guns, knee mortars, and infantry cannon.


  The lee, or southwest, side of the atoll was selected for the assault. One hundred fifty men were to land on Wilkes Island. The main force, 300 men, were to hit the beach to the northwest of Peacock Point then overrun the airfield. The backup plan was to land on the northeast and north coast in the event of bad winds on the south side of the island.


  For the invasion, no bomber support was scheduled from Roi in the Marshalls. To be of use, the bombers would have to arrive over the island at dawn, meaning the planes would have to take off and rendezvous in darkness, then fly over 700 miles using dead reckoning. Pinpoint navigation and timing would be required. A few minutes early and they would have to bomb in darkness and depart; a few minutes late and they would be of no use as friendly troops would already be ashore.


  Given that the Japanese would be outnumbered on the ground, they expected to have it tough with this size landing force. If things went badly, the destroyer crews were to join in storming the beach.6


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  The Wildcats were ordered aloft before first light. Major Putnam with his three most experienced pilots, captains Henry T. Elrod, Herbert C. Freuler, and Frank C. Tharin, taxied to the end of the strip. Three planes took off, followed 45 minutes later by the fourth, which was delayed by mechanical problems.7 Their initial task was to conduct a sweep at 12,000 feet to ensure that the Japanese force was not backed up by carrier aviation or supported by another air strike from bombers based in the Marshalls.8


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  As the sky brightened in the east, the cruiser Yubari, still leading “in the van,” reached a position within five miles south of Peacock Point. The cruiser turned westward and commenced a run, broadside to the south shore of Wake. Keeping about a half mile further to sea of the still silent island, the other ships followed in line. Although the Japanese were not yet aware of it, the Yubari was already being tracked by the 5-inch gun of Battery A on Peacock Point.


  Once steady on course, the Yubari and the other two cruisers Tatsuta and Tenryu opened fire at targets along the south shore of Wake, and successive salvos made their way from Peacock Point to the vicinity of Camp 1. High-velocity 6-inch shells came whistling in near the camp, setting fire to the Diesel oil tanks between the tents and Wilkes Channel. Lieutenants Clarence A. Barninger and John A. McAlister, respectively commanding Batteries A and L, the dual 5-inch batteries at Peacock and Kuku Points, continued to be restrained from returning fire by a repeat of the original hold-fire order.


  Japanese troop ships proceeded behind the cruiser and destroyer screen ready to begin their assigned missions. As the sun rose in the east, the Yubari, accompanied by the two destroyer-transports, reversed course to the right heading east now toward the atoll, thus closing the range. Another barrage was unleashed on the island.


  According to PFC Martin Gatewood, “The shells were shaking the ground and rattling.” The men hunkered low in foxholes and behind berms, hoping they would not get hit. “It feels like hell when you can’t do anything or try to stop it.”9


  After the second broadside run, Admiral Kajoika was convinced Wake’s defenses had been neutralized. Not a single shot had emanated from the beaches. A third turn in toward the island was begun just before 6:00 a.m. The cruiser soon reached a position heading west, two-and-a-half to three miles due south of Battery A.


  The battery range-section plotted the Yubari’s movement using only estimated data, her rangefinder having been put out of action during the air raid on December 9. At 6:15 a.m., Major Devereux, standing on the beach while observing the Japanese maneuvers, finally gave the order.


  “Open fire! Fire at will!”10


  Battery A’s cannons roared into action at a range of about two-and-a-half miles. The first salvo missed the Yubari.


  Alerted now to the threat from the shore guns, the cruiser swept into a port turn, all-ahead full, and began to zigzag. Her gun turrets zeroed in on the muzzle flashes from Peacock Point. The first salvo came screaming overhead the battery, missing by 200–300 yards. Sand and smoke filled the air. A second onslaught landed 100–200 yards short on the reef, throwing up huge plumes of coral and froth.


  The cruiser, now three miles distant, continued left to bring her guns to bear on the port side. The range group at Battery A finally nailed the distance. Two rounds hit the cruiser, amidship, near the waterline. Smoke billowed from gaping holes. The big ship slowed. A turn was begun as two more rounds struck the ship slightly aft of the first two hits. With smoke and steam now belching from the ship’s wounds, the captain tried to swing her behind his own smoke while one of the destroyers maneuvered between the cruiser and the shore battery in order to begin laying a more protective smoke screen. A round from Battery A struck the forward part of the destroyer’s upper deck, and the ship heeled hard away from the island, its mission aborted.


  Battery A continued to track the cruiser, scoring at least one more hit on her forward turret. It ceased firing. The cruiser’s other guns continued to salvo at the beach until the ship limped beyond 10 miles and disappeared in smoke over the horizon.


  While the drama was unfolding off Peacock, half of the Japanese landing force was now proceeding west of Kuku Point. At a range of 51/2 miles, shortly after 6:00 a.m., the division steamed into range of Battery B, the 5-inch unit on Peale. The shore battery opened fire on the lead ship.


  The Japanese returned fire immediately, raking Peale and scoring hits in and about the guns of Batteries B and D, destroying communications between the 5-inch guns and the battery command post.


  At this point, Gun 2 of Battery B suffered a recoil-cylinder casualty, putting the piece out of action. Continuing the duel with only one gun, the Marines poured salvo after salvo at the closest ship until they struck the stern of the destroyer. It swung away as a second destroyer attempted to move in to lay a protective smoke screen behind which the damaged destroyer could escape.


  The other part of the invasion force, including three destroyers, both troop transports, and the light cruisers, Tatsuta and Tenryu, was proceeding northward toward Wilkes. The Marines at Battery L on Wilkes began taking distance measurements as the targets moved within range. Some five miles southwest of Kuku Point, the destroyers turned directly for shore, firing as they closed.


  At a distance of two miles, the Marines at Battery L observed the lead destroyer, Hayate, begin a port turn westward. The destroyer was steadying out on a course parallel to the beach for a broadside firing run when the shore battery opened up.


  Three two-gun salvos arced toward the Hayate, with the last rounds finding their mark at 6:52 a.m. A violent explosion engulfed the ship which was momentarily lost from sight. As smoke and spray drifted clear, the gunners on Wilkes saw that the vessel had broken in two and was sinking. In less than two minutes, she went to the bottom with all hands.11


  The same shore battery engaged a second destroyer which was coming to assist the Hayate. It, too, was hit and forced to retire. Battery L now turned its attention on the transports. The lead troop ship was hit and turned behind a smoke screen laid by the two remaining destroyers.


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  As the ground and sea gunners exchanged salvoes well below, the four Wildcats, led by Major Putnam, completed their sweep, having encountered no air opposition. Putnam pressed his transmitter button, “…Looks as if there are no Nips in the air. Let’s go down and join the party.”12


  There were plenty of targets to choose from.


  Light cruisers Tenryu and Tatsuta were bombed and strafed in spite of heavy anti-aircraft fire which damaged two Wildcats. The torpedo battery of the Tenryu was put out of action, and the radio shack of Tatsuta was silenced. A modified 100-pound bomb struck the transport Kongo Maru on the stern. A gasoline fire erupted on deck. Flames shot up from the holds. Machine gun bullets from one strafing pass penetrated the Yubari’s bridge, narrowly missing Admiral Kajoika.13


  After each fighter expended its ordnance, the pilot landed, rearmed and took off again. During one of these exchanges, Lieutenant John F. Kinney and Technical Sergeant Hamilton replaced Putnam and Tharin. Captain Elrod reloaded, took off, then dropped a bomb that penetrated the destroyer Kisaragi’s deck. Its time-delay fuse exploded the weapon below the main deck, starting a raging fire in the hold. Later as Hamilton and Kinney continued the attack on the destroyer, the inferno reached the ship’s store of depth charges. The vessel, swallowed in a fiery explosion, sank minutes later, taking 150 men with it.


  One of the two converted destroyer-transports was also hit during the air strikes.


  As Admiral Kajoika’s task force limped away in disgrace, it was abundantly clear to him that without air superiority, taking Wake island would be no simple task.


  Japanese flak, however, exacted a toll which could ill be absorbed considering Wake’s scanty resources. A main fuel line was cut on Captain Elrod’s Wildcat. His resulting crash landing amid the boulders along the south beach totaled the airplane, but he survived with minor injuries. Captain Freuler’s plane took a hit, which pierced the oil cooler and one cylinder. Though he was able to reach the landing field, the engine was a total loss.


  By 7:10 a.m., the Japanese fleet was out of sight and in full retreat toward Kwajalein. In less than two hours, deadly accurate work by three partially operational shore batteries and four fighters had crippled the Japanese flag ship, sunk two destroyers, and damaged three other destroyers, as well as a transport and light cruiser.


  Sorties continued to be flown throughout the day, and at around 4:00 p.m., Lieutenant David D. Kliewer spotted a submarine on the surface, 25 miles south of the island. He bombed and strafed the sub during two passes and observed the boat submerge. An oil slick was later seen in the water.


  As the day came to an end, Marines and civilian workers who had taken part in the battle began to celebrate. Inside the command post, Corporal Robert M. Brown, a huge grin on his face, remarked to Major Devereux, “It’s been quite a day, Major, hasn’t it?”14


  A Japanese invasion had finally been thwarted, and the U.S. Marines had sunk their first Japanese warship of the Pacific conflict.


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  As the Japanese fleet sailed away from Wake, the report was passed to Admiral Yamamoto aboard his flagship. On a day when the British warships had been soundly defeated by air power, and Guam surrendered without a fight, Yamamoto was dissatisfied. He was rankled by the timidity of Admiral Nagumo in not pressing his advantage at Pearl Harbor, thereby sparing the American carriers, submarine, and port facilities. He was rankled by Admiral Inouye’s overconfidence and decision not to employ his air assets during the invasion attempt at Wake.15 The fainthearted approach of Yamamoto’s subordinates was pushing the war into a phase that he knew he could not win: a protracted conflict. Japan must remain on the offense, and to do so required mastery of the air over every battlefield or sea engagement.


  In the Marshall Islands, Admiral Inouye began to consider his options upon receipt of the same disappointing report from Kajoika.


  Meanwhile, hostilities continued to grind forward in the Philippines.


  8

  


  American Caesar


  



  
    He is shrewd, selfish, proud, remote, highly strung and vastly vain. He has imagination, self-confidence, physical courage and charm, but no humor about himself, no regard for the truth, and is unaware of these defects.

  


  
    —British Lieutenant Colonel Gerald Wilkinson on his impression of Douglas MacArthur1

  


  Upon hearing about the aircraft losses at Clark Air Base in the Philippines on December 8, 1941, President Roosevelt bellowed his astonishment: “They were caught on the ground?”


  There is no doubt that Roosevelt would have loved to axe MacArthur. It was one thing to replace CINCPAC on American soil in Hawaii. Yet who on short notice was capable of taking MacArthur’s place and dealing with the Filipinos during a Japanese invasion? No one.


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  The commander of the Allied forces in the Philippines was one of the most controversial characters on the American military scene. Exceedingly brave, yet outrageously arrogant, he strolled among his charges like a peacock. Among those who knew him there was no middle ground. You either loved the man or detested him.2


  Douglas MacArthur was born on January 26, 1880. His parents saw no need for a middle name; neither his esteemed father nor grandfather had required one to make their mark in history. The grandfather, Arthur, became a lawyer and eventually served on the District of Columbia Supreme Court. Douglas’s father, Arthur MacArthur, Jr., found himself serving as an 18-year-old lieutenant in the Union Army in 1863 during the Civil War. At the battle of Franklin, he won the Medal of Honor for placing the unit’s colors atop Missionary Ridge. By age 19, he had risen to the rank of lieutenant colonel. After the war, Arthur, Jr., married Mary “Pinky” Pinckney and was assigned to outposts in the West, where his advancement stagnated. Douglas was born at Little Rock Barracks, Arkansas. The son learned to ride horses and shoot before he could read or write.


  Douglas entered West Point in 1899. His mother took up residence in a nearby hotel while his father, Arthur, leapt ahead in rank to lieutenant general during the Spanish-American War. Arthur then served as military governor of the Philippines. Both his mother’s proximity and his father’s reputation made him the recipient of merciless hazing during his plebe year. But Douglas was no momma’s boy. He was First Captain (Brigade Commander) his senior year and graduated number one academically in his ’03 class, a rare double accomplishment.3 From there he joined the Corps of Engineers and was assigned to the Philippines, where in November he came under fire from one of two armed locals. His hat punctured by a bullet, MacArthur pulled out his pistol and killed them both at close range.4


  In 1914, MacArthur went behind enemy lines during the Mexican Insurrection, after which he reported that he had been involved in three gun fights at close range with Mexican forces. Several officers agreed that MacArthur deserved the Medal of Honor. The nomination failed because the witnesses were Mexican railroad workers bribed to participate in the theft of three train locomotives and because the mission had not been properly authorized. MacArthur fumed over the bureaucratic snub, tantamount to a denial of what MacArthur deemed his rightful extension of the family legacy.5


  In 1917, MacArthur switched his Army branch from engineers to infantry, opening up his chances for advancement in the war-to-end-all-wars just entered by the United States. With that change came assignment to the 42nd “Rainbow” Division, and at the ripe age of 37 he set sail for Europe. Once on the continent, MacArthur eschewed the training routine imposed by General Pershing and accompanied French troops on two trench raids. On the first of these, he went over-the-top at night wearing his smashed down garrison cap instead of a steel helmet. Over a turtleneck sweater he wrapped a four-foot muffler knitted by his mother. He sported immaculate riding breeches above polished cavalry boots. In his mouth dangled a cigarette holder. His weapon? A riding crop. MacArthur disappeared with the French into the cauldron of bursting flares, artillery explosions, and machine gun fire. At daybreak the raiding party returned with a large contingent of prisoners, one of them a German colonel being prodded by MacArthur with his riding crop. The French general in charge pinned a Croix de Guerre on MacArthur, and a Silver Star device was added to his campaign ribbon.6 Later in his career, MacArthur was instrumental in creating the Silver Star Medal itself, which was retroactively awarded to prior holders of the French device.


  Soon after his first over-the-top adventure, MacArthur led his own men from Iowa’s 168th Infantry above the parapets and into no-man’s land on a similar foray. For that action he was awarded the Distinguished Service Cross, one notch below the medal his father had earned.7


  Though senior in both age and rank, the troops hailed his continuing presence in the trenches and on the battlefield. His exploits were widely recounted to the extent that many considered him somewhat reckless, inserting himself into battles “in which, some older heads think, he has no business to be.”8 He seldom wore a tin helmet, preferring his cloth cap, turtleneck sweater, calf-high boots, and swagger stick. He reinforced his image with unabashed bravado: “All of Germany cannot fabricate the shell that will kill me.”9 But the Germans were capable of dispensing the poison gas that twice sent him to the hospital. By June of 1918, MacArthur had been nominated to the rank of brigadier general.


  The following month on Bastille Day, July 14, the Germans stormed American Rainbow Division positions, a battle during which MacArthur received a much more vivid dose of war’s reality. The sights and sounds of human carnage under appalling conditions caused MacArthur to later claim that warfare was never the same for him again.10 By July 28, the Germans were in retreat and MacArthur replaced the 84th Brigade Commander, who had been relieved for ineffectiveness. MacArthur ordered his exhausted troops to advance. They pushed forward seven miles in the next week and sustained 6,500 casualties. Minimizing losses was not on his agenda. The dead and dying were overlooked, with MacArthur earning two more Silver Star devices. Upon his change of command as division chief of staff, his officers presented him with a gold cigarette lighter inscribed: “The bravest of the brave.”11


  On October 16, 1918, MacArthur faced his toughest challenge. Fearful of being relieved if he proved unsuccessful in crushing the Germans at Côte de Châtillon, MacArthur summoned all his strength while still ailing from a dose of gas. He then thrust his brigade into a do-or-die mission, first having one battalion penetrate the enemy line at a weak point to split the German defenses, then leading a massive frontal charge. For this action, MacArthur was recommended for promotion to major general and for the award of the Medal of Honor. MacArthur received neither. He did earn his second Distinguished Service Cross and would eventually finish combat service with those two medals plus seven Silver Star devices, but he left the fields of strife without the grand prize.12,13 Though detractors have taken Douglas MacArthur to task for the posturing and misdeeds he committed throughout his career, the details of his record in France remained outside the clamor of controversy.


  Upon return to the States, MacArthur was put in charge of the U.S. Military Academy at West Point, where his innovations included a formalized honor code and the revamping of the intramural athletics program. He took steps to reduce hazing and brought in political figures and military experts as guest lecturers to enhance the academic program.14


  From there, MacArthur was reassigned to the Philippines in October 1922, and he brought with him a rich flamboyant divorcee, Louise Cromwell Brooks, whom he had married on Valentine’s Day of that year. That assignment, banishment really, likely came about at the hands of General Pershing, though he denied it. Pershing, then Army Chief of Staff, was reported to have had serious eyes on Louise and their future together.


  MacArthur served as commander of the Military District of Manila, a figurehead position. In 1925, at 45 years of age, he became the youngest major general in the Army at the time and took charge of IV Corps in Atlanta, Georgia. That fall, MacArthur moved on to command III Corps in Baltimore, Maryland.


  During October of that year, he sat as a member of the judiciary at the court martial of Brigadier General William “Billy” Mitchell.15 In 1921, Mitchell along with six other crews bombed the captured battleship Ostfriesland off the Virginia Capes to test the potential of air power. It sank in 21 minutes and created a furor within the Navy Department. A strong advocate of air power, Mitchell continued to rile the bureaucracy with outspoken attacks on Navy and Army leaders who refused to acknowledge the need for a strong air force. One Navy man who followed all the news closely was, of course, Admiral Yamamoto during his naval attaché days in Washington.


  After the U.S. Navy dirigible Shenandoah crashed in a storm, killing 14 of the crew, Mitchell went public, accusing senior leaders in the Army and Navy of incompetence and “almost treasonable administration of the national defense.”


  President Calvin Coolidge gave the order to court martial Mitchell for eight instances of insubordination under the 96th Article of War, a catch-all regulation which covers “conduct of a nature to bring discredit upon the military service.” The trial found the general guilty on all eight counts, reflecting the bias that flag officers in the armed services maintained against those who challenged their thinking. Years later, MacArthur would claim the assignment was “one of the most distasteful orders I ever received” and that he voted for acquittal, but how he actually voted has remained a controversial mystery ever since.16


  In 1928, MacArthur returned to the Philippines, serving as Commanding General, Philippine Department. While there, MacArthur met Isabel Rosario Cooper, daughter of a Scottish father and Filipina mother. A chorus girl and actress, she captured his heart.


  By 1929, MacArthur’s marriage was in shambles, and he and Louise divorced. But his professional stature did not suffer, for in the following year he was promoted to four-star general and selected as Army Chief of Staff. He moved to Fort Myers, Virginia, just outside Washington, D.C., and found Isabel an apartment on 16th Street in the capital. His mother, Pinky, was now back on the scene and hovering about, but Douglas managed to visit Isabel on the side, showering her with gifts and love letters.


  Though his father had passed away in 1912, MacArthur’s mother continued to play an important role on his career. Born into a southern family that had supported the Confederacy during the Civil War, she nonetheless often reminded Douglas of his father’s Union legacy as well as that of General Robert E. Lee. She regularly wrote to her contacts in Washington such as General Pershing to “remind” them when MacArthur was due for a promotion. When MacArthur was named Army Chief of Staff, Pinky told her son, “If only your father could see you now! Douglas, you’re everything he wanted to be.”17


  MacArthur took over a depleted Army numbering a mere 12,000 officers and 125,000 enlisted men. While he made strides to rebuild the Army during the Depression, one incident would scar his reputation forever.


  In June 1932, World War I veterans, calling themselves the Bonus Expeditionary Force, assembled along with family members in Washington to demonstrate for redemption of a bonus the men had been promised by President Wilson during the Great War. Half the bonus had been paid, but the veterans wanted the balance. A bill to pay them was defeated in Congress, but money was authorized to help those marchers who wanted to go home. Many did, but about 10,000 remained. On July 28, when the police began to clear the marchers from Pennsylvania Avenue, violence broke out. Washington, D.C., Police Commissioner Pelham D. Glassford was injured by a thrown brick.


  When word reached the White House, President Herbert Hoover called in the troops. Cavalry, infantry, and a tank platoon mustered on the ellipse, south of the White House. Against advice, MacArthur chose to accompany the troops in order to be on hand to make “necessary decisions” outside the purview of the brigadier general in charge. During the ensuing clearing process, tear gas was employed, causing the death of one infant. By nightfall, the marchers had retreated across the Anacostia River, but MacArthur had his troops continue the pursuit, in spite of attempts by the president to have the Army disengage. Shortly before midnight, the veteran encampment erupted in flames. Thousands of choking, frightened veterans and their families fled in panic.


  The next day, the newspapers had a field day delivering a crushing blow to the Army’s image and MacArthur in particular. MacArthur was depicted in the press as harboring ambitions of grandeur much like the rising tide of dictatorship in Europe, epitomized by Stalin, Hitler, Franco, and Mussolini.


  The whole affair served only to guarantee the election of Franklin D. Roosevelt, at the head of whose inaugural parade MacArthur trotted, ramrod upon a stallion. The two men carried on a strained yet respectful relationship, with Roosevelt considering the general one of the two most dangerous men in America along with Senator Huey Long of Louisiana. MacArthur, meanwhile, waxed over Roosevelt’s liberal focus on conservation and public works spending at the expense of a standing army. In 1933, the Roosevelt administration sought to reduce the Army’s $277 million budget by $80 million. Secretary of War George H. Dern and MacArthur met with the president in the White House. ”I spoke recklessly,” the general later wrote, “and said something to the effect that when we lost the next war, and an American boy, lying in the mud with an enemy bayonet through his belly and an enemy foot on his dying throat, spat out his last curse, I wanted the name not to be MacArthur but Roosevelt.” The president sat bolt upright and raged. “You must not talk that way to the president.” MacArthur apologized, offered to resign, then stood and turned to leave. As he reached for the door knob, Roosevelt’s demeanor had returned to normal. “Don’t be foolish, Douglas; you and the budget must get together on this.” MacArthur prevailed.18


  Of MacArthur’s many detractors, one was the prominent journalist Drew Pearson. He published unverified accusations from MacArthur’s ex-wife, Louise, that painted the general as vain, incompetent, and disloyal to President Roosevelt. MacArthur sued for defamation, at which point Pearson tracked down the general’s paramour, Isabel, and fired back. MacArthur dropped the suit and Isabel received $15,000 as hush money.


  Through all this chaos, MacArthur held tight the reins of control over the Army until October 1935, when he finally stepped down, though declining retirement.


  MacArthur was immediately lured by Manuel Quezon, president of the Philippines, to serve as military advisor to the commonwealth. He remained on active duty at his permanent rank of major general with full pay and allowances from the U.S. Army as well as $33,000 a year in Philippine salary and expense money, making him the highest paid serviceman in the U.S. Armed Forces at the time.19


  On the ship headed to Manila, MacArthur met Jean Marie Faircloth. She was from Murfreesboro, Tennessee, and still single at 37. Jean had just inherited $200,000 from her stepfather and was on the first leg of a planned world cruise. She was immediately smitten with MacArthur, and he with her. Her cruise beyond the Philippines never materialized.20


  Five weeks after his arrival in the Philippines, MacArthur’s mother, Pinky, died. Jean then filled the role of confidante. She was an immediate calming influence in MacArthur’s personal life after his divorce from Louise and spree with Isabel, but unsettling things were still taking place in MacArthur’s headquarters. He had brilliant staff members, including Dwight D. Eisenhower, but had also installed sycophants who fed him what he wanted to hear. As a result, by 1936 MacArthur was reporting progress on the creation of the Philippine Army that was patently false.21 Though Eisenhower warned him about these stretches of the truth, MacArthur continued the scheme, possibly to put a false face on President Quezon’s pursuit of a stronger U.S. alliance and to keep congressional funding flowing into the country.


  In April 1937, MacArthur returned his mother’s ashes to Arlington National Cemetery to lie in rest with those of his father. He and Jean were then married in New York. In December, he decided to retire at his permanent rank of Major General. The couple remained in Manila, however, and MacArthur was appointed by President Quezon as Field Marshal in the Philippine Army. He began wearing the distinctive field marshal’s cap with the U.S. Army crest that would become his signature headgear throughout World War II.22


  Eisenhower remained on MacArthur’s staff until 1939, when Dwight was recalled to the U.S. Some years later, when Eisenhower was asked if he knew MacArthur, he replied, “Know him? I studied dramatics under him for seven years!” MacArthur upon hearing that quote retorted that Eisenhower was the “best clerk I ever had.”23


  With war clouds on the U.S. horizon in 1941, MacArthur, while still in the Philippines, was recalled to active duty in July as a major general. He was soon promoted to lieutenant general and given the task of mobilizing the Philippine Army, an undertaking he was deeply involved with until the Pearl Harbor attack and his promotion once again to full general. By this point in his life, MacArthur was well versed in dealing with personal, political, and military debacles. He had shown a penchant for risking life and limb at times and in ways that were unnecessary, except in terms of image. But as Clauswitz points out in his treatise, On War, “boldness becomes of rarer occurrence the higher we ascend the scale of rank.” Whether that would hold true for MacArthur in the days to come after December 8 remained to be seen.


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  While the notable success at Wake was unfolding, the defense of the Philippine Archipelago remained vested in General Douglas MacArthur, in spite of the loss of nearly half his air force on day one of the Pacific War and the subsequent loss of naval assets at Cavite. Admiral Thomas C. Hart, Commander of the United States Asiatic Fleet, also was retained under his command as was Major General Lewis H. Brereton, head of the U.S. Army’s Far East Air Force. Together the three men attempted to fashion a workable defense.


  The conquest of the Philippines designed by the Japanese involved a minutely detailed assault, employing elements of surprise to overwhelm opposition. With so much coordination required, there were bound to be intelligence leaks. In early November 1941, U.S. Navy analysts stationed on Corregidor reported message traffic that indicated Japanese merchant ships were being inducted into the Navy in alarming numbers, and that some 250 of those ships had been sent to ports bordering the Formosa Strait, a scant 220 miles north of Luzon in the Philippines. In late November, traffic analysts both at Pearl Harbor and on Corregidor reported that two powerful Japanese task forces were approaching the Philippines from the north and the east. Based on communication patterns, the report laid out the composition of both of those forces in considerable detail.24 In view of these ominous forewarnings, General MacArthur, Admiral Hart, and General Brereton took action to increase readiness and survivability should an attack occur, but their efforts were limited in scope and complicated by bureaucratic wrangling with Filipino counterparts.


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  As always, maintaining air superiority was key to the Japanese plan. To achieve it, they were determined to neutralize MacArthur’s Far East Air Force. Because available air power from Formosa did not have the range to cover all of Luzon, the Japanese planned to leapfrog down the archipelago using captured airfields on Philippine territory. The islands of Batan and Camiguin, just off the northern coast of Luzon, and Aparri Field at Luzon’s northern tip were to be taken first.


  Vice Admiral Takahashi’s Third Surprise Attack Force under Rear Admiral S. Hirose landed 490 men on Batan at dawn on the 8th. Its small airfield was quickly overrun, but the successes later that morning that knocked out Clark made developing a strip on Batan unnecessary. Two days later an element of this same group occupied Camiguin Island and established a seaplane base, while at dawn an infantry battalion known as the Tanaka Detachment attempted to sweep ashore at Aparri.


  High winds and thundering breakers made chaos of the landing. Only two companies got ashore, and they came under fire from a company of the U.S. Army’s 11th Infantry Division. The Japanese transports withdrew and swung eastward to Gonzaga in the lee of the battering winds and surf where troops again tried to come ashore.


  Alerted about the invasion attempt, two squadrons of American P-40 fighters and five B-17 bombers intensified the debacle. Japanese Minesweeper No. 19 was hit. Her depth charges exploded. With fires raging, the ship was forced to run aground, a total loss. Escorting warships were vulnerable as they motored just outside the landing zone. Anxious to get to sea, transport crews tossed the oil barrels needed for tanks and vehicles over the side in hopes that the drums would drift to shore. Heavy equipment, such as the steam rollers for leveling the airfields, never made it to the beach. Enough of a fighting force did make it ashore, however, to overcome the meager resistance and take control of Aparri.25


  With a foothold on Luzon, the battle for the Philippines was now fully engaged on land, sea, and air.


  9

  


  Chester W. Nimitz


  



  
    He who knows not, and knows not that he knows not, is a fool. Shun him. He who knows, and knows that he knows, is wise. Follow him.

  


  
    —Old Persian saying

  


  By January 1942, opposing Yamamoto in the Pacific were two flag officers, one Army and one Navy, exercising separate commands. General Douglas D. MacArthur was appointed Supreme Allied Commander, Southwest Pacific, while Admiral Chester W. Nimitz became Commander in Chief of the Pacific Theater stretching from the Aleutians to New Zealand.1


  Though Admiral Ernest J. King was the Commander in Chief of the U.S. Fleet and Chief of Naval Operations in Washington, it would be his subordinate at Pearl Harbor, Admiral Nimitz, who would direct the most telling actions against Yamamoto, simply because when it came to Yamamoto’s moves, Nimitz would know them in advance. The Navy’s Combat Intelligence Unit, called OP-20-G, was housed in the basement of the 14th Naval District Administration at Pearl Harbor, and by mid–January 1942, the unit was breaking the Japanese naval cipher for Nimitz.2


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  Chester W. Nimitz’s mother was already a widow on the day of his birth in 1885. His father had died months earlier. Anna married her deceased husband’s brother five years later, and Chester acquired a stepfather without a change of name.


  In 1905, Nimitz graduated seventh in a class of 114 from the U.S. Naval Academy. On January 31, 1907, after the two years of regular sea duty required by law, he was commissioned ensign and took command of the gunboat USS Panay. He later commanded USS Decatur and was court-martialed and reprimanded for running her aground south of Manila in Batangas Harbor. The mishap presented a career obstacle which might have overwhelmed someone of lesser determination.


  This gaffe resulted in Nimitz being denied the battleship assignment he had sought; instead, he found himself attached to the submarine fleet. On March 20, 1912, Fireman Second Class W.J. Walsh fell overboard the submarine E-1, formerly Skipjack. A strong tide was running, and Walsh, who could not swim, was rapidly being swept away. Nimitz dove in the water and kept Walsh afloat until both were picked up by a small boat. Nimitz was awarded the Silver Lifesaving Medal by the Treasury Department which improved his career prospects and no doubt upped his morale.3
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  Chester W. Nimitz and his grandfather, Charles H. Nimitz, circa 1905. Chester's father died before he was born, and his grandfather served as a father figure during his formative years. He graduated from Annapolis on January 30, 1905, and assumed the rank of ensign, pictured here (U.S. Navy Archives).


  



  On April 9, 1913, Chester married Catherine V. Freeman from Wollaston, Massachusetts. That same year, Lieutenant Nimitz was assigned to the Brooklyn Navy Yard in New York. While there, he supervised construction of diesel engines at which he became expert, so much so that he was offered a 10-year, $40,000 per annum job if he would leave the Navy to join an engine manufacturing company in St. Louis. He declined, in favor of his $240 salary per month plus $48 housing allowance from the Navy ($3,500 per year).4


  While conducting one of the many tours at the Machinery Division, Nimitz pointed his gloved hand at a set of rotating gears. The glove got snared in the gear mechanism. His class ring jammed the gear, allowing Nimitz to free his hand, but a portion of his finger was severed.5 He could now add personal pain and disfigurement in service to his country.


  Nimitz finally made it into the “big ship navy” in 1919, serving as executive officer of the battleship USS South Carolina. His next tour brought him back to submarines at Pearl Harbor as Commanding Officer of USS Chicago, then as Commander Submarine Division Fourteen.
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  Sent to the Philippines in 1906, 22-year-old Ensign Nimitz commanded the USS Decatur, an old destroyer, which he ran aground. He was court-martialed for "hazarding" a ship of the U.S. Navy (U.S. Navy Archives).


  



  In 1926, the Reserve Officer Training Program (ROTC) had been initiated and Nimitz became the first Professor of Naval Science and Tactics for the unit at the University of California, Berkeley. Three years later he returned to sea duty as Commander Submarine Division Twenty in San Diego, California.


  By June of 1931, at the height of the Depression, Nimitz found himself beginning a two-year tour in charge of 35 mothballed destroyers in San Diego. He and his family were quartered on the upper decks of an old tender, USS Rigel. This seemingly spartan living arrangement was not without amenities that have long passed into history: a cook, a steward, and two mess attendants to serve the family. On the other hand, there were rats in the bilges, and Catherine Nimitz must have kept busy avoiding child-overboard situations while keeping tabs on a toddler among her four children.6


  In 1933, Nimitz was assigned command of his first large ship, the heavy cruiser USS Augusta, which served as flagship of the Asiatic Fleet. Perhaps due to having run aground early in his career, Nimitz went to great pains to train his junior officers, exhibiting tremendous patience dealing with their mistakes. The attribute would serve him well in the future during acrimonious strategy sessions with flamboyant flag officers whose nicknames, “Bull” Halsey, “Black Jack” Fletcher, “Howling Mad” Smith, and “Terrible” Turner, spoke volumes about their temperament.


  A tough but fair commander, Nimitz wound up being so well liked and respected that upon his reassignment in April 1935, his officers rented an entire club in Shanghai for a farewell party. After the change of command ceremony aboard ship the next day, 12 junior officers manned a whaleboat and rowed him off to the liner President Lincoln, where Catherine and daughter Mary awaited the voyage back to the States.7


  His next sea command was at flag rank, Rear Admiral, serving as Commander Cruiser Division Two, Guantanamo Bay, Cuba, and later as Commander Battle Division One out of San Pedro, California. Then in 1939, he was appointed Chief of the Bureau of Navigation (now Personnel) in Washington. Admiral Nimitz had by then commanded both surface ships and submarines during his 34 years in the Navy.


  After the Pearl Harbor attack, the Navy disaster required the finding of fault. Admiral Husband E. Kimmel took the blame. Nimitz packed his bags and was designated Commander in Chief, Pacific Fleet on December 31, 1941.8


  Nimitz established his headquarters in the hills above Pearl Harbor, as opposed to the Japanese penchant for leading on-scene aboard a flagship. He was a believer in joint operations and included officers from all branches on his staff. Further, he combined the intelligence apparatus of each service under one roof.
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  Nimitz and Kimmel at the change of command ceremony on Oahu, December 31, 1941 (U.S. Navy Archives).
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  Commander Joseph J. Rochefort (shown in captain's rank here) was instrumental in breaking the Japanese naval code and in the eventual defeat of Yamamoto's combined fleet at Midway (U.S. Navy Archives).


  



  Back on June 1, 1939, the Japanese had introduced what American cryptanalysts called JN–25, which stands for Japanese Navy, Code 25, made up of over 33,000 cipher groups comprised of words, phrases, and letters. It was the primary code the Japanese used to send military, as opposed to diplomatic, messages. After Pearl Harbor, U.S. intelligence efforts focused on cracking JN–25. Leading the effort, code-named Magic, was the U.S. Navy’s Combat Intelligence Unit, called OP–20–G, consisting of 738 naval personnel. The unit, housed in the basement of the 14th Naval District Administration at Pearl Harbor, was under the leadership of Commander John Rochefort, who combined fluency in Japanese with extensive mathematical skill. Using complex mathematical analysis, IBM punch-card tabulating machines, and a cipher machine, the Navy unit was able to crack most of the code by January 1942. The blanket name given to information gained by deciphering JN–25 was Ultra, a word borrowed from British code-breaking efforts and stamped at the top of all deciphered messages.9
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  Nimitz was promoted to 5-Star Admiral of the Fleet on December 19, 1944 (U.S. Navy Archives).


  



  With the full breaking of the Japanese naval code now seeing fruition, the flow of timely intelligence was streamlined to where Nimitz most needed it: his fighting ships and men. And of those ships, Nimitz had no more than four aircraft carriers available at any one time in all of the Pacific until late in 1943.10


  By the time Nimitz achieved high rank, he had displayed few of the characteristics of military men who are prone to taking high risks. Money and fame seemed unlikely goals. He also showed a tendency toward compassion, interested in what he could learn from mistakes, and more interested in teaching than posturing. Whether these qualities would serve him well in the crucible of oceanic warfare remained to be seen.
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  MacArthur (left), Roosevelt (center), and Nimitz (right) at the strategy conference, July 1944, on Oahu, Hawaii (U.S. Navy Archives).
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  Propaganda


  



  
    Power always thinks it has a great soul and vast views beyond the comprehension of the weak, and that it is doing God’s service when it is violating all his laws.

  


  
    —President John Adams

  


  Western caricatures of the Japanese often portrayed them as “slant-eyed” yellow men in thick, round glasses. That these same Japanese could so easily overpower Europeans and Americans across Asia and the Pacific came as a shock to the Allies.1 It even surprised the Japanese populace, if only because of the slow pace of the major effort underway in China and Manchuria, drawn out since 1937.


  Through centuries of isolation, Japanese popular culture was historically jingoistic, but became increasingly so through the end of the 19th and into the 20th centuries. The surge of Japanese nationalism grew from the adoption of Shinto as a state religion in 1890 and its insertion into the education system. In addition to sparking xenophobia, Shinto proclaimed the Emperor as divine, a descendant of the sun goddess Amaterasu. This inspired the requirement that the Emperor and his coterie be obeyed without question.


  Given this mindset, the Tokyo propaganda machinery had a field day during December 1941. The media was overwhelmed with success stories. Up-to-the-minute reports over the radio spoke of nothing but Japanese victories on all fronts, every one of them true. Anti-foreign propaganda swept Japan within a week of the opening of the war and never abated.


  If ever there was a big-bang in terms of warfare, the opening of the Pacific War certainly qualified. Pearl Harbor was hit on December 7 and the Philippines and Malaya were hit within hours of that surprise attack. Thailand’s military forces battled the Japanese at Prachuab Airfield on December 8–9, then abruptly switched sides and joined Japan for the rest of the war. Kowloon on mainland China across from Hong Kong was occupied on December 13. The Japanese reached Victoria Point in southernmost Burma on December 16. On December 17, Japanese forces invaded northern Borneo to begin seizing control of her oil wells and refineries. Hong Kong fell on Christmas Day.


  From Thailand, Taiwan, Mongolia, Indochina, China (Nanking), and even East Timor in the South Pacific came messages of approval from local leaders and support for the Japanese success in “eradicating colonialism.”2 These communiqués were heralded by the press. Omitted from public consumption, of course, were the actions of the Japanese troops after each conquest.


  During basic training, each draftee or recruit was imbued with the need to bring down outsiders. In Nazi Germany, it was the Eastern Europeans and Jews who were the undermensch. In Japan it was anyone foreign, especially white. Japanese boot camp was brutal, with jingoistic hatred of outsiders taught to the young Japanese soldiers by the militarists. Beatings were common for the slightest infraction. Baseball bats, oddly enough, were often the weapon of choice.3 Accidental deaths during training, though not planned, were a necessary part of the toughening process for those that survived. When harsh living conditions were combined with hostility toward the adversary, the product was predictable: a focused killing machine with little conscience. Defeated populations, especially surrendering soldiers among them, were considered beneath contempt.4


  As the victories piled up, Japan was totally unprepared for the hundreds of thousands of POWs it inherited. The wounded were systematically killed and nurses raped as happened at St. Stevens College in Hong Kong and the British military hospital in Alexandra on the Malay Peninsula. During this period, only one notable attempt to stop the rampages was made. General Tomoyuki Yamashita, 25th Army commander, learned of the excesses of one of his subordinates. Major General Takuro Nishimura had encouraged the bayoneting of the wounded after the battle of the Muar River. Yamashita issued orders to stop the atrocities. After Nishimura disobeyed, Yamashita took the issue to Marshal Hisaichi Terauchi, the commander of the Southern Expeditionary Army Group. Nishimura was sent home in disgrace, but Yamashita’s call for restraint was not well received in Tokyo.


  Though Yamashita was aware of continued excesses in Malaya, he felt powerless to curb them. Writing in his diary, he noted, “I want my troops to behave with dignity, but most of them do not seem to have the ability to do so.”5 And it was scarcely the beginning of the carnage.


  As early as December 24, a mere 16 days after the attack on Pearl Harbor, Emperor Hirohito pushed through an executive motion regarding prisoners. It stated that Japan’s POW bureau was to be led by an officer no higher than army colonel or Navy captain and staffed by heimin, clerks of lower-class status. Ushered in was an ever-hardening approach that the hierarchy espoused toward captives. Eventually, executions were sanctioned and ordered. A “No work, no food” dictum was authored by Prime/War Minister Tojo himself, which served as death warrants for thousands of Allied prisoners.6


  With blinders on, home fires stoked, and passions high, the Tokyo media vaunted Japan’s heroes. The Yomiuri Shimbun newspaper dubbed Admiral Yamamoto “the father of the Japanese Naval Air Force,” and credited him with developing Japan’s superb carrier tactics, all of which was accurate. The emperor issued a special Imperial Rescript honoring Yamamoto. At the turn of a page, the admiral had become Japan’s greatest war hero.7


  It was not long, however, before Japanese propaganda began inflating the facts. “The U.S. Pacific Fleet and U.S. Air Forces in Hawaii have been totally destroyed,” announced the Imperial General headquarters in the Asahi Shimbun two weeks after the attack. Because of the commercial raiding by Japanese submarines, “Hawaii is now entirely isolated from the mainland and in danger of starvation.” Indeed, a few Japanese submarines had sortied up and down the West Coast. Submarine I-21 used but one torpedo to sink the oil tanker Montebello just south of Monterey Bay on December 23.


  Regardless, individual cargo ships were departing the West Coast daily for Hawaii, without utilizing convoy protection. They were virtually all getting through, while losses in the Atlantic increased dramatically to an average of 33 a week.


  Why? The Pacific is huge by comparison to the North Atlantic, and for the Japanese to maintain a constant submarine threat far from Tokyo was considered not feasible by Yamamoto. Here he demonstrated a major weakness in his strategic thinking.8 Hitler knew that victory depended on shutting off the lifeline of supplies headed from America to the Soviet Union and England. The Nazis used their U-boats to harass and sink convoy ships, studiously avoiding engagements with combatants. Yamamoto and the Imperial Navy Staff, however, sent Japanese subs primarily after warships, not transports.9


  The effect of the Tokyo’s trumpeting was to create the illusion that victory was near. The Japanese had seen how quickly Hitler rolled up France and the low countries in 1940. Though the Wehrmacht was now tied up in Russia, the Nazis had not yet given up a foot of territory. In like manner, the Japanese thought that the genius of Yamamoto would overcome the Americans, British, and Dutch, who would soon capitulate in the Pacific. Then Japan could finish with the China problem.


  The only collateral damage in the “explosion” occurred at Wake.


  In spite of the attempted landing debacle, the news reports out of Tokyo claimed success. “The Imperial Navy shelled Wake Island on December 11, and dealt heavy losses to the remaining military establishments of the enemy. Our side suffered some damage, too.”10 Admiral Kajioka’s withdrawal was explained by the Navy as resulting from poor weather.11


  Underlying all the propaganda was the truth, which was slowly crystalizing in Yamamoto’s mind. As reports reached the admiral confirming that the American carriers at Pearl Harbor had not been destroyed nor had the fuel storage tanks and submarine pens been taken out, he considered the attack a failure. Though he did not countermand Nagumo’s decision to withdraw, he judged it a serious blunder that would permit retaliation. Yamamoto wrote in a letter to a friend who was thrilled over the Pearl Harbor victory, “I would rather you made your appraisal after seeing what the enemy does, since it is certain that, angered and outraged, he will soon launch a determined counterattack.”12 Did Yamamoto actually think that had Nagumo continued the attacks the Americans would be less outraged? Then came the report from Vice Admiral Inouye regarding Wake. Another disappointment, one that would delay strategic moves while ships, planes, and men were diverted toward assembly points on tiny specks of sand in the Marshall Islands.


  Newspapers in America were also dispensing their version of good news. “Marines Keep Wake,” the New York Times announced. “Tiny Garrison Holds Out Against Attacks,” proclaimed the Honolulu Advertiser. A nation, depressed by all the bad news of the three prior days, was suddenly galvanized by the thought that the Japanese could be stopped. Time magazine reported that when asked by radio what they needed, the Marines replied, “Send us more Japs.”13 The phrase got picked up; one newspaper cartoon depicted a brawny Marine sitting atop a stack of clobbered Japanese soldiers on tiny Wake. The Marine was writing a “Dear Santa” letter that read, “Send us some more Japs.”14


  Tired, hungry, and under daily attack from the air, the Marines on Wake wanted anything but more Japanese. No one claimed responsibility for sending the quoted transmission, the whole thing being considered a propaganda ploy by the media.15
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  Victory Disease Spreads to Wake and Asia


  



  
    I have not become the King’s First Minister in order to preside over the liquidation of the Empire.—Winston Churchill

  


  From December 8 on, Japanese bombers were overhead at Wake Island every day but one, while the Marines fought back with everything they had. Rumors flew that help was on the way. And it was. Admiral Kimmel ordered Aubrey W. Fitch’s Saratoga task force, which had already departed San Diego, to join with Rear Admiral “Black Jack” Fletcher’s Yorktown task force. Ahead of them, Admiral “Bull” Halsey would lead the way with his Enterprise task force. A fourth task force under Vice Admiral Wilson Brown, with the carrier Lexington, was ordered south of Wake to make a diversionary attack on the Marshalls, striking the air base at Jaluit.1


  While Admiral Kimmel’s plan was unfolding, he was relieved of command in reaction to the Pearl Harbor disaster. Even so, his task force sailed for Wake on December 16.


  In Kimmel’s place, Vice Admiral W.S. Pye took over temporarily. Kimmel was considered a scapegoat by many. The thinking went that he took the blame for not being ready for an attack that took place on a day off without precise warning.2 Warnings and false alarms had been coming in for months at every echelon of command from the president’s office on down. To some extent, it seems apparent that most key commanders were desensitized to these messages. War was coming. Everyone knew that, but the expectation was that it would break out in someone else’s backyard, not erupt in a disaster in everyone’s kitchen. As it turned out, though not precisely warned, Kimmel had been alerted, beginning with a January 27, 1941, warning from U.S. Ambassador Joseph C. Grew. He sent a message from Tokyo to the State Department in Washington: “The Peruvian Minister has informed a member of my staff that he has heard from many sources, including a Japanese source, that in the event of trouble breaking out between the U.S. and Japan, the Japanese intend to make a surprise attack against Pearl Harbor with all their strength and employing all their equipment….” The report was duly relayed to Admiral Kimmel by the Navy Department with the addendum stating, “no move against Pearl Harbor appears imminent or planned for the foreseeable future.” But on December 1, Kimmel had been briefed regarding the uncertain whereabouts of the Japanese carrier fleet, and for the second time in a month, the Japanese fleet had changed call letters. The missing carriers were again discussed in a staff meeting on the afternoon of December 6.3 This was not the first time naval intelligence had lost the Japanese fleet in recent months, but on the eve of the attack, intelligence also revealed the Japanese were burning their codes.4 In spite of all this, no significant added security measures were ordered. The “Vacant Sea” order could only have one explanation: avoiding contact with an approaching enemy force, yet Kimmel did not deploy any of his battleships.


  On the very morning of the attack, Kimmel knew that his ships were prime targets, knew that the Japanese carrier fleet was at sea somewhere, and was informed that a submarine had been fired upon in his restricted waters. Yet, he still hesitated to act.


  By comparison, 6,000 miles away, MacArthur remained at the helm after suffering huge losses though he had seven hours’ warning on a normal Monday workday. He also was aware that his bases were prime targets for the Japanese and knew that extensive ship movements had been detected in and around the waters between Formosa and the Philippines over the previous month.


  The disparity in casting blame resulted from the fact that Kimmel was replaceable, but no one could fill MacArthur’s shoes in the middle of an invasion. The images reaching Washington of battleships exploding at Pearl Harbor were also more dramatic than individual aircraft burning on the tarmac at Clark Field.


  The upheaval within the naval headquarters in Hawaii had an immediate effect. Progress was slow in moving the task forces toward Wake, and decisions were being made with little coherent intelligence to back them up. There was simply the feeling that something had to be done.


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  While Japanese bombers pounded Wake, Admiral Inouye dispatched Rear Admiral Aritomo Goto to assist Kajoika’s Wake invasion force with four additional heavy cruisers and six destroyers. Admiral Nagumo, now retiring from the Hawaiian area toward Japan with his victorious fleet, was ordered by Yamamoto to detach carriers Soryu and Hiryu to ensure air superiority over the three small islands.


  Admiral Fletcher found himself in charge of a carrier task force for the first time in his career. A non-aviator, he led his force at 13 knots, the maximum speed of his tanker ship.


  On the 20th, a radio message was sent to the defenders on Wake that a relief force was on the way. Morale on the battered islands soared. By then only two Wildcats were in flying condition. Without help in the form of aircraft, parts, and munitions, the Wake defenders could not repel another invasion attempt.5 The Navy task force was still more than 800 miles east.


  On the morning of December 21, Admiral Kajioka departed the Marshalls, his armada now augmented by Admiral Goto’s ships plus an increased invasion force. He now had 2,000 troops compared to the 450-man unit he had with him 10 days earlier.6


  Nagumo’s two carriers steamed to within range of Wake the same day. This time, the bombing raid was augmented by 49 carrier aircraft including fighters, dive bombers, and torpedo bombers.


  As the air assault began, the last two Wildcats took to the air, piloted by Captain Herbert C. Freuler and Lieutenant Carl R. Davidson. Lieutenant Davidson became separated from his flight leader and was lost from sight as he chased a bomber seaward. Petty Officer 3rd Class Isao Tahara slipped his Zero behind the lone Wildcat and opened fire, later claiming a kill. Davidson was never seen again.


  Meanwhile Freuler took on the Japanese over the island. He rolled behind one of the dive bombers and blasted it out of the sky. Then he riddled a second with a stream of .50 caliber rounds and saw his target erupt in flames. Inside one of the two downed planes was Naburu Kanai, the bombardier who had dropped the bomb that sank the USS Arizona at Pearl Harbor. Kanai perished.7


  As Freuler made his way clear of the second flaming dive bomber, his plane was hammered with machine gun and cannon fire from Isao Tahara’s Zero. Wounded, and with his aircraft crippled, Freuler made three attempts at landing before finally setting down safely. The captain was lifted alive but unconscious from the cockpit, a pool of blood left inside his shattered plane.8


  The attack had lasted over an hour, the defenders taking the worst of it. The Navy officer in charge, Commander Cunningham, senior Marine Major Devereux, and squadron commander Major Putnam all recognized the significance of this development. The Japanese had arrived in force, and the Wake Islanders no longer had an air force.9


  On the 22nd, aircraft from the Soryu and Hiryu again appeared over Wake. This time they met no air opposition, and the attackers bore in on the artillery batteries. That night, the senior Marines gathered themselves and discussed plans for the defense of the islands once the Japanese invasion forces, surely on the way by now, had arrived off shore. Major Devereux toured his positions around the island in the dark, encountering men who were determined to prevail. He later wrote, “Now their nerves and bodies had been sapped by two almost sleepless weeks. Now the chips were down for the last roll of the dice, and they knew it, and they knew the odds were all against us, but now they were not grumbling. There seemed to grow a sort of stubborn pride that was more than just the word ‘morale.’”10


  About 2:00 a.m. on the 23rd, flashes of light were observed north of Peale Island. The display lasted an hour. Admiral Kajioka’s cruisers were attempting to soften up the northern beaches but lost their bearings in the dark and fired on empty ocean.11 The men on the islands knew something was up. Could the U.S. Navy have arrived and joined the battle?


  Six hundred miles to the east, the American task force led by Admiral Fletcher was still making its way toward Wake, but the admiral ordered the ships to refuel. Though time was of the essence and daring might well be rewarded, Fletcher elected to reverse course, turning into the wind for the refueling, which took the ships farther from Wake.12


  Admiral Kajioka was also acting conservatively. He kept his cruisers well outside the range of the five-inch guns on Wake, but one of the smaller troop ships followed a destroyer in from the west toward Wilkes Island. In rough seas, the soldiers boarded a landing craft, many of them becoming nauseated while they awaited their destiny. After the botched preparatory fire ceased, the landing craft made for the beach as a light rain began.13


  At 3:20 a.m., approaching engine sounds were heard by the Marines and civilian helpers guarding the beach at Wilkes. The senior Marine, Captain Wesley M. Platt, was advised of the situation and ordered his machine gunners to open fire. They saw nothing, but they shot at the noise. The Marines turned on a search light. It swept the beach, then froze on a landing craft bobbing in the surf. Its ramp was down. Japanese troops were rushing toward shore with fixed bayonets. The Marine three-inch gun at Battery F opened up, but the first rounds went over the heads of the surging Japanese. Marine machine gun bullets, however, found their mark.14


  Withering fire from .50 caliber guns ripped into the onrushing soldiers and slowed the attack. Red tracers pinged off the landing barge, ricocheted off coral into the night, and tore through human flesh. The attackers headed straight for Battery F and managed to knock out its nearby search light. The defenders’ heavy weapon useless against the assault, the Marines removed the firing mechanisms from the guns and abandoned their position.15


  In darkness, both sides fired at gun flashes. Desperate men brandished rifles, pistols, and grenades in hand-to-hand combat. The carnage continued for the next two hours as the battle raged at close quarters.


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  Word from Washington reached Vice Admiral Pye in Honolulu. Wake was now considered a liability, but the decision to continue with the relief effort was left to Pye. Fear that an invasion of Hawaii was imminent and the possibility that the Navy’s remaining carriers might be lost in the effort to save “a liability” caused Pye to cancel Kimmel’s plan. The carriers were turned back. Wake was to be abandoned.


  Aboard the ships that spun around, the sailors and Marines were aghast. Rear Admiral Aubrey Fitch on the Saratoga abruptly left the bridge in order to avoid taking action against men whose language was tantamount to mutinous. Admiral “Bull” Halsey reportedly swore for a half hour on the bridge of the Enterprise and had to be talked out of ignoring the recall. One of his Navy officers later scornfully wrote, “It’s the war between two yellow races.”16


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  Word of the recall was not immediately passed to the U.S. Marines at Wake where a second landing was underway at the same time as the one on Wilkes. Against the larger island, the Japanese used two destroyers which had been converted to landing craft, loaded with 500 Special Navy Landing troops. One ship headed for the south shore, intent on running aground and disgorging its soldiers to overrun the airfield. The second ship aimed for the eastern section of the shore, where its troops would isolate the defenders from reinforcements that might move in from Peale Island. Joining these craft were two patrol boats loaded with troops.17


  Lieutenant Robert M. Hanna was near the Wake airstrip when he spotted the shadow of a vessel approaching the midpoint of the southern shore. An unmanned three-inch gun was positioned inside the perimeter road near the runway midpoint. Hanna, along with Corporal Ralph Holewinski and two civilian contract workers, Bob Bryan and Paul Gay, raced toward the weapon.


  Moments later, the first of the patrol boats slammed ashore in front of the Marine position. Hanna chambered a round, then peered into the dark trying to line the gun up with the ship. At that moment, a Japanese sailor began hanging lanterns over the side of the patrol boat to aid the troops in debarking. Hanna and Holewinski swung the barrel of the artillery piece toward the lights. Fire belched from the gun as the first round headed toward the boat. It impacted short, throwing up a huge spray. Bryan and Gay began bringing up more rounds. Hanna adjusted the weapon and the second shot roared off. It hit the boat’s bridge and started a blaze. Another round slammed into the ship’s magazine, causing an explosion that lit up the night. The entire boat was illuminated. Marines all along the beach opened fire on the patrol boat and its emerging troops. Meanwhile Hanna continued to pour shell after shell into the stricken vessel. Eighteen of 21 shots found their target.18


  Meanwhile 290 assault troops tried to make their way off Patrol Boat 32 through the inferno toward the beach. Further west, Patrol Boat 33 shoved its way onto the coral, and its 140 men ran ashore. To the east, near Peacock Point, a landing barge poured another 70 men into the fray.19 All three forces focused their attention on the three-inch gun that was causing such grief. Hanna trained the barrel of his artillery piece on the closest of the onrushing troops. Marine machine guns up and down the beach joined in, setting up a withering crossfire.


  At the command post, Major Devereux soon realized his defenses would crumble if Hanna’s gun was overrun. The remnants of Squadron Commander Putnam’s flying outfit had been turned into infantry, so Devereux ordered them forward. Then he called for reinforcements from Peale Island while ordering Lieutenant William W. Lewis’s three-inch gun on Peale to fire as close to the beach on Wake as possible. The intended effect was to grind the Japanese offensive to a halt.20


  As two more landing craft attempted to bring in more troops, Lieutenant Joseph B. Poindexter directed machine gun fire toward the vessels. Then he and three other men moved forward with hand grenades. They waded into the surf and tossed grenades into one of the barges, killing the occupants.21


  Major Putnam gathered 12 Marines and, followed by 22 civilian-contract volunteers, made his way toward Hanna’s gun. The men arrived just as the Japanese finished regrouping and began another push toward the weapon that had stymied the assault. During the next hour, fighting was often hand-to-hand, but the defensive line set up by Putnam held. How much longer they could hold was the question on everyone’s mind.


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  On Wilkes, the Marines had picked their targets well and had rendered the Japanese leaderless. Nonetheless, a gaggle of Japanese soldiers managed to occupy Battery F near the center of the island. Just before dawn, the group was massed around the gun position. To the rear of Battery F, Captain Platt moved 17 Marines and civilians forward, while another group of Marines launched a separate attack from the lagoon side. Platt had two machine guns at the far flank of his advance. The two gunners, Corporal John S. Johnson and Private First Class Marvin P. McCalla, set up a crossfire in front of each other as they alternately shifted forward toward Battery F. When Johnson reached a point where he could see the gun mount and a nearby truck, he spotted about 20 Japanese huddled under the vehicle. The Japanese opened fire, wounding Johnson and killing the Marine next to him. Johnson swung his .30 caliber weapon in the direction of the truck and opened fire. “I must have fired 375 to 400 rounds into the bodies under the truck,” he would later claim.22


  On the eastern sector, Lieutenant John A. McAlister gathered about 25 Marines and civilians and split them into two groups in an attempt to retake the three-inch gun. McAlister, leading the smaller of the two units, began a flanking movement while the main force attacked head-on. Often engaged in hand-to-hand combat, both groups closed on the remaining Japanese occupying the artillery piece. McAlister’s force was soon joined by Captain Platt, who was moving in with his men from the north. Now surrounded, the remaining Japanese fought to the finish in a bitter firefight with grenades flying and bullets tearing into men on both sides. By 7:40 a.m., the battle was over. The Americans at Wilkes had held.23


  Though no more Japanese soldiers were alive on that island, Japanese Navy pilots kept the Marines’ heads down by repeated strafe and dive bomb attacks.


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  The Japanese fired Very pistol flares into the sky to illuminate the Marine positions on Wake proper, then used grenade launchers to assault the defenders. In addition to the main thrust toward Hanna’s gun in the center of the island, skirmishes arose near Lieutenant Poindexter’s line west of the airstrip and at three other scattered locations. Intermittent contact with Major Devereux’s command post caused Poindexter to order an attack to the east to reestablish contact. The initiative pushed all the way to the eastern end of the airstrip.


  In the center of the runway at Hanna’s gun, Marines continued to beat back a determined force of Japanese approaching from the beach. Eventually, the attackers closed the distance, and the barrel of the artillery piece could no longer be lowered enough to hit onrushing troops. Lieutenant Hanna pulled his men off the exposed gun turret and gathered them under the metal platform where they set up a final defense next to Major Putnam’s line.24


  As the battle raged, Putnam was struck in the face. Captain Henry T. Elrod took charge. He grabbed a submachine gun and moved into the line of fire. There he unleashed a torrent of bullets into the charging Japanese and rallied his men. When he ran out of ammunition, he began tossing grenades until a volley from the Japanese cut him down. His actions that day earned him the Congressional Medal of Honor.25


  Marines continued to fight, losing one officer after another until only Hanna and the wounded Major Putnam were still functioning near the gun platform. As daylight approached, Japanese Navy planes bore in from above and peppered the ground with machine gun bullets. The last men alive found themselves down to three bullets.


  At the command posts, things were chaotic. Both Commander Cunningham and Major Devereux tried to maintain contact with their forces as well as with Navy headquarters in Hawaii. In a message from Pearl Harbor, Cunningham learned that no American forces were nearing Wake, and none were expected. At about 5:00 a.m., Cunningham transmitted a message to Hawaii: “ENEMY ON ISLAND, ISSUE IN DOUBT.”26


  At dawn, Devereux looked seaward. Some 20 Japanese ships were maneuvering off the coast, their gun batteries shelling the island at will. As the terrain became bathed in light, bombs, bullets and cannon rounds rained down from above as Japanese planes could now differentiate targets and were no longer receiving effective ground fire.


  Commander Cunningham huddled with Major Devereux to discuss the situation. They assumed Wilkes had fallen, given the lack of communication with anyone on the island. The men at Hanna’s gun were also no longer in contact. The artillery pieces were out of ammunition. No help was on the way. The Japanese were now able to barrage the defenders unhindered, using naval gunfire while bombing and strafing points that put up any resistance. For Cunningham, the decision was clear.


  “Well, I guess we’d better give it to them,” he announced, then gave the order to surrender.27


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  As all this was unfolding, Admiral Chester W. Nimitz arrived at Pearl Harbor by PBY Catalina seaplane on Christmas Eve to take over for Admiral Pye and his predecessor Kimmel—and to inherit the fallout from the abandonment of Wake.


  The next few days involved briefing and staff selections. Then at 10 o’clock in the morning on December 31, on the deck of the submarine Grayling, Nimitz took command of the Pacific Fleet. Nimitz had gone through World War I without seeing a shot fired in anger. He discovered he would likely not see combat in this war either. With responsibilities spread across 10,000 miles of ocean, he found himself tied to the command center at Pearl rather than aboard the flagship where he so dearly wished to be.28


  Wake Island had fallen, extending Japan’s maritime reach 2,000 miles eastward toward Hawaii. The Japanese took Hong Kong on Christmas Day. On December 29, the tin and rubber center at Ipoh in Malaya was taken over. With astounding suddenness, Japan had become self-sufficient. “Japan is no longer a have-not nation,” announced the Japanese Planning Agency in every newspaper.29
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  Malaya and Singapore Fall as the Dutch and British East Indies Begin to Disintegrate


  



  
    We have had plenty of warning and our preparations are made and tested…. Our defences are strong and our weapons efficient…. What of the enemy? We see before us a Japan drained for years by the exhausting claims of her wanton onslaught on China.

  


  
    —British Order of the Day, Singapore, December 9, 19411

  


  The Portuguese were the first European colonial power to establish themselves in Malaya, capturing Malacca on the west coast in 1511, followed by the Dutch who arrived in the 1640s. Malaya was then administered by the Dutch East India Company and the Dutch West India Company, both private enterprises. Two centuries later, both companies found themselves in financial trouble, and the territory was taken over by the Dutch government. The British arrived around 1800 and muscled their way in through crafty bartering and agreements. The Anglo-Dutch Treaty of 1824 defined the boundaries between British Malaya and the Netherlands East Indies (which became Indonesia). The British established bases at Jesselton, Kuching, and Penang, ultimately securing hegemony across the Malay Peninsula. During this period, heavy immigration of Chinese and Indian workers met the needs of the British colonial economy.


  Singapore is an island that sits just off the tip of the Malay Peninsula, positioned at the hub between Malaya, Sumatra, Borneo, and Java. When Stamford Raffles, the British Lieutenant Governor of Java, first landed in Singapore in 1819, the island was populated by only a few hundred Malays living simple lives in fishing villages, all under the loose control of Sultan Hussein of Malaya. Initially, Raffles acquired the use of the island after agreeing to make annual payments to Hussein. In 1824, in exchange for a cash buyout, Singapore officially came under the ownership of the British East India Company.


  The British gradually turned Singapore from a jungle-ridden backwater into a booming trading enterprise. Hospitals, schools and a water supply system were built. During the 19th century, boatloads of immigrants from India and China came to Singapore in search of prosperity and a better life. The migration was organized and exploited. Soon, the predominant population was made up of male Chinese indentured laborers. They arrived penniless, many hoping to save their wages, eventually return home, marry, buy land, and prosper as farmers. Most, however, lived and died in Singapore as coolie laborers, their meager wages finding their way into secret societies, opium dens, and gambling and prostitution parlors.


  In 1921, the British constructed a naval base at Changi on the northeast shore of the island, a location considered secure from seaborne attack. Protected by more than 40 heavy guns spread only along the southern coast, including 15-inch artillery, British Singapore stood guard over the Straits of Malacca and points east and south. Singapore was considered by the British to be its “Gibraltar of the East.”2 Soon the naval base was augmented by air bases scattered around the island.
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  Singapore was supposedly impregnable as an island at the end of the Malay Peninsula. Her defenses were seaward facing, and few suspected the threat would come from the air and overland through the jungle and mangrove swamps from the landing point at Johore Bharu (map by author).


  



  As the 20th century blossomed, colonialism flourished on Singapore, which boasted no fewer than 2,000 grass tennis courts, along with polo grounds, a golf course, cricket pitches, and a race course. Though the population remained predominantly Chinese, the British masters lived along palm-lined avenues in airy Victorian mansions attended to by neatly dressed Chinese or the occasional Indian or Malayan servant. It was from this European caste system that the Japanese promised liberation.3


  As such, in light of Emperor Hirohito’s goal of creating a Southeast Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere, it would have been considered a serious loss of face to bow to Allied demands to cease aggression in the Asian region. At the outset of hostilities in the Pacific, Japan had only a year’s supply of oil reserves. Without raw materials like tungsten, rubber and oil, the Allied embargoes placed against Japan would bankrupt her. Thus the Emperor turned his attention south.


  The East Indies represented the crown jewels to the Japanese, stretching from Sumatra to New Guinea across a 3,000 mile expanse of the South Pacific. The largest islands in the “Indies” were Borneo, Sumatra, Celebes, Java, Timor, and New Guinea. Conquest of the East Indies was considered Japan’s only course of action to remedy things; therefore the Imperial Japanese Navy put into operation a juggernaut of incredible complexity. No power before or since has embarked on such an ambitious venture.


  The three “fingers” of the plan that comprised the southern assaults were to be carried out simultaneously, and success at each was independent of the others. The entire operation was scheduled to be completed by June 1942.


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  In April 1941, Arthur E. Percival was given a temporary promotion to Lieutenant General, becoming General Officer Commanding Malaya, responsible for the Commonwealth forces defending the Malayan Peninsula and Singapore. Percival was a highly decorated infantry officer in World War I, but it was exceptional staff work in the late ’30s planning the defense of Malaya and Singapore that earned him the promotion over 18 more senior officers. A shy, polite Brit, slim of stature, he found himself quite challenged while dealing with his more senior Indian Corps commander, British General Sir Lewis Heath, and with Major General Gordon Bennett, commander of the 8th Australian Division.4


  With limited resources, and with Britain focused on Nazi Europe, Percival tried to bring his meager forces up to standard. Though led by “white officers,” most of the NCOs and front-line troops in northern Malaya were native or Indian, and their willingness to die for (foreign) “King and Country” was questionable. They would soon confirm the doubts.


  In the dark, early morning hours of December 8, 1941, the Japanese 25th Army under the command of Lieutenant General Tomoyuki Yamashita launched an amphibious assault at Kota Baru on the east coast of the Malay Peninsula. His three divisions were well trained, since most of the troops had seen extensive service in China. Tanks, accompanied by bicycle-riding infantry, led the way along jungle trails. In the skies above the advance, Japanese bombers reigned supreme, spewing havoc as British, Australian and Indian units retreated. Japanese forces encountered only minor resistance as they moved south and west.


  On the 11th, Yamashita’s “Bicycle Blitzkrieg” continued the onslaught. Joining the two wheelers were Japanese tanks. These rumbled across the peninsula in driving rain toward the 11th Indian Division at Jitra, the unit blocking the airfield at Alor Setar near the west coast. Though the Allied force outnumbered the invaders, the poorly trained Indian troops proved no match against battle-tested Japanese soldiers. The 11th Indian Division had neither tanks, anti-tank guns, nor experience in armored warfare.5 The Japanese used jungle trails to outflank the Indians into thinking they were surrounded. Then the clanking of tank treads struck panic in the defenders. Allied troops soon abandoned their positions defending Alor Setar. Left behind were field guns, heavy machine guns and ammunition, as well as 300 trucks and armored vehicles.


  The airfield was quickly overrun at a cost of only 27 Japanese killed in the operation. Japanese aircraft repositioned forward, now flying sorties using British fuel and carrying British bombs and bullets to expend on British positions.6 The assault south was in full rampage with air superiority taking over as the reigning factor in demoralizing the opposition.


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  To the east of Malaya lies Borneo, the third largest island in the world, at that time administratively split between Britain and the Netherlands. This oil-rich British region included the northern partition of British North Borneo and Sarawak, the small protected State of Brunei, and the Crown Colony on Labuan Island. The southern partition was controlled by the Dutch.


  Borneo’s strategic position sat between the main sea routes from the north that transit west to Malaya and Sumatra, eastward to the Celebes Sea, and south to Java. Fortified, it would have presented a challenge to the Japanese, but neither the Dutch nor the British sent adequate resources to defend it. Singapore, because of its established military presence, and Java, because it functioned as a sea and air stepping stone to Australia, were considered more important to bolster. For Borneo and the outlying Dutch islands, small detachments were stationed at airfields and ports with the unrealistic goal of providing a deterrent to attack.


  The oilfields in British Borneo lay in two locations: far north at Miri in Sarawak, and 32 miles even further north at Seria in the State of Brunei. Crude oil was pumped from both fields to a refinery at Lutong on the coast near Miri, from which loading lines ran to sea.7 These were the trophies Japan sought. The capture of British Borneo not only would gain the Japanese control of the oilfields but would guard the flank of General Yamashita’s advance down Malaya and facilitate the eventual attacks on Sumatra and western Java.


  Japanese landings were anticipated along 30 miles of beach between Miri and Lutong. The Allies had no illusions about defending the oilfields against a determined attack, so plans were made for the destruction of the installations.


  The Japanese operation against Borneo set sail on December 13, 1941. A troop convoy left Cam Ranh Bay, Indochina, with escorts including the cruiser Yura; destroyers of the 12th Destroyer Division, Murakumo, Shinonome, Shirakumo and Usugumo; submarine-chaser Ch 7; and the aircraft depot ship Kamikawa Maru. Ten transport ships carried the Japanese 35th Infantry Brigade Headquarters under the command of Major General Kiyotake Kawaguchi. Also aboard were the 124th Infantry Regiment from the Japanese 18th Division, the 2nd Yokosuka Naval Landing Force, plus the 4th Naval Construction Unit. The support fleet consisted of Rear Admiral Takeo Kurita’s cruisers Kumano and Suzuya and destroyers Fubuki and Sagiri.


  Additional cover for the Malaya and Borneo operations northeast of Natoma Island from December 15 to 17, 1941, was provided by Vice Admiral Nobutake Kondo, employing two heavy cruisers, two battleships and six destroyers. To protect westwards, four Japanese submarines were stationed in the passage between Natoma Island and northwest Borneo.


  Thus the stage was set for implementing and protecting these complex and well-coordinated assaults. Of note, however, was the lack of a strong air-power presence. Since Japanese intelligence indicated little air opposition was to be expected, no carriers were assigned to the operation.


  The Borneo invasion convoy at first proceeded toward the southwest, but during the night it changed course to the southeast and made directly for Miri. About this time, the transport ship Hiyoshi Maru separated from the main body and proceeded toward Seria. The plan called for almost simultaneous landings on December 16 to be made near Miri and Seria to overrun the oil fields.


  The landings went almost unopposed, but a battalion of Punjab infantry did manage a guerrilla holding action for two weeks during which the oil installations were blown up by the British. Then the defenders dispersed into the jungle. Once the oil facilities were under control of the Japanese, a large contingent was left behind to make repairs while the rest of the force made its way south to Kuching to capture its airfield.8


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  At the same time, things continued to go poorly for the Allies on the Malay Peninsula. Here, air power made its presence known. Indian troops under Lieutenant General Heath’s Central Malaysian Command were steadily being driven south by heavy air attacks. Time and again the bombings disrupted Heath’s attempts to establish a defensive position, but without control of the skies, it became a hopeless undertaking.


  On December 15, the garrison at Penang Island off the west coast was evacuated, abandoning the Malays and Chinese to their fate. Defeat spread like a plague through the units. Chaos reigned as Allied field commanders tried to coordinate defenses using commercial telephone lines that constantly broke down, or dealt with operators who curtly informed exasperated brigadiers that their three minutes were up. British officers urged their Indian troops to dig in and fight, but when far from home and with no patriotic loyalty toward the territory being defended, these efforts fell on deaf ears. The Japanese bombed and strafed the new positions. Then, disciplined infantry infiltrated behind Allied lines to create havoc, causing the Indian troops to flee the scene.9


  To the south, air raids over Singapore were increasing in number and ferocity, adding to the gloom at General Percival’s headquarters as he tried to fathom what steps to take with his Indian and Australian forces fighting on the peninsula.10


  Control of the air above Singapore was considered critical by both sides, but only the Japanese were willing to commit their most advanced planes, in overwhelming numbers.


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  Initially defending the colony on Singapore were four squadrons of obsolescent Brewster Buffaloes. Built by the Brewster Aeronautical Corporation for the U.S. Navy, the aircraft rolled out in 1937, underpowered, underarmed, and heavy. Production for the U.S. Navy was quickly abandoned after 11 were delivered, the remaining aircraft on order being sold to Finland. Hurting for aircraft of any kind during the Blitz, Great Britain ordered 170 of the B-339E variant, which had an up-rated Wright Cyclone R1830 engine. Even so, with a ceiling of 28,000 feet and maximum speed of barely 330 mph, the plane was considered unsuitable for European operations against the German Bf 109 and Fw 190 fighters. Thus, 167 Buffaloes were sent to the East Indies and Singapore.11


  Flight Lieutenant Terry Marra, a Royal New Zealand Air Force pilot stationed on Singapore, expressed the sentiments of fellow pilots about the Buffalo: “As a combat aircraft, it was hopeless. As an aircraft to fly, it was a dream.”


  Once armor plating was added, the dream turned into a nightmare. The center of gravity shifted aft and adversely affected performance, especially in a dive. Oil seals in the prop were prone to bursting, sending a shower of oil over the canopy and obliterating forward vision. The primary fault initially, however, was armament. The guns fired through the propeller via an interrupter that operated off an electrical solenoid. It, too, was prone to failure and would cause the pilot to pump bullets through the prop. The guns would frequently fire one round, then quit. The pilot had to manually clear the weapon using the cocking handle in the cockpit, then try firing again.12


  Though on the receiving end of these runt-of-the-litter aircraft, Lieutenant General Percival commented, “a fighter was a fighter and we were in no position to pick and choose….”13 How wrong that assessment would prove to be.


  Strike aircraft available to the British garrison on Singapore included two biplane squadrons comprised of nine antiquated Vickers Vildebeests and three Fairey Albacores at Selatar Field. These were capable of carrying one torpedo or bombs slung beneath the fuselage. Also at the field was a squadron of nine Hudson maritime patrol bombers, a more modern aircraft manufactured by Lockheed for the British. It was a twin-engine monoplane and could carry up to 1,400 pounds of bombs or depth charges. Royal Australian Air Force Hudson and RAF Blenheim medium bombers were also stationed at Tengah and Sembawang fields on the island.


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  On December 26, Japanese troops crossed the Perak River to begin the attack on Kuala Lumpur, the Malay capital. On January 11, it fell when tanks rolled into the city capturing its two airfields and huge stockpiles of food, fuel, and munitions.14


  At that point, the 8th Australian Division was thrown into the breech in north Johore, the southernmost state in Malaya. Their commander, General H. G. Gordon Bennett, boasting that he would soon have the Japanese in retreat, carried out a successful ambush at Gemas, but was soon outflanked and pulling back in confusion.15


  Even so, the situation was not yet hopeless. On January 13, the situation saw a turn for the better when 51 crated Hurricane Mark IIBs arrived in Singapore by sealift. Within 48 hours, the first two planes were assembled and test flown. Upon sighting those aircraft overhead, one of the Australian flight lieutenants recalled:


  
    …morale sky-rocketed 100 per cent, and the sun shone again and the birds sang. That evening at all the nightspots, the gay topic of conversation was Hurricanes. The miracle had happened. The Hurricanes were here and their world was saved.16

  


  Designed in 1934 and first flown on November 6, 1935, the Hurricane was a single engine fighter that took its first leap toward legendary status during the Battle of Britain. In fact, from August through September 1940, the Hurricane destroyed more German aircraft than all other defense systems combined, air or ground.17


  By the time war broke out in the Pacific, however, the Hurricane Mark IIB version was over-matched by the nimble Zero, which had better range and could outturn the British adversary. The Hurricane could, however, hold its own against the lesser-performing Oscar fighter. The Mark IIB was powered by a Rolls-Royce Merlin XX engine, hindered by a chin-fairing, newly installed under the cowling to accommodate a Volkes air filter. The filters were heavy and designed for desert warfare. Their baffles prevented sand from entering the carburetor but greatly impeded airflow. Armed with twelve 7.7 mm Browning machine guns (.30 cal.) instead of the eight on the Mark IIA version, the Mark IIB had added weight in guns, fairing, filter, and ammunition which came to more than an extra half ton.18 Maximum speed was reduced from 334 mph to barely 250 mph. The four outer guns were removed on most planes to save weight. In spite of these hindrances, the Hurricane could deliver a potent punch upon lightly armored Japanese planes … if it ever got one in its sights. By January 17, 21 planes were airworthy.


  Hurricane 232 Squadron (Provisional) was divided into three flights, two stationed at Seletar Airfield and the third at Kallang on Singapore. Planes were divided among the dispersed units. Among the pilots, low flying experience prevailed with many having less than 20 hours in Spitfires and none in the Hurricane.19


  For over a month, Singapore had been subject to relatively unimpeded aerial bombing from long-range Japanese Mitsubishi G4M Betty, G3M Nell, and Ki-21 Sally bombers. These were based in Japanese-occupied Indochina at Genzan Airfield, Saigon and at Mihoro Field near Thu Dau Mot.20 The bombers flew in their signature Japanese “V” formations and generally numbered from 27 to often as many as 81 planes per mission. The bombers maintained these tight formations on bomb runs, looking like harmless flocks of geese to the casual ground observer.


  On January 20, the heaviest bomber raid to date droned south from the Japanese bases in Indochina. The strike force of more than 80 Ki-21 Sally and Ku G3M Nell bombers was escorted by dozens of Ki-43 Oscar and A6M Zero fighters. The attack was detected by British radar as the first two bomber groups neared Seletar just before 9:00 a.m.


  Hurricanes took to the air and clawed their way to 28,000 feet above the island. Flight Officer Jerry Parker, flying on Squadron Leader Jock Landels’ wing, heard his Hurricane’s radio cackle with the voice of the ground controller. “Eighty-plus bandits below you at angels 15 and 20.” Landels acknowledged with a “Tally ho!” and peeled off in a diving attack. The bombers were cruising “as if on a fly-by parade at between 15 and 20,000 feet.” Parker followed Landels down, trailing by some 500 yards.


  A second radio warning came. “Other bandits believed to be fighters at Angels 22.”


  As Landels and Parker swept below 22,000 feet, Japanese Ki-43 Oscars gave chase. One slid between the two Hurricanes. Parker latched onto the Japanese plane, which made an immediate pull up into the sun. Parker followed. The g-force pressed him deep into the seat. Blood drained from his upper torso and his vision tunneled. Then he lost sight completely, so he eased off on the control stick until his eyesight returned only to discover he was running out of airspeed, nose high. The plane snap rolled to the left and entered a spin. Parker chopped the throttle and centered the stick. The Hurricane’s nose pitched down and came out of the spin in a tight, nearly vertical roll. Parker pulled out, then swung into a turn to check behind his tail.


  Two Japanese planes were maneuvering into firing position. One began shooting, but at long range.


  With escape on his mind, Parker continued toward a cloud bank. Suddenly a Hurricane swept in front of him, closely pursued by an Oscar, both in hard turns, spewing vapor trails from their wingtips in the humid air. Parker ignored the fighters on his own tail and slid into position behind the Japanese plane. The Oscar, unaware of Parker’s presence, completed a firing pass on the Hurricane and pulled up in a gentle climbing turn. Lack of a good radio made a friendly warning impossible.21


  As the Japanese plane came within range, Parker maneuvered his sight so his guns were pointed ahead of the target and opened fire. Rounds poured into the Japanese plane.


  
    I could see my bullets in the air and was surprised when a myriad of golden flashes appeared sparkling on the nose of the enemy aircraft between the cockpit and the airscrew.22

  


  Parker watched the Oscar roll off toward the ocean when close-aboard tracers warned him of his own peril. He broke hard right and headed for the clouds, from which he eventually emerged and returned to Singapore alone.


  According to Japanese records, Parker had shot down Lieutenant Yoshio Hatta moments after Hatta fatally raked Squadron Leader Landels’ Hurricane, which was seen to strike a Chinese fishing vessel before crashing into the sea.23 Two more Hurricanes went down during the skirmish with the loss of another aviator, Pilot Officer Alphonso “Tex” Marchbanks. An American volunteer in the Royal Canadian Air Force, Marchbanks was last seen chasing the bomber formation as they headed home. His plane crashed some 20 miles north of Kuala Lumpur.24 Japanese records acknowledged three Ki-43 Oscars failing to return, but no bomber losses.


  Singapore City had taken the brunt of the attacks. Buildings collapsed when struck by bombs, causing nearly 400 civilian deaths.25


  The next day, the Japanese again returned in force, targeting Kepple Harbor, Tengah Field, and Singapore City. The Hurricanes again scrambled. Flight Lieutenant H.A. “Penny” Farthing led a two-ship attack on the leading formation. Farthing came in from the beam, setting up a high-deflection shot on a Japanese G3M Nell. After unleashing a long burst, Farthing overshot wide and slightly ahead of the bomber.


  The sky brightened with an enormous flash. Farthing felt the concussion. “There was a terrific explosion behind me, and as I turned back I saw there was a big gap in the enemy formation.”26


  Debris and smoke surged in front of Farthing’s Hurricane. He flew out of the maelstrom, then pressed after and fired on another bomber. It shed a piece of its tail section and nosed over in a dive. With his engine now running rough, Farthing disengaged and returned to Seletar. After the landing, the engine intake was found to be full of shattered pieces from the exploding Nell bomber.27 Japanese sources acknowledged the loss of 2/C Baijiro Kogoshi’s G3M Nell which indeed was seen to blow up in mid-air.28


  The remaining Nells released their explosives over Tengah Field, destroying one Hudson and two Blenheim bombers and damaging four, while killing three airmen and injuring eight. Bombers struck shipping in Kepple Harbor and claimed one merchant ship sunk and one damaged. At least 300 civilians in the city fell victim.29


  Though the Hurricanes were taking a toll on the Japanese, the Singapore defenders were running up irreplaceable losses. In addition to those shot down, one aircraft made a crash landing on Bintan Island, and two others were heavily damaged after belly landings at Seletar.30


  The following day, January 22, Flight Lieutenant Penny Farthing and his wingman Pilot Officer Brian Daniel encountered a swarm of Zeros. Both Farthing and Daniel were killed as was Canadian Sergeant Joe “Jigs” Leetham. Two other Hurricane pilots bailed out over the sea and were recovered.31


  After three days of operations, six pilots had been shot down and presumed killed, two others were badly injured, and one slightly injured. Another pilot was declared medically out of commission. A dozen Hurricanes were destroyed. The Buffalo squadron fared even worse with only three aircraft left of the original 26 assigned.32


  As the week wore on, Hurricane and Buffalo losses continued unabated, but the Japanese were feeling the bite, too, as well as pressure to get on with the effort to crush the defenders. As January neared its close, movement of additional Japanese troops to Malaya’s east coast began. Their task was to secure Johore’s Kahang and Kluang airfields, located in the north of the peninsula’s southernmost state. With these trophies, air superiority could be fully established over the Malacca Straits and Singapore.


  The British surmised that the Japanese were planning to land supplies and forces somewhere in Johore to be used in completing the conquest of southern Malaya and the assault on Singapore, less than 120 air miles to the south. Reconnaissance of the region was ordered and, sure enough, a PBY Catalina flying boat out of Singapore reported sighting a Japanese convoy headed south along the Malayan east coast.


  The next morning, two Hudson bomber crews from Royal Australian Air Force Squadron 1 out of Sembawang Airfield, Singapore, reestablished visual contact with the convoy, now some 20 miles north of Endau in Jahore, still steaming south. Three Japanese Ki-27 Nate fighters engaged the Hudsons, damaging one of them, but both escaped into cloud cover and returned to Sembawang.33


  Strike aircraft available to the British included the biplane squadrons composed of the antiquated Vickers Vildebeests and Fairey Albacores, plus the Lockheed Hudsons and Bristol Blenheims. All flyable planes were also ordered into action. The bomber crews had flown the previous night against troop and supply vehicles moving down the roads in western Malaya. The men were tired and the planes needed to be rearmed and fueled, yet the fliers were rousted from bed and given their assignments.


  By the time the planes were ready and manned, the Japanese convoy was projected to be anchored in the Endau Estuary, so instead of torpedoes, 500 lb. armor-piercing bombs were loaded. Twelve Vildebeest biplanes lumbered into the air just before 2:00 p.m., escorted by six Brewster Buffalo fighters, all from Seletar. The formation droned along at a blistering 90 mph. A few minutes later, nine similarly armed Hudsons from Sembawang took off, escorted by six Buffalo and nine Hurricane fighters, the latter joining from Seletar. About an hour later the Vildebeests droned up the Endau Estuary. Cloud cover was layered with an initial deck at 4,000 feet, mostly clear air above, and an overcast at about 10,000 feet. The biplanes emerged from a bank of clouds and the crews took in the scene.


  Two transports were anchored a few miles off shore. Troops were being disgorged into landing craft. Behind the transports was the cruiser Sendai, and beyond it, seven destroyers were maneuvering while five minesweepers and smaller craft motored about.34


  Flashes from the ships’ decks greeted the arrival of the Allied bombers. Tracers rose into the sky. Flak clouds blackened the air. Then, the first several of 19 Ki-27 Nate fighters and one pre-production Ki-44 Tojo fighter peeled off in a coordinated attack from above. The Vildebeests held formation and pressed on with flak bursting all around while Japanese fighters began systematically cutting them to shreds.


  Flight Lieutenant Mowbray Garden flew over the fray in one of the Buffalo fighters. “Quite soon the air was filled with broken and crashing Vildebeests and parachutes, meanwhile what seemed to me to be an enormous force of ‘Zeros’ was descending on us from the sun in one long line-astern formation.”35


  Sergeant Graeme McCabe, flying in Sergeant Bruce Lee’s Vildebeest, lay face down above the bomb hatch, his hands on the release switches.


  
    Then … sudden noise like rain on the roof, another fighter gave us a straddling five-second burst. Proven was killed at his gun, the fuselage was like a colander. My parachute pack had been hit and was billowing around the floor. I had been wounded through the right arm near the shoulder, and three bullets had furrowed along the back of my right hand.36

  


  Though dazed and shaken, McCabe crawled forward as the aircraft spiraled toward the ships arrayed below. The pilot, Lee, was slumped dead over the stick, a bullet through his helmet. McCabe wrestled the controls free, recovered from the spiral and coaxed the plane seaward where he managed to ditch in the water.


  Nearby, Vildebeest navigator Sergeant Charles MacDonald had seen Sergeant Lee’s aircraft fall out of formation and descend toward the sea. As he watched that drama, he was startled to see Squadron Leader Rowland’s aircraft explode in midair.


  The surviving Vildebeests plowed on toward the ships and troops. Three planes absorbed withering fire while making a low-level bomb run on the transports, scoring near misses and disrupting surface operations.


  Now the Hudson bombers came upon the havoc and lined up for their bomb runs on the ships. They, too, were set upon by fighters. Flight Lieutenant John O’Brien, flying in the center of his formation, spotted a Japanese fighter rolling in behind and opening fire. The first burst killed the radio operator who was on one of the side guns. Another cascade of bullets ripped through the plane. The copilot took a fatal bullet through the head, which then struck O’Brien in the shoulder and knocked him over the controls. Though stunned, O’Brien managed to pull the aircraft out of its dive and begin evasive maneuvers. He eventually managed to safely return to Singapore.37


  At least one Ki-27 Nate went down while bombing attacks on the ships continued. The transport, Kanbera Maru, was hit several times, and as the bombers pulled away, their gunners raked the Japanese troops attempting to reach shore. Dead and dying were strewn everywhere. What was left of the aerial armada got scattered, each plane dropping low over the jungle, trying to avoid destruction at the hands of Japanese fighters. One by one, survivors made their way back to bases in Singapore where a second strike was being organized.


  At 4:15 p.m., nine Vildebeests and the three Albacores were launched. Some 40 minutes after their departure, seven Hurricanes and four Buffaloes followed in a much delayed attempt at escort. An hour and 15 minutes after departure, the bombers were again over the target area, but their fighter protection had not closed the distance. The Japanese were waiting and pounced. Two of the three Albacores were quickly dispatched. The three Vildebeest aircraft in Flight Lieutenant George Richardson’s section were blown out of the sky. Two aircraft in a sister section were also brought down. The remaining bombers bored in. More hits were scored on the Kanbera Maru, which had eight of her crew killed. The transport, Kansai Maru, was also slightly damaged.


  Cost to the attackers was high. Ten of 21 Vildebeests were gone, along with two of three Albacores, two Hudsons and a Hurricane. Two additional Vildebeests were beyond repair, and at least 10 other participating aircraft were damaged. In the two biplane squadrons alone, 38 aircrew were dead or missing, including both squadron commanders.38 The application of limited air power by the Allies against superior forces had proven ill advised. And after all was spent, the Japanese had not been stopped.


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  By now, Allied troops on the peninsula were in full retreat, headed south. With Japanese fighters in place on the lower Malay Peninsula and submarines prowling west of the landmass, the Malacca Straits were closed to Allied convoys trying to resupply Singapore. The British bastion was under constant air bombardment, its naval base unable to function. Supply ships were rerouted south around Sumatra, then north through Sunda Straits in a frantic effort to reinforce Singapore.


  Only 21 of the initial 51 crated Hurricanes were still flyable. Nineteen had been lost, and seven were in need of major repair. Forty-eight more were being flown in after first having been deck launched at sea from the carrier HMS Indomitable to Batavia in Java. A raid on the 27th by the Japanese managed to destroy two more Blenheim bombers, four Buffaloes, four Hurricanes and one Tiger Moth. Nine additional Hurricanes were written off as no longer flyable.39


  New Zealand aircraft mechanic Leading Aircraftman Max Boyd expressed the gloom that was rapidly spreading. “It is only a matter of days now before Singapore must fall…. This place is like Dunkirk, Greece, and Crete, only there is no place to go. It will be terrible…. Our equipment is outdated, poor, scarce, and the heads are a lot of fools.”40


  By the 28th, Percival gave up all hope of stopping the Japanese on the peninsula, so he gave orders for all forces to retreat to Singapore. In just 51 days, Yamashita’s three divisions, numbering about 35,000 men, had advanced nearly 600 miles against a considerably greater number of adversaries. By now, thousands of British, Indian, Australian and New Zealand troops were pouring across the concrete causeway into Singapore.


  Allied losses continued, with bombing raids making a shambles of the airdromes on Singapore. Yet each morning as air raid sirens wailed, Hurricane pilots raced to their aircraft and strapped in, donning helmets and gloves. With nervous fingers, they flipped switches to bring the big Rolls-Royce power plant to life. By ones and twos they bounced forward before swinging onto the taxiway with clouds of dust billowing behind. Airframes jerked back and forth, the pilots poking their heads from side to side while dodging bomb craters. As each pair lined up for takeoff, the Hurricanes’ propellers became a blur, the air thick with the roar of engines. Then the defenders swept down the runway, clawing their way skyward toward the bombing raids pouring in from the north. And each day fewer returned.41


  On January 30, a section of the causeway joining Singapore to the Malay mainland was blown up to prevent the Japanese from using it to invade the island. The only way in or out was by sea or air.


  On the last day in January, orders were passed to begin evacuating aircraft to Palembang on Sumatra except for eight inoperative Hurricanes and six Buffaloes, which, once repaired, were to operate out of Tengah Airdrome, the westernmost strip on the island. The exodus of air power from Singapore had begun.


  The following week, 45,000 fresh but inexperienced troops were delivered by sea to the island bastion, along with quantities of stores and ammunition. Sixty warehouses in the dock area now contained a huge supply of food and a virtually unlimited amount of ammunition. Would this influx along with the Allied troops that had retreated from Malaya be enough to save the island?


  Many in the ranks seemed to think it would, though in reality the Allies only stood a chance if a huge infusion of air assets along with experienced pilots and mechanics arrived in Sumatra and took the fight to the Japanese.


  In spite of the chaos, people stationed on Singapore continued to tee it up at the local golf course. Senior staff officers stuck to routine, taking their daily afternoon siesta amid the turmoil. In fact, one senior intelligence officer reported a junior officer for disturbing his nap when the latter called in pursuit of an intelligence update. Another Wing Commander phoned the squadron operations office at Kallang to demand that the pilots stop flying low over the family area during siesta time. The pilot officer who took the call replied, “That’s very decent of you, and if you would like to come over to the aerodrome personally, I will have you shot as you come through the gate.” That ended the complaint.42


  On February 2, Percival held a press conference in a building crowded with journalists. In front of the reporters stood an exhausted, nervous remnant of a general who stuttered and stammered his way along, claiming things were going according to plan. No one there was fooled.43


  From February 3 onward, shipping approaching or departing Singapore came under heavy attack. Japanese bombers made daily runs on the teeming urban population, killing hundreds during each raid. A troop carrier, the Canadian-registered Empress of Asia, was struck by Ki-48 Lily bombers on February 5. She lay dead in the water, her midsection ablaze in the harbor.44 Shattered hangars and buildings littered the countryside. A thick layer of black smoke from burning oil tanks hovered over the island, adding to the gloom.


  Singapore’s Tengah, Seletar and Sembawang were now in range of Japanese artillery firing across the waterway from Johore Bahru, the explosions gouging great craters everywhere. The airfields looked like moonscapes. Flyable planes were gassed up and taxied to a clear stretch of grass or runway, then took off for Sumatra. By February 7, only 10 unserviceable aircraft were left at these fields.


  Air cover was provided by just one squadron, RAF 232 Squadron reinforced with 14 Hurricanes, which had been rapidly flown back from Sumatra and were now based at Kallang airfield in the south.


  As Japanese air losses mounted, they began a new tactic, sweeping wide of Singapore at high altitude, then turning in from the south. They made bomb runs at high speed in a descent. After bomb release, they were already headed homeward, moving too fast for the Hurricanes to chase them down.45


  The northern coast of Singapore was considered the most likely place for the Japanese to land troops, but instead of concentrating defenses there, Percival spread troops along the entire coastline. In fact, in December he had specifically forbidden construction of trenches on the north coast, sensing it would be bad for morale.46 Of importance, none of the big artillery guns had been located there.


  At midnight on February 7, Japanese troops landed unopposed on Pulau Ubin, a tiny spit of an island between Singapore and Malaya. Japanese gunners created the impression of an impending attack from that direction by opening fire on Singapore’s northeast coast, but Percival kept his forces spread out.


  The next morning, a Japanese formation of over 80 aircraft came in from Johore intent on providing air cover for the Japanese invasion force. The last 10 Hurricanes of 232 Squadron were scrambled from Kallang to intercept. A number of aerial dogfights took place over Sarimbun Beach and the western areas. The Hurricanes claimed six Japanese planes for the loss of one. Air battles continued unabated for the rest of the day, but by nightfall it was clear to Percival that Kallang could no longer be adequately defended with the few planes left. The Japanese had attained full control of the skies over Singapore.


  On the night of February 8, Japanese troops crossed the waterway in motor launches and landing craft, putting in on the northwest shore. By dawn, some 13,000 troops had debarked. There, they engaged the 22nd Australian Brigade, which put up a spirited fight until surrounded and overrun.


  The situation was still not hopeless. Timely reinforcements might have turned the tide, but General Bennett prematurely sent an order to withdraw. The surviving Australians were prompt in doing so in daylight in spite of constant dive bomber attacks.


  The next night, the Japanese made another landing in the north at Krangi close to the blown-up motor causeway. They ran straight into a machine gun trap set up by the 27th Australian Brigade. At the point of possibly throwing the invaders back into the sea, a garbled message from Bennett was misinterpreted as an order to withdraw and the brigade pulled out.47


  At dawn on the 10th, eight Hurricanes that had been brought up to flying status were evacuated from Kallang. That same morning, General Yamashita crossed over from Johore and joined his troops pushing in from the west and north.


  At the same time, generals Percival and Bennett met with General Sir Archibald Wavell, Commander in Chief Far East, who had arrived by flying boat before dawn. During the discussion at Percival’s headquarters, the Allied generals were forced to take cover under the conference table as bombs fell nearby, one of them destroying Percival’s staff car. Wavell departed, leaving behind a message from Prime Minister Churchill ordering, “The battle must be fought to the bitter end at all cost. Commanders and senior officers should die with their troops. The honour of the British Empire and of the British Army is at stake.”48 For Lieutenant General Percival, those were not words he was eager to hear. Nor were they well received elsewhere on the staff, nor would they be taken to heart by many.


  A Hudson flew in twice with the purpose of extracting the Air Officer Commanding (A.O.C.) Air Vice Marshal Conway W. H. Pulford and his senior RAF staff. Air Commodore W.E. “Bull” Staton, Air Vice Marshal Paul C. Maltby and much of the rest of the staff boarded, but A.O.C. Pulford refused to leave.49


  General Yamashita was under some pressure as well, though of a different sort. Some 5,000 of his 35,000 troops were casualties, and his artillery positions were running short of ammunition. Could he finish off the British before getting bogged down in brutal street fighting? The day after Wavell departed, Yamashita sent a surrender ultimatum to Percival while Japanese gunners fired what remained of their ammunition stocks.


  As the artillery rounds whistled overhead, Japanese ground troops advanced deeper into the island. On February 14, they moved through Kent Ridge down Pasir Panjang Road to Alexandra Military Hospital. The Japanese rushed into the wards and operating rooms and bayoneted a total of 250 patients and staff members. The troops removed about 400 additional patients and staff, locking them in a staff bungalow. On the 15th, these people were taken out in small groups and shot or bayoneted.


  Without informing Percival, General Bennett decided his services were better served elsewhere, so, with two of his staff officers, he took to sea in a junk, then commandeered a Chinese lighter in the harbor and fled, abandoning his men to their fate. A.O.C Pulford finally gave up the ghost along with his counterpart, Rear Admiral Ernest J. Spooner. They boarded a motor launch which was hit and forced to run aground on a small island in the Juju Group where both officers eventually died from malaria, starvation, and exhaustion.50


  
    As the fifteenth wore on, Percival’s forces were deserting in increasing numbers, many of whom streamed onto the docks and at gunpoint forced their way onto small craft. With his perimeter shrinking and soldiers running riot in the streets of Singapore, Percival agreed to meet with Yamashita.51

  


  Surrender terms were presented at the boardroom of the Ford factory in Bukit Timah, with Percival and Yamashita, among others, attending. Percival asked for time to consider the terms of surrender, but Yamashita demanded immediate unconditional surrender. Percival took a few moments to consider, but finally wilted, signing the surrender document shortly after 5:15 p.m. He turned over more than 90,000 men to Yamashita’s 30,000.


  The Japanese had needed just 70 days to crush the British Empire’s forces in Singapore and Malaya. Later, Yamashita would claim that his demand was a bluff, that his men were worn down, nearly out of food and ammunition, and exhausted. The fact remains that in the air and on the ground, they were not fighting like men on the brink of defeat. Bombers were operating in force all over Malaya, Singapore, and Sumatra during the first week in February. There was no shortage of planes, bombs, cannon shells, or machine gun bullets. Japanese air power had played a critical role in the breakdown of Singapore’s defenses and ultimately turned the tide against the Allies. The public and historians took General Percival to task over his efforts to protect Singapore, but it took courage to stay behind and suffer with his men. Not many commanders then or later would follow his example.


  Immediately after the surrender, General Yamashita instructed the Japanese garrison commander to round up all Chinese males between the ages of 18 and 50 at various locations, screen them, then execute those identified as anti–Japanese. Interrogation centers were set up all over Singapore, most situated in areas with large Chinese populations. Lorries were parked nearby, ready to take suspects to remote locations such as Changi, Punggol and Bedok, where they were executed by the thousands.52


  Winston Churchill referred to the defeat as the “worst disaster and largest capitulation in British history,” while in Tokyo, the press lauded a new idol, General Yamashita, “The Tiger of Malaya.”53
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  The Siege of the Philippines Begins


  



  
    “Dugout Doug” MacArthur lies a-shakin’ on the Rock
Safe from all the bombers and from any sudden shock
Dugout Doug is eating of the best food on Bataan
And his troops go starving on

  


  
    —The Bataan defenders’ opening verse of “Dugout Doug,” sung to the tune of the Battle Hymn of the Republic

  


  The 50th Sentai out of Formosa deployed 37 Ki-27 Nate aircraft to Aparri Airfield, Luzon, on December 10, of which 18 repositioned to Vigan the following day. By December 12, 1941, the Japanese had established firm footholds on northern Luzon at Aparri and Vigan, plus at Legazpi, southeast of Manila.


  Among the pilots in the 50th were Corporal Satoshi Anabuki and Sergeant Toshisada Kurosawa, two young men caught up in the patriotic fervor that had swept Japan. Kurosawa was born in 1921 and grew up in Sapporo, Hokkaido, Japan, in a very close Catholic family (two brothers, two sisters, one of whom became a nun). He was well liked by all, and his father dubbed him “The Flying Dragon.”1


  For Kurosawa and Anabuki, flight training had been just as brutal as that endured by Navy pilot Saburo Sakai, including beatings by senior NCOs and officers for the slightest infractions. The Spartan training regimen was designed to pay off during the grinding combat conditions these pilots were being asked to endure daily. Being a Christian among fervent Shinto followers did not endear him to his superiors, either.


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  That same December 12 morning, the commanding officer of the 17th Pursuit Squadron at Clark Field, Lieutenant Boyd “Buzz” Wagner, took off solo in a P-40E Warhawk and headed north on a reconnaissance mission. On arrival over Aparri, he descended to treetop level and approached the airfield. Suddenly, tracers whipped past his aircraft from above. Wagner pulled up in a steep climbing turn. “Looking back, I saw two Japanese pursuits behind me and three more overhead, low-wing fixed landing gear single seaters, so I pulled nose-up and continued to climb directly into the sun.”2


  The two Japanese Ki-27 Nate pilots trailing Wagner apparently lost sight of him and lowered their noses. Wagner did a barrel roll, which forced his pursuers out front. Then, with a top speed advantage, he overtook the two planes as they flew in close formation. Wagner checked to see that his gun switches were properly set, then bore in on his targets. He made quick, raking passes, first firing his .50 cal. machine guns at the trailing, then at the leading Nate. Both aircraft burst into flames and went down.


  Wagner now found himself directly over the airfield. Beneath him, he counted 12 pursuit planes. Wagner twice swept across the field, machine guns blazing as he set five of the planes on fire. With fuel running low, Wagner then “gave it the needle” and sped away toward Clark Field.3 The battle for the Philippines had now entered into a stage of piecemeal attrition with both sides trying to establish control of the air above the battle lines.


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  General MacArthur promised the Filipinos that he would defend all islands in the archipelago. The reality was that he would use the majority of his ground forces, some 80,000 men, to put up a fight on Luzon, the large northern island that included the capital city of Manila. Given the lack of support emanating from Washington, where “Europe First” was the basic strategy, MacArthur pinned his hopes on stopping the Japanese main landings which he rightly surmised would occur at Lingayen Gulf. He stationed men along the coast to watch for the appearance of the Japanese fleet.


  Meanwhile, he begrudgingly began stockpiling food and ammunition onto the tip of the Bataan Peninsula. This effort was part of War Plan Orange (WPO), a defensive strategy drawn up by the staff in Washington before the outbreak of hostilities. The plan assumed a conflict breaking out between the U.S. and Japan in the Philippines, not simultaneously across the Pacific. If the Japanese invaded the archipelago, WPO called for an organized retreat onto the Bataan Peninsula and the island of Corregidor where Philippine defenders could hold out until relief arrived from the United States.4 But the war was indeed spread across the vast Pacific, thereby limiting any “relief” effort. Since retreat was anathema to MacArthur, his initial support of WPO was tepid. Now, however, MacArthur was forced to face reality. By reinforcing Bataan and using the fortress at Corregidor with its heavy guns to guard the entrance to Manila Bay, he considered his move to be a reasonable fallback application of his dwindling resources.5 The stockpiling effort was mismanaged, however. Left behind were supplies that would later be desperately needed on Bataan. One abandoned depot north of Manila at Cabanatuan housed over 50 million bushels of rice.6


  


  



  [image: Map_05.map_0Philippines]



  


  The Philippine Islands were a key prize in the Japanese grand plan for the Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere. Encompassing hundreds of islands, they lent control to much of the South China Sea and South West Pacific (map by author).


  



  MacArthur had escaped reprimand for the destruction of his air force on December 8, kept his command, and got his fourth star on December 22. Although Roosevelt had signed off on the promotion, he certainly had mixed feelings about doing so, given the debacle that had transpired under MacArthur’s watch. But in the dark days of December 1941, image counted for a lot, and MacArthur’s image cast a long shadow.


  With his combat assets being attrited each day, MacArthur turned to his air chief, General Brereton, for advice on how to employ his few remaining planes and to Admiral Hart regarding his depleted naval force. He placed Major General Jonathan M. Wainwright in charge of WPO, the strategic retreat of his ground troops into the Bataan Peninsula, just northwest of Manila across the bay.


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  The main Japanese effort against MacArthur was led by Lieutenant General Masaharu Honma.7 Short of stature, bald, and with dark eyebrows that hovered over a round, peasant face, Honma was the antithesis of MacArthur. He had seen brief combat service in China in 1938 and was a palace favorite, having served for six years as aide-de-camp to Emperor Hirohito’s brother, Prince Chichibu. His selection to command the Japanese 14th Army for the invasion of the Philippines rankled more than a few in the jealousy-prone ranks within the general staff. Upon receiving his orders from Chief of the Japanese Imperial General Staff, General Hajime Sugiyama, Honma asked for time to analyze the Philippine situation since he had not been involved in the planning process. General Sugiyama’s response was terse: “If you don’t like your assignment, we can give it to someone else.” Honma got the message. Fence-post stiff, he bowed, then took his leave to follow orders.8


  Among Honma’s force were some of the most brutal troops in the Imperial Army. His 16th Division had been a prime participant in the 1937 “Rape of Nanking,” during which an estimated 200,000 Chinese were murdered. Nanking was the first instance where mid to lower ranking Japanese officers allowed their troops to pillage, rape, and massacre both civilians and prisoners of war on a monumental scale.


  The invasion plan called for the occupation of Manila by mid–January. That became Honma’s focus. The main assault began on December 22, at Lingayen Gulf as MacArthur had predicted. The attacking fleet consisted of three echelons. The first was composed of 27 transports under the command of Rear Admiral Kenzaburo Hara, the second of 28 transports under Rear Admiral Yoji Nishimura, and the third of 21 transports under Rear Admiral Sueto Hirose. These 76 ships carried the main part of Honma’s 80,000 man army. Escorted by two cruisers and 20 destroyers, the three columns moved into Lingayen Gulf.


  The initial landings went nearly unopposed, the first assault force beaching at Santo Tomas, 100 miles north of Manila. Admiral Hart’s submarines made a stab at thwarting the arrival of the troop transports, but the notoriously faulty Mark XIV torpedoes failed to sink even anchored ships. Two unidentified aircraft, most likely P-35As from Del Carmen, made attacks during the morning, followed a short time later by six P-40Es from the 17th Squadron out of Clark Field, one of them flown by Lieutenant “Buzz” Wagner who already had two kills to his credit.


  Corporal Satoshi Anabuki, flying a Ki-27 Nate, raked a P-40. His likely target was Wagner, whose plane was riddled by gunfire. One shell hit his left shoulder and Wagner was nearly blinded by flying plexiglass when his canopy shattered. He went full throttle, avoiding further damage, and was spotted by two squadron pilots, who then guided Wagner back to Clark. Wagner’s war in the Philippines was over.9


  Interruptions to the landings continued with the arrival overhead of four B-17 Flying Fortresses which had flown back to the Philippines from Australia the previous evening. They darted in and out of cloud cover to avoid the swarm of fighters that rose to greet them. Bombs were dropped on the assembled shipping with unknown results, and the four bombers made good their escape unharmed.10 Overall, the effort to impede the landings was limited and ineffective.


  Having lost most of his air force on the opening day of hostilities, a bold defense of the beaches was no longer an option for MacArthur. With his air force and Navy in shambles, MacArthur elected to fully embrace the retreat option, War Plan Orange.11


  The Bataan Peninsula is 25 miles long extending from Subic Bay south to Manila Bay. The fortress at Corregidor lies three miles off its southern tip. Down the peninsula center runs a spine of extinct volcanoes rising above 4,000 feet. Raging streams and rivers flow from their sides between steep ridges. Two roads bracketed the peninsula. Route 110 down the east coast was a cobblestone, all-weather road. On the west side, a dirt road cut through the narrow coastal plain where mountains extend almost to the sea. High cliffs guard the shore there and tooth-like promontories jut into the water. The Pilar-Bagac trail bisected the peninsula like a waist belt at its mid point. Beyond these arteries, the troops encountered the impenetrable jungle, dominated by 200-foot tall mahogany and eucalyptus trees. Below these, twisted banyans fought for space in the sun. Everywhere, vines sprouted with thorns that cut like razors. Six-foot high saw grass populated the few open areas, and everything remained damp from the downpours that thundered overhead much of that year.


  War Plan Orange called for the stockpiling of sufficient food and medical supplies on Bataan to enable 43,000 troops to withstand a Japanese siege for six months. But only enough food and medical supplies were in place for a 30-day siege, and MacArthur had almost double the number of ground troops. The men were soon put on half-rations.


  General Jonathan Wainwright, commanding the Allied ground forces, sent the Philippine Scouts and raw Filipino reservists into the breach against seasoned troops as the Japanese moved inland. With only two tank battalions available and inadequate air support, the best they could offer was a holding action.


  The Japanese advance moved forward in three prongs. One swung north attempting to link up with the 48th Division forces at Vigan and Aparri. The other two forked south toward Baguio/Clark Field and Cabanatuan/Camp O’Donnell. The Japanese thrusts gained 20 miles in two days, pushing inland toward the summer capital at Baguio. On the evening of December 23, the U.S. commander at Baguio, Lieutenant Colonel John Horan, ordered his armored cars driven over an embankment. Then he and his remaining troops took to the hills where Horan began organizing a guerrilla rear-action.12


  The next morning, Lieutenant General Honma in his polished knee boots strutted down the ramp of a landing craft in Lingayen Gulf to take on-scene control of the assault. Earlier, some 18,000 Japanese soldiers had hit the beach before dawn at Lamon Bay, south of Manila on the east side of Luzon. The latter contingent moved to link up with the 8,000 troops that had landed 12 days earlier at Legazpi. The Japanese were on the island in force.


  Most of General Brereton’s bombers had flown to Australia, and almost all of his fighter force had begun moving to the four operational strips on Bataan. The air corps personnel left their previous bases so hurriedly that much needed spare parts, supplies, and food stores were abandoned.


  The remnants of the 17th Squadron found themselves at Pilar with their remaining P-40 Warhawks, while other assets were spread between Mariveles, Cabcaben, and Bataan Field. When word of the landings at Lamon Bay reached Bataan, a dozen patched up Warhawks and six P-35As were armed and headed there. The planes inflicted only minor damage. Two of the P-35As were shot down, while the Japanese lost one A6M Zero.13


  By the 26 of December, General Brereton’s air force on Bataan stood at 19 P-40s and four P35As. Maintenance men began returning to their abandoned fields to recover parts and supplies, but General Honma paid little attention to the happenings at Bataan. Manila was the goal. Japanese pilots reported long lines of vehicle and personnel traffic moving into the Bataan Peninsula, but unlike General Yamashita in Malaya, Honma failed to fully coordinate his air power to sweep deep in front of his advancing troops to harass any Allied effort to set up an orderly defensive line.


  General Wainwright had committed the Philippine Scouts, a part of the regular U.S. Army, plus his tank battalions against the northern threat. This force, augmented with raw recruits, was to slowly withdraw south to Bataan, preserving as many well-trained troops and as much equipment as possible. Then, as the Japanese stretched their lines toward Manila, the Allies would begin to fight in earnest.14


  On the afternoon of Christmas Eve, MacArthur gathered his wife, son, Cantonese nurse Ah Cheu, and his military staff in preparation for an after-dark departure to Corregidor. On Calle Victoria, he bade farewell to General Brereton, who would within days fly to Australia to join the air assets already sent there. As they shook hands for departure, MacArthur told his air chief, “I hope you will tell the people outside what we have done and protect my reputation as a fighter.” Brereton replied, “General, your reputation will never need any protection.”15 MacArthur then drove to Malacañang Palace, where he cleared his work desk and met with a somber President Quezon to ensure that the president would also depart for Corregidor that night.


  At the same time, Admiral Hart held his last conference with his flag officers in the Marsman Building in Manila. Hours later he departed by sea for Java, taking with him every U.S. Navy vessel except three gunboats, six PT boats, and the submarines which would stay behind to battle it out or be scuttled.16 He turned over his command to Rear Admiral Francis W. Rockwell, who would soon move Navy headquarters to Corregidor.


  
    At dusk, MacArthur and his entourage reached the dock in his tarnished Packard. There, they were joined by President Quezon and about 100 others, all of whom boarded the small inter-island steamer Don Esteban. Departure was delayed when a convoy of heavily-guarded trucks pulled up and began offloading the country’s gold and silver bullion.17

  


  Nearby at Pier 7, the pilots and maintenance men of the 17th Pursuit Squadron began boarding the SS Legaspi for their trip to Bataan. Illuminated by fires raging from the fuel tanks at the Nichols Field area, both steamers cleared the docks and took up course, one for Mariveles on the southern tip of the peninsula, the other for the island fortress at Corregidor.


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  Called “the Rock,” volcanic Corregidor is shaped like a long-tailed tadpole. Three terraces descend from the westernmost and widest end. Each is aptly named: “Topside” at 628 feet, “Middleside” at 400 feet, and “Bottomside” at near sea level. The tail is the lowest area and curls away from Bataan. There at the shallows are sandy beaches, ideal for receiving Japanese landing craft. Twenty miles of barbed wire had been strung along the shores by the men under garrison commander Major General George Moore. Concrete gun emplacements had been poured. Mines had been laid outside the island’s small harbors. To the east of Bottomside, a promontory rose to an elevation of 390 feet. Called “Malinta,” it bisected the tail of the island and was where a bombproof shelter had been dug through solid rock. The main artery was nearly 900 feet long. Extending from both sides were 23 smaller “laterals” that penetrated the rock for an average of 160 feet, all of it reinforced with concrete floors, walls, and overhead arches. A communications center and a medical facility had been installed inside the excavation. Blowers brought in fresh air, but the tunnels remained hot, damp, and insect infested.


  President Quezon proceeded to have a lengthy coughing fit as he and his wife were led by General Moore to a partitioned set of cots located in the hospital section. MacArthur was shown his accommodations, sniffed the air, and indicated he had no intention of residing there. He turned to Moore and asked, “Where are your quarters?”


  “Topside,” Moore replied.


  “We’ll move in there tomorrow morning,” MacArthur announced. Moore explained that his cottage was exposed to aerial bombardment. “That’s fine,” the general said. “Just the thing.” From then on, MacArthur and Jean lived in Moore’s quarters, choosing to retreat to nearby shelters or into the tunnels only during air raids or artillery barrages.18


  MacArthur spent Christmas Day overseeing the assignment of billets to each refugee and the setting up of his headquarters in Lateral No. 3 inside Malinta. The tunnel laterals housed huge quantities of ammunition, food and supplies. From his bunkered lair, MacArthur began to orchestrate the final defense of his shrinking perimeter. He also took to authoring a prodigious outpouring of message traffic to the world, highlighting his efforts and those of the defenders of Bataan.19


  The Army Signal Corps on Corregidor was tasked with keeping MacArthur in touch with his units on Bataan as well as outside agencies. The Corps used equipment gathered from an assortment of brands, types, sizes, ages, and conditions. Radio electrician William Gibson, an RCA civilian employee, took charge of the gear and managed to make the intricate jumble work. The primary transmitting and receiving antennas were arrayed on top of Malinta Hill. The main transmitter used to “work” Honolulu was overhauled so it could link to other Pacific stations. Another was modified to broadcast south to MacArthur’s Visayan-Mindanao forces. A third transmitter became the “Voice of Freedom” broadcasting station. The Corps even managed to establish a short-wave radio link to Darwin, Australia, using a parallel rhombic-array antenna. The Corregidor radios began transmitting a million words a month, most in code, and all put out under the most adverse conditions.20


  On December 27, 1941, Manila was declared an open city. When that announcement reached Tokyo, Emperor Hirohito assumed the Philippine operation was nearing completion. Things were moving nicely, with Yamashita in Malaya having begun the attack on Kuala Lumpur the day prior, and now Manila had capitulated to Honma. A victory parade in the Philippine capital was scheduled for January 5, ten days ahead of schedule. With things proceeding so smoothly, the invasion of the Dutch and British East Indies was advanced six weeks. As such, Honma’s experienced 48th Division was to be pulled out from under him in early January to participate in the invasions of Sumatra and Java.


  Facing the impending loss of his division, General Honma submitted a protest to General Count Hisaichi Terauchi in Saigon, who presided as arbitrator regarding the allocation of forces in the South Pacific. When his protest was rebuffed, Honma continued to ignore Bataan and Corregidor, considering them “carp in a pond” that could be dealt with in due time. With blinders on, he surged toward Manila. But word leaked back to Hirohito that the destruction of the forces on Bataan had stalled. Continued resistance would provide the Allies with propaganda material, much like the defense of Wake had energized America for a brief period. Another protracted engagement was unacceptable.


  On December 28, President Quezon received a cable from Roosevelt that read, “I can assure you that every vessel available is bearing … the strength that will eventually crush the enemy and liberate your native land…. I give to the people of the Philippines my solemn pledge that their freedom will be retained and their independence established and redeemed….”21


  “Liberate?” “Redeem?” Since the archipelago had not yet fallen, Quezon stewed.


  Both MacArthur and Quezon were encouraged by the message of support, but confused by the wording. They deleted “redeemed,” replaced it with “protected,” then made the message public. That change was noted in Washington, but not overruled. Thus the first seed of doubt about the sincerity on the part of Roosevelt crept inside MacArthur’s psyche.22 Soon after, MacArthur found time to consider finances. He called President Quezon’s secretary, Jorge Vargas, in Manila reminding him that he had not yet received his $35,000 allowance for the year. MacArthur told Vargas to invest the whole amount in Lepanto Copper Mine shares in the Philippines. Vargas complied the next day.23


  News of the transfer of MacArthur’s headquarters to Corregidor reached Honma on the 28th. He quickly put together a plan calling for a joint attack the following day by the 5th Air Group (Army), supplemented by the 11th Air Fleet (Navy). The Army would strike first, at noon. An hour later Navy bombers were to take over.


  Six minutes ahead of schedule on December 29, two nine-ship “V” formations of twin-engine bombers of the 14th Heavy Bombardment Regiment, escorted by 19 fighters, approached Corregidor at 15,000 feet. For a half hour they released 225- and 550-pound bombs on headquarters buildings and barracks. At 12:30 p.m., 22 bombers of the 8th Light Bombardment Regiment, accompanied by 18 dive bombers of the 16th Light Bombardment Regiment, had their turn.


  As Japanese Army aircraft left at 1:00 p.m., Navy planes, numbering about 60, appeared overhead. They bombed for another hour. Thus began Honma’s non-stop campaign welcoming MacArthur to Corregidor.24


  On New Year’s Eve 1941, the headquarters staff of the Far Eastern Air Force withdrew from Manila to Australia. General Brereton and his staff left by air, turning over command to newly promoted Brigadier General Harold H. George, his former chief of staff. Also on their way to Australia were seven P-40 pilots aboard a Beechcraft that took off from Bataan Field. The next day, five more followed, all bound for Brisbane where they were to be joined by pilots arriving from the States. The plan was for the experienced cadre to train the incoming pilots, then lead them back to the Philippines in P-40s. Major Charles A. “Bud” Sprague came out with the second group and assumed command of the newly formed 17th Pursuit Squadron (Provisional) in Brisbane.25


  At 5:45 p.m. on Friday, January 2, Major General Koichi Abe, commander of the Japanese 48th Division, led three battalions into the northern sector of Manila, the capital. From the south, the 16th Reconnaissance Regiment and a battalion of the 20th Infantry also followed. Accompanied by released Japanese civilians, who acted as interpreters, the occupying troops posted guards at strategic points and set about securing the city.26


  The next day, President Quezon issued a secret Executive Order from Corregidor awarding $500,000 to General MacArthur for services rendered. The money was to come from an account in the U.S. MacArthur began mulling his decision on whether to accept, though it was clearly in violation of Army rules since MacArthur was on full active duty. This financial windfall along with the Lepanto Mine investment may have merely been contemplated as precautions to insure a comfortable future for his wife and son should he lose his life defending the islands. But money, especially large amounts of it, has a way of redirecting one’s focus on the future, and MacArthur’s seduction may have begun to take shape.


  That same afternoon, operating out of Pilar Field on Bataan was Second Lieutenant Earl Stone, a 23-year-old P-40 pilot in the 17th Pursuit Squadron. A sturdy 5'10" and 160 pounder, he had trained at Randolph and Kelly fields in Texas before being sent to the Philippines in 1941. He and Second Lieutenant A. W. “Dub” Balfanz took off on a reconnaissance mission that extended north and south of Clark Field. Overhead Cabanatuan Airfield, Stone spotted Japanese bombers on the strip. While Balfanz covered him from above, Stone rolled in on a strafing run and set one of the bombers ablaze. As he pulled up and away, he spotted a Ki-36 Ida observation plane on its final approach to land. The Ida was a single-engine two-seat aircraft in which the crew sat beneath a long “greenhouse” canopy. The observer in the rear seat could also spot targets via clear-view panels in the floor. But its fixed landing gear and limited power made it vulnerable to the P-40’s .50 machine guns. Stone made short work of the engagement, sending the plane down in flames.27


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  On January 5, the Japanese victory parade assembled in Manila. Prince Takeda, the emperor’s cousin had arrived the day prior as Hirohito’s representative to the ceremony. Honma in full military dress mounted his charger and paraded past the presidential palace to the boom of cannons and blare of trumpets. Before the ceremony was over, though, an aide handed him a telegram, sent by Chief of Staff, General Sugiyama:


  
    REPORT AT ONCE ON HOW YOU EXPECT TO PROCEED WITH THE BATAAN OPERATION. THIS INFORMATION IS NEEDED IN ORDER TO REPLY TO A QUERY PUT BY THE THRONE.28

  


  General Honma was stunned. Here he was, the victor, while on Corregidor, that inept commander MacArthur was sending out a plethora of dispatches to America that served to cast himself as the heroic frustrater of Tokyo’s war plan. Honma approached Prince Takeda for clarification. It was the prince who, regarding Bataan, had transmitted the dire state of affairs on Bataan to the palace after being secretly briefed by Honma’s staff shortly after arrival. Takeda confirmed to Honma that the emperor considered the operation a bungled affair, and Honma would indeed have to finish the campaign without his 48th Division. Honma sulked. After all, he had taken the capital of the Philippines ahead of Yamashita in Malaya. But that mattered not to the Imperial Palace. Yamashita was pounding the Allied forces, using air power and blitzkrieg tactics to demoralize and rout the opposition as he pushed toward Singapore, the real prize. There were no hold ups and no quarter given that might allow the Allies to establish a secure defensive position. In the Philippines, Honma saw no great menace, either in the guerrilla probes that nipped at his flanks or in the prospect of a drawn out fight down the Bataan Peninsula against tired, hungry, and demoralized troops that MacArthur might assemble for a last-ditch defense. But assemble they did, tired, hungry, and demoralized. While Honma seethed, MacArthur hovered over his maps inside Malinta Tunnel, maneuvering his force to better establish a defensive line. He soon learned, however, that troop morale was in a nose dive on the peninsula. Just after dawn on January 10, MacArthur, aide Sidney L. Huff, General Sutherland, and an anti-aircraft officer boarded a PT boat and made the five-minute crossing to Bataan. On arrival, General Wainwright was waiting with a beat up Ford sedan to take them on a tour of foxholes and field hospitals. When Wainwright was asked about his artillery, he indicated that two 155 mm Howitzers were nearby awaiting inspection. MacArthur chuckled, “Jonathan, I don’t want to see them, I want to hear them!” He was soon back on the Rock telling Quezon that morale was actually “high.”29 There would be no “I shall return” regarding the Bataan Peninsula. MacArthur never made another visit.


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  By the second week in January, Imperial Japanese Army aviation units had advanced south, occupying Clark Field in Papanga, among other strips. At Clark, the 50th Sentai equipped with Ki-27 Nate fighters moved in. Among the pilots were Sergeant Kurosawa and Corporal Anabuki. Flying as a team in almost daily combat since the opening days of the war, their friendship had cemented. According to Anabuki, Kurosawa always slept in a cot next to his in the barracks at Clark Field. He described Kurosawa as a “baby-faced young man. He had fair skin and his face looked pale after shaving.”30


  Once his air assets were settled in, General Honma assigned the task of mopping up Bataan to his 65th Brigade under Lieutenant General Nara Akira. The 12,000 plus men of the 65th were intended to serve as rear-guard occupation troops, since many were middle-aged reservists. They were spirited, however, and eager to become front line soldiers in what looked like a certain rout.


  At 11:00 p.m., on January 11, the 65th Brigade began a night assault on the Mauban-Abucay Line on Bataan. For the next 14 days, the men of the 65th threw themselves against the American and Filipino defenders, forcing them to withdraw 10 miles to their second fortified position at Bagac-Orion.


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  By now, the P-40 aircraft that had been flying out of Pilar, just south of the Mauban-Abucay line, had been relocated to Bataan Field. Here, up to 12 planes were kept in revetments, dug three feet below ground level. Most were scattered off the far end of the strip and well camouflaged. Trails to the hidden revetments were cut just wide enough to tow the P-40s. Sand bagged emplacements were also constructed for anti-aircraft guns. The mess hall was submerged into the side of a hill. Fuel, ammunition, and bomb storage was also dispersed and camouflaged.31


  Had the steps quickly taken to protect the planes and assets at Bataan Field been instituted across the Philippines in the months before Japan attacked, the outcome of the battle for the archipelago might have turned out quite differently. As it was, they allowed MacArthur to maintain an airborne presence over the battlefield, and in so doing made a huge difference in the tide of battle as it unfolded.


  On January 15, MacArthur sent a message to his commanders in the field and ordered it read to all the troops. In it, he asserted, “Help is on the way from the United States. Thousands of troops and hundreds of planes are being dispatched. The exact time of arrival is unknown, as they will have to fight their way through Japanese (lines)…. It is imperative that our troops hold until these reinforcements arrive.”32 By this time, however, the Philippines had been written off in Washington. No help of the magnitude described by MacArthur was on the way, and what little was leaving the U.S. and Hawaii, particularly in terms of aircraft, was being diverted to Australia.


  The next day, January 16, Honma committed two regiments of his infamous 16th Division in an attempt to cut off the troops defending the Bagac-Orion line. A thousand men tried to infiltrate behind the lines by barge, but they became disoriented in stormy seas. Split into two groups, both began landing barges at the wrong points. Two barges were sunk by a U.S. motor torpedo boat.33 For the next two weeks the two sides fought the “battle of points and pockets,” during which only one Japanese soldier survived. MacArthur’s defensive line had held.


  Honma ordered a pullback of his troops which had remained on the other side of Bagac-Orion. The men, in dire condition, stumbled rearward to field hospitals. Over a third of Honma’s combat troops were dead, and two-thirds of the remainder were sick, wounded, and exhausted.


  From Corregidor went positive messages to Washington, many of them written by MacArthur himself, that portrayed the general as though he had personally orchestrated the action. To some extent this is true. He did send commands forward to the men in charge of the fighting, but never went anywhere near the front lines. The “troops” were not impressed, tacking onto MacArthur the epithet “Dugout Doug” due to his reputation for hunkering down in the tunnels on Corregidor while they fought with unreliable arms and ammunition. Aside from the miserable record already set by the Navy’s submarine torpedoes, Army munitions compounded the shortcomings. Of 17 Stokes mortar shells fired by one platoon, only four detonated. Four out of five hand grenades thrown from American hands failed to explode.34


  Midway through the battle of the “points and pockets,” President Quezon’s shortwave radio picked up a Roosevelt fireside chat. The American president spoke with determination about the effort to defeat Berlin and Rome first. Japan would be dealt with later. Quezon shouted, “Come listen to this scoundrel! Que demonio! How typical of America to writhe in anguish at the fate of a distant cousin, Europe, while a daughter, the Philippines, is being raped in the back room!”35


  Quezon sent a wire to Roosevelt pleading for help. Roosevelt answered that “vessels … have been filled with cargo of necessary supplies and have been dispatched to Manila.” The fact that Manila was under Japanese occupation was seemingly lost on Roosevelt. Lost, too, was the truth when it came to Roosevelt’s pronouncements regarding supplies for the islands.36


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  On January 22, the Japanese South Seas Force under Vice Admiral Shigetoshi Inouye landed on New Ireland, 300 miles east of New Guinea and 1,500 miles southeast of the Philippines. That same night another element of the invasion fleet approached Rabaul on nearby New Britain. At 2:45 a.m. the next day, the Japanese began landings near Rabaul. Most of the assault troops landed unopposed, but at Vulcan Beach the Japanese encountered stiff resistance from Australian defenders. Within hours, however, the Allied soldiers accompanied by a number of civilians split into groups and retreated into the jungle.37 That the Japanese had so easily expanded their control well to the southeast of the Philippines was not good tidings for MacArthur. The new footholds threatened to cut off the hoped-for reinforcements bound from the U.S. to Australia.


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  On the morning of January 26, four P-40s took off on an armed reconnaissance mission over Bataan. One of the elements was led by Second Lieutenant John Posten with Second Lieutenant Earl Stone on his wing. Near Subic Bay, four boats were spotted operating off shore. Posten and Stone dropped their 30-pound bombs on the vessels, then strafed. After the attacks, Posten led his two-ship down the west side of the peninsula. Near Luzon Point, abreast Mariveles Volcano, Posten got a tally-ho on three Japanese Ki-30 Anns some 5,000 feet below. The Ann, a light bomber with fixed landing gear, was crewed by two men. Posten signaled Stone, then peeled off in a high-speed dive toward the single-engine bombers. Both pilots made firing passes on one of the Japanese planes. It burst into flames and went down with both crewmen aboard. Then the Americans attacked the two remaining Anns, heavily damaging both. With their ammunition expended, Posten and Stone headed back to Bataan Field where they did victory rolls before landing. The pilots shared the claim for one Ann. The next day a call came in from I Corps on the front lines informing them that the other two had crashed.38 Stone’s tally stood at two and a half kills.


  As the new month began, encouraging news was received at MacArthur’s headquarters in the Malinta Tunnel. On February 1, a U.S. Navy task force had dealt a blow to Japanese forces on Kwajalein, Wotje, and Maloelap in the Marshall Islands, sinking three ships, damaging eight, and destroying numerous aircraft and ground facilities. The carrier USS Enterprise received only minor damage in the Japanese counterattack. If Admiral Nimitz and his ships were taking the offensive, maybe help was indeed coming soon.


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  By the end of the first week in February, the Tokyo newspapers hailed Yamashita as the “Tiger of Malaya.” He had swallowed up the peninsula and was moving troops to the southern coast in preparation for the invasion of Singapore. Honma in the Philippines, fighting without the same level of troops, munitions and air superiority, could only be envious. In his rush to take Manila, he had violated an important military axiom: never allow a determined opponent to maneuver into a position from which he can ably defend and from which there was nowhere to cut and run. Though Yamashita had allowed a retreat onto Singapore, an able defense by the British without air superiority was improbable.


  Following the failure of Honma’s ground offensive into Bataan, a delegation from Tokyo arrived in the Philippines on February 8. The group convened with the general at San Fernando, 115 miles behind the battle lines. When made aware of the emperor’s displeasure, Honma cradled his face in his hands and wept, to the embarrassment of all present.39


  A new strategy was to be employed. Japanese troops on Bataan had suffered starvation, jungle heat, humidity, and mosquitos, which had taken a higher toll than bullets. Large-scale combat engagements were suspended while the Japanese tried to undo nature’s work.


  During the first week of February, Roosevelt radioed to MacArthur that no more could be done for the Philippines. In reality, virtually nothing had been done. Not a single convoy had been attempted through Japanese lines. Meanwhile, since the beginning of the stand on Bataan and Corregidor, 206 Allied ships had been sunk by German U-boats off America’s East Coast, yet the convoys there continued. Despite the loss of 69 vessels on the Murmansk run alone, shipments to the Soviet Union actually accelerated.40


  The reaction on Corregidor was immediate. Quezon was furious, roaring that “the fight between the United States and Japan is not our fight.” He demanded independence and withdrawal of all U.S. and Japanese troops. MacArthur sent his own message, “The temper of the Filipinos is one of almost violent resentment against the United States….” He went on to indicate that Quezon’s initiative “might offer the best possible solution of what is about to be a disastrous debacle.” Roosevelt replied that the proposal was unacceptable. MacArthur was ordered to continue to fight “so long as there remains any possibility of resistance.”41


  In addition to the daily bombing attacks by Japanese Army and Navy planes, heavy artillery rounds began impacting all along Corregidor’s defenses beginning shortly after daybreak on February 6. Japanese 105 mm cannons had been sited at high-angle 10 miles across Manila Bay in the valleys of the Ternate, Cavite, region. Because of the sun and the fact that the guns were in defile positions, Corregidor’s big-gun directors were unable to pinpoint the source of the ground fire, despite trying for days. To locate the shooter positions, MacArthur’s chief of staff requested a photo mission from the Philippine Army Air Corps. When the order was received, Captain Jesus Villamore volunteered to fly a Stearman 76D3 bi-plane on the mission. The slow trainer would be an easy mark for any Japanese fighters, so five of the remaining P-40 Warhawks were assigned as escorts. Second Lieutenant Lloyd Stinson would launch from Cabcaben Airfield and fly top cover at 23,000 feet. The rest of the planes would take off from Bataan Field. Lieutenant Dave Obert and Second Lieutenant John Posten were to orbit at 19,000 feet, and First Lieutenant Ben S. Brown and Second Lieutenant Earl Stone would fly close-cover at 17,000 feet.


  The photo plane took off from Bataan Airfield at 1:00 p.m. on February 9. Villamore piloted a fabric-covered Stearman from the rear seat while Master Sergeant Juan Abanes from the 5th Photographic Squadron sat up front with his big hand-held camera. Clouds hovered over Mariveles Volcano to the northwest, but the sky was clear to the southeast over Manila and Cavite.


  Villamore made it safely over the target area. At between 10,000 and 15,000 feet, he began making slow turns while the P-40s set up a weave above him. Abanes poked the camera over the side and took all 110 frames on his film roll. Japanese planes remained ominously absent until a Mitsubishi Ki-46 Dinah reconnaissance aircraft approached from the south as the Americans withdrew. The Ki-46 was seen by an anti-aircraft unit on Corregidor and a radio warning was sent. The Dinah remained unseen by the American pilots, several of whom tried in vain to spot it as they made their way homeward.


  Elated over his apparent success, Villamore, who had no radio, chose to divert over Corregidor on the way back to Bataan Field in order to perform a “jaunty figure eight.”


  Meanwhile the Japanese crew in the Dinah caught sight of the Warhawks and reported to their ground station that four fighters were proceeding toward the Limay region of Bataan.42 Six Ki-27 Nate fighters from the 50th Sentai scrambled from Clark Field. Among them were pilots Anabuki and Kurosawa.


  Minutes later, still unknown to Villamore, his escorts received a new warning from Captain Ozzie Lunde, the 5th Interceptor Command operations officer turned ground observer at Little Baguio, just north of Mariveles Field. Lunde maintained an interceptor board, the status gleaned from reports coming in from ground stations on the net. In addition to telephone communications with Bataan Field and Corregidor, he had direct contact with airborne aircraft. He radioed, “…Six enemy pursuit coming in your direction. Take care, take care.”43 At this point, Stinson, who assumed the mission was completed, touched down in his P-40 at Cabcaben, just as six Japanese Nates closed in from the north on the remaining airborne gaggle.


  As the four airborne Warhawks circled Villamore’s Stearman at 4,000 feet, the first of the Nates burst through their altitude on a bee line toward the bi-plane. The Stearman dove toward the runway, airspeed red-lined as the fragile machine shook and groaned under the stress. Then Villamore leveled out near the ground, chopped power and brought the crate in for a hot landing. Bullets began chewing up the dirt as Villamore rolled clear of the runway. He swung toward a revetment as another Nate made a firing pass, stitching the Stearman’s wings with 7.7 mm machine gun fire. Villamore brought the plane to a grinding halt in a swirl of dust inside the revetment. Then he and Abanes, camera in hand, leapt from the plane and scurried for cover.44


  Overhead at Bataan, a melee broke out. Though the Nates were slower than the Warhawks, they had the advantage of height at the onset and, due to their light wing loading, could out-turn the P-40s. Armed with only two 7.7 mm machine guns, however, the Nate pilot had to get in a long burst to bring down a P-40. The Nate’s Type 89 machine guns fired nothing more substantial than a rifle bullet. To score a victory, the rounds had to either incapacitate the pilot or strike a vulnerable part of the aircraft such as a fuel line. Otherwise bullets simply punched holes in the Warhawk’s airframe or self-sealing fuel tanks. The P-40E, on the other hand, had six .50 cal machine guns with armor piercing and incendiary ammunition that could effectively saw a Nate in half.


  The sky above Bataan filled with aircraft twisting and turning, one behind the other, guns blazing. A Nate latched onto the tail of a Warhawk. Obert caught sight of the pair, pulled lead on the Nate, then fired a short burst before his guns jammed. As he wheeled away, Obert saw several Japanese planes maneuvering in his direction. He dove to gain airspeed and accelerated south out of the fight. Once past Corregidor, he cleared his guns and swung back toward the fight.


  Mariveles Volcano rises to over 4,000 feet and dominates the topography in southern Bataan. Stretching out and down from its contoured sides are several lengthy spines. One of them, the Cogon Tarac Ridge, points south toward Corregidor and the southern end of Bataan where nervous American and Filipino eyes turned skyward to watch the spectacle unfolding above the volcano.


  Stone had turned hard behind one of the Nates and chased it toward cloud-shrouded Mariveles Volcano. Brown had done likewise, taking a high-deflection shot at one, then trading head-on fire at another as Stone roared by in the opposite direction, scant feet above the volcano side.45 A deadly game of cat and mouse began as the Nate in front of Stone sought escape into the clouds that ringed Mariveles. Lieutenant Stone apparently lost sight of his adversary because when the planes were spotted again on the west side of the mountain, two Nates trailed the P-40, the closest one flown by “baby-faced” Sergeant Kurosawa, whose plane was seen trailing white smoke.46


  As tracers sailed past Stone’s canopy, it became his turn to seek shelter in the swirling gray mass that wrapped around the volcano. Whether he saw the ridge that loomed out of the scud in front of him will never be known, but his P-40 struck Cogon Tarac at high speed. Kurosawa tried to pull clear at this point and nearly made it to safety, impacting the ridge 87 feet below the crest.


  The other Nates headed for home. One of them, piloted by Second Lieutenant Kanamaru, was experiencing engine problems. He elected to put the plane down on Pilar Field, now in Japanese hands. Having seen the plane land, American artillery units on Mount Semat zeroed in on the strip and blew the plane to bits.


  The photos obtained by Villamore and Abanes were developed. Large-bore guns on Corregidor then blasted away at the Japanese artillery positions in Ternate.47 Though there was some respite on Corregidor from incoming salvos, the Japanese countered by moving the weapons to new locations and resumed shelling.


  On Corregidor, MacArthur tried to put on a strong face. When the air raid siren sounded, most ran for the shelters, but MacArthur often headed outside Lateral No. 3, eschewing even the wearing of a helmet, just as he had done during World War I. On one occasion he mounted a Topside battery and stood with field glasses to his eyes, never once ducking as the planes bombed and strafed. But Malinta was no trench, and there was no parapet to go over, no charge to lead. As such, there was a dark side to his faux heroics that bore no comparison to that of his soldiers across the waterway, who with little more than hand guns, faulty grenades, and 1903 Springfield rifles were turning back a determined enemy. For MacArthur, there was a need to project himself as above the crowd, immortal, and to outsiders as long suffering. At some point, he became aware of the derogatory comments being made about him by the troops defending Bataan. There was no way MacArthur intended to return to the peninsula to wander among troops as they snickered and showed insolence by demanding to know where the help was coming from that he had spoken of in January. If he now lied to them, they would sense it.


  And as each day melted into the next, MacArthur’s mood darkened. He dressed each morning quietly so as not to wake Jean. The image he saw in the mirror as he shaved was rough from using salt water and dull razors. His khaki uniform, though neatly pressed by his orderly Sergeant Domingo Adversario, hung loose now on his withering six-foot frame. He would softly pace about the cottage, deep in thought, then depart for the lateral, sometimes a cigarette in its holder at his lips, walnut cane clicking smartly with each step as he strode toward his command. Once inside, he would loom over the maps, head bowed, arms clasped behind him as he tried to fashion some kind of miracle out of nothing.48 And still, the Japanese bombers came and the artillery blasted away at the fortress.


  On February 15, Singapore, the other “rock” in Asia, fell. MacArthur was beginning to see his own situation in truer light and was obviously contemplating not only the eventual loss of the Philippines, but personal issues. What might happen to Jean and little Arthur should they fall into the hands of the Japanese? With the loss of Hong Kong back in December, word of the atrocities had already begun to spread. Somehow he was going to have to deal with getting his family out. MacArthur was no doubt thinking of his own future beyond Bataan when on the same date that Percival threw in the towel over in Singapore, MacArthur chose to accept the $500,000 President Quezon had offered in early January. The sincerity with which MacArthur had earlier cabled President Roosevelt that he “would share the fate of the garrison,” was slowly disintegrating.
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  The Fall of Sumatra


  



  
    For an individual as well as a society, there is a gulf between merely living and living worthily. To fight in a battle and live in a glory is one mode. To beat a retreat to surrender and to live the life of a captive is also a mode of survival.

  


  
    —B. R. Ambedkar, Indian Politician

  


  The Island of Sumatra lies south and west of Malaya and across the Strait of Malacca from Singapore. Bisected by the equator, the tropical island extends over 700 miles from northwest to southeast. As war broke out, the population stood at about 2,300,000. Of that number, 6,000 were Dutch and other Europeans, 140,000 Chinese, and 13,000 other Asians and Arabs. The remaining majority was of native Indonesian and Malayan descent.1


  Just south of Sumatra, across narrow Sunda Strait, lies the island of Java. It extends from Sumatra’s tip 660 miles east. Just north of Java lies the smaller Madoera Island, governed as part of Java. The two islands were inhabited by 43,000,000 people in 1941, mostly Indonesian, but also 200,000 Dutch and other Europeans, 600,000 Chinese, and 54,000 other Asians and Arabs.2 Under Dutch control since the early 17th century, Sumatra and Java in the Dutch East Indies produced most of the world’s supply of quinine and pepper, over a third of its rubber, a quarter of its coconut products, and a fifth of its tea, sugar, coffee, and that most coveted resource: oil.


  Sumatra and Java’s distance from Indochina saved the islands from heavy air attacks in the opening weeks of the war, but as Yamashita’s drive toward Singapore sped south and Japanese troops overran airfields on the Malay Peninsula, all that changed. Sumatran airfields were made available to the British for the defense of Singapore and Malaya, so the Japanese had to first neutralize Sumatra’s air power in order to protect their western flank on the Malay Peninsula.


  Royal Netherlands Indies Army units defended Sumatra on the ground, numbering about 4,500 troops. Air assets were predominantly under RAF control. The main airfield in Sumatra, a civilian airport with concrete runways but no aircraft dispersal area, was located near the center of the island, five miles north of Palembang at Pangkalan Benteng. Its pronunciation being a mouthful, the RAF simply referred to it as P-1. The base was augmented by a secret military strip located 20 miles south of Palembang at Praboemoelih nicknamed P-2. This field was a large jungle clearing, with the aircraft dispersed under the trees. With no buildings to indicate anything other than an open space in the jungle, Japanese reconnaissance efforts overlooked its presence.


  Two smaller fields were available for transit operations: Djambi, situated 120 miles northwest of P-1, and Lahat, 50 miles southwest of P-2. There were a few additional strips carved out of the jungle at various spots by the Dutch and British, one of them being at Pakan Baroe in the center of the island, opposite the Malacca Strait. Two others were in the north at Medan and Lho’nga.3 All of it came under the control of a lightly staffed RAF Headquarters at Palembang town.


  Limited forays out of Indochina by small numbers of Japanese reconnaissance planes began in December. The first attack in force came on December 28 after Japanese planes had deployed forward to fields in Malaya. Eighteen Ki-48 Lily bombers launched from Sungei Patani in northern Malaya, escorted by seven Ki-43 Oscars in a strike on a civilian strip at Medan. The hangar was damaged and a DC-3 transport destroyed.4


  By the end of December, the threat to Singapore was apparent to the Allies, so British and American bombers and fighters were being shipped to the island fortress. The bombers eventually made their way through P-1 by January 14. The next day, American B-17s attacked Malaya’s Sungei Patani airfield. The raid got the attention of the Japanese.


  Yamashita had focused his air assets on supporting the ground surge down the Malay Peninsula toward Singapore, but he had to keep control of the skies above his troops. Thus, to keep his airfields safe from counterattacks, Sumatran strips had to be knocked out.


  The next determined attack by the Japanese occurred on January 16. Medan was again the target. The airfield in the city of Pekanbaru, in the center, came under assault the following day as the Japanese tried to pinpoint the source of the earlier attack on Sungei Patani.


  On the morning of January 21, a Japanese reconnaissance Ki-46 Dinah reported the presence of the Allied bomber force at P-1. Japan’s 3rd Air Division, leapfrogging its way down the Malay Peninsula, now took steps to wipe out the opposition. At 9:00 a.m., on the morning of January 23, 27 Japanese Ki-21 Sally bombers appeared over P-1. They managed to destroy a Hudson and a Glenn Martin bomber and killed one crewman.5 As they reversed course for Malaya, they were intercepted by 16 Curtiss P-36 Hawk 75As flown by Dutch pilots operating out of P-1.


  The Hawks, powered by a 1200 hp Cyclone engine and armed with two 7.7 mm (.30 cal.) machine guns in the nose and one in each wing, were considered obsolescent by the start of the war. Against the bombers, however, they kept up attacks for 50 minutes, damaging 14 of the Ki-21s and wounding three crewmen. Three Hawks were damaged, but none lost.6 That same afternoon, Allied aircraft escaping Selembang and Seletar airfields in Singapore began arriving. They were immediately ordered south to P-2.


  Further south, on February 2, 17 A6M Zeros out of Balikpapan, Borneo, made the first fighter sweep over Java, the mission designed to sow panic and tie down air assets on that island.7 The intended effect was achieved, with the Allied ABDA Command holding back air assets, bracing for a final stand at Java should Singapore and Sumatra fall.


  Attacks on the Sumatran airfields in early February continued almost daily, though records conflict as to exactly what took place and when. Confusion reigned as pilots and planes flew back and forth in support of operations in Singapore. Beneath them in the Banka Strait, fleeing ships, launches, sampans, junks, fishing trawlers, and even row boats burned and sank under relentless Japanese bomber attacks. By sea, the escaping hordes then ran into a massive naval invasion force steaming south out of Cam Ranh Bay, Indochina, toward Sumatra.


  With carnage taking place off the coast and senior military leadership abandoning Singapore, Allied morale and determination among the ranks on Sumatra suffered accordingly. Air Vice-Marshal Maltby, who had fled Singapore on February 10, paid a visit to P-2 on the evening of the 12th. He vowed that there would be no evacuation and that everyone from pilots to cooks would fight to the last in an effort to restore the RAF’s good name, which had been lost over Singapore. He went on to admonish the assembled men for their shabby appearance.


  Sergeant Ken Lister recalled: “My only thoughts were that his knife edge creases and spotless uniform would have looked a sorry mess if he had to do the jobs that I had done that day.”8 Then, with morale sinking fast, the Air Vice-Marshal extricated himself along with Air Commodore Staton and their staff to more comfortable and safer quarters in Java. Meanwhile, death took no respite on Sumatra.


  The end of a combat pilot’s life generally was quick and brutal, often terminating in a fiery crash. But not always was it so abrupt. Sergeant Roy Keedwell, a young Canadian, found himself in a swirling dogfight on February 7. Wounded in the leg and with his Hurricane shot to pieces, he managed to bring the plane safely down at P-1. While taxiing in, the plane burst into flames. Because of his injured leg, Keedwell had trouble climbing out. Sergeant Art Sheerin went to his aid and helped pull him from the inferno. Keedwell, badly burned in the face, legs, and arms, was rushed to the Dutch hospital at Palembang. He seemed to hold up for the first 24 hours, but as shock and pain worsened, he began to deteriorate. His flight commander, Flight Lieutenant Vic de la Perrelle, went to visit him each day, and he became alarmed on the morning of the third day when he learned that Keedwell was sinking fast and was now on morphine to ease the pain. De la Perrelle promised to return that afternoon, but was delayed. Keedwell held on desperately until four, waiting for him to come, wanting a friend to be there in his last moments. When de la Perrelle arrived, the sisters told him what had happened. Just before Keedwell had passed away, he looked around at the sisters and begged, “Someone please hold my hand and call me Roy before I die.” One of the sisters took his hand and called him “Roy,” and that was how he died, halfway around the world from his home.9


  In the coming days, many more Allied crewmen would die in an almost endless progression.


  Allied aerial reconnaissance on the 10th reported a large Japanese fleet bearing down on Sumatra. The main invasion force, commanded by Vice Admiral Jisaburo Ozawa, consisted of two light cruisers, eight destroyers and 25–30 transports. The troops and supplies were protected by five heavy cruisers, eight destroyers and the light aircraft carrier Ryujo. Aboard it were a dozen open-cockpit A5M Claude fighters and a contingent of B5N Kate single-engine bombers.10 The Imperial Japanese Army contingent was under Lieutenant General Hitoshi Imamura, and the 3rd Air Group was led by Lieutenant General Michio Sugawara.


  The invasion plan included an assault to the east of Sumatra on Banka Island at Muntok, where its airfield and facilities could be used as a staging area. Immediately following this effort would be a paratroop drop around the airfield at P-1 and the nearby oil facility at Pladjoe. The main force was to be delivered by troop-laden barges that would power their way up the fast-moving Moesi, Salang, and Telang rivers. The primary thrust was to be the Moesi River effort. The waterway flowed through the town of Palenbang and emptied into a delta 70 miles to the northeast. To protect and support the operation, naval air assets included about 100 bombers, 30 fighters, 40 seaplanes, and six reconnaissance aircraft. Land-based aircraft consisted of 50 Army bombers, 70 fighters, and nine dive attack planes. The total of over 300 aircraft opposed an Allied force of never more than 100 aircraft of which no more than 14 fighters were ever airborne at one time.11


  The magnitude and quality of preparations for each objective in the Japanese plan was extraordinary. Major manpower, ships, submarines, planes and supply efforts were needed simultaneously at Wake, Guam, in Malaya, Borneo, New Britain, over Singapore, in the Philippines, and further south in Sumatra and Java. Yet all elements of the grand plan were proceeding apace.


  Countering the Japanese operation against Sumatra were Allied units made up primarily of British, Australian, New Zealand, and Dutch forces between which there was little communication on land and essentially none between land-based forces and ships at sea. Pilots found themselves quartered in former brothels, civilian homes, and makeshift tent cities. Maintenance crews worked without proper tools or repair manuals. The most senior leaders seemed more focused on finding safe haven than on coordinating a determined counter-air campaign against the Japanese onslaught.


  Amid the turmoil, word was received at RAF Headquarters at Palembang regarding the invasion fleet. Orders were passed and 23 Blenheim bombers attempted to sortie out of P-2 at midnight on February 11/12 in search of the fleet. Two of the planes struck trees and crashed on takeoff. A third hit the trees and, while attempting to reverse course for an immediate landing, crashed and exploded. Of those planes that managed to get and stay airborne, none had any measurable success against Japanese shipping due to weather and mechanical issues.12


  Operational losses like these from non-combat causes could not be sustained for long, but they continued to occur. One Blenheim bomber was flown in from the Middle East only to wind up crashing short of the runway at Pakan Baroe before it ever saw action.13 Hudson bombers, Hurricane and Buffalo fighters often met similar fates due to fuel exhaustion, bad weather, navigation problems caused by bad or inadequate maps, or routine mechanical failure. Pilots and crew members continued to appear out of the jungle after harrowing experiences sometimes days, sometimes weeks, after going down and being reported missing.


  Just after dawn on the 12th, 14 Hurricane pilots sat in readiness at P-1, waiting for 14 Blenheim bombers scheduled to pass overhead on their first daylight strike out of P-2, but the strike force was neither seen nor heard. After waiting several hours, the fighters were launched anyway toward the last known position of the invasion fleet, but the pilots sighted neither friendly bombers nor enemy ships. Their escort mission a total waste, they reversed course for P-1.


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  To counter the Japanese gambit, orders were passed among the Allies to assemble a naval response from the remnants of the Allied ships from the American/British/Dutch/Australian fleet (ABDA). Dutch cruisers De Ruyter, Java, Tromp, along with British cruiser Exeter and Australian cruiser Hobart, gathered south of Bali and were accompanied by four Dutch and six American destroyers. The fleet, under the command of Rear Admiral Karel W.F.M Doorman, Royal Netherlands Navy, sailed north on February 14, but was hampered by heavy rain and poor visibility. The Dutch destroyer Van Ghent soon struck a reef and was abandoned, while the main fleet continued north.


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  At 11:26 on the morning of February 14, with Singapore at the brink of surrender across the strait, 260 paratroops from the Japanese 2nd Parachute Regiment peeled out of 41 Ki-56 Thalia and Ki-57 Topsy transports. Their mission: surround and capture Palembang Airfield. Approximately 130 more would soon descend on the nearby oil facility at Pladjoe.


  The invasion of Sumatra was on.


  Japanese paratroops were armed with rifles, grenades, and light machine guns. They carried only a limited amount of food and ammunition. A number landed in thick jungle near the air base and were injured or hung up in trees. Allied defenders shot many as they floated down. Heat, humidity, lack of safe drinking water, and poor communication among the paratroopers combined to frustrate a well-coordinated assault. While the Japanese tried to get themselves organized on the ground, Allied planes continued to land and take off from P-1. The Japanese cut the phone lines and periodically blocked the road between the airport and Palambang town. They accomplished little else in the opening hours of the invasion except create a sense of panic among those on the airfield and in Palembang.


  When the 14 Hurricanes launched at dawn reappeared over P-1, they were ordered by radio to proceed to P-2. Two of the pilots, Sergeant Terrence Kelly and Sergeant “Bertie” Lambert, had no working radios so were not aware of the instruction. Kelly spotted a formation of Ki-43 Oscar fighters overhead and, together with Lambert, engaged them. One was claimed destroyed by Kelly, who then landed with his wingman at P-1. The pilots taxied in, shut down their engines, and unstrapped. No one came to assist. Kelly climbed down from the cockpit and surveyed the landscape. “...it is a uniquely mystifying and disturbing feeling to take off from a very busy airfield, and then to return almost two hours later to find it deserted and silent as the grave.”14 Eventually, one of the ground crew rushed from cover and relayed the news of the paratroop assault. Both pilots jumped back in their planes and took off for P-2, landing there on fumes.


  Evacuation had now become the order of the day at P-1. Once all the flyable aircraft were safely airborne, the few remaining personnel began setting on fire damaged aircraft and fuel stores. One group sought safety by convoying toward town. The lead fuel truck was overturned by a grenade explosion, blocking the road. Sniper fire pinned down the occupants of the other vehicles. A combination of Dutch colonial and British RAF troops managed to reopen the road for a time, and a number of Allied personnel eventually made it into Palembang. These men continued south toward P-2. When the road from the airport once again became blocked by Japanese troops, the airmen remaining at P-1 fled north toward Djambi.15 P-1 was now left solely in the hands of Dutch defenders.


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  Far to the southeast at sea, Admiral Doorman’s Allied fleet was sighted by a reconnaissance float plane launched from the Japanese cruiser Chokai. Attacks shortly thereafter from shore-based bombers out of Indochina and from the carrier Ryujo lightly damaged two destroyers. With no carriers of his own and little air support expected from Allied planes based in Sumatra, Doorman thought the better of pushing on and chose to withdraw.16 He made this decision with less than four hours of daylight remaining for the Japanese to press their attacks. He was sufficiently close to the Japanese that he would have intercepted their fleet before dawn on February 16.17 But withdraw he did. Whether saving his ships for the defense of Java would vindicate this decision remained to be seen. Left wide open was the route in front of the Japanese invasion fleet. Once again, air power exploited by Japan had muted opposing sea power. On Sumatra itself, haphazard application of air power by the Allies was rapidly swinging the pendulum in favor of the Japanese.


  With the invasion in progress, the decision was made by RAF group headquarters in Palembang to cancel a planned second attack on the Japanese convoy. Instead, evacuation of P-2 was now ordered before the Japanese discovered its location and wiped out what remained of the Allied air strength in the East Indies. Some 35 Blenheim Is and IIs, 20 Hudsons, and 22 Hurricanes were scattered about the edges of the field. The first six Hudsons lifted off at 12:50 p.m., bound for Batavia in Java. A few hours later, 11 more bombers headed south.18 While they were en route, the decision was made at Palembang headquarters to recall them back to P-2 after word was received that prospects were improving. Movement of the Japanese paratroop incursion at P-1 had been stalled by the Dutch. However, the recall orders arrived too late in the day. The planes had already landed in Java, their return laid on for the following morning.


  Of the flyable bombers still at P-2, four Blenheims were quickly launched without fighter escort against the invasion fleet. One was shot down by anti-aircraft fire during the attack. Another was damaged and forced to crash land in the Moesi River while attempting to return to P-2. Damage to Japanese shipping was negligible.19 Upon the termination of the day’s missions, the leadership was rethinking the recall decision involving the Java bombers. The return order was put on hold. Instead, five of the remaining Blenheims were sent to Lahat, 120 miles southwest of P-2.


  Beginning at dawn on February 15, strikes by Hudson and Blenheim bombers and Hurricane fighters out of P-2 were carried out against Japanese naval craft now working their way up the Moesi River toward Palambang. Troopladen barges were bombed and strafed. Pilot Lieutenant B.J. “Jimmy” Parker dove his Hurricane toward one of the barges and opened fire with his eight machine guns. “It seemed that dozens of men dressed in light brown uniforms jumped overside to escape the hundreds of rounds pumping into the barges, but they had no chance. The bullets were still striking the water all round it.”20


  Attacks continued through mid-day. Japanese troop transport Tajima Maru was struck by bombs and set afire. The Otawa Maru was also hit, and its captain turned back seaward.21 Numerous landing barges were riddled with bullets. The river was awash in blood.


  Meanwhile the military evacuation of Palembang town gained momentum as rumors swirled about Japanese landings up and down the Moesi River. The town itself was blazing, and fires set at the refineries created a blackened sky that added to hysteria. Troop-laden vehicles made for the airfield at P-2, but on arrival were ordered to continue toward Oosthaven, some 300 miles south, where transportation to Java awaited. RAF personnel stationed at the small airfields in the north of Sumatra were ordered to proceed to the west coast, then wait for eventual rescue by Allied destroyers.


  By 3:00 p.m., the last of the flyable Hudson bombers departed P-2 for Java. With so many Allied personnel still needing a way to safety, however, about a dozen Hudsons that had been flown out previously returned to pick up pilots, maintenance crews and tools. From 12 to as many as 21 souls were crammed aboard the planes that did a quick turnaround and left for Java.22 Meanwhile Hurricane pilots continued to fly sorties against the invasion force.


  By midafternoon, with casualties mounting and insufficient air cover overhead, the Japanese halted all operations moving on the Moesi River toward Palembang. At this critical point, the Hurricanes were ordered to evacuate P-2. All flyable fighters took to the air. Only about 20 Blenheim bombers remained, most of them unserviceable. The defense of Sumatra was now left entirely in the hands of the Dutch Colonial Army. The Dutch, however, were more concerned with evacuating their civilian population than they were with fighting to save a colony.


  As darkness fell, the Japanese began moving landing craft toward Palembang once again. There would be little opposition this time.


  At first light on February 16, those Blenheims at P-2 that had been patched up during the night took off for Java. One was missing its sliding roof, and its landing gear had to be operated by hand. Another was minus its front windscreen in the bombardier’s position. One plane had only its RPM and oil gauges functioning; a fourth had inoperative flaps.23 With the departure of these aircraft, Sumatra was essentially abandoned to the Japanese the day after Singapore surrendered. By February 17, even Dutch resistance to the invasion ceased.
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  Java Falls


  



  
    And even if a semblance of order could be maintained and some work done, would not the sight of a single enemy airplane be enough to induce a formidable panic? Normal life would be unable to continue under the constant threat of death and imminent destruction.

  


  
    —General Giulio Douhet, Il dominio dell’aria, 1921

  


  By mid–February 1942, the extent of the Japanese war plan and its execution had long become apparent to those Allied defenders looking skyward. While General Yamashita was making his rush down the Malay Peninsula, Japanese planes from Indochina simultaneously bombed Singapore, Borneo, Sumatra and Java. The intent and effect was to befuddle the Allies, tying down aircraft and ships that might otherwise support Malaya. When Singapore became the focus, Sumatra and Java continued to be subjected to periodic attacks. Everywhere the Allies turned, Japanese air power made itself felt, and the impact on morale and defensive strategy cannot be overstated. The Japanese seemed to be everywhere and in strength, all of it part of the grand scheme. Allied commanders acted in confusion, sending aircraft equipped for desert warfare up to Singapore to fight in tropical conditions. On arrival, they had been flown by inexperienced pilots, many of whom were still trying to locate cockpit switches while taking on skilled opposition after only one or two training flights. Once the survival of the planes stationed on Singapore became in doubt, off they flew to Sumatra. As soon as Sumatra began to reel from increased air attacks, down to Java the men and machines had sped.


  The island of Java is oriented east to west just below the equator. A chain of 20 volcanoes, all active in recent historical times, extends along its 661-mile spine and reaches 11,000 feet. The interior is inhospitable to extensive human habitation. Her girth is 200 miles at its center point. The western end sits south of Sumatra and Malaya, while Borneo lies due north of the island center, and the Celebes (now Sulawesi) stretches to the northeast.1


  Dutch ships first visited Java in 1596. The Dutch East India Company soon established trading posts on the coast and erected a headquarters in the western part of the island at Batavia (now Jakarta). Beginning in the 1670s, the Dutch East India Company began asserting control over the various Muslim kingdoms on the island. Following the collapse of the trading company in 1799, the Dutch government took over and remained at the helm ever since. Large expanses of Java became coffee, tea, and rubber plantations, owned by the Dutch, cultivated by Javanese peasants, collected by Chinese intermediaries, and sold on overseas markets by European merchants. And, for those in charge on Java, it was a pleasant existence.
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  The Invasion of Java in 1942 was swift and complete. The occupation was the first serious challenge to the Dutch in Indonesia and ended their colonial rule. Japan again demonstrated its naval might in the battles of Sunda Straight and Java Sea (map by author).


  



  The population at the start of World War II was concentrated along the coast. Frequent thunder storms with high temperature and humidity characterized the weather during the early months of the year when the Japanese set their sights on Java’s riches. During the 1920s and ’30s, the Dutch had built scattered airfields along both the northern and southern coastlines. Nineteen antiquated Brewster Buffalo F-2A fighters were stationed at Tjisaoek and Tjililitan fields in the west to protect ABDA headquarters at Batavia. Thirteen reconnaissance aircraft operated out of Tjikembar located in the south central region. A dozen Lockheed 212 recce/light bombers were at Djokiakarta located in the south-central region. Eight Glenn Martin B-10 twin-engine bombers were stationed at Andir and at Tjililitan in Western Java. Eight Curtiss Hawk fighters were operational at Madioen, along with 13 Curtiss-Wright CW-21Bs at Perak to the east. All of the above aircraft were obsolescent and no challenge for the Japanese Zero.


  In addition, on January 25, the American 17th Pursuit Squadron (Provisional), under Major “Bud” Sprague, was diverted from its original mission to reinforce the Philippines and instead was sent to Surabaya on Java’s northeastern shore. Of 17 planes that started the journey, four were damaged or lost in accidents, while 13 P-40E Warhawks arrived safely. More would come later from Australia. Soon after arrival in Java, the squadron moved to Blimbing, a well-camouflaged field 40 miles south of Surabaya. There, Major Sprague proved himself an able leader, dispersing his aircraft, devising an early warning system, and formulating improved tactics against the more nimble Japanese Zero. The U.S. contingent also included 13 B-17E Flying Fortresses and four Consolidated LB-30 Liberator bombers at Malang in the center of Eastern Java.2


  RAF Air Vice-Marshal Paul C. Maltby, having exited Singapore and Sumatra, was now Air Officer Commanding (AOC), Java. For the third time in as many months, his task was to organize Allied personnel and aircraft into some semblance of an air force that could hold its own against the Japanese. Intermittent communications, bad weather, poor intelligence, and the jumble of nations providing men and materiel made for another daunting undertaking.


  To cope with the Japanese seaborne threat, the Allied naval force protecting Java was under the command of Dutch Rear Admiral Karel W.F.M. Doorman. His fleet had reacted poorly during the Sumatra campaign, turned back not by naval forces, nor by heavy damage inflicted on the fleet, but simply by the appearance of Japanese aircraft overhead dropping sticks of errant bombs. Now he, too, was tasked with reorganizing his Dutch, British, Australian and American ships in defense of Java.


  The main naval facility was located at Surabaya on the northeast coast, with a smaller presence at Batavia to the west, and Tjilatjap on the southern shore. Allied army forces protecting Java consisted of the Royal Netherlands East Indies Army led by Dutch General Hein ter Poorten, with 25,000 poorly trained Indonesian troops under his command. Two regiments guarded the Batavia region in the west, and one regiment each guarded the north central, southern, and eastern regions of the island. A garrison of 7,000 British, Australian, and American troops under the command of British Major General H. D. W. Sitwell was available to assist. Of these, 3,500 British were made up of predominantly anti-aircraft units, plus one armored unit, the British 3rd Hussars. Australian Brigadier General Arthur Blackburn commanded 2,500 Australians, called Blackforce, to which 1,000 Americans from the 2nd Battalion of the 131st Field Artillery, a Texas National Guard unit, were attached.3


  The new ABDA mishmash was under the command of British Field Marshal Archibald Wavell, who had moved his headquarters from Singapore to Batavia on January 15. His Army, Naval and air assets had, for the most part, never trained together, were dispirited, and lacked any clear strategy for victory.


  The island itself had been under attack since February 1 after Japanese C5M Babs reconnaissance planes reported the existence of Allied bombers and fighters at Malang Airfield in east central Java and at Surabaya in the northeast. The Japanese Navy had moved aircraft in January 1942 to Menado and Kendari in the Celebes from which these initial attacks originated.


  On February 2, 1942, the main force of the 3rd Kokutai (Air Group), originally based on Formosa, moved to Balikpapan in southeast Borneo. Two days later, Petty Officer Saburo Sakai, along with several other pilots, arrived and began flying sorties over Java. Sakai made his first claim the next day, a P-40.4 Although Allied records show no P-40 losses on that date, three Curtiss-Wright CW-21Bs were downed.


  A6M Zero fighters were soon escorting Japanese bombers daily over eastern Java from Balikpapan and from Menado and Kendari airfields in the Celebes. To counter these forays, American B-17E Flying Fortress and LB-30 Liberator bombers took off from Melang. Due to bad weather in the target areas, instead of attacking the airdromes, they wound up raiding shipping off Balikpapan.


  In response to these probes, increasing numbers of Japanese land-based naval aircraft began buzzing and strafing the airfields in eastern Java. Allied fighters scrambled in response, but aging Dutch P-36 Curtiss Hawks and Curtiss-Wright CW-21B Demons along with American P-40E Warhawks were no match for the more nimble Japanese Zero. Allied losses on February 3 alone included 16 fighters shot out of the sky or crash landed. Three PBY Flying Boats along with two B-17s were also shot down. On the ground, between 10 and 13 seaplanes were destroyed at anchor as well as four parked B-17s.5


  As the week wore on, losses continued while counters to the Japanese onslaught were sporadic and relatively ineffective. Even so, a Dutch attack on February 6 against Japanese transports engaged in new landings on southern Borneo stirred a swift reaction the following afternoon. Nine Zeros strafed the seaplane base at Surabaya, shooting up two aircraft moored in the water.


  On February 8, nine American B-17Es of the 7th Bomb Group took to the air intent on striking the main Japanese naval bomber base at Kendari in the Celebes. One turned back due to technical problems. Halfway to the target, the eight remaining bombers were intercepted in a well-coordinated attack by nine A6M Zeros. Two B-17s were blown out of the sky, jointly credited to Saburo Sakai and the participating Japanese pilots. Four of the six B-17s left were so heavily damaged that the mission was aborted. All the bombers sought cloud cover to evade persistent attacks. Only two Zeros suffered damage.6


  One attempt to reinforce Java with P-40 Warhawk and A-24 Dauntless dive bombers on February 9 illustrates the futility of the overall effort. While flying up from Brisbane to Darwin, Australia, seven of the 3rd Pursuit Squadron’s 16 P-40s were badly damaged or destroyed due to accidents. The remaining nine took off for Koepang Airfield, Timor, along with three A-24s. The cumbersome gaggle flew formation on an LB-30 Liberator bomber, which served to navigate. A refueling stop at Koepang Airfield, Timor, was necessary due to the range of the P-40s. One of the Warhawks developed mechanical problems and turned back. The eight remaining P-40s all crashed while attempting forced landings when heavy rain showers obscured Koepang. The A-24s eventually managed to locate the airstrip, but they were mistaken for Japanese bombers and riddled with bullet holes during their landing attempts.7


  If all the P-40 aircraft destined for Java had successfully arrived before the eventual collapse, some 200 aircraft would have been available, a formidable force. Yet, no more than 30 Warhawks were stationed at Blimbing near Surabaya at any one time.8


  Also on February 9, Field Marshal Wavell’s ABDA Headquarters area at Batavia in western Java came under air attack for the first time. Tjililitan and Kemajoran airfields were hit while the Japanese Zero pilots made short work of the few Brewster fighters that managed to get airborne. Two Glenn Martin bombers returning from a mission were also shot down, while four additional Brewsters that had recently flown in from Singapore were destroyed on the ground.9


  At Tanjung Priok, the port of Batavia, military and civilian evacuations began in earnest. The exit of evacuees merged with the inflow of civilian refugees from Singapore and Sumatra alongside the soldiers, sailors and airmen that poured in as well. The harbor became congested with shipping, and unloading the holds was chaotic and disorganized. The docks, piers, and roads leading from the port became blocked with a confusion of equipment, trucks, abandoned cars and goods of every description. The town overflowed with refugees and the newly-arrived military, all spreading dismal rumors of Japanese invasion plans.


  On the 10th, the Dutch evacuated their last remaining personnel from Borneo, leaving the entire island in Japanese hands. With the capture of Borneo’s southern airstrips, the Japanese could now range far and wide across Java, as well as to the east, attacking Allied staging bases in Timor and Bali islands, and beyond.


  Allied aircraft began arriving on Java in increasing numbers from Sumatra as the days wore on. Fifteen Hurricanes flew in from P-2 on February 15, but most were in need of heavy repair. Some things did improve. There were now three radar units up and running. Two, shipped from Singapore and Malaya, were at Batavia, joining the third at Surabaya.


  By February 16, the Japanese southern surge approached Java where all flyable Allied aircraft and seaworthy ships had by then been withdrawn from Singapore and Sumatra. Two Allied fighter squadrons were reformed in western Java at Tjililitan, but only one squadron’s worth, 18 Hurricanes, were operational. Pilots from one squadron manned these fighters. The other squadron contingent was expected to operate American P-40Es coming in from Australia. Key personnel were chosen to stay from the second outfit, and a call for volunteers was made to fill the last six required slots. Flight Officer Harry Dobbyn, a New Zealander, was nominated to command this last flight. Pilot Officer “Red” Cambell, an American, and Sergeant Pilot John Vibert were the only ones to step forward. Dying in a far-flung territory was no longer considered “chipper” among the British Empire pilots, so cards were drawn to see which three would also remain. In a ceremony on the steps of the exquisite Hotel der Nederlanden, a draw befitting the imminent collapse of the empire in the Indies was made. Sergeant Pilots “Pip” Healy, “Bertie” Lambert, and Terence Kelly drew low.10 The rest of the pilots were evacuated to Colombo, Ceylon.


  The Allied bomber force was also reorganized. One Albacore and nine flyable Vildebeest biplanes were available at Tjilkampek Airfield, 70 miles east of Batavia. The surviving Blenheim bombers, including those that had fled from Singapore and Sumatra, were gathered at Kalidjati 20 miles further east. Twenty crews were retained to fly these aircraft, but there were not that many planes currently in commission. Bomb-loading was done manually, without mechanical jacks. Refueling trucks were virtually nonexistent, so jerrycans were used. Only nine Hudson bombers, concentrated at Semplak just south of Batavia, were still serviceable. For reconnaissance, four remaining Allied PBY Catalinas were moored at Tanjung Priok, Batavia, beside four Dutch seaplanes.11


  Along with the Dutch air units at Kalidjati, those forces comprised the entire fighting air arm in western Java. In the east, the effort was left in the hands of the U.S. Army Air Force. Aside from a handful of Dutch flying boats and a single CW-22 Falcon fighter, the force consisted of seven serviceable A-24 Banshee dive bombers at Malang, and fewer than a dozen B-17 and LB-30 heavy bombers. At Blimbing, the 17th Pursuit Squadron (Provisional) initially maintained 12 operational P-40Es under the command of Major Charles A. Sprague, who had weeks earlier distinguished himself during the defense of the Philippines.12


  Surplus Allied air and ground crews, meanwhile, began shipping out for Australia over the next several days, while those that stayed behind waited for aircraft or spare parts that ultimately would never arrive.


  By February 18, the Japanese had secured P-1 airfield at Palambang, Sumatra, and began moving in their Ki-27 and Ki-43 fighters. Additional fighter and reconnaissance aircraft moved into Muntok located in central Sumatra. The planes could now range over western Java with fuel to spare. These forward deployments on Sumatra allowed the naval air arm to the east in Borneo and at sea to concentrate their sorties on eastern Java, Bali, and Timor.13 The effect was immediate.


  Fifteen Japanese Zeros strafed Maospati Airfield in east-central Java at midmorning on February 18, having launched from newly occupied bases on the southern tip of Borneo at Bandjermasin/Martapura airfield. Two Brewster fighters were claimed destroyed on the ground. Zero pilot Saburo Sakai encountered a Fokker C-14-W floatplane from the cruiser DeRuyter and promptly blew it out of the sky. His claims of aerial victories now stood at 11-and-a-half.14 An Allied transport was also dispatched by the Zeros.


  While still on patrol with his Zero over Java, Sakai spotted a civilian DC-3 airliner with Dutch markings flying at low altitude over dense jungle. He assumed it was transporting important people, and he signaled its pilot to follow him back to Borneo, but the pilot maintained course. Sakai eased his aircraft closer to the DC-3. He spotted a blonde woman and a young child through the window, along with other passengers. The image brought back fond memories of a kind American, Mrs. Martin, who had occasionally taught at his childhood middle school. Standing orders were to prevent escape of personnel by aircraft of this type, which had been taking place out of Sumatra and the Philippines. Against orders, he chose not to shoot down the defiant aircraft, then flew abreast of the cockpit and signaled the pilot to go ahead. The pilot and passengers saluted.


  Eight more A6M Zeros took off a half hour later from Borneo, intent on accompanying two flights of G4M Betty bombers out of Kendari Airfield, Celebes. The first group of nine bombers failed to rendezvous with the fighters and continued unescorted. These were intercepted by a dozen P-40Es from the 17th Squadron. Four bombers were certain to have been blown out of the sky. The others scattered. Minutes later a second flight of nine bombers appeared, this time escorted by A6M Zero fighters. In the ensuing melee, P-40 attacks damaged another bomber which was forced to ditch on the return flight. One P-40 was hit and the pilot bailed out. Several Japanese bombers did manage to reach their target at Surabaya Harbor and sank the cruiser Soerabaya, a submarine, and several smaller vessels.15


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  Admiral Doorman’s ABDA naval force, which had retired back to Java on the 15th from its aborted attempt to stop the Sumatra invasion, was now scattered between Batavia, at the main Allied base at Surabaya, and at Tjilatjap. Whether Doorman’s decision to avoid the earlier engagement in order to fight another day was justified was soon to be tested as he attempted to reconstitute his fleet.


  Doorman still lacked the adequate air reconnaissance and protection he coveted. His naval captains had never worked together before, nor had any attack doctrine been promulgated. Many of the vessels were old relics from the post–World War I era, and the ships had been driven hard by crews who were nearing exhaustion.16 But Doorman was game to make a stand. When and where was the question.


  On February 18, the same day that the air war expanded over Java, Vice Admiral Jisaburo Ozawa led his Western Attack Group out of Cam Ranh Bay in Indochina. His naval force under the command of Rear Admiral Takeo Kurita consisted of three cruisers, six destroyers, a minesweeper, 56 transports, and assorted cargo vessels, including the Ryujo Maru. The Ryujo was the headquarters ship of General Hitoshi Imamura, 16th Army Commander, the man in charge of the upcoming landings in Western Java.


  The following morning, February 19, the Eastern Attack Force, under the command of Rear Admiral Shoji Nishimura, weighed anchor from Jolo Island, Philippines, in the Sulu Archipelago. Nishimura commanded a fleet of 41 transports, the light cruiser Naka and six destroyers. The ground troops were under the command of Lieutenant General Masao Maruyama. These forces would be joined by other elements from the Celebes, ultimately composing a Bali, Timor, Java invasion force of 97 troop ships.


  As events unfolded, it rapidly became a day of reckoning for Java. The first attacks by the newly deployed Japanese air forces at Palembang, Sumatra, struck western Java at 9:30 a.m. Dutch Brewster fighters attempted to intercept 19 Ki-43 and five Ki-48 fighters that appeared 30 miles south of Batavia over Buitenzorg. Four Brewsters were quickly flamed by the Japanese planes. A fifth crash landed. Still, the Dutch pilots claimed two kills of their own. Japanese bombers followed up with an attack on Semplak Airfield, also south of Batavia, destroying four Hudson bombers on the ground, along with nine trainer and civilian aircraft.17


  Over eastern Java, things were going no better for the Allied defenders that morning. Japanese reconnaissance planes during the past week had reported concentrations of Allied fighters at Surabaya. Now, 18 Japanese bombers escorted by 23 Zeros out of Balikpapan headed for Surabaya some 430 miles distant. The Japanese, expecting concentrated fighter opposition, positioned naval units near specially selected “ditching islands,” should any friendly planes be forced down nearby.


  Weather en route prevented the Japanese bombers from reaching their primary target. Instead they bombed an alternate target on Bawean Island, 150 miles north of Surabaya, then headed home. The escorting Japanese Zeros still had plenty of fuel, so they climbed above the clouds and made south for Surabaya, led by a fast reconnaissance plane. Among the fighter pilots was Saburo Sakai.


  The Japanese force swept in at 16,000 feet toward Surabaya, coasting in a half hour before noon. Sakai looked ahead and spotted a loose formation of P-40E Warhawks, Dutch P-36 Hawks, and Brewster Buffalos orbiting counterclockwise over the port. The American P-40 pilots from the 17th Squadron along with their Dutch comrades broke out of orbit and began climbing to engage. The two gaggles merged head on, then disintegrated into a swirling melee.18


  Sakai saw a P-36 Hawk flash by.


  
    I snapped around into a sharp right turn, standing the Zero on her wing, and came out directly on the tail of the startled P-36 pilot. A look behind me showed my own plane clear, and I closed the distance to the enemy fighter. He rolled to the right, but slight control movements kept the Zero glued to his tail. Fifty yards away, I opened up with the guns and cannon. Almost immediately, the right wing broke off and snapped away in the airstream; then the left wing tore loose…. The pilot failed to get out.19

  


  Sakai next spotted a P-40 chasing a Zero, so he pulled up into a tight half-loop, an “Immelmann” maneuver, rolling wings level at the top. Sakai ended behind the Warhawk and opened fire again. The plane burst into flames.20 Could a reliable radio, and warning call from Sakai, have made things easier for the Zero under attack?


  Seven Warhawks were shot down, along with at an unknown number of Dutch planes, while the American pilots dispatched at least one Zero. In that action, Saburo Sakai claimed four of the kills, three P-36 Hawks and one Warhawk.21


  That same afternoon of the 19th, another Japanese airborne force descended on western Java, this time raiding Bandoeng Airfield where a dozen Brewster Buffalos engaged them. Four more Brewsters were quickly blown out of the sky. The bombers destroyed a B-17, a Hudson, several trainers, and heavily damaged a second B-17. A third B-17 was encountered and shot down as the Japanese planes made their way home.


  By day’s end over Java, four more Allied bombers and at least 15 fighters had been destroyed, two others badly damaged.


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  That night, February 19, Japanese troops from the Celebes invaded Bali.22 The forces landed near the town of Senoer. Advancing in darkness during a squall, the Japanese carried out a surprise attack on the Dutch barracks, overwhelming the garrison with little opposition. No resistance was encountered from the Native Auxiliary Corps Prajoda protecting nearby Den Passar Airfield. An order from the Dutch commander, Lieutenant Colonel W.P. Roodenburg, not to delay demolition was misread by the airfield engineers. They thought he wanted the operation delayed. The misread allowed the airfield to fall into Japanese hands intact by 10:30 p.m. Early the next day, men and planes of the Tainan Air Group arrived on the island.


  Also during the night of February 19–20, the Japanese Army’s 228th Regimental Group, under the command of Colonel Sadashichi Doi, began landings in Portuguese Timor, some 500 miles east of Java. During the assault, Dutch and Australian commandos attempted to repel the invasion, but failed.


  The Australians withdrew south and east into the mountainous interior. The remaining Allied troops headed southwest toward the border with Dutch Timor, where the Dutch were trying to repel a simultaneous invasion coming at them from the southwest.


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  Lastly, on the 19th, Admiral Doorman launched his force from Tjilatjap in an attempt to intercept Nishimura’s spearhead, reportedly aimed at Bali to the east of Java. Doorman lacked the time to gather all his ships, so his force was split. The Tjilatjap element pushed ahead with two cruisers and three destroyers. They arrived the following day, but the Japanese had already landed troops on the island the night before and captured its airfield. Arriving too late to be of use in intercepting the invasion transports, the fleet engaged and damaged two Japanese destroyers, while the Allied force lost one. When Doorman’s second element arrived, another sparring match took place. The Allied cruiser Tromp was badly damaged and had to withdraw.23 But Japanese air losses were mounting along with those of the Allies. At least three more Zeros went down on February 19.


  Admiral Yamamoto, aboard his flagship Yamato, read the incoming reports with satisfaction, but well knew the Japanese could not afford an extended fight. He had all along realized the importance of interrupting Allied support attempts to aid the defenders on Java, Bali, Timor, Borneo, and the Philippines. Yamamoto once again turned to Nagumo and his carriers in a planned attack on Australia!


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  Japanese carriers Akagi, Kaga, Hiru, and Soryu had entered the Banda Sea undetected on February 18, then sailed southeast of Celebes Island. The next morning, Nagumo’s carriers launched a massive strike toward Port Darwin. One-hundred-fifty aircraft, augmented by shore-based bombers stationed in the Celebes, headed for targets on the north coast of the continent during midmorning. Just as Nagumo had caught the U.S. Navy off guard at Pearl Harbor, so, too, he would stun the Australians. The surprise was nearly complete.


  The Japanese force heading for Darwin was visually spotted overflying Melville Island, but the formation was misinterpreted by RAAF Headquarters as that of a returning flight of P-40 fighters.24 A second radio report received from Bathurst Island of “an unusually large formation” was also ignored.25 A similar misinterpretation had occurred on northern Oahu prior to the Pearl Harbor attack. In that instance, hostilities in the Pacific had not yet started, and the blips were erroneously assumed to be a flight of B-17s en route to Hawaii. This time, the Pacific War was well underway, yet once again a misread blip on a radar screen allowed the Japanese to deliver another dose of death and destruction.


  Port Darwin had little anti-aircraft artillery and few fighters to defend a harbor crowded with vessels. The American destroyer Peary was sunk as were five corvettes, one tanker, an American troop transport, and five merchant vessels. The seaplane tender William B. Preston remained afloat but wrecked, while three damaged merchant vessels were beached. The airfield was destroyed, including all 11 P-40s either airborne or sitting on the tarmac. One of these was the aircraft from the 3rd Pursuit Squadron that had days earlier turned back while trying to ferry through Timor to Java. That loss completed the entire wipeout of the squadron’s contingent. Six Hudsons, an LB-30 bomber, three Beechcraft, and three PBYs were also totaled.26 The harbor facilities were heavily damaged and put out of action for several months. With their temporary demise, the last link in the support chain to Java was broken.


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  Admiral Yamamoto was delighted with the message traffic that flooded in after the strikes on Sumatra, Java, Timor, and Australia. As he pored over incoming accounts, one thing was becoming abundantly clear: Japanese air power had made the difference in every operation with one exception. On Borneo, a few Dutch Dornier Do 24 flying boats, Glenn Martin B-10 Bombers, and Brewster Buffalos were active against a handful of Japanese Pete floatplanes that were providing air cover for the invasion.


  The Dutch planes managed to sink the Japanese destroyer Shinonome, but the landings on Borneo proceeded virtually unopposed.27 Thus far, not a single victory had been achieved through the use of Japan’s battleships and cruisers. In fact, the only place victory was temporarily denied was because of air power. At Wake, American planes along with surface artillery had initially turned back the Japanese fleet. Only after Nagumo’s carrier had arrived off Wake weeks later did the Americans finally capitulate. The Japanese had the best planes, the most highly experienced crews, and more of both than the Allies. As long as Yamamoto could maintain these advantages, the Japanese had a chance to win the war. Events were proceeding just as they had with Hitler against the Low Countries and France in 1940. If the pressure could be kept on for a few more months, Japan would control the entire South Pacific, all of Southeast Asia, and as far east as the coast of India. Then, hoped Yamamoto, the Allies would sue for peace.


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  With the February 19 neutralization of the Allied base at Darwin, and the invasions of the support links in Portuguese and Dutch Timor, the Japanese successfully isolated Java and the Philippines in terms of reinforcement ferry flights.


  Given these developments, ABDA Commander Field Marshal Archibald Wavell now considered his options. Australia was more vital to the Allies, and any major effort needed to focus on strengthening her security. Wavell considered Java a write-off, yet one last effort to save the island was undertaken. Thirty-two Warhawk P-40Es with pilots and maintenance crews began loading aboard the seaplane tender USS Langley at Freemantle in Australia, along with 27 crated P-40s laded into the holds of the cargo ship Sea Witch.


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  Dawn broke hot and humid across Java on February 20. Sporadic fighter attacks took place in western Java throughout the morning with mixed results for both sides. In eastern Java, an Allied strike force consisting of seven single-engine Douglas A-24 dive bombers from Malang escorted by 16 P-40s out of Blimbing took to the air, headed for Bali. One A-24 ditched following a hit by anti-aircraft fire. Another crashed into the sea after its dive bomb run. Meanwhile, Japanese Zeros engaged the P-40 escorts. Major Sprague, the 17th Squadron Commander, was shot down and killed. Two other Warhawks ran out of fuel and crash landed on Java beaches.


  The loss of their able squadron commander was a severe blow to the pilots and ground crew in the 17th Pursuit Squadron (Provisional) and presaged the end of significant air resistance against the Japanese all across Java. Bad news and wild rumors were being compounded at every turn.


  In the afternoon, Japanese Zeros attacked Melang and managed to catch seven lined-up B-17 bombers as they were being refueled. Three exploded in balls of fire. Two others were heavily damaged. Anti-aircraft fire downed three of the Japanese planes.28


  On the 21st, all units on Java were ordered to defend the island to the last man, with no reinforcements expected. Yet, the next day, the USS Langley departed Freemantle, Australia, in convoy. The Langley, which in 1922 became the U.S. Navy’s first aircraft carrier, had been converted to seaplane tender duty in 1936. She found her way to the Philippines at the start of the war, then was sent immediately to Australia. Now she represented Java’s last hope.


  Though the convoy was ultimately destined for Burma, the 32 P-40Es lashed to Langley’s deck were meant for Java along with the 27 in Sea Witch’s holds. The plan was to have the two ships and an escort split from the main convoy near the Cocos Islands, 650 miles southwest of Java, then make a dash for the port at Tjilatjap.


  On February 24, USAAF General Brereton, who had previously fled the Philippines for Java, now asked to be relieved of his assignment to attend to duties elsewhere. No stranger to lost causes, he then left aboard an LB-30 for Australia. Field Marshal Archibald Wavell, deciding that he himself would not be the last defender either, vacated his headquarters at Bandung in western Java on the 25th and flew with his staff to safe haven in Australia. From there, he returned to India. Vice Admiral Helfrich fled by flying boat and took charge of the remaining Dutch forces in the Far East, which amounted to a paper command. Air Vice-Marshal Maltby, to his credit, disregarded orders to abandon the island and remained in charge of his RAF units, all placed under command of the Dutch Army Commander, Lieutenant General H. ter Poorten.


  By the end of the period February 19–25, the Japanese had established air superiority over the entire region. In eastern Java, the Japanese Army Air Force had accomplished this feat using a mere 345 sorties, 203 of which were by fighters. They claimed 96 aircraft destroyed in the air and on the ground, while losing just three. Navy strikes on western Java yielded similar results, the claims amounting to 80 Allied aircraft destroyed, with a loss of fewer than 10 fighters.29 Though the claims were inflated, the Japanese air arm had persuaded the senior Allied leadership to flee the scene.


  The Allied air defense of Java was rapidly grinding to a halt through attrition and lack of spares. Meanwhile, relentless Japanese attacks increased daily.


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  As the month of February neared its end, Admiral Doorman had at Surabaya the Combined Striking Force consisting of two cruisers with 8-inch guns (Exeter and Houston), three smaller cruisers with 6-inch guns (DeRuyter, Java and Perth), and 10 destroyers.


  The Allied assessment was that any invasion of Java would involve landings in both east and west Java, and indeed that was the plan of Vice Admiral Ibo Takahashi, the overall commander. His two-pronged assault force was fast approaching the island.


  On February 26, the Japanese eastern invasion force was reported 190 miles northeast of Surabaya. Doorman sailed immediately that evening. With little air reconnaissance available and no radar, he searched blindly for the Japanese, but he gave up the hunt the next afternoon to withdraw and refuel his destroyers. As he was reentering the harbor, word was passed that both Japanese convoys had been sighted. The closest spearhead was now but 80 miles away under the command of Rear Admiral Nishimura. Doorman reversed course and proceeded full speed ahead into harm’s way, intent on sinking the troop transports. His request for air support was met with a mere nine Vildebeest torpedo-bombers from RAF No. 36 Squadron escorted by eight Buffalo fighters.


  Aboard the De Ruyter, Doorman pressed ahead with his force trailing in a straight line. He almost allowed the Japanese invasion fleet to “cross his T,” a grave tactical mistake. Had he continued on course, Japanese heavy cruisers Haguro and Nachi could have concentrated their fire on the head of his line as each Allied ship steamed into the fray. Instead, once engaged, Doorman swung his line of ships 20 degrees to port and avoided imminent disaster. One shell hit his flagship but did not disable it. Sporadic exchanges took place, but an hour later the Haguro sent an 8-inch shell into the Exeter. The damaged cruiser hauled out of the line. Confusion reigned as ship after ship followed the Exeter away from the scene while Doorman’s destroyers attempted to lay a smoke screen to protect the battered ship. Communications within Doorman’s fleet became chaotic as the admiral tried to reorganize his force. Meanwhile a Japanese torpedo found its mark and hit the destroyer Kortenaer. It went down in minutes. Another, the British destroyer Electra, damaged by enemy fire, sank with her captain, Commander May, still on board.


  With his force in disarray and sinking, Doorman elected to disengage and turned south.


  As darkness descended, Doorman swung his scattered ships around to the north once again in an attempt to slip through the flank of the Japanese combatants and locate the troop carriers. The transports, however, had been ordered well clear of the battle zone by Admiral Nishimura. Doorman came up empty.


  That evening, at 7:30 p.m., Doorman’s force was spotted by surface lookouts. The Japanese fired star shells and flares to illuminate the Allied ships. Doorman again chose to retire, weaving south until nearing the coast of Java, then swinging west. At 9:25 p.m., the destroyer Jupiter suddenly blew up, possibly because of a defensive line of mines laid by the Dutch in the vicinity. Doorman now wheeled north with only four cruisers and one destroyer still with him. At about 10:30 p.m., Japanese cruisers were sighted and immediately engaged. The De Ruyter was hit again and turned starboard, with the rest of the ships following in trail. The Java was soon hit by a torpedo, causing it to blow up and sink, followed soon after by the De Ruyter, which went down with Admiral Doorman aboard.


  Their commander dead, the remaining Allied ships broke off the action and set course for Batavia.30 For all the Allied effort, Admiral Nishimura’s invasion force was delayed two days at most. The Japanese force had not lost a single ship, suffering significant damage to just one destroyer. This constituted Japan’s first naval action of the Pacific War whose result had not depended on the air arm.


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  The USS Langley, at sea to the south since February 22, had received an urgent message from Batavia within days of departing Freemantle. In it, Dutch Vice Admiral Conrad E. L. Helfrich, commander-in-chief of the Dutch Navy in the Indies, requested the assembled fighters as soon as possible. The original plan to separate at the Cocos Islands was scrapped. The carrier split early from the main convoy without the Sea Witch and set course for Tjilatjap, Java. Confusion over which ships were to escort the Langley created a delay that allowed a Japanese reconnaissance plane out of Bali to find the carrier and her American destroyer escorts on the 27th. One hundred miles out at sea she came under attack. G4M Betty bombers scored five direct hits with 150- and 500-pound bombs. Fifteen escorting Zeros then strafed the deck of the carrier, setting aflame several P-40s. Her steering was damaged, water mains burst, and fires began consuming the ship. Sixteen of Langley’s crew were killed. With smoke pouring skyward, and listing 10 degrees port, she went dead in the water. The order to abandon ship was given. The destroyer Whipple then sent 4-inch shells and two torpedoes into her to scuttle the ship on the afternoon of February 27, 1942.


  The Sea Witch followed the original plan to split from the convoy near the Cocos Islands and arrived at Tjilatjap on the 28th. Her crated planes were offloaded but never assembled. Instead they were destroyed to prevent the Japanese from using them. The last reinforcements to Java had become scrap metal.31


  That same afternoon over eastern Java, a dozen P-40s and four Brewsters scrambled from Ngoro Field to intercept a flight of Japanese bombers escorted by a dozen Zeros, including Saburo Sakai. Spotting one of the Brewsters, Sakai quickly dove inside its turn and reached a firing position about 200 yards behind. He opened fire and several bullets struck the engine cowl. Smoke began pouring from the stricken fighter. “The Brewster went into a series of slow rolls until it disappeared into the cloud.” Brewster pilot Ensign C.A. Vonck was reported missing and is assumed to have been Sakai’s victim.32 This raised Sakai’s claims to 19 aircraft shot down.33


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  In the attempt to extricate the remnants of Allied war ships still seaworthy in the northern ports of Java, five American destroyers were ordered east out of Surabaya on February 27, toward Bali Strait. Four of the five managed to slip through the narrow passageway between Bali and Java unscathed and steamed for Australia. The fifth, the U.S. destroyer Pope, stayed behind along with British destroyer Encounter to escort British heavy cruiser Exeter, which could not use the shallow eastern channel out of Surabaya.34 The plan was to proceed north, then speed west toward Sunda Strait.


  From Batavia, two cruisers, HMAS Perth and USS Houston, were also sent west the following day intent on passing through Sunda Strait in order to regroup at Tjilatjap. Allied intelligence predicted that a Japanese invasion fleet would arrive off the straits at approximately 1:00 a.m. on March 1, several hours after the planned Allied transit of the strait, but the Japanese arrived four hours ahead of schedule. The moon was one day past full, and the night seas were bathed in brilliant light.


  Safe passage was blocked by a Japanese invasion fleet of 56 transports protected by Admiral Kurita’s powerful escort. Allied ships Perth and Houston stumbled into them and immediately opened fire. The Japanese destroyer Fubuki then launched nine torpedoes, all of which missed the Allied ships, but some of them slammed into the congestion of Japanese transports.


  In the battle of Sunda Strait, the ships exchanged fire and torpedoes for several hours. Then a half hour before midnight the contest entered its decisive phase. Japanese destroyers Harukaze and Hatakaze fired five and six torpedoes respectively followed by nine each from destroyers Shirakumo and Murakumo. Perth was making 28 knots when first struck, killing most of the engine crew. By this time her main gun batteries were out of ammunition. Two more torpedoes hit: one penetrated the forward magazine, the other went in under the aft gun turret. At this point Captain Albert Waller ordered the crew to abandon ship, but a fourth torpedo pierced her hull. Perth went down with her captain aboard, leaving the Houston to fight alone. At 11:40 p.m., Houston suffered her first serious battle damage. A shell penetrated her engine room, killing the entire crew. A torpedo impact followed shortly thereafter. Nevertheless, Captain Albert H. Rooks abandoned his attempt to flee through the strait and steered into the invasion force. The Japanese had trouble separating their targets from their own ships and in the confusion fired on friendly vessels, damaging several more.


  Aboard the Ryujo Maru, General Imamura was directing the landing of the second wave of troops onto the beach at Bantam Bay when an explosion from a torpedo threw him into the water. He spent three hours struggling ashore, but his aide finally found him sitting on a pile of bamboo on the beach, face blackened with oil, his command ship lying over on its side, beached as well.35 Undeterred, Imamura reasserted his command over the landings, which were essentially unopposed on the ground.


  The sea battle continued off shore, with action so close a Houston sailor shot out one Japanese searchlight with a rifle. As star shells illuminated the scene, large-bore gun batteries blazed away under the near-full moon, but the end was inevitable. At 11:50 p.m., Houston took a shell in her No. 2 turret, starting a fire. Both magazines became flooded. Three torpedo hits followed in quick succession. Just before midnight Captain Rooks ordered the men to abandon ship, just minutes before a shell hit the bridge and exploded, killing him. With Houston’s captain gone and decks strewn with dead and dying, the abandon ship order was carried out shortly after midnight.36 As the bow went under, her Stars and Stripes were still firmly two-blocked on the mainmast. A sudden breeze picked up and waved the emblem in one last defiant gesture. Then with an agonizing shudder she vanished beneath the Java Sea. Rooks would posthumously be awarded the Congressional Medal of Honor.


  Above the fracas, the few remaining Allied aircraft attempted to thwart the landings. Two RAF Hudsons and six Blenheim bombers along with 11 Dutch Glenn Martins were still airworthy. Flight Lieutenant M.K. Holland flew three sorties in a Blenheim that night.


  
    We were only a couple of minutes’ flying time from the coast and as we approached we could see, in the brilliant tropic night, the Japanese transports and warships moored along the coast, just off the shoreline. In the bright moonlight we could see the Japanese soldiers clambering down the sides of the vessels on ladders and getting into small boats…. We had only a handful of aircraft left at the time, but even then, we were able to sink a couple of ships.37

  


  The same day, the Japanese invasion force out of the Philippines and Celebes descended on Kragan in Central Java, the landings also essentially unopposed on the ground. The race to seize the island was on.


  Overhead, the Japanese kept pressure on the Allies. Saburo Sakai was one of the Zero pilots who escorted bombers over the port at Surabaya on February 28. Rising to meet the Zeros were four Brewster Buffalos. Sakai latched onto one, cutting easily inside the Buffalo’s turn and rolling out 200 yards behind the plane. Once Sakai had his closure under control, the Buffalo had no chance to escape. “I jabbed impatiently on the button. Several bullets hit the Buffalo’s engine and smoke burst back from the plane,” said Sakai. The victim in the encounter was likely Ensign C.A. Vonck, who was reported shot down by a Zero during the engagement.38


  At dusk that same night of February 28, the damaged cruiser Exeter, the destroyer Encounter and the last American destroyer, Pope, attempted to sail north out of Surabaya, intent on swinging west toward Sunda Strait. Initially, the Exeter could make only 16 knots, so escape east through Bali Strait was considered too dangerous due to the presence of Japanese aircraft now operating out of Bali itself.


  By dawn on March 1, the Exeter’s engine room staff had managed to squeeze 23 knots out of her boilers, but as the sun rose into a clear sky, Japanese ships were sighted at 7:30 a.m. Four cruisers and a number of destroyers bore down on the fleeing ships, which turned away, but they were soon overtaken. For nearly two hours, the three Allied ships dodged shells. Then, at 11:20 a.m., the Exeter suffered a crippling hit and caught fire. Soon dead in the water and an easy target, she was repeatedly hit and sank in 20 minutes. A short time later, the destroyer Encounter was also sunk by shellfire, followed by the Pope, done in by Japanese dive bombers.39 The crews abandoned ship, many of them later picked up by Japanese destroyers. The survivors spent the rest of the war in prison camps.


  To thwart any attempt by the Allies to save what ships remained at Tjilatjap, the Japanese sent a powerful juggernaut south of Java which included Admiral Nagumo’s fleet carriers. In the ensuing naval actions, the British destroyer Stronghold, the Royal Australian Navy sloop Yarra, and two American destroyers, the USS Pillsbury and Edsall, were sunk, as were many smaller vessels including the American gunboat Asheville.40


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  Once ashore on Java, Japanese forces wasted no time in pressing their advance in both the east and west. From Bantam Bay and nearby Eretan Wetan, the western assault moved quickly toward the towns of Batavia and Buitenzorg. Opposing them near Buitenzorg was “Blackforce,” named after its commander, Brigadier Arthur Blackburn, consisting mainly of non-infantry units of the 7th Division, Australian Imperial Force. These men had landed in Java from the Middle East just days before, many without their weapons or equipment. For several days Blackburn mounted a successful counter attack and holding operation, but without proper air cover his efforts and those of the Dutch defenders were doomed. Allied troops fell back everywhere before the Japanese onslaught. The Dutch capitulated on March 8. By the 11th, Blackburn was obliged to give up. On the 12th, the Allied commanders were brought before General Masao Maruyama for the formal signing of surrender terms. Among the Allied leaders was, to his great credit, Air Vice-Marshal Maltby.41


  ABDA and the Combined Striking Force had been virtually wiped out, while the cost to the Japanese was trivial, the prizes immense, and all of it accomplished in three months.


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  Later, in April 1942, some 200 Allied soldiers who had escaped into the hills of East Java to continue fighting were rounded up by the Japanese under Imamura’s command. They were packed into bamboo pig cages and transported in open rail cars to Surabaya. Then, dying of thirst and suffering severe cramps, they were taken to sea and thrown overboard to sharks, while still in the bamboo cages. Imamura was found guilty of this atrocity by an Australian military court after the war and sentenced to 10 years. He served seven years in prison and was released in 1954.42


  16

  


  Sortie into the Indian Ocean


  



  
    We [the British] seem … to have conquered and peopled half the world in a fit of absence of mind.—Sir John Seeley, “The Expansion of England”

  


  By late March 1942, the Japanese focus turned to the elimination of Allied naval forces in the Indian Ocean that might threaten Japan’s new acquisitions, the oil-rich East Indies.


  The British Eastern Fleet was responsible for protecting the Commonwealth territories of India and Ceylon (now Sri Lanka). Under Admiral James F. Somerville, the fleet assembled between Ceylon, an island 100 miles east of India’s southern tip, and the Maldive Islands, stretching from 300 to 800 miles to the southwest. The force consisted of two large carriers HMS Indomitable and Formidable, the small carrier Hermes; battleships Warspite, Resolution, Ramillies, Royal Sovereign, and Revenge; heavy cruisers Dorsetshire and Cornwall, five light cruisers, and 14 destroyers.


  Though a substantial force, it had just been assembled and had not trained at sea. The two large carriers embarked 80 aircraft. They possessed no dive bombers. The 45 torpedo bombers were slow, obsolete Fairey Albacore biplanes, but they possessed air-to-surface radar. Fighter protection consisted of 35 planes including 14 Grumman Wildcats, nine Hawker Sea Hurricanes, and 12 two-seater Fairey Fulmars. All were inferior to the Zero.1


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  Imperial Japanese Headquarters ordered Admiral Nagumo to depart Australian waters in order to attack the naval and air facilities at Colombo and Trincomalee on Ceylon. By spreading panic there and in India, the hope was to push the British westward, forcing the withdrawal of Allied troops and supplies out of Burma where the Japanese were attempting to complete the takeover of Southeast Asia.


  Emboldened by his continued successes, Nagumo took the new orders in stride and pressed westward into the Indian Ocean. His First Air Fleet consisted of five large aircraft carriers, four battleships, two heavy cruisers, one light cruiser, and 11 destroyers.


  Before the end of March, U.S. cryptographers decoded Japanese message traffic and determined that Nagumo’s carriers were about to enter the Indian Ocean. A warning was sent to Admiral Somerville’s headquarters in Colombo. There, an intelligence estimate was produced regarding where Nagumo would likely launch aircraft against Allied targets on Ceylon or India.


  Somerville ordered his fleet to sea on March 30. His ships left Colombo in the southwest of Ceylon, Trincomalee Harbor in the northeast, and Addu Atoll, a secret installation 700 miles southwest of Ceylon in the Maldive Islands. The ships rendezvoused 80 miles south of Ceylon the following afternoon. Seeing them assembled for the first time, Somerville signaled, “So this is the Eastern Fleet. Never mind, many a good tune is played on an old fiddle.” Four of his battleships were old, slow, and short on range. Several cruisers and destroyers were well past their prime. But his ships and planes had radar, he had good intelligence, and his crews were spoiling for a fight.


  To counter Nagumo’s gambit, Admiral Somerville now divided his fleet into two divisions. Force A, led by himself, included the two fleet carriers, one battleship, two each of heavy and light cruisers, plus six destroyers. Force B, the slow division, consisted of the light carrier Hermes, four old battleships, three light cruisers, and eight destroyers. Somerville had no intention of engaging Nagumo’s fleet during daylight. Instead he hoped to surprise the Japanese at night, and, using his radar-equipped ships and planes, wreak havoc, then withdraw. During daylight hours, he planned to position his ships well away from the projected path of Nagumo’s ships. With Force A in the lead, Somerville trolled the expected launch point on three successive nights from March 31 to April 2, without result.


  Admiral Nagumo was in no hurry. The element of surprise had been with him both at Pearl Harbor and Darwin. Though the Darwin attack occurred on a Thursday, the success at Pearl had given the admiral a penchant for Sunday mornings. Upcoming was a particularly useful one. April 5 was Easter. He assumed most of the Allied ships would be in port, the crews on shore in the churches or sound asleep after a night on the town. He had no reason to suspect his armada had been detected. No Allied scout planes had been reported, and the fleet was well at sea. He planned his speed to be at a projected launch point at daybreak, Easter Sunday.


  Admiral Somerville had come up empty, so on April 2, he withdrew his ships toward Addu Atoll to replenish fuel and water in the older vessels. Somerville detached Cornwall and Dorsetshire toward Colombo, the former to escort a troop convoy, and the latter to resume a refit. He sent the light carrier Hermes and the destroyer Vampire to Trincomalee to resume preparations for an upcoming operation, the occupation of Vichy French-controlled Madagascar, 2,500 miles to the southwest.2


  Meanwhile reconnaissance flights by PBY Catalina seaplanes out of Colombo took up the search. At 4:00 p.m. on April 4, a PBY piloted by Leonard J. Birchall spotted Nagumo’s fleet some 360 miles southeast of Colombo. The seaplane soon came under attack by Japanese Zeros.


  
    All we could do was to put the nose down and go full out, about 150 knots. We immediately coded a message and started transmitting…. We were halfway through our required third transmission when a shell destroyed our wireless equipment and seriously injured the operator; we were now under constant attack. Shells set fire to our internal tanks. We managed to get the fire out and then another started, and the aircraft began to break up. Due to our low altitude it was impossible to bail out, but I got the aircraft down on the water before the tail fell off.3

  


  The Zeros then strafed the flying boat as the crew attempted to escape the sinking aircraft. Three men were killed. Six surviving crewmen were later rescued by Japanese destroyer Isokazi. While the six men were being tortured during interrogations, a radio communication from Colombo, asking for a repeat of the PBY’s message, was intercepted by the Japanese. Admiral Nagumo now knew the element of surprise was lost.


  Indeed the PBY’s message had gotten through. The light carrier Hermes, devoid of aircraft, was ordered to sea along with the destroyer Vampire and support ships. The Cornwall and Dorsetshire were recalled to Addu Atoll. All available personnel and planes on the fields around Colombo were put on alert.


  The Japanese attack on Ceylon, code-named Operation C, began with an air strike against Colombo commencing at 7:32 a.m. on Easter Sunday. Forty-two British fighters engaged the Japanese bomber formation, the gaggle protected by swarms of escorting Zeros.


  The Japanese destroyed shipping and shore installations including railroad yards, repair shops and the airfield. High-altitude Japanese bombers sank an armed merchant cruiser and a destroyer, and heavily damaged a submarine tender. The raid was over in 35 minutes and cost the Japanese seven aircraft. The British lost 25 planes. As had happened at Pearl Harbor, though, no carriers were encountered. In fact, the main Allied fleet was ominously absent.


  Japanese carriers recovered their attack planes, and Nagumo paused while reconnaissance aircraft searched for his next victim. A floatplane spotted the heavy cruisers Dorsetshire and Cornwall steaming south. Eighty-eight Japanese aircraft were launched against them. As the Allied ships came under attack, messages were sent to Somerville, asking for help. But Somerville had only two large carriers while the Japanese had five. A disastrous daylight encounter seemed predictable, so Somerville withdrew to the southwest. The Dorsetshire and Cornwall went to the bottom in short order on the afternoon of April 5, taking with them 424 crewmen.


  Yet, for Nagumo, still no carriers had been encountered, and he became wary. He changed course and sped away, but by dawn the next morning scout planes were aloft in a continuing search for his primary quarry. For three days Nagumo sailed south and east of Ceylon, his ships and planes sinking 23 merchant vessels. But Somerville had pulled his fighting ships far from the scene by April 8, having retired six days earlier to Addu Atoll.


  By the following morning, Nagumo was still on the hunt for Allied carriers. His fleet was 100 miles east of Trincomalee, the fine natural harbor on the northeast side of Ceylon. Thinking the carriers might be ported there or operating nearby, Nagumo ordered an air strike.


  The Japanese raid on Trincomalee struck at 7:25 a.m. on April 9 and was conducted by 91 bombers and 38 fighters. Seventeen British Hurricanes and six antiquated Fairey Fulmar fighters rose to defend the installation while nine Blenheim bombers sortied out to attack Nagumo’s fleet. The Japanese Zeros shot down nine of the fighters, as well as five bombers. Though four of the British bombers got through and survived, no hits were scored on any of the Japanese ships.


  Meanwhile, Japanese bomber pilots found no warships in Trincomalee harbor, but they did sink a merchant ship. They then turned their attention to the shore installations and airfield, shooting and bombing them with abandon.


  In the hunt for Allied aircraft carriers, Nagumo had once again come up empty. The search continued. That afternoon, Japanese aircraft spotted the light aircraft carrier Hermes, her escorting destroyer Vampire, the oiler British Sergeant, corvette Hollyhock, and depot ship Athelstone, all southeast of Trincomalee. Nagumo sent 90 aircraft against them, and the Hermes, caught in the open sea with no planes aboard, was sunk at 10:55 a.m. Her escorts suffered the same fate.4 Notwithstanding the sinking of the Langley, the Japanese Navy had finally bagged a true carrier.


  At the end of the day, Nagumo took stock. His fleet had racked up an unblemished score at sea since late November. Not a single ship had taken a hit in all that time, but they needed overhauling and refitting, and his crews needed rest. The admiral concluded that he had achieved his objective and ordered a return to Japan.


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  Admiral Yamamoto was in Tokyo when word reached him of Nagumo’s results and withdrawal from the Indian Ocean. Once again, Yamamoto was disappointed.5 The British still had two fleet carriers in operation there. So, just as at Pearl Harbor, Nagumo had failed to appreciate the need to destroy what Yamamoto considered the gravest threat to Japan’s hopes for a quick victory: naval air power. So far, no significant victory had been attained without Japanese air supremacy over the battlefield. Yamamoto well knew that if he lost that edge that aircraft carriers provided, the empire was doomed.


  No one else on the general staff seemed to share Yamamoto’s negative opinion of events. Victory disease was fast spreading among the Japanese hierarchy as one triumph after another rolled up in succession. Japan had succeeded beyond her wildest expectations at every level in every encounter but one. Only the stubborn defenders on Bataan and Corregidor in the Philippines remained to be overwhelmed.
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  The Philippines Falls


  



  
    We’re the battling bastards of Bataan
No mama, no papa, no Uncle Sam
No Aunts, no uncles, no nephews, no nieces
No pills, no planes, or artillery pieces,
And nobody gives a damn
Nobody gives a damn

  


  
    —Journalist Frank Hewitt1

  


  The message traffic pouring into MacArthur’s headquarters inside Malinta Tunnel on Corregidor was not all bad.


  As early as January 1942, the Japanese code had been basically broken. The imperial staff’s every significant move was on the table in Admiral Nimitz’s office on Oahu. With solid intelligence about the disposition of Japanese naval forces, Nimitz began to flex his muscles where Japanese forces were thin.


  On February 1, aircraft carriers Yorktown and Enterprise, operating in separate task forces, attacked the Marshall and Gilbert Islands, located halfway between Hawaii and Australia. The raid was the U.S. Navy’s first notable victory in the Pacific War. At Kwajalein, in the Marshalls, one Japanese transport and two smaller vessels were sunk by Yorktown planes. Another eight ships were damaged. Nine planes were destroyed on the ground at nearby Taroa and Roi Islands. Three A5M Claude fighters were shot down over the atolls at the cost of one Wildcat and five SBD Dauntless Dive Bombers. Numerous installations were destroyed throughout the northern Marshalls. Attacks by Enterprise aircraft on Jaluit, Mili, and Makin Islands in the Gilberts were inconclusive, despite significant losses of American aircraft. Few targets were found and bad weather hampered attacks on Jaluit.


  The Japanese reacted to this incursion by scrambling Nagumo’s task force from Truk, some 1,200 miles away. By the time they neared the scene, however, word came that the American carriers had retired back to Hawaii.2


  The Allied results, though touted in the American press, were less than spectacular, but valuable lessons had been learned by crews and flag officers about carrier operations, underway replenishment at night, and the shortcomings of Navy aircraft, submarines, and fleet maneuvers.3


  Though encouraging in some respects, the rest of the news reaching MacArthur was all bad.


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  By February 17, effective resistance to the Japanese invasion on Sumatra ceased. Two days later, Japanese troops from the Celebes came ashore on Bali. That same date, the 19th, Japanese began landings in Portuguese Timor, and Nagumo launched his massive strike toward Port Darwin, Australia. One hundred fifty aircraft, including shore-based bombers stationed in the Celebes, struck their targets on the north coast of the continent during midmorning with devastating effectiveness.


  With the Australians reeling from the attack, the Japanese returned their attention to finishing off Java, the last hope the Allies had in halting the Japanese juggernaut. It was to Java via Australia that many of the aircraft originally promised to MacArthur were destined.


  The Philippine defenders who were privy to the incoming news about the fate of the P-40s aboard the Langley and the Sea Witch knew with little doubt they were on their own.


  By the end of February, MacArthur no longer sent hopeful messages to the front. He was no longer in denial. The promises made by Washington would not come to fruition. But MacArthur continued to send them a flurry of cables. A total of 142 communiqués sent by the general pleaded for help and recounted the success he was having in holding out. Of those, 109 mentioned only one soldier, Douglas MacArthur. In reality, given the gloom all over the region, the general had to consider the worsening strategic situation in all of the South Pacific as hopeless. He now looked to the future, his own, by browbeating sickly President Quezon into agreeing to rehire him as Philippine field marshal after the war at the same inflated pay and allowances he was currently receiving.


  In March, the U.S. Navy sortied again. Vice Admiral Halsey took the Enterprise to sea, and on March 4 struck the Marcus Islands, 650 miles west of Wake and only 1,000 miles from Tokyo. Meanwhile, not a single ship was making its way west to support the Philippines.


  Somehow, through all of this chagrin, MacArthur’s men were making a better stand of it than had the British in Hong Kong, Malaya, Singapore, Sumatra, and now Java. Both Percival in Singapore and MacArthur in the Philippines had the advantage of manpower over the Japanese, but MacArthur had fewer aircraft, and his munitions and arms were inferior as was the level of training and experience of his men. Percival’s warehouses had been full of food, and reinforcements had arrived. The Americans and Filipinos on Bataan, however, were putting up a gallant effort while on starvation rations and without military reinforcements. Several steamers, the Legaspi among them, did bring four days of rations to Corregidor,4 but additional food reserves intended for the starving infantry fighting on Bataan were diverted by MacArthur to Corregidor, where no time was wasted consuming them.5


  The U.S. Navy was still unwilling to risk sending a convoy, opting only to send in a meager supply of munitions via submarine. Part of the reason the troops were holding out on the peninsula was due to the confidence they had that help was coming according to the directions that emanated from Lateral No. 3. Now, that confidence was beginning to falter.


  Three times MacArthur refused to evacuate Corregidor, electing to remain in command on the Rock. Roosevelt and the Washington general staff knew they could abandon the Filipinos, but to have MacArthur, a national hero, go down with them would not sit well with the public. As for MacArthur, he had no illusions about his own chances of surviving in defeat. He was 62 years old, the war was just beginning, and the Allies were losing on all fronts. It would be many, many years before he might be released from captivity. To remain to the end on Corregidor and surrender to the Japanese augured a likely death sentence for MacArthur. But his stock purchase, acceptance of the $500,000 bonus (which he kept secret at the time), and his request to Quezon that he be rehired at the end of the war indicate that at least somewhere in MacArthur’s thoughts was the idea that he had no intention of going down in glory with his troops.6


  General Marshall radioed from Washington that a submarine would be sent for Jean and little Arthur along with the Quezons. Upon hearing of the plan, Jean rejected it. Speaking about her relationship with Douglas, Jean remarked to Mrs. Quezon, “We have drunk from the same cup.” Then indicating her son, Arthur IV, she added, “We three shall stay together.” When she made her wishes known to Douglas, he radioed Marshall that his family would share “the rigors of war.”7 Then he asked his advisor Huff to find some ammunition for a small derringer MacArthur had inherited from his father. Somehow Huff soon came up with two of the odd-sized rounds needed. Though MacArthur might flee, he was prepared to avoid capture.8


  During the third week of February, the Quezons and High Commissioner Sayre departed Corregidor via submarine. MacArthur sent along a footlocker filled with personal family items, some stocks and bonds, photographs, and several magazine articles about himself which Jean had saved. The locker was addressed to the Riggs National Bank of Washington, where it was to be held until the general or his heirs claimed it.9


  It was one thing to lose a heroic leader in a lost cause, but by adding his family to it, MacArthur had upped the political ante. General Marshall in Washington now pushed for the evacuation of MacArthur, no matter what the method. The legendary general had to be saved.
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  USS Trout delivers President Quezon's gold to Hawaii (U.S. Navy Archives).


  



  On February 23, a cable was received ordering the general to proceed to Mindanao, where he was to investigate the feasibility of defending that island, then depart for Melbourne to assume command of all U.S. troops in the South Pacific. MacArthur debated his response, then replied that he would agree to his withdrawal, but asked for a delay to choose the right “psychological time.” Washington concurred. Four days passed while MacArthur considered his exit. If he left by submarine, there would be room for precious few aboard, namely he, his wife and son, and possibly a few others could be squeezed aboard. But whom would he choose? In the end, he would be saving his own skin. To slip a B-17 onto the island or one of the Bataan fields would have an even worse effect, a highly visible departure. If nothing else, MacArthur was a great tactician, and a plan began to jell in his mind.


  On March 1, he ordered his entire remaining P-40 force at Kindley Field on Corregidor, four aircraft, to fly top cover over Manila Bay while he tried out his theory. He then had his remaining Motor Torpedo Boat Squadron Three commander sail the three miles to Corregidor in one of his PT-boats from the small fishing dock where they were moored at Sisiman Bay, Bataan. At the North Dock of the Rock, bearded lieutenant commander John D. Bulkeley arrived, looking for all the world like a swashbuckling privateer. He and his crew picked up MacArthur and Jean. Together they made a quick circuit of the relatively calm waters of the bay, while the general determined how Jean might deal with a long voyage in the boat. Though she got queasy, she insisted she could make it.10 That sealed the deal. MacArthur forbade future sorties by any of Bulkeley’s PT squadron.11


  There were four PT-boats available. If all were utilized, they would be a force to be reckoned with should they encounter surface resistance in the form of Japanese warships, and more importantly, they could carry a large contingent of personnel. If MacArthur showed up in Australia, virtually alone, he would assume command of a staff of strangers, many of whom would likely consider him a leader who had deserted his troops, regardless of his having been ordered to do so. On the other hand, if he brought his key staff with him, two things would result. First he would be able to insert loyal subordinates into key positions within his new staff, men who had also cut and run from the Philippines. Second, every single one of them would take over knowing MacArthur had saved each from a brutal future. What better way to ensure loyalty, empathy, and unquestioning subservience in his new power base?


  Eight days passed, during which time Java capitulated on March 8. There was virtually nothing of consequence left to defend beyond Australia except the Philippines and New Guinea, the latter being an Australian concern. On March 9, Roosevelt raised the departure issue again, and MacArthur set the date for March 15. However, back came a vexing message that a submarine was on its way, arriving on the 13th. Determined to leave on his own terms, MacArthur chose to be on his way before the submarine appeared. He and his entourage would depart on the 11th via torpedo boat, go by sea to Cagayan, Mindanao, then board B-17s at nearby Del Monte airport for Australia. Based on how many of the PT-boats got through, MacArthur would be able to demand a suitable number of planes for the effort. He radioed Lieutenant General George H. Brett, commander of U.S. Army Air Force assets in Australia, requesting three B-17s be readied for a ferry flight to Del Monte Field.12 No one in Washington was informed of this new plan in any detail.


  Early on March 11, MacArthur’s chief of staff, Richard Sutherland, sent an order to General George requesting a reconnaissance flight of the waterways south of Corregidor as far as the Cuyo Islands, 250 miles south of the Rock. No explanation was given. Lieutenant Wilson Glover was selected to fly the mission, during which he spotted one Japanese cruiser southwest of Ambulong Island, as well as a destroyer off the northwest coast of Mindoro.13 The cruiser was well east of MacArthur’s intended route, but the destroyer could present a problem.


  MacArthur summoned General Wainwright from Bataan the afternoon of the 11th. He arrived by boat, all skin and bones. MacArthur explained that he was leaving under protest, following orders from the president. He wanted Wainwright to make that known to the troops. Though MacArthur had sent a message to Washington that he intended to remain in overall command of the Philippines even after his departure, someone senior in authority had to stay on Corregidor, and someone else needed to run things over on the peninsula. He placed Wainwright in command on the Rock,14 allowing the 58-year-old lieutenant general to endure what otherwise would have been his own fate. Major General Edward King, also 58, was left in charge of the Bataan defense. Their wives and families had been evacuated the previous year along with military families stationed throughout the Philippines.15 If it came to it, these two flag officers were expendable.


  Though Roosevelt had authorized the departure of MacArthur and no one else, General Marshall sent a follow-up communication adding the general’s wife and son. MacArthur ignored both messages. Instead, he assembled his entourage, planning to set sail at dusk. Included in the party were Jean, little Arthur, his nanny, and 16 members of his military staff, including Admiral Rockwell and generals Sutherland and George.16 None of the hospital nurses were permitted aboard any of the four PT-boats led by Bulkeley. Even MacArthur’s Filipino aide-de-camp, Colonel Carlos P. Rómulo, was denied an early exit.17 Just as had occurred at every Allied bastion, the more-senior leaders (with the notable exception of General Percival in Singapore) were abandoning the troops.


  The account of what took place in the Philippines next would become the stuff of legend. The four PT-boats gathered just outside the small bay, then went single file through Corregidor’s minefield. Once clear, the squadron of skippers opened the throttles on all three Packard engines. Four thousand horsepower was unleashed on each of the boat’s three screws. Rooster tails rose behind the craft as they swept into rough seas and took up a diamond formation. MacArthur’s boat, PT-41, was sequestered at the rear, protected by the other three. Via prior agreement approved by MacArthur, the three “escorts” would engage any enemy that came at them while MacArthur’s PT-boat fled the scene. His staff knew they were all expendable if it meant ensuring the general’s survival.


  The night was moonless, the swells high and whitecapped. The Packard engines, roaring in and out of synchronization, caused teeth-chattering vibrations. The boats bulled their way through swells, hulls slamming against whitecaps. Below decks, almost everyone became ill, the general included. Jean, who oddly seemed least affected, knelt beside MacArthur, rubbing his hands as his dry heaves continued unabated.18


  As the four craft approached Cabra and the Apo Islands, their engines were heard by the occupying Japanese. Bonfires sprang up along the coasts to signal that an attempt to break the blockade was underway. The formation turned westward until the islands were over the horizon, then swung south again, the seas more brutal than before. Salt spray billowed over the bow. Everyone above deck was soaked from head to toe. Soon the boats got separated. Hours were spent trying to regroup, such that reaching their first intended stop at Tagauayan was no longer possible before daylight. MacArthur’s boat and two others eventually anchored at an alternate island after dawn, three hours short of Tagauayan. The fourth had broken down with fouled fuel strainers. One of the boats barely made the inlet and was no longer fit for travel. The skippers discussed the situation with MacArthur and decided to depart in the afternoon rather than wait until dark.


  Down to two boats, they were 15 minutes out when they encountered a Japanese cruiser, most likely the one observed earlier near Ambulong Island by the reconnaissance flight. But the Japanese Navy had not fitted their capital ships with radar. Due to high whitecapped seas, Japanese lookouts did not spot the small boats as they wheeled away and increased separation. Later, a destroyer came into view and it, too, was avoided. MacArthur may well have owed his life to Yamamoto, who did not push for the inclusion of on-board radar in his haste to build a powerful Navy.


  As the two torpedo boats swept past the Negros Islands just after sundown, their Packard engines were again heard. The island’s occupiers must have thought the noise was from aircraft, since searchlights began scanning the skies.19


  Below deck, MacArthur was once again ill, with Jean comforting him at his side. Bulkeley and his skipper mate kept the boats running at top speed through the night. By dawn they had covered 560 total miles and made landfall, sighting the Del Monte pineapple plantation at 6:30 a.m. A half hour later, they rounded Cagayan Point and entered the bay. By now, MacArthur had recovered his sea legs and stood ramrod on the prow. Ashore at Cagayan, staff officer Colonel William Morse was among those awaiting the arrival. The image Morse beheld reminded him of Emanuel Leutze’s painting of Washington Crossing the Delaware.20


  Once billeted in the guest lodge at the Del Monte plantation, MacArthur decided four B-17s would be needed to safely get his entourage to Australia. After squabbling over the request was resolved at Allied headquarters in Australia, four B-17s took off for Del Monte. One crashed off the Australian coast; two others turned back with engine problems. On the morning of the 13th, the lone remaining B-17 appeared on final approach at Del Monte Field. It made a less than smooth landing and taxied up, engines coughing, to where the general was waiting. MacArthur took one look at the young lieutenant who peered from the cockpit of the worn and battered plane and lost his temper. No way was he or anyone else boarding such a “dangerously decrepit” aircraft flown by “an inexperienced boy.”21 Not mentioned was the problem of flying through Japanese-controlled airspace in a lone aircraft. There was safety in numbers, and plans could be made to sacrifice one or more aircraft to save another. MacArthur sent a blistering radio message to Australia and Washington demanding “the three best planes in the United States or Hawaii.” No matter that word was out that MacArthur had reached Mindanao and Japanese sympathizers were everywhere. No matter that Japanese planes were seen daily in the skies looking for Del Monte Airfield. MacArthur was not leaving until transportation satisfied his ego and plan. It took until the 16th to finally launch three new B-17s for Del Monte. Two made it; one turned back with mechanical problems.


  MacArthur’s entourage boarded that night and the planes took off for the 1,579-mile journey.22 They skirted Borneo, the Celebes, Java, Timor, and Bali, all now in Japanese hands. Though the planes slipped through unscathed, nothing in this odyssey came easy. As the planes approached Darwin, a radio message was received that the field was again under Japanese air attack. The B-17s diverted to Batchelor Field, 50 miles away. Upon his arrival that Monday, March 17, MacArthur made his oft-quoted pronouncement, “I came through, and I shall return.”


  The men left on Bataan were not impressed. Instead they were hungry, tired, sick, and dispirited. They came up with pithy sayings, “I am going to the latrine, and I shall return.”23 Now they began to sense that all who remained were expendable.


  At this point in time, the Japanese were able to free up some of the air assets that had been used or held in reserve for the Sumatra and Java campaigns. A slew of Betty bombers from the Takao Ku, originally out of Formosa, arrived at Clark on March 16, along with two squadrons from Saigon and Phnom Penh containing 85 new Ki 21-II Sally bombers. A dozen F1M Pete float planes needed to blockade Manila Harbor also arrived on seaplane tender Sanuki Maru.24 The noose was tightening.


  The inter-island steamer Legaspi had brought many of the Allied troops to Bataan from the Manila piers, then made two dangerous resupply missions from Mindanao to Corregidor before being sunk on its third run. On Bataan, the 26th Cavalry, Philippine Scouts had made the last cavalry charge in history on January 16, at Morong, then turned in their mounts. The remainder of the U.S. Army’s 250 cavalry horses were eventually slaughtered for food along with 48 pack mules. Included was General Wainwright’s prized jumper.25 Also slaughtered were the native water buffalo.


  Soon the media touted MacArthur’s “I shall return” pledge. Upon learning of his departure to Australia, MacArthur was described by Germany’s propaganda minister Joseph Goebbels as a “fleeing general.” In Rome, Benito Mussolini called him a “coward.” The Japan Times and Advertiser accused him of being a “deserter who fled his post.”


  General Honma learned of MacArthur’s departure and saw it as an opportunity. He ordered his planes to drop beer cans adorned with ribbons containing an ultimatum to Wainwright to accept “honorable defeat” and surrender by noon, March 22. By now, less than a handful of fighter aircraft remained in American hands. One patched up P-40 flew a recon mission out of Bataan Field and reported increasing troop movement near the front lines on Bataan.26 Wainwright rejected the ultimatum.


  On the 22nd, Honma fulfilled his threat, beginning with a widespread artillery bombardment. The salvos continued day and night.


  In Washington, Chief of Staff General George C. Marshall decided that the best counter to negative propaganda surrounding the impending loss of the Philippines was to take the initiative in the media. He suggested MacArthur receive the Congressional Medal of Honor. Dwight Eisenhower, who had served seven years under MacArthur and was now on Marshall’s staff, opposed the award. Marshall sent the recommendation on to Roosevelt anyway. It must have come as a painful decision on the part of Roosevelt, who was well aware that MacArthur’s affiliation was hardcore Republican, but decide he did, in favor of the award. The citation read, for “gallantry and intrepidity above and beyond the call of duty” and for “utter disregard of personal danger under heavy fire and aerial bombardment.” Although true that MacArthur had spent more than two months along with everyone else on Corregidor during the height of the bombing, his personal level of heroism was not at issue. Propaganda was. Thus, shortly after fleeing his command and abandoning his troops to their fate, MacArthur was awarded the medal on March 26, 1942, at a dinner hosted by the Australian prime minister in Canberra.27


  There can be little doubt regarding MacArthur’s bravery, but bravery is tested when challenges arise and there is little time to consider the consequences. With courage, there is time to dwell on one’s impending fate. Most medals are given out for bravery, not so many for courage. Should there be more acknowledgment for courage, in this instance for staying to the end? In MacArthur’s case, courage seems to have been in short supply, and that is the way his men on Bataan interpreted it.


  While the dinner affair was underway, three more B-17s arrived at Del Monte to gather up President Quezon, his family and aides, all of whom had finally arrived there via submarine, steamer and patrol boat.28 When the planes took to the air for Australia, the Philippines became officially leaderless.


  On April 1, the daily artillery barrage on Corregidor and Bataan by the Japanese increased in intensity, augmented by the air arm, which bombed and strafed. Up until now, the sight of American planes mixing it up with the Japanese had given the men on the ground a sense of encouragement. The defenders still had an air force. But now, friendly planes overhead were a rare sight, and much as had happened in Malaya, Singapore and Sumatra, the demoralizing effect was pronounced.


  The next big offensive began on Good Friday, April 3, at 10:00 a.m., starting with a five-hour artillery barrage on Bataan. Nearly 150 sorties by Japanese bombers and fighters pounded the front lines. A black pall of smoke blew over the peninsula as bamboo and cogon thickets ignited. The Japanese, augmented by troops newly arrived from Singapore, surged ahead. American and Filipino forces drew back from the Bagac-Orion line, while Japanese fighters swooped in to strafe. The defenders were down to two P-40s, which served only to harass the Japanese. Then Japanese tanks and infantry of the newly arrived 4th Division moved forward. As a soot-shrouded sun dipped to the horizon, Japanese forces churned down the eastern side of the Bataan peninsula nearly to the base of Mount Samat.29 To the south of the mount rose Mariveles Volcano. Beyond it beckoned Corregidor and the sea.


  MacArthur, upon learning that surrender was being contemplated, sent a message to General Wainwright announcing, “I am utterly opposed under any circumstances or conditions to the ultimate capitulation of this command.30 If food fails, you will prepare and execute an attack upon the enemy.” President Roosevelt agreed with MacArthur and issued his own “no surrender” orders.31


  Wainwright forwarded the orders to Major General King on April 4.32 One can only imagine what thoughts went through the two generals’ minds upon reading the messages from these two leaders who had written them off as expendable.


  The Bataan defenders continued to fight and fall back, but by April 8 it was clear that the show was nearly over. Ammunition and fuel dumps were blown up, including the British ammunition vessel Yu Sang, which had been taken over by the U.S. Navy. The last remaining P-40 was flown out by Lieutenant Joseph H. Moore, while the last P-35A departed in the hands of Captain O.L. Lunde, with another pilot squeezed into the baggage compartment. Men began to flee to Corregidor via any means possible. A number began to swim the three miles to the island. Friendly skiffs went about plucking them from the water.


  Though MacArthur forbade it, General King crossed the lines to surrender on April 9, 1942. At 12:30 p.m., King handed over his pistol to Colonel Motoo Nakayama, General Honma’s senior operations officer.33 King and 12,000 fellow Americans plus 67,500 Filipinos began stacking their arms. They represented the largest force in American military history to succumb to an enemy.34


  During the final days of the Bataan defense, over 2,000 men made their way to the Rock, where Wainwright was determined to fight on. With 13,000 men bunkered inside the tunnels and caves, they represented a force to be reckoned with.


  With the fall of Bataan, General Honma was presented with a new problem: prisoners of war. In spite of the assurance given by Colonel Nakayama to General King that “the Imperial Japanese Army are not barbarians,” the prisoners were assembled on Bataan, then marched north without food or water in intense heat toward San Fernando, 66 miles north. Those who fell out of formation were bayoneted, beheaded, or shot. For the first five days, no food or water was provided by the Japanese. The only sustenance received during that period was whatever was secretly tossed by local Filipinos who at great peril took pity on the men as they staggered through the hamlets. On the sixth day, one cupful of rice was given to each of the prisoners. Water was scrounged from ditches and buffalo wallows. The trek took nine days, and Japanese guards took every opportunity to take vengeance on any prisoner who gave them the slightest provocation. On the ninth day, the men were crammed into railroad cars, 100 to a coach. Men fainted from the heat and lack of air and water. Many who had struggled through the march now died. By the time the survivors reached the prison at Camp O’Donnell, over 8,000 American and Filipino prisoners had perished.35 These deaths represented only the beginning.


  With Bataan defeated and the matter of dealing with prisoners addressed, General Honma turned his attention to Corregidor. Honma sensed that taking the island would not come easily. Preparations began, including bringing ammunition, heavy equipment, and landing boats to the assembly areas on the eastern tip of Bataan and in the Cavite area. Working parties organized supplies while invasion troops were put through final stages of training.


  Then on April 18, far to the north, something undreamed of happened.


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  At the outset of the war in the Pacific, Admiral Yamamoto placed high emphasis on ensuring the safety of Tokyo and the Emperor. He had positioned a line of picket boats 600–700 miles east of the home islands, extending 1,000 miles north to south. One of them, No. 23 Nitto Maru, sighted an American task force headed west at dawn on April 18. The task force was under Vice Admiral William F. Halsey aboard the carrier Enterprise. Perched on the deck of a second carrier, the USS Hornet, were 16 Army Air Corps B-25 Mitchell bombers. The Nitto Maru radioed a report to Combined Fleet Headquarters in Tokyo. The picket boat was sunk 29 minutes later by gunfire from the cruiser USS Nashville.36


  Aware that the ships had been spotted, Halsey ordered the 16 bombers quickly launched from the Hornet, 650 miles east of Tokyo. Led by Lieutenant Colonel James H. Doolittle, the planes carried 2,000 pounds of incendiary bombs, targeting Tokyo, Yokohama, Yokosuka, Nagoya, and Kobe.


  Alerted to a possible attack, the Japanese scrambled 32 bombers with a dozen escort fighters and directed them eastward. They found nothing. The Imperial Japanese 2nd Fleet under Admiral Kondo was ordered to sea to engage the approaching task force. They eventually also came up empty. Japanese Army and Navy interceptors were scrambled and circled above Tokyo.37 As the bombers approached Japan, Doolittle’s planes began a descent to wave-top level. The covering interceptors were at altitude, their pilots scanning the air high overhead.


  The bombers got through. Ten of the B-25s struck the Tokyo area hitting steel plants, oil refineries, and the Yokosuka docks. One accidentally set fire to a hospital when bombs were jettisoned while under attack from Japanese fighters that finally arrived on the scene. An oil storage facility was hit and gushed heavy black smoke for hours after the raid. Three bombers struck Yokohama, two hit Nagoya and Kyoto, and one struck Kobe, heavily damaging its Kawasaki aircraft factory.38
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  April 1942: B-25 Doolittle Raider launches off the USS Hornet on the way to bomb Tokyo (U.S. Navy Archives).


  



  The attack threw the Japanese staff into confusion and embarrassment. Since the planes were land-based medium bombers, not naval air assets, some senior staff officers initially thought the strike had launched from Midway Island.39 Others considered the Aleutians to be the home base of the planes. In any event, it created a dramatic shift in attention.


  With neither sufficient fuel nor training to recover aboard the carrier, the planes continued west into China and the Soviet Union. Eight of the raiders were captured by the Japanese in China, then flown from Nanking and Shanghai to Tokyo where they were tortured by the secret police.


  Within days, the true source of the attack was confirmed. Hirohito’s wrath went undisguised. Though he did not issue orders directly, the emperor made it known he wished the eight be executed. General Tojo thought otherwise and persuaded Hirohito toward some leniency. Two pilots, first lieutenants Dean E. Hallmark and William G. Farrow, and gunner Corporal Harold A. Spatz were tried in China and executed. The others became prisoners of war. But the emperor was not appeased. He turned his focus on the Chinese who had helped Doolittle and the other raiders escape. A hundred thousand troops were deployed by specific imperial edict into the Chekiang region and laid waste all the villages where the Americans had been given respite. Every man, woman and child was executed. After three months, the Japanese returned to garrison having killed an estimated 250,000 Chinese.40


  Japanese propaganda spokesmen dubbed Doolittle’s raid as not even a “do-little,” but rather a “do-nothing” raid. In a strategic sense, the claim had merit. The raid would, however, end the derisive wrangling within the general staff over what should be the next major operation. The choice was Midway. In that regard, it was a “do-much” raid that would inaugurate the eclipse of the rising sun.41


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  During the last two weeks in April, General Honma’s 14th Army completed its preparations for the coming assault on Corregidor. The plan called for landings to be made on two successive nights at opposite ends of the island.


  On April 29, the Japanese air force began the final phase of preparations. For a week the bombers concentrated on targets along the north shore of Corregidor and on shipping in the bay. Artillery from both Bataan and Cavite began preparatory fire on May 1, and by the evening of the 5th had turned the north beaches of Corregidor into a moonscape.


  On May 5, Japanese reconnaissance aircraft were over the island all day reporting troop movements, while bombers continued to soften up the defenses. At dusk, near Lamao on the southeast coast of Bataan, a battalion embarked for Corregidor. The run to the island was made in darkness, the troops expecting to land about 11:00 p.m., an hour before moonrise. The plan was to land the first waves at high tide near Cavalry Point, on the north shore of the narrow tip of the island. The second wave was to come in minutes later and land to the right or west. As soon as the beachhead was secure, the troops in the first wave would drive south toward Kindley Field. The second wave would push west toward Malinta Hill, which was to be occupied by daybreak.42


  The Japanese assumed that the current off Corregidor would be flowing west since the tide was flowing in that direction out of Manila Bay. The current north of Corregidor, however, flows east, in the opposite direction. The landing force was leery of drifting west, since a friendly artillery barrage from Bataan was planned to cover the western flank. That factor and the reverse tide swept the landing craft considerably to the east. The island was approached at a point about 1,000 yards left of the intended landing.


  As the boats maneuvered in confusion, American and Filipino troops slowly emerged from their underground protection. Though they were still numb from the effects of the bombardment, word of the invasion soon spread, and the men turned-to with every weapon they could muster. At a range of about 300 yards, a 75 mm battery together with several 37 mm guns near the tail of the island opened fire on the incoming landing craft. Allied searchlights were turned on, all quickly shot out by Japanese artillery fire from Bataan. But tracers illuminated the battleground and provided enough light for the Allied guns on Corregidor to home in on the invaders. At point-blank range, rounds struck the surprised and confused Japanese, sank a number of the boats, and caused heavy casualties.43 A few men made it ashore.


  Just before midnight, the moon rose and scattered clouds drifted away. When the second wave approached the north shore, the landing craft were visible to the men defending the beaches. The last of the 12-inch mortars at Battery Way opened up with a boom. From nearby Fort Hughes came fire from their mortars, while smaller bore, the 3-inchers and the 75s, rained shells on the troop barges nearing shore. The Japanese in the small boats came on, motoring through a curtain of hot steel. Soldiers, burdened with packs and rifles, tumbled into the surf, only to drown under their loads. Of the 2,000 men who attempted to land, the Japanese estimated 800 made it onto the island.44


  The Americans succeeded in sinking and damaging between half and two-thirds of the landing craft that had left Bataan that night. When General Honma received the report of “the disastrous state” of his troops and the loss in landing craft he was thrown into an “agony of mind.”45


  But the Japanese did manage to establish a beachhead. Troops clawed their way inland, and a few tanks rumbled onto the northern beach, then clanked across the island. They cut off the marine defenders holding out on the thin stretch of land to the east. They also began moving west, toward Malinta Hill. There, Japanese artillery fire from Bataan kept the defenders pinned down as the invaders fought their way forward. Throughout the night, both sides launched attacks and counterattacks with casualties running high and ammunition running low.


  With the dawn, Japanese aircraft appeared overhead and began strafing the defenders. There would be no Allied planes to hamper them. At 10:00 a.m., three Japanese tanks rumbled through a breach in the front and caused considerable panic among the American force. The line began to disintegrate as men bolted rearward only to come under fire from guns on Bataan and circling aircraft.


  With his front line collapsing in the east and Japanese artillery fire presaging a landing in the west, General Wainwright made his decision. He sent a last radio message to Washington and Australia announcing his intent to surrender. Then at 10:15 a.m., he radioed General Honma asking for free passage through the lines. Wainwright crossed over to Bataan in a Japanese motor launch and met with the Japanese general at Cabcaben. Wainwright offered to surrender only his defenders on Corregidor, but Honma demanded surrender of all U.S. forces in the Philippines. Negotiations were broken off, and Wainwright was sent back to Corregidor to consider his options. At midnight, Wainwright signed the surrender document and contacted the Japanese commander on the Rock. On May 7, 1942, Wainwright was taken to Manila where he broadcast the surrender terms to all the outlying units. Corregidor and all of the Philippines had surrendered.46 Then Wainwright, General George, and their American and Filipino troops began the long, difficult existence as prisoners of war.


  In exactly five months, Japan had gained control of everything of worth in the Pacific west of Hawaii except Australia, New Zealand, and New Guinea.
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  “Eight Seconds Belong to Uncle Sam”


  



  
    Men of affairs venture sometimes on acts that the common judgement of the world would pronounce absurd; they take their decisions on apparently impulsive and human grounds.

  


  
    —Joseph Conrad, Nostromo

  


  Hitler’s blitz swept through Poland, the low countries, and France from September 1939 to June 1940, but it paled in comparison to the military feat accomplished by the Japanese in an even shorter period of time. Adolph’s European conquest geographically would not even cover the Japanese home islands, yet Japan extended its power and control 4,000 miles east toward Hawaii, 4,000 miles south toward Australia, and 4,000 miles west into the Indian Ocean. Admiral Nagumo’s fleet alone had swept almost 50,000 miles across the high seas from Japan to Hawaii and back, to New Britain, to Truk, to Java, to the Celebes, toward Australia, toward Ceylon and back to Japan. The triumphant Japanese had lost but 23 war-fighting vessels, none larger than a destroyer. Though 300,000 tons of Japanese merchant shipping went to the bottom, what they captured in Allied harbors more than exceeded their losses.1


  On the surface, it all seemed to come easily for the Japanese. In a mere five months, every objective of the imperial grand scheme had been achieved. Across 10,000 miles of ocean from Hawaii to Australia to India, the Combined Fleet reigned supreme. The Allies had been routed out of the Southwest Pacific with the exception of New Guinea. No one on the imperial staff doubted Port Moresby on New Guinea’s south coast would soon capitulate, just as the other Allied bastions had. Once Japan moved east into the Bismark Archipelago and finished securing the Solomon Islands, Australia would be dealt with next.


  Japanese military doctrine stressed offense. Their fighting ships, aircraft, submarines, and ground forces were designed for and functioned well when on the attack. Little consideration was given to defense. When attacked, the Japanese soldier, sailor, airman, flag officer, or even emperor had difficulty reacting properly. Poorly considered attempts at swift vengeance were the typical response: the April 18, 1942, Doolittle Raid a prime example. The imperial staff planning focused on continuing the offensive, since reverting to a hold-and-consolidate posture might indicate temerity and yield the initiative to the Allies.


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  As the lights were going out in the Philippines in late April and early May, American listening posts picked up message traffic indicating a Japanese invasion force was proceeding around the northern side of New Guinea, intent on seizing Port Moresby. This outpost was the last remaining Allied base of any size north of Australia. An Allied loss here would put Japan’s air power well within reach of the southern continent’s northern extremities and provide jumping off points should invasion of Eastern Australia be in the offing.


  Admiral Nimitz in Hawaii and General MacArthur in Australia recognized the extreme threat to Australia that this Japanese gambit represented. To ambush the invasion, Nimitz ordered into action both the Lexington under Rear Admiral Aubrey W. Fitch and Yorktown under Rear Admiral Frank Jack Fletcher, the overall commander of the task forces that included escorting cruisers, destroyers, submarines, and tankers.


  En route to the battle for Port Moresby, the 4th Japanese fleet under the command of Vice Admiral Shigeyoshi Inouye included two carriers, Zuikaku and Shokaku, along with one light carrier, Shoho, four heavy cruisers, submarine-hunting destroyers, and 14 troop/supply transports. The Japanese task force swung east for a stop on May 3 at Tulagi. The Japanese were lucky; the Australians had abandoned their outpost on this small island three days prior. Without opposition, a garrison made up of troops, seaplanes, destroyers, minesweepers, and support equipment disembarked and occupied the small island and its harbor located just north of Guadalcanal in the Solomons. Then the main force continued on toward Port Moresby.


  Upon learning of the Tulagi landings while at sea, Fletcher launched an air strike on May 4, from 100 miles south. Three waves of planes struck the island’s new tenants. One Japanese destroyer had to be beached, and five seaplanes were sunk, as were four barges and three minesweepers.2 But Fletcher had given himself away. He withdrew his force south, then swung west, hoping to surprise the Port Moresby-bound transports, which his intelligence estimated were about to appear rounding the eastern tip of New Guinea on the sixth.


  But Admiral Inouye instructed his invasion transports to remain at sea while he detached his striking force to take up hot pursuit of the maneuvering American carriers. On the night of May 6, the two fleets passed 60 miles abeam each other going in opposite directions. A Japanese scout plane, flying well to the south of the two American carriers, spotted the U.S. oiler Neosho and her escort, the destroyer USS Sims, before 8 a.m. on the 7th, yet the Japanese crew reported these ships as a “carrier and cruiser.”


  Later that morning, a U.S. scout plane alerted Fletcher that two Japanese carriers and four heavy cruisers were headed his way from the northwest. It, too, was mistaken. The carriers were now southeast. Based on these botched reports, both sides felt pressed to act. Thus began what would come to be known as the Battle of the Coral Sea. The Japanese launched two strikes in the direction of their sighting. Both found the ships, but the first strike employed level bombing from altitude. All bombs missed. This was not the case for the second attempt by dive bombers. Shortly after noon, the Sims went to the bottom and the Neosho was reduced to a drifting wreck that was scuttled four days later.


  Fletcher’s strike involved 93 aircraft. They found the wrong ships just before noon. Lieutenant Commander Weldon L. Hamilton in an SBD Dauntless dive bomber spotted the light carrier Shoho and decided that, light or not, it was a carrier and needed to be sent to the bottom. All 93 aircraft took part in one continuous, chaotic, attack lasting 26 minutes.3


  At the Combat Information Centers aboard both American carriers, little of the garbled radio transmissions made much sense. Suddenly, Lieutenant Commander Robert E. Dixon, Lexington’s second SBD flight leader, transmitted clearly and loudly, “Scratch one flattop! Dixon to Carrier, scratch one flattop!” The tension on the carriers exploded as men cheered in jubilation.4


  It was, in retrospect, a hollow rejoicing. That same day, May 7, some 2,700 miles to the northwest, General Wainwright formally surrendered the Philippines to the Japanese.


  On May 8, Japanese and American scout planes out over the Coral Sea located each other’s main fleets east of New Guinea. Every available aircraft was launched by both sides. Yorktown was hit by one delay-action bomb that penetrated four decks and exploded, killing 64 sailors. The Lexington was hit by at least two torpedoes and two bombs but kept up steam even though on fire. She began to list, but the crew counter-flooded compartments with oil ballast to stabilize her while they fought the fires.


  Lexington’s airborne planes along with those from the Yorktown spotted the carrier Shokaku turning into the wind to launch aircraft. The attack was on. American torpedo bombers launched at too great a distance and missed, but the dive bombers had better luck. One bomb struck near the bow and one aft. A third later smashed into her deck. The now heavily damaged Shokaku limped away, her decks of steel and planks mangled and burning.


  The American planes headed home, with Lexington’s aircraft recovering aboard in spite of her heavy damage. Just after one in the afternoon, a smoldering fire aboard the Lexington, caused by a motor generator left running, spread to high-octane fuel, touching off a succession of explosions. Seven hours later she went to the bottom. Fletcher then reversed course for Hawaii with his remaining carrier and supporting ships.5


  Though the Japanese suffered less damage and loss, the invasion of Port Moresby was turned away, since Inouye withdrew his fleet to Japan for repairs. The engagement was the first carrier versus carrier engagement and the first between naval forces that never came within sight of each other. This was the second time a Japanese invasion had been turned back, the first being the initial Wake Island attack in early December 1941.


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  The battle of the Coral Sea was the third naval probe by the American fleet, and Admiral Yamamoto’s concern regarding maintaining the initiative now peaked. Though the first two U.S. forays involved the Gilbert and Marshal Islands in February and the Marcus Islands in March, the Coral Sea operation was a deep Pacific probe. Early on, Yamamoto became fully aware that air power was making the difference in virtually every operation the Japanese were conducting, and that the proper application of that arm would determine the outcome of the war. In that light, he felt the aircraft carrier, not the battleship, determined fleet strength, and as such the Allied carriers needed to be dealt with promptly while the Japanese Navy had numerical superiority. Early in Yamamoto’s career, the Russian fleet had been surprised at Port Arthur, then drawn into battle at Tsushima Strait where they were soundly defeated. What works, works, was Yamamoto’s creed, and he intended to repeat the performance. A strike at Midway, two small islands (Sand and Eastern) located 1,150 miles northwest of Hawaii, would be the setting, an operation that was sure to draw the American carriers into battle. Only this time, instead of being an ordinary seaman fighting the battle, he would be the commander who devised and orchestrated Japan’s most decisive victory.


  In preparation, an odd exercise had been tested. Called Operation K, two H8K1 Emily flying boats took off from Wotje Island in the Marshalls on March 4. They set down at French Frigate Shoals, a reef 487 miles northwest of Honolulu, Hawaii. Refueled by submarines, they then launched on a night reconnaissance and bombing mission over Pearl Harbor, Oahu. U.S. Army radars detected the Japanese planes while they were some 200 miles from Oahu.6 Fighters were launched to intercept, but were unable to obtain visual contact in the dark. The two Emily seaplanes arrived over Oahu just after two in the morning, but the island was shrouded in clouds. Both planes released their bombs above what they thought was Ford Island and subsequently reported success. One stick of bombs actually struck harmlessly on Mount Tantalus above Waikiki. The other string splashed into the sea at the entrance to Pearl Harbor.7 In view of the reported results, Yamamoto incorporated a similar mission into his maturing Midway Plan, which had been forwarded to the imperial staff in April.


  The generals and admirals in Tokyo had other ideas. Being debated were three options: thrusts toward either Australia, India, or Hawaii. The “Australia first” group considered the continent a grave threat, an eventual springboard for an Allied counteroffensive. As such, Australia needed to be under Japanese control or its sea lanes closed to U.S. shipping. But the Army generals vigorously opposed the idea of invading Australia. The China problem had given them no illusions regarding the task being suggested. The Army staff concluded it could not assemble the 10 or more divisions needed for such an operation. Navy staff officers bristled, suspecting the Army was holding back its divisions, counting on the success of Hitler’s upcoming Caucasus offensive in the spring to allow Japan to initiate a ground offensive against the Russians in the vulnerable Soviet Far East.8 The Army was also opposed to extending control westward into the Indian Ocean. A proposed amphibious assault on Ceylon would again pull divisions from China and make things there vulnerable to a Soviet counter.


  The Hawaii option envisioned occupation of Midway, Johnston and Palmyra Islands from which air power could be brought to bear on Hawaii to support amphibious landings there. Once Hawaii was under Japanese control, the U.S. would effectively be shut out of the Central and Western Pacific. But surprise would no longer be available, and the amount of airspace over the Hawaiian Islands was considered too extensive for medium bombers and long-range fighters to adequately cover.


  While the fractured staff worked toward a solution that all could agree upon, plans had gone forward to at least isolate Australia by extending control east beyond New Guinea into the Solomon Islands, plus the New Caledonia, Fiji Islands, and Samoa area.


  Yamamoto’s scheme at Midway, though complex, seemed more manageable than the other three options the staff was deliberating. More importantly, the Army had no objections, their contribution to the effort being minimal.


  Yamamoto wanted to draw out the American carriers via a feint at the Aleutians immediately prior to the assault on Midway. The plan would require the largest Japanese naval commitment to date. Within the Combined Fleet, the only outspoken opposition against the plan came from Vice Admiral Inouye and his 4th Fleet staff. Inouye had presided over the debacle on the first attempt to invade Wake Island. It was one of his destroyers that was among the largest Japanese war ships lost during the first four months of the war. Yamamoto, not altogether thrilled with the 4th Fleet performance to date, ignored Inouye’s rebuff. But the admiralty staff in Tokyo also had misgivings about the value of Midway, and in particular the heavy logistic requirement needed to supply both it and the Aleutian Islands once occupied. After successfully invading Midway, long-range bombers from Hawaii could attack the island, while Japanese land-based medium bombers on Midway would be limited in their ability to respond in kind. Due to its size, Midway offered little hope for dispersal and concealment of aircraft, fuel, and munitions, while the Hawaiian Islands had ample locations to disperse everything. Continuous day and night air patrols would be required around Midway to minimize losses from these expected forays.9


  The admiralty staff eventually leaned toward the isolation of Australia. They believed that severing the sea lanes would be the best way to draw out the American carriers. In doing so, the decisive battle would occur much farther from Hawaii such that logistics issues for both sides would be equalized.


  Yamamoto threw aside these objections, claiming the most direct way to isolate Australia was to “destroy the enemy’s carrier forces, without which the supply line could not in any case be maintained.” Japan’s superiority over the U.S. Pacific Fleet in carriers alone at that time was nearly three to one, with Japan possessing seven large and four light carriers against America’s four large carriers. The admiral also pointed out that even if the four U.S. carriers could not be drawn to battle, “we shall still realize an important gain by advancing our defensive perimeter to Midway and the Western Aleutians without obstruction.”10


  In the months following the opening of the Pacific War, Yamamoto’s efforts in protecting of Tokyo and the Imperial Palace became close to an obsession. He had established the picket boat line, yet the U.S. Navy incursion at Marcus Islands in March made him nervous. But all the arguments against Yamamoto’s Midway plan paled when the unthinkable did happen.


  Doolittle’s Raid on Tokyo on April 18 ended the wrangling. The admiralty staff threw in the towel and signed off on the Yamamoto venture.11 Key to its success was timing. Yamamoto wanted the mission launched in early June when the moon was full. Complex maneuvers would be conducted at night, and the fleet’s lack of radar once again was having a direct impact in strategic decisions. A delay until July’s full moon was considered unacceptable by Yamamoto.


  A mission rehearsal, or rather a table-top war game, was scheduled by Yamamoto on the Yamato during the first week in May. The exercise went smoothly. It did so because chief of staff Rear Admiral Matome Ugaki canceled or revised the adverse rulings of the game’s umpires at every negative outcome. In one reported instance of what would become supreme irony, the Japanese officer acting as the American player rolled his dice the first time and sank four of Yamamoto’s carriers. The Japanese side complained that it was not possible for this to happen and had him re-roll. This attempt resulted in one carrier sunk and two damaged.12,13


  That same week, the New Guinea part of the headquarters plan to isolate Australia hit a snag as a consequence of the Battle of the Coral Sea. Once again Vice Admiral Inouye had failed to deliver on time. The Japanese staff, now with increased urgency, sought a means to prevent the U.S. fleet from establishing a secure sea lane to and from Australia. How to go about it was what had them stymied. Yamamoto with his Midway plan offered a solution.


  Two fleet commanders who would find themselves in leading roles at Midway, Vice Admirals Kondo (Second Fleet) and Nagumo (First Air Fleet), were engaged in battle operations during the planning cycle. By the time they learned of the proposed operation, it was no longer being argued, but had been locked in.14 Thus the Japanese Combined Fleet began assembling for the largest naval operation in history.


  The plan called for over 200 ships and submarines including 8 carriers bearing over 700 planes, 11 battleships, 22 cruisers, 65 destroyers, 21 submarines, plus 80 transports and auxiliary support ships, all arranged in 16 different fleets.15 The required fuel alone exceeded that needed for a full year of peacetime operations.16


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  At naval headquarters on Oahu, Admiral Nimitz had an element that most wartime commanders could only dream about. Designated Station Hypo, it was the admiral’s code-breaking team led by Commander Joe Rochefort. The commander was regarded by some as brilliant but eccentric, often wearing a red smoking jacket and carpet slippers at work.17 He assembled a group of similarly minded code breakers whose work would ultimately change the outcome of the war. By the first week in May, Station Hypo had already discovered that Yamamoto had a grand scheme in the works. What they did not yet know was the where and when. The Japanese began referring to the next battle as occurring at point AF. But where was AF? Rochefort thought it was Midway, but had to prove it. He got the nod from Admiral Nimitz to send a message to Midway via secure underwater cable asking them to transmit in the clear that their fresh-water distilling plant was out of service. The hope was that the Japanese would intercept the transmission and comment on it. They did. On May 20, code breaker Tommy Dyer working in Station Hypo decoded a message sent to Tokyo from the Japanese listening station now on Wake Island. The message alerted Yamamoto regarding a water emergency at point AF.18 Bingo!


  Nimitz now had enough deciphered message traffic from Japan to convince him that the next push by the Japanese was toward Midway and the Aleutians. This was no gambit aimed at an Australian outpost on a backwater island thousands of miles away. This was aimed at American soil, and there would be no thought of anything but a maximum response.


  Nimitz had already visited Midway on May 2, ordering an increase in the garrison force and aircraft needed to defend the island. Nineteen Marine Corps SBD-2 Dauntless dive bombers, seven F4F Wildcat fighters, 30 PBY flying boats, plus 18 B-17 and four B-26 bombers were added to the air power on station, bringing the total to 119 aircraft. The admiral also stationed 20 submarines in three patrol arcs around the island at 100, 150, and 200 miles out. All were in place as the Nagumo force closed the distance to Midway.


  Nimitz did not ignore Alaska. The command arrangement there was a merger of U.S. Army, Navy, and Canadian forces, with the U.S. Navy as the senior service.


  ◆ ◆ ◆
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  Nimitz was aware of the Japanese plan to attack Midway, so he visited the island prior to the attack to insure it was properly prepared. The island suffered heavy damage and casualties in the eventual attack, but the U.S. Navy prevailed in the Battle of Midway, sinking four Japanese carriers with the loss of one carrier (U.S. Navy Archives).


  



  The drama continued to unfold on May 20, as Japanese Army and Navy landing forces departed Yokosuka and Kure aboard transports bound for Saipan. The Aleutian invasion force also moved out of the Inland Sea bases toward Ominato Bay in northern Honshu.19


  The main naval strike force near Tokyo still had a week to wait, so instead of using the time to make his ships more seaworthy, Yamamoto ordered a training exercise on the 21st. Nagumo’s carrier force went to sea and took part in two days of intense fleet maneuvers along with Yamamoto’s battleship contingent in the largest naval exercise since the beginning of the war. The ships recovered to Hashirajima Anchorage in Hiroshima Bay, south of Tokyo on the 25th.


  A submarine picket line was to be established south and west of Midway to prevent or warn of American fleet movements. A 10-boat sub force and tender operating out of Kwajalein departed on the 24th, two days late. Yamamoto, a stickler for punctuality, eventually discovered how critically this delayed departure would impact events.


  On May 26, the Aleutian contingent departed Ominato Navy Base, Honshu, at noon under overall command of Vice Admiral Boshiro Hosogaya. Their mission was to destroy the U.S. Navy facilities at Dutch Harbor on Unalaska Island, then establish a foothold on Alaskan territory at Kiska and Attu Islands. Three of 16 task forces were committed to the northern operation with support from part of Yamamoto’s Midway invasion force in the form of a defensive screen.


  The element under Captain Takeji Ono, involved in the Kiska part of the invasion, made a stop at Paramushiro in the northern Kurile Islands to load additional troops before moving into the North Pacific. The second force, under Rear Admiral Sentaro Omori, proceeded up the Kurile chain, then swung eastward toward the Aleutians, destined for Attu. The third echelon, under Vice Admiral Hosogaya and Rear Admiral Kakuji Kakuta, headed due east, then planned to angle north, toward Dutch Harbor, where the attack mission was intended to knock out the U.S. Navy installation there. Light aircraft carriers Junjo and Ryujo were part of the latter group along with the seaplane tender Kimikawa Maru, with its eight H6K4 Mavis seaplanes. Late that night, the task force encountered heavy fog, making it difficult to maintain formation since none of the ships had radar and radio silence was in effect. But plow ahead they did.


  Vice Admiral Nagumo’s first carrier striking force of four carriers plus escorting battleships, cruisers, destroyers and support ships sortied out of Hashirajima Anchorage on May 27. The Midway Invasion transports departed with their troops from Saipan and Guam on the evening of May 28, escorted by cruisers and destroyers and a seaplane carrier.20


  Admiral Kondo’s Midway Invasion Main Body ships including battleships, cruisers, a light carrier, escorting destroyers, plus transports and oilers left Hashirajima Anchorage on the morning of the 29th.


  Main Force battleships under the direct control of Admiral Yamamoto in his flagship, the Yamato, followed that same day. Yamamoto’s vessel was the newest battleship in the fleet and was making her maiden voyage. Fitted with nine 18-inch batteries, the largest guns afloat, the Yamato could hurl rounds weighing over 3,000 pounds out to 26 miles.


  The Midway task force out of Japan soon encountered heavy rain and strong winds. But worsening weather was the least of Yamamoto’s concerns. The Yamato’s radio crew picked up a long encoded radio message from an American submarine positioned directly ahead of the transport contingent moving in from Saipan. The message was addressed to Midway and though the content was undecipherable, the Japanese assumed their transport column had been sighted. The news was greeted with a shrug, however, since the whole objective was to have the American fleet rise to the challenge.21


  On May 31, the second Operation K was scheduled to complete another night reconnaissance by Mavis flying boats over Pearl Harbor with the mission of determining if any moves by the American fleet were in progress. But when the Japanese refueler submarine reached the refueling station at French Frigate Shoals, it discovered to its dismay that the U.S. Navy had positioned the USS Thorton and Ballard seaplane tenders along with two seaplanes at the atoll. The Mavis sorties were canceled, and there would be no early determination regarding whether the Americans had taken their carriers to deep water.22


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  In Hawaii, Admiral Nimitz met with and assigned Rear Admiral Robert A. Theobald overall command of the Northern Theater. Theobald’s naval force was to be comprised of two heavy cruisers, three light cruisers, 14 destroyers, and six World War I–vintage submarines.


  Admiral Theobald departed from Pearl Harbor on his flagship, the cruiser USS Nashville, and with his small task force set course for Kodiak on May 21, 1942. Theobald’s fleet plowed through heavy seas for four days as he pondered just how he was to defend Alaska and a 1500-mile long island chain with 19 surface ships, none of which were aircraft carriers, and half a dozen obsolescent submarines.


  A day and a half from Kodiak, Theobald received the following coded message from Admiral Nimitz.


  
    25 May 1942

  


  
    FROM: CINCPAC

    TO: COMNORPACFOR

  


  
    THE JAPANESE HAVE COMPLETED PLANS FOR AN AMPHIBIOUS OPERATION TO SECURE AN ADVANCED BASE IN THE ALEUTIAN ISLANDS…. FOLLOWING ESTIMATED JAPANESE TASK FORCE HAS LEFT JAPAN WITH PROBABLE OBJECTIVE ALEUTIAN ISLANDS AND/OR ALASKA.

  


  
    2 AIRCRAFT CARRIERS, 2–3 SEAPLANE TENDERS, 3 HEAVY CRUISERS, 2 LIGHT CRUISERS, 12 DESTROYERS, 8 SUBMARINES, HEAVY BOMBERS (PROBABLY FLYING BOAT TYPE), AND TRANSPORTS AND CARGO VESSELS….23

  


  Theobald was skeptical about the reliability of the intelligence behind the assessment. He elected to concentrate his surface fleet close to Kodiak, allowing the Japanese unimpeded movement in their thrust toward the more western portions of the Aleutians.24 Compounding Theobald’s failure to appreciate the intelligence estimate was the fact that he chose to ignore it without advising Nimitz or the headquarters staff.25


  Meanwhile Nimitz withdrew his carriers from the Southwest Pacific. The Hornet and Enterprise recovered to Hawaii on May 26, the damaged Yorktown pulled in the next day. Crews worked feverishly to put her in drydock and make the necessary repairs to get her combat ready.


  Things were coming together for Nimitz, but knowing what your enemy plans to do is one thing. Being able to counter those plans is another. His carriers were outnumbered, his crews far less experienced. Would they, in naval parlance, be able to “turn to” and “measure up?”


  On the 28th, Rear Admiral Raymond A. Spruance set sail out of Pearl with the Hornet and Enterprise, plus five heavy cruisers, one light cruiser, and nine destroyers. By the following day, repairs on Yorktown were completed in record time and she moved into the channel, took on fuel and a new air wing, then put to sea on the 30th, escorted by two heavy cruisers and six destroyers.


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  On June 1, Yamamoto’s element was scheduled to refuel, but the tanker fleet missed the rendezvous point. With no ship-borne radar and in poor visibility, the tankers were eventually located after breaking radio silence. Meanwhile, the Yamato’s radio crew was picking up ever increasing message traffic out of Hawaii.


  The Japanese submarine cordon scheduled to be in place northwest of Hawaii failed to arrive in position on time, and thus did not relay the movement of the U.S. carriers through the area. Because of continued radio silence, none of the radio traffic and fleet problems were passed to Admiral Nagumo in the Akagi, 600 miles and two days’ sailing ahead of the Yamato.26 Yamamoto and Nagumo were both now literally and figuratively in a fog. Though the weather gave them confidence their fleets had not been detected, the grand scheme designed by Yamamoto was unraveling.


  ◆ ◆ ◆
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  The Battle of Midway. Under Admiral Yamamoto, Japan risked its main naval strength against the U.S. Navy in an attempt to secure Midway Island. It heralded what lay in store in the months and years ahead as Japan's dreams of conquest were extinguished (map by author).


  



  On the night of June 2, 1942, Rear Admiral Kakuta, a short, stocky fire-plug of a naval commander, turned his Aleutian task force north to get clear of the weather front he was using for cover. He increased speed to 22 knots. Some two hours later at the planned launch point for the Dutch Harbor attack, the fleet was still in heavy weather. Kakuta was worried that his pilots might neither be able to find their intended targets, nor their own carriers after the attack. Flight crews were given copies of a 30-year-old map that outlined merely the shores of Unalaska and Umnak islands. Interior sections were blank and were marked as “unknown areas.” Forty-five minutes later, the ceiling rose to 400 feet and visibility increased to 1,000 yards, enough to get planes airborne but below weather minimums needed to recover aircraft. Admiral Kakuta gave the order to launch.


  Still air came alive with the roar of aircraft engines. At 3:25 a.m., Lieutenant Yoshio Shiga thundered down the deck of the Junyo in his A6M Zero. He then circled below the weather and waited for a dozen more fighter escorts, which were joined by 13 D3A1 Val dive bombers. The bombers, led by Lieutenant Zenji Abe, each carried a single 500-pound bomb. At 300 feet above the sea, the gaggle turned and headed north.


  From the carrier Ryujo, seven Nakajima B5N Kate torpedo bombers, led by Lieutenant Hiroichi Samejima, rumbled down the deck at 3:40 a.m. Each plane was armed with one 550-pound bomb and four 150-pounders. One of the Kates lost power and crashed into icy, heaving seas. A destroyer maneuvered to rescue the three-man crew while six escort Zeros took to the air. Samejima gathered his remaining bombers, joined with the Zeros into a loose formation, and headed north. Seven more Kates, led by Lieutenant Masataki Yamagami, were launched without mishap 30 minutes later.27


  Spread out in deteriorating weather were 39 aircraft. After boring in and out of fog for over 20 minutes, strike leader Lieutenant Zenji Abe had seen enough. A veteran of the Pearl Harbor and Indian Ocean attacks, he guessed they would never have the 6,000-foot ceiling he needed in the target area for dive bombing. He ordered his 13 Val bombers and Zero escorts to turn back. Two of the Zeros had gotten separated but still had the Ryujo formation in sight, so they continued north with the Kates.28


  On June 3, at Dutch Harbor’s latitude, it was already daylight at 4:00 a.m., and the island was clear of fog. Thirteen Kate bombers and six escorts from the Ryujo plus two Zeros from the Junyo caught sight of the island and bore in for the attack.


  Bombs began raining down on ships in the harbor, the dock, warehouse, and barracks area. A PBY flying boat tried to get underway, but was shot to pieces. The station ship SS Northwestern took a direct hit and began belching smoke high in the air. Two fuel storage tanks caught fire and added to the conflagration.29


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  Well to the south, on the same day, June 3, the Japanese Midway strike force surged through heavy seas and fog as Vice Admiral Shiro Takasu separated from Yamamoto’s Main Force at 8:00 a.m. and sped northeast to screen the Aleutian effort.30 An hour later, Yamamoto received a message from the transport fleet out of Saipan stating that the troop convoy had been spotted by an American PBY some 600 miles from Midway.


  During the planning cycle, the Japanese naval staff wanted to time the arrival of the troop ships until after Nagumo’s carrier force was in position to defend the entire operation, but Yamamoto overruled the idea. The concentration of heavy carriers with Nagumo’s force precluded air cover over the vulnerable transports. This lack of protection allowed the American patrol plane to identify and shadow the ships for some time, then radio back to Midway before being driven off by naval anti-aircraft fire. That same afternoon nine B-17s appeared overhead and dropped their bomb loads on the transports, but they scored no hits.


  The B-17 attacks were conducted at high altitude using the Norden bombsight, a device whose gyros took into account aircraft drift (from wind), aircraft speed, altitude, and weapon free-fall ballistics. It did not account for target movement, and the targets were not only moving, but were using evasive turns.


  Circular Error Probable (CEP) is the bomber’s measure of the radius around the target inside of which approximately half the bombs will impact. A reasonable CEP under these level-release parameters at 20,000 feet altitude would be in the neighborhood of 500 feet for a stationary target. Half the weapons would land within 500 feet of the target and the others would impact beyond that range.


  Targets that are long and narrow, such as bridges and ships, presented additional complications, requiring the bombardier to approach the release point 10- to 30-degrees off the long axis of the target on speed, altitude, and drift. This offset angle allowed the string of bombs to bracket the target and account for errors resulting from incorrect velocity or altitude at release and for wind drift errors. The hope was to get at least one hit. Since the targets were not stationary, all hope went out the windscreen, as it were. None of these crews had trained extensively against maneuvering targets. There was no way to simulate these conditions. Neither bombardier nor bombsight was capable of predicting what a Japanese ship captain might do during a turn in terms of speed changes, amount of rudder used, turn reversal, etc. Thus, what is called “hitting the numbers” became pointless, and their level bombing attempts at altitude had little chance of success once the target began maneuvering. A near-miss at sea produces concussion and a few loosened plates, but the miss distance (CEP) in this case exceeded 500 feet and was too great for the size of the bombs. The pressure wave from the explosion caused little more damage than the popping of a few rivets in these deep-draft Japanese vessels. Hence, no hits meant little or no damage.
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  U.S. Army Air Force B-17s attempt to bomb a Japanese carrier, but the bomber's Norden Bombsights are ineffective aiming devices against a target that is maneuvering (U.S. Army Air Force Archives).


  



  When the B-17s withdrew, the Japanese convoy resumed course for Midway, but surprise was now lost, and the increase in radio traffic to and from Midway and Hawaii told Yamamoto that for the first time in the war a fully prepared enemy was about to be engaged.


  The Japanese submarine cordon was finally in place south and west of Midway. However, Admiral Spruance’s ships had already slipped through the passage unseen. When and where the Americans would appear in force remained a mystery in Yamamoto’s mind.


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  Aerial photographs taken by the Japanese during the first raid on Dutch Harbor, Alaska, indicated the installation was more extensively built up than thought. The photos were put to use the next day when an even more effective raid was carried out. This time Lieutenant Abe and his force of Val dive bombers had little trouble finding the target when a hole in the clouds opened up above the port. Along with the Kates under the command of Lieutenant Samejima, Abe led the bombers through the cloud opening and began the attack, using a dive angle of 50–60 degrees and a bomb release altitude of 400 meters (1300 feet).31 With this steep an angle and proximity to the ground, a miss distance (or CEP) of 75 feet or less could be easily attained, and it was. Four new fuel storage tanks freshly filled with 22,000 barrels of aviation gasoline were hit and destroyed. A diesel tank also was consumed in flames.


  Two of Lieutenant Abe’s Vals and one of the Zeros were shot out of the sky by 11th Fighter Squadron P-40s launched from a secret base at Fort Glenn, on nearby Umnak Island. Two other Vals were badly crippled and went down on the way back to the carrier. Two P-40s were shot down by Zeros and in one, Lieutenant John J. Cape was killed.32


  A second wave that day got lost in the clouds and turned for home. Four Pete F1M2-type 97 float planes from the cruisers Takao and Maya also became lost, but finally found a stretch of land, which they assumed to be Umnak Island. It was, but the planes orbited to get their bearings and neared the clandestine base at Fort Glenn. Observed circling, the float planes were quickly engaged by P-40s that rose from the runway. One Pete was immediately shot down by Lieutenant John B. Murphy and his wingman, Lieutenant Jacob Dixon.33 The three others were shot full of holes, but managed to return to their cruisers, where one crash-landed in the water and sank. The pilot and gunner were rescued.34


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  Admiral Nimitz, of course, was not lured by the northern feint at Dutch Harbor, since the intelligence estimate from Station Hypo had predicted it. His task force carriers USS Enterprise, Hornet, and Yorktown added 233 planes to the 119 aircraft based on Midway, bringing a total of 352 into the battle equation against 261 aboard the Japanese carriers. Would it be enough to ensure victory?


  Early on June 4, a second raid on the Japanese transport fleet was carried out, this time by torpedo bombers out of Midway, one of which made a low-level attack and finally scored a hit, on the Akebono Maru. Despite her damage, the ship remained in formation.


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  Though Yamamoto was aware of these developments, Admiral Nagumo was still in the dark, thinking all was well that same morning as his carriers swung into action far to the north. At 4:30 a.m., some 240 miles northwest of Midway, the sea was calm as a faint glow of light spread across the eastern sky. Planes soon began launching from Nagumo’s four carriers. Many of the pilots were aces, having served in China or participated in the Pearl Harbor attack along with the far-reaching actions of the Nagumo force ever since. They had made short work of the British carrier HMS Hermes, as well as cruisers Dorsetshire and Cornwall, which went to the bottom on April 9 during Nagumo’s foray into the Indian Ocean. The crews and their planes were the best combination of experience and performance in the world, and the Japanese were eager to repeat their successes, this time against the Americans.


  In 15 minutes, a total of 108 aircraft rumbled down the decks and into the air. Reminiscent of the morning of December 7, the crewmen on board cheered and waved caps and hands amid the bright glare of deck lights. Nearby, scout planes were catapulted off the cruisers, but the one that was scheduled to fly over the area where the Hornet and Enterprise were maneuvering was delayed 30 minutes by catapult problems, a half hour that would prove critical.35


  As the Japanese airborne formation closed to within 150 miles of Midway, it was spotted by a patrolling PBY. The American crew radioed a sighting report back to the islands and continued to shadow the Japanese planes all the way in.


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  At 5:15 a.m., four Army Air Force B-26 Marauder bombers which had been modified to carry a Navy Mark XIII aerial torpedo, and six similarly armed TBF Avenger torpedo planes from Torpedo Squadron Eight were dispatched from Midway to engage Nagumo’s fleet. Also upon receipt of the radio warning, 15 B-17 bombers that had taken off earlier to engage the troop transports steaming in from the southwest were also diverted toward the Japanese carrier formation.


  At 5:35 a.m., the incoming Japanese formation was detected by radar on Midway. Sixty-two Navy and Marine pilots still on the island scrambled into the air in Wildcats, obsolescent F2A-3 Buffaloes, and SBD Dauntless torpedo bombers. Compared to the Japanese crews, these men were relatively inexperienced, many of the Wildcat pilots with but scant hours in the new planes.


  At 6:45 a.m., the battle was joined. The Japanese proved their mettle, putting out of action 22 of the American fighters against a loss of two Zeros. All of the Japanese level and dive bombers arrived over the island unscathed, a testament to the skill with which the Japanese provided escort. Attacking planes destroyed the hospital and fuel tanks on Sand Island. Others demolished the power plant, mess hall, and PX on Eastern Island. Though they blew up hangars, ruptured fuel lines, and cratered the runway, no aircraft were sitting on the ground to be destroyed. Four Japanese bombers were mortally hit by fighters and intense anti-aircraft fire during the ensuing bomb run and egress.36


  As the Japanese planes turned toward their carriers at 7:00 a.m., the flight leader radioed ahead to the task force the need for a second strike on the islands. Nagumo mulled this dilemma. To hit Midway again, he would have to order his weapons crews to download the anti-ship torpedoes and armor-piercing bombs from his reserve aircraft on the Akagi and Kaga and begin uploading ground-attack ordnance. This was no small task, as the planes on the flight deck had to be lowered to the hangar deck.


  While Nagumo pondered this rearming decision, a destroyer shielding the carriers opened fire on incoming aircraft. Four B-26 Marauder torpedo bombers came boring in, but were immediately set upon by Zeros. Three went down moments later, while the fourth dropped its weapon and scurried away with Japanese fighters still in pursuit. No sooner had that attack been derailed than the six Avengers appeared. Again the Zeros pounced, and three went spiraling into the sea in flames. The remaining American Navy planes dropped their torpedoes, but one of them crashed shortly after passing above the Akagi. A fifth Avenger was shot down upon egress, yet not a single hit was scored on any of the Japanese ships.37 With these initial attacks successfully handled, Nagumo finally came to a decision regarding his next move. He ordered a second strike on Midway.


  In the midst of switching the bomb loads, the 15 B-17s that had been diverted from attacking the troop convoy appeared high overhead. They released their bombs from 20,000 feet, again using the Norden bombsight. Though the bombs came close to the maneuvering Hiryu and Soryu, the bombsight once again proved its ineffectiveness. No hits were scored. The Flying Fortresses swung away unscathed as well.38 Nagumo now ordered his remaining Zero fighters into the air to provide a more extensive cap over the fleet.


  At this point, Nagumo’s late-departing scout plane had finally arrived on station northeast of Midway and radioed an urgent report. “Ten ships, apparently enemy, sighted.” Though the message indicated the location of the ships, Nagumo was irritated that the radio message did not specify the composition of the American force. If the sighted ships were an American task force including aircraft carriers, Nagumo had to act fast, switch the weapons being loaded on his bombers back to anti-ship torpedoes and armor-piercing bombs.


  Nagumo delayed a decision to reverse his reload order until 15 minutes after the latest attacks on his ships were over. Anti-ship weapons were to be put back on the planes. Finally at 8:09 a.m., the scout plane identified the ships as “five cruisers and five destroyers.” Nagumo was relieved to learn there were no carriers present. Then at 8:20 a follow-up message came in. “Enemy force accompanied by what appears to be aircraft carrier bringing up the rear.” The information electrified the entire admiralty staff.39


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  The scout plane had apparently spotted Rear Admiral Fletcher’s task force, including the patched-up carrier Yorktown, from which no planes were taking off. Fletcher, who was in overall command aboard the Yorktown, was by now well aware of the location of the approaching Japanese carriers. He had agreed with Rear Admiral Spruance to first scramble the planes from his subordinate’s two carriers located northeast of Fletcher’s position.


  The Enterprise launched 33 dive bombers, 14 torpedo planes, and 10 fighters. From the Hornet, 35 dive bombers, 15 torpedo planes, and 10 fighters clawed their way skyward. All 117 aircraft took up a heading for the Japanese fleet.40


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  As the time on June 4 approached 8:30 a.m., Nagumo’s strike planes returning from Midway appeared above his fleet. Now the Japanese had to deal with a recovery operation while deck crews were frantically trying to switch weapon loads and launch a strike against what Nagumo now surmised correctly was the American carrier fleet.


  But Nagumo had a further dilemma. Though he had attack planes ready to launch from the Hiryu and Soryu, he had no fighter protection available to accompany them to the target. The fighters needed to recover, refuel, and rearm. Nagumo chose to delay the attack on what he perceived to be the lone American carrier in order to unleash his full measure of air power in a massive attack. He had just witnessed what happens when slow, torpedo-laden planes attempt precision attacks without proper fighter protection.


  Once again the decks were cleared, this time to recover aircraft. By 9:18 a.m., all planes except a reduced contingent of patrolling Zeros were safely aboard the carriers. A number of the bombers landed aboard ship with serious battle damage.41


  The strike against what Nagumo thought was one carrier and supporting ships was now scheduled to launch at 10:30 a.m.42 Meanwhile, aircraft from Fletcher and Spruance’s task forces began to arrive over Nagumo’s vulnerable ships from the northeast. First in were 15 torpedo planes, every one of which was dealt with by the covering Zero fighters and anti-aircraft barrage from the ships.


  Minutes later, a second gaggle of attackers appeared, 14 Avengers incoming from the starboard side of the naval formation and 12 from port. More than half were flamed before they reached their torpedo release point. All the Avengers from the Hornet in Torpedo Squadron VT-8 went down. Seven of the remaining planes dropped their torpedoes, five from the starboard side and two from port side. All missed. Only six planes survived.43


  By this point in time, 93 American planes had arrived over Nagumo’s ships in seven separate attacks and not a single hit had been scored. For the crews aboard the Japanese ships it had become one riveting and satisfying air show. Much like the problems faced by high-altitude bombers, these attempts also failed due to the unique complexities involved in the business of dive bombing and torpedo dropping.


  The torpedo bombers encountered the same dilemma facing the high-altitude bomber: trying to determine where to drop the weapon ahead or abeam a turning ship. A hit would have been a matter of luck more than skill. One experienced torpedo-bomber aviator aboard the Kaga watched as American torpedo bombers dropped their weapons at what he considered “long distance from our ships.” This compounded the problems associated with attaining a hit against a maneuvering target, giving the ship’s captain too much time to react.44


  In training, Navy crews practiced dive bombing against a moving target, a floating “sleeve,” deployed behind the carrier or escort and towed by cable at a safe distance. The target did not maneuver, but instead moved in a straight line. In actual combat, however, dive bombers were presented with a dynamic delivery problem.


  To strike the towed target, Navy dive bombers used various techniques involving either steep dives or low-angle glide bombing. To obtain a hit, the pilot had to nail specific release parameters. These included proper dive angle, airspeed at release, altitude at release, lead angle, and drift correction for the prevailing wind. To “hit the numbers,” the pilot utilized some form of aiming device. These included circles which have a dot or “pipper” in its center. The rings around the pipper indicated degrees above/below, left/right of the “boresight” or centerline of the aircraft. Each ring allows adjustments for wind and delivery errors. With all the variables, and with only one or two bombs, each dive bomber had to plan his weapon release at much lower altitude than the level bomber to have any hope of success. If done properly, though, he could achieve a much better CEP, in the neighborhood of 100 feet or less, while being exposed to higher concentrations of anti-aircraft fire. The steeper the dive the better, since high dive angles reduce the effect of errors in release speed and altitude. But just as the level bombers had discovered, these tactics and measures of accuracy went out the windscreen as well in the actual circumstances encountered above Nagumo’s strike force. If, just prior to either establishing the nose-over in a dive attack, the crew was subjected to intense anti-aircraft fire or came under attack from interceptors (or both), the impact of these events turned what would otherwise be a repeat of the training environment into something quite different. Switches could have gotten set improperly or not at all. Instruments could be misread or misinterpreted. The radio was awash with frantic calls regarding incoming attacks. Tracers went sailing past canopies. Hits jarred airframes. Adrenalin was surging through every crew member.


  There is a saying among dive bomber pilots: “eight seconds belong to Uncle Sam.” It refers to the final moments during the dive when pilot concentration is focused solely on achieving release parameters. Any jinxing to evade flak or fighters will affect speed, dive angle, and release altitude, thus causing wide misses. In reality though, those eight seconds became chaotic above the Japanese fleet when the crews were being fired upon. Many pilots did jinx, and the calculated effort at “hitting the numbers” became “that looks about right.” The CEP easily doubled or tripled, and the level, dive, and torpedo weapons fell wide of the targets since all the attacks thus far had been against heavily defended targets that were maneuvering.


  Spotters aboard the ships eyeballed torpedoes that were dropped too far out, called to the bridge, and gave the captain enough time to swing the ship away. The same was true regarding planes boring in high overhead with bombs. You simply had to get very close and dive steep, and you needed a target that was not turning to have a decent chance at success.


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  After all these misses had taken place, Japanese fighter cover had expended much of its fuel and ammunition, so the planes began recovering onto the carriers. As soon as each Zero was rearmed and refueled, the plane roared off the deck and clawed its way to altitude. But as the minutes ticked by, precious few planes had taken to the air again. Then recovery and launch operations ceased as the second strike package began assembling on deck.


  At 10:20 a.m., Nagumo gave the order to launch the counterstrike against Fletcher’s task force. One hundred and eight planes were now on the Japanese carriers’ decks ready to conduct the raid. The big ships began to shudder as they heeled into the wind. In five more minutes, the planes would begin launching, and in another five all would be safely airborne and on their way.


  Japanese carriers began one by one to steady out into the wind and were no longer turning. As the first Zero rolled down the deck of the Akagi, U.S. Navy Dauntless dive bombers from the Enterprise and Yorktown appeared high overhead, diving through holes in cloud cover. They were covered by F-4F Wildcat fighters. There was little flak, virtually no Japanese fighters pouncing the Dauntless planes, and the targets were not turning. For the first time in the battle, the dive bomber crews were presented with a situation as close to that experienced in training as they were ever going to get. And they “hit the numbers!”


  Rarely in the history of warfare has the course of global conflict changed in so short a time span as during the five minutes between 10:25 and 10:30 a.m. on June 4, 1942, when a handful of dive bomber pilots each gave “eight seconds for Uncle Sam.”


  Three came right at the Akagi, unimpeded by any Japanese fighter protection. The lead pilot, Lieutenant Richard H. “Dick” Best, Jr., focused his full attention on the task at hand, noting the carrier’s island was located on the port side of the ship. He nosed over and began making slight corrections as his bombsight slid across the swells and merged with the huge ship. “I centered the sights on that big red rising sun painted on the deck.” After those few moments of concentration, Best released his bomb. “…[A]s I pulled out, I looked over my shoulder in time to see it hit just forward of the meatball.” The other two members of Best’s section, Lieutenant (j.g.) Bill Kroeger and Ensign F. T. Weber, dropped their 1,000-pounders moments later, claiming hits as well.45


  Bullseye! Bullseye! Bullseye!


  Best’s 1,000-pounder penetrated Akagi’s deck behind the midship elevator. A second exploded aft, close to the idling aircraft, sitting wingtip to wingtip, fully fueled and armed. An inferno of fire and explosions sent thick smoke boiling into the sky. The Akagi was doomed.


  Nearby, both the Kaga and Soryu soon were almost simultaneously battling raging fires and explosions from similar hits. At least four bombs penetrated Kaga’s flight deck and detonated among 18 fueled Type 97 Kate aircraft armed with torpedoes. A mass of recently downloaded 800-kilogram bombs were scattered on dollies near the planes. Within minutes the hangar deck was awash in flames and secondary explosions.46 The very planes that had attacked Pearl Harbor and wrought havoc throughout the South Pacific and Indian Ocean were now bringing about their own destruction on all three Japanese carriers. During what would forever become known as the Battle of Midway, the carriers Akagi, Kaga, and Soryu were crippled in less than five minutes.


  Lieutenant Commander John Thach glanced down from above in his F4F Wildcat fighter. One of the Japanese carriers “was burning with bright pink flames, sometimes blue flames,” Thach recalled. ”I remember gauging the height of those flames by the length of the ship. The distance was about the same.”47


  As fires raged aboard Akagi, Nagumo stood dumbstruck by a compass on the bridge watching the destruction. He had already ignored three requests to transfer his flag to another ship. Finally, Captain Taijiro Aoki approached him. “Chief of Staff, as the ship’s captain I am going to take care of this ship with all responsibility, so I urge you, the Commander in Chief, and all the other staff officers to leave this vessel as soon as possible, so that the command of the force may be continued.”48


  Nagumo acquiesced, but the stairways off the bridge were engulfed in flames, so the admiral and his staff squeezed through a window and shimmied down a rope to the flight deck, and from there, over the side and into a lifeboat. The lifeboat with its precious human cargo lurched through the water as the men rowed toward the cruiser Nagara. At one point, staff officer Captain Chisato Morita looked at one of the other officers and remarked, “The outcome will surely decide the fate of Japan.” Admiral Nagumo raised his head toward Morita, as did all the others on the boat, but no words were spoken. Nagumo then glanced at the Akagi for a moment, no doubt contemplating all the glory for Japan he had accumulated from her bridge, only to see his flagship turned into a funeral pyre. Then he lowered his head in dejection.49


  While Nagumo was being rowed to his new flagship, Rear Admiral Hiroaki Abe, Commander of Cruiser Division 8, assumed command of the fleet. The position and composition of the American naval presence was now known, and Abe ordered a strike force from the Hiryu into the air at 10:57 a.m. Included were 18 Val dive bombers escorted by six Zeros. Though 13 Vals and four Zeros were lost, the bombers scored three hits on the carrier Yorktown. One bomb punched a 10-by-15-foot hole in the flight deck. A second penetrated the flight deck and exploded in the stack, damaging the ship’s boilers. The third bomb went through the No. 1 elevator and exploded below. The carrier shuddered to a stop. Repair crews quickly brought the fires under control and restored engine power. After an hour and 10 minutes, the carrier was able to make five knots, but Fletcher decided his flagship was no longer able to function as such. A move to the nearby cruiser Astoria was undertaken.


  At 1:13 p.m., Fletcher’s staff scrambled down lines hung over the starboard side of the ship while the admiral was lowered at the end of a bowline into a motor whaleboat.50 Unlike Nagumo, no one had to row the men to safe haven, and unlike Nagumo, Fletcher did not have to watch his ship being consumed in flames. But the somber feeling upon abandoning ship had to be mutual.


  After recovering her planes, the Hiryu crew set to task organizing a second strike. This time, 10 Kate torpedo bombers got airborne at 1:30 p.m., escorted by another six Zeros. Leading the bomber formation was Lieutenant Joichi Tomonaga, who launched with a bullet-riddled left wing tank. It had been damaged during the Midway island strike earlier in the day, and there had not been time to repair it. He chose to take off knowing he had insufficient fuel for the return leg.


  As Japanese torpedo planes once again approached the Yorktown, Wildcat fighters engaged them. A furious running gun battle took place, but at least four of the bombers made it through the gauntlet of fire from both aircraft and naval guns to launch their 800-pound torpedoes. They dropped them close aboard. One struck the Yorktown’s port side, followed by a second hit. Power was lost. Her rudder was jammed 15-degrees left, and the ship tilted over in a 26 degree list. The abandon ship order was given. Meanwhile, American search planes located the Japanese carrier Hiryu just after she launched her second strike toward the Yorktown.


  Dive bombers from the Enterprise appeared above the remaining Japanese carrier and were once again relatively unimpeded in their bomb runs, though this time the Japanese carrier began a hard evasive turn.


  Among the Dauntless pilots was the same Lieutenant Dick Best who had successfully bombed the Akagi. Once again, he found himself rolling in above a Japanese carrier. He released his bomb, steep and close, as did the other Dauntless pilots.


  Four 1,000-pound bombs in succession penetrated the forward deck area. Lights went out in the pilot ready room where Ensign Taisuke Maruyama was eating in preparation for another mission. Smoke poured into the room as aircraft and fuel packed inside the hangar deck began to explode in chain reactions. Maruyama made his way in darkness out onto the hangar deck. “At this time, I saw the dividing wall of the rear hangar was on fire. Water couldn’t be used from the extinguishing pump because the water propulsion line was cut (during the attack).”51 In minutes, the Hiryu was a flaming wreck. By 11:00 p.m. she was dead in the water. The carrier was scuttled the following morning by torpedoes from the destroyer Makigumo. Though Hiryu’s torpedo bombers had managed to cripple the Yorktown, the American carrier survived these attacks. However, it went to the bottom after taking two more hits from a Japanese submarine on June 6.


  Japan had lost four carriers, the cruiser Mikuma, 261 aircraft, and many of the nation’s experienced flight and maintenance crews. American losses amounted to one carrier, the destroyer Hammann and 147 aircraft.52 The Japanese Imperial Navy had been soundly defeated on the high seas for the first time in the war. That first war game roll of the dice on the Yamato had been correct after all. Now, acrid smoke began to dim the imperial rays of the rising sun.
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  Fall from Grace


  



  
    I want things to be true, especially when they aren’t—Newspaper cartoonist Scott Stantis on propaganda

  


  Word initially reached Admiral Yamamoto that three carriers were out of action. Nagumo’s First Carrier Striking Force was retiring north. Yamamoto’s Main Force ships discontinued refueling and forged ahead at 20 knots, trying to come to the rescue through the fog, yet as far as Yamamoto was concerned Nagumo was running from the battle while he still had one carrier operational. Yamamoto was furious. His vision of orchestrating the greatest triumph in Japanese naval history was being dashed by a timid admiral who refused to stand and fight. Yamamoto issued a direct order to reverse course and attack.1


  Back came a message from Nagumo that now all four of his carriers were out of action. Even the Hiryu was on fire. Nagumo offered to attack at dawn using seaplanes from his cruisers.


  Yamamoto seethed, his anger visible to all around him. He canceled his attack order to Nagumo, but sent the cruisers in Admiral Kondo’s invasion force at flank speed intending to shell Midway. Admiral Kakuta’s light carriers, the Ryojo and Junyo, were pulled from Aleutian waters and began steaming toward Midway. Yamamoto had yet to throw in the towel on the operation.2


  While this was underway, Yamamoto’s staff aboard the Yamato determined that the cruisers were too far from Midway to reach it before daylight, making the ships vulnerable to air attack while the light carriers were still well beyond the range needed to provide air cover. Just after midnight, the cruiser mission was called back.


  Things got worse. The Midway Invasion Force cruisers Mogami and Mikuma collided during the turn away from Midway. The Mogami, her bow badly damaged, was able to make but 12 knots, with much of the force now retiring west at that speed. Then word came that the Hiryu was abandoned by all but her captain and Admiral Yamaguchi, who planned to go down with the ship.3 The two men, in spite of pleas to the contrary, donned masks and climbed back up to the bridge to die. The Japanese Navy lost a fourth carrier and one of its most able admirals.4


  With the debacle ever mounting in its enormity, Yamamoto called off the Midway invasion at 2:55 a.m., on the morning of the fifth.5 Only his battleships continued running eastward in order to join with Nagumo’s scattered force. Rendezvous began just after sunrise. When the fleeing ships were finally rounded up, the assemblage bore little resemblance to the mighty armada that had sailed from Japan so full of promise.


  The next day brought more disaster.


  The cruiser Mikuma and several other ships in Vice Admiral Kondo’s invasion force were found by American aircraft and bombed repeatedly. The cruiser took multiple bomb hits, exploded and sank. She had taken part in the destruction of the USS Houston and the Australian cruiser Perth off Batavia during the collapse of Java, had seen action in the Andaman Sea off Burma, and had taken part in the Indian Ocean foray. Now, aside from the four carriers, she was the largest Japanese ship to go to the bottom thus far in the war.6


  With that news, Yamamoto turned his attention to ensuring the Aleutian effort did not suffer the same fate. He reversed his decision, ordering Admiral Kakuta’s Second Carrier Striking Force with its two small carriers to rejoin Admiral Hosogaya’s Northern Force to support the operations at Kiska and Attu.


  With those orders being followed, Yamamoto continued to retire his Midway force westward, though initially his ships headed toward Wake, anticipating the American fleet would follow and become the victims of Japanese land-based aircraft now occupying the island. But Nimitz did not take the bait and held his carriers in home waters. All Yamamoto could do was look north and hope the Aleutian expedition was having better luck. And it was. Dutch Harbor had been pounded by the two air raids and was effectively out of action in terms of helping defend the extremities of the archipelago.


  On the night of June 6, 1942, Ohno’s fleet steamed into position off Kiska, less than 200 miles from the western end of America’s 1,500-mile Aleutian chain. The island is 22 miles long and six miles wide at its widest, dominated by a 4,000-foot extinct volcano on its northeast end. Shaped somewhat like a gull in flight, Kiska had a natural harbor near the center but no airfield.


  The Kiska invasion force included a 660-man unit that was loaded aboard landing craft. They then made for the beach at Reynard Cove, three miles northeast of Kiska Harbor. The assault party waded ashore at 10:27 p.m. and met no resistance. A 700-man labor party also was brought in. The combat troops spread out in three groups and headed southwest toward Kiska Harbor. Located there was the U.S. Navy weather station, composed of 10 enlisted men and a pet dog.7


  By noon on the second day of the invasion, the weather station was overrun, and all but five members of the detachment had been captured. Four surrendered 10 days later, and one, Aerographer’s Mate First Class William C. House, eluded capture for 49 days before walking into the Japanese camp, his weight 80 pounds, his thighs the size of a child’s arms.8


  One-hundred-eighty miles to the west was Attu Island. Thirty-six miles long and 25 miles at its widest span, Attu was the westernmost American possession in the chain. Mountainous and covered with tundra, Attu had a few shallow bays and harbors but, like Kiska, had no airfield.


  The second element of Vice Admiral Hosogaya’s invasion force steamed into position off Holtz Bay on the northern side of Attu in the early morning hours of June 7, 1942. The assault began at 3:00 a.m., using the Army North Sea Detachment, led by Major Matsutoshi Hotzumi.9 His 1,143 men landed unopposed and split into two groups. The first, a scouting party, got lost and ended up in uninhabited Massacre Valley, to the south. The main group climbed a snow-covered pass to the east and descended toward Chichagof Harbor.10


  At that time, the entire island population resided in Attu Village at Chichagof Harbor and consisted of 42 native Aleuts and two American employees of the Bureau of Indian Affairs: Charles Foster Jones, a 60-year-old teaching assistant and weather reporter and his wife Etta Jones, who was a nurse and a schoolteacher.


  The village was made up of a dozen frame houses, a church, and a weather station with a 120-foot radio tower, all clustered around the harbor. The Aleuts maintained a Spartan existence by fishing, trapping foxes, and weaving baskets. Missionaries, government patrol boats, small fishing craft, and the shortwave radio operated by Charles Jones from the weather station provided the inhabitants with their infrequent contacts with the outside world.


  As the villagers prepared for Sunday morning church services, several of them spotted ships outside the harbor. The natives had already declined evacuation two weeks earlier when the seaplane tender USS Casco sailed into the harbor and offered to take them aboard. Now the observers thought these vessels might be American, coming back in force to coax them off the island. Not until a float plane from the light cruiser Abukuma swung overhead sporting a rising sun insignia did the villagers become alarmed.11 Charles Jones ran to his radio and began sending out a message for help to the other Indian Affairs outpost on Atka Island and to the weather station at Dutch Harbor, 900 miles to the east.


  Major Hotzumi’s main force soon entered the village from the west and began rounding up the inhabitants. They placed a Japanese flag on the schoolhouse. Minutes later, the valley behind the village echoed with reports of gunfire. The “lost” scouting party had found its way and was pouring over the hill, the troops shouting wildly and firing their rifles in the direction of the village.12 An Aleut woman was wounded in the foot. Bullets tore through homes. One struck a Japanese soldier. Finally the rising sun flag was spotted by the leader of the scouting party and a ceasefire was ordered.13


  The Japanese continued gathering the inhabitants, some of whom had been seen fleeing to the hills. Etta and Charles Jones were captured in the village, then separated from the natives, who were herded into the church. The Joneses were interrogated in the schoolhouse by a Japanese officer, who seemed convinced that they were American spies and had them beaten.14 Given the presence of two Caucasians, one of whom operated the shortwave radio in this remote territory nearest Japan and the Soviet Union, it is no surprise the Japanese would suspect espionage.


  Accounts vary, but according to Etta Jones, the Japanese took Charles away the next morning. He was never seen alive again. Charles Jones either committed suicide, was executed, or was shot while trying to flee. Jones was the only fatality during the island invasions, and his demise has been a point of controversy ever since, though disinterment after the war indicated he was executed.15


  As the sun set on the 8th, both Kiska and Attu were safely in Japanese hands. In addition to Wake, Guam, and the Philippines, Imperial Japan now occupied two more American territorial islands.


  This shallow victory was small compensation to Yamamoto, who knew that losing carriers at the rate of better than two-to-one against an opponent who could produce new flattops at a rate of better than ten-to-one meant a quick end to the war was no longer possible. A staff officer asked, “How can we apologize to His Majesty for this defeat?” Yamamoto replied, “Leave that to me. I am the only one who must apologize to His Majesty.”16


  But the admiral was thousands of miles from Tokyo, and Emperor Hirohito was eager for news of the battle. No one on the Navy General Staff had the nerve to inform the emperor until nine hours after the bombs had decimated the carriers. Only part of the debacle was relayed, since not all the carriers had yet gone to the bottom. Not until 10:40 a.m., on June 8, was Hirohito made fully aware of the disaster by his closest advisor Lord Privy Seal Marquis Kido.17 In addition to the list of capital ships sunk, Japan had lost half the flight crews of the 280-odd planes which went down with them, including almost half her aces.


  Outside of Hirohito and his top advisors, virtually no civilians knew of the defeat. Even the Army generals were kept in the dark for a time. Finally on June 10, Tokyo radio made an announcement. Embellishing the truth had been integral to most war announcements in the past, but they were not really needed since the victories were so startling in their own right. Now for the first time, the propaganda ministry told an outright lie. “Japan has won a great victory, sinking two American carriers at Midway and destroying 120 U.S. planes while losing only one carrier and 35 planes.”18 The next day, Hirohito issued instructions through the Navy General Staff to isolate the wounded returning to Yokosuka Naval Hospital outside Yokohama so that word would not leak out.


  As far as the future of admirals Yamamoto and Nagumo were concerned, both were ready to resign. The Emperor would have none of that. For one thing, it could never be explained to the people why these two were resigning after once again being victorious. Who would replace these iconic figures? Moreover, the Japanese needed to focus on fixing the problem, not the blame. In Washington it was initially all about who fouled up at Pearl Harbor. Whose head would roll?19 In Tokyo it was all about what’s fouled up, and how to fix it. Blame in Japanese culture is a personal thing. You take responsibility for your failures. No one has to ferret you out as a scapegoat. If you are in charge when failure occurs, you resign. If you cause a colossal disaster, you commit hari-kari. Suicide is not considered wrong in Japan and is deemed appropriate under many circumstances. For Yamamoto and Nagumo, however, these were not options they were permitted to invoke at that moment.


  The failure at Midway threw the Imperial Japanese Staff’s plan of conquest into turmoil. Their decision-making relied on precedents, such as the earlier success with the Russian fleet that Yamamoto had used to justify the Midway gambit. But this situation was unprecedented. Faced with uncertainty about how to proceed, the Japanese staff simply became indecisive given the unfamiliar situation.


  The seaborne invasion of Port Moresby was postponed indefinitely, though a landing on the north shore followed by a forced march across the Owen Stanley Mountains to the port was under consideration. The upcoming invasions of Samoa, Fiji, and New Caledonia were postponed for two months. The infection caused by victory disease and the Midway disaster had begun to make itself felt.


  The idea of a blockade of Australia was entertained, but it would require aircraft carriers, and Yamamoto had lost a combined five at Coral Sea and Midway. He still had seven flattops with several under construction to oppose Nimitz, who had lost one at Coral Sea and one at Midway and had but four left. In spite of the advantage, Yamamoto was hesitant to risk his naval air arm in an effort that had a dubious possibility of success. After all, his intelligence reported that it had taken only two American carriers at Midway, plus the land-based air assets on the island itself, to send his four mighty carriers to the bottom. Unlike the British and Dutch, the Americans could fight and win when seemingly outnumbered. Better, he thought, to build airfields on Japan’s new island conquests, the idea being they might take the place of his missing carriers.


  The Japanese had occupied Rabaul and Vunakanau Airfield on New Britain without a fight on January 23, more than four months earlier. To the southeast just below the equator lay the Solomons, a mystic chain of islands that stretched like a dangled necklace from Buka and Bougainville in the north to San Cristobal, some 600 miles southeast. Buka and Bougainville were administered by the Australians while the remaining islands were under British protectorate. Below these northern two, the chain split into two parallel lines of islands, Choiseul, Santa Isabel, and Malaita on the right; Vella Lavella, the New Georgia group, and Guadalcanal to the left, with both lines merging at San Cristobal. In between was New Georgia Sound, a narrow sailing passage that became known as “the Slot.”20


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  Washington had divided the Pacific theater into two commands beginning on March 3, 1942. General MacArthur, in Australia, was given control of the South West Pacific Command. It included the Philippines, New Guinea, the Bismarck Archipelago including the Solomons, and the Dutch East Indies. The second command covered the remainder of the Pacific and came under Admiral Nimitz, in Hawaii.


  That same March day, the Japanese seized Buka, the northernmost “slot” island, 170 miles southeast of Rabaul, and began building a fighter strip there. Airfields were already in place on Bougainville at Buin and Kahili, both islands taken in January. Bases were soon being established in the Shortland Islands.21 Airfields and seaplane facilities began popping up on all of the islands occupied by Japan.


  The island of New Guinea is some 1,500 miles long and directly above Australia. Its capture would expose the southern continent to attacks all along the northern coast. In March, the New Guinea villages of Lae and Salamaua on the north coast of the island had been overrun and were subsequently heavily fortified. A forward air base was established at Lae. From there, missions were flown over the southern part of the island daily, aimed primarily at eliminating the Australian militia at Port Moresby.


  In the hands of the Japanese since May 3, Tulagi was occupied with the intent of supporting the invasion of Port Moresby, New Guinea. Tulagi had the best ship anchorage in the southern Solomons and had become the starting point of the Battle of the Coral Sea. Admiral Inouye had tried to deliver an invasion force to the New Guinea port, but his fleet had been turned back after losing one light carrier. That setback spurred the Japanese to build a fighter strip on Guadalcanal, 20 miles south of Tulagi. The schedule called for an August 15 completion of the field.


  On July 21, a second attempt to subdue New Guinea began as a Japanese regiment numbering some 8,000 strong landed without opposition southeast of Lae at Buna. The troops assembled and began climbing through the wettest, highest tropical forest in the world. Five jungle-trained battalions leapfrogged one another all the way up the 13,000-foot incline and over the pass to Isurava Village, 55 miles from the main base at Salamaua. They then began the push down toward Port Moresby.


  New Guinea’s jungle was dense, with thick clumps of bamboo and six-foot-tall saw grass that when brushed against would open a man’s hand like a razor blade. The trail was narrow, muddy, and root-tangled. Insects attacked relentlessly day and night. Japanese soldiers died in countless numbers as they hauled mortars, machine guns, and field pieces upward, then back down the other side.


  Australian scouts reported their advance to MacArthur in Brisbane. He debated internally what to do, then decided, “We must attack, attack, attack.”22 Australia was to be defended by holding fast in New Guinea. MacArthur replaced the ineffective General Brett with General George C. Kenney, who took over the Army Air Force leadership in the South Pacific and began preparations to reinforce New Guinea by air. The race was on for control of the Southwest Pacific.


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  On July 6, 400 Japanese soldiers and engineers plus about 2,000 mostly Korean laborers under the command of Captain Tei Monzen began constructing an airfield on Guadalcanal.23 To speed the process, local labor was conscripted at no pay, but meals were provided. The effort went on 24 hours a day, the Japanese using flares and floodlights at night to illuminate the emerging red clay and gravel strip.24 While the work was underway, protection was afforded by aircraft operating out of Rabaul in New Britain and from the strips being cleared on islands along the air and navigation route down “the slot” between New Britain and Guadalcanal.


  The necessary Japanese air, sea, and island movements were duly reported by the string of Australian coast watchers who had remained behind with their radios in secluded locations on many of the islands. On Guadalcanal there were four coast watchers: Martin Clemens, Snowy Rhodes, Don Macfarland and Ken Hay, the latter two located together. Reporting to them on Japanese activities were a number of loyal native scouts, several of whom had infiltrated the runway construction team at Lunga.25 As a result, none of the Japanese initiatives had gone unnoticed by either General MacArthur in Australia, Admiral Nimitz in Hawaii, or by the Joint Chiefs in Washington. The question was what to do about it.


  MacArthur had troops in training at Rockhampton on the northwest coast of Australia, but he had no naval force. He wanted carriers along with more land-based planes and troops to begin the counteroffensive against New Britain and New Ireland. Admiral Nimitz had no intention of releasing any carriers to MacArthur and wanted to attack Tulagi as a first step before moving on New Britain and the Japanese base at Rabaul.


  U.S. Army and Navy plans differed radically, but the biggest obstacle was deciding who was to command the operation. Though the Solomons were in MacArthur’s theater, Nimitz and Chief of Naval Operations Admiral King were leery of MacArthur’s ability and perseverance in protecting carriers from bases 1,000 miles away in Australia. Chief of the Joint Staff in Washington, General George Marshall, sided with MacArthur, but the Navy had won a great victory at Midway, and Admiral King had momentum with which to press the advantage.


  On July 2, the decision was made by General Marshall and Admiral King in favor of the Navy. The boundary between Admiral Nimitz’s South Pacific Area and MacArthur’s area was nudged west sufficiently to include the southernmost islands in the Solomons under Nimitz. Vice Admiral Robert L. Ghormley would be on-scene commander of the land and sea effort. Directly under him was Rear Admiral John S. McCain, head of the committed land-based aircraft. Vice Admiral Frank Jack Fletcher would command the naval task force. Under Fletcher was Rear Admiral Leigh Noyes, responsible for the carriers, and Rear Admiral Richmond K. Turner, commanding the amphibious forces that would assault the beaches. Leading the Marines was Major General Alexander A. Vandegrift.26


  By late June, Nimitz had sent five Marine air squadrons to the South Pacific to take part in whatever campaign was eventually decided upon. The admiral also requested B-17 heavy bombers from the Army. Four squadrons were sent to New Caledonia. In addition to Marines and the troopships needed to make the assaults, three aircraft carriers, one battleship, and the accompanying cruisers and destroyers were dispatched to join with additional forces made available by MacArthur and the Australians.


  In a pre-invasion meeting of the principals under Ghormley, Admiral Fletcher announced that he would not risk his carriers within range of Japanese land-based aircraft for more than 48 hours. Ghormley was absent from this gathering of subordinates, and no one there was able to reverse Fletcher’s resolve.27


  On July 22, the U.S. 1st Marine Division departed Wellington, New Zealand. The task force proceeded north for a dry rehearsal of the intended Guadalcanal invasion off Koro Island in the Fijis. Two landing exercises were planned but were called off after two botched attempts to reach the beaches. Coral reefs made reaching shore safely impractical given the landing craft on hand.28 Admirals Fletcher, Turner, and McCain plus General Vandegrift attended the rehearsal and, from the chaos, implemented changes in debarkation procedures and the timing of invasion boat waves. It was there that the decision was made to land first on Tulagi and later at Guadalcanal on D-Day.29


  The flotilla departed the Fijis on July 31, and proceeded to a point southwest of the Solomons. On August 5, 82 ships in the expeditionary force swung north with a landing force of over 19,000 men who would scramble over the side into some 450 landing boats of various types. The weather that night was overcast with visibility reduced by haze and scattered squalls. There was no contact with the Japanese. The following morning found the troop ships poised just off Guadalcanal and Tulagi, near the end of the Solomon chain.


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  Five hundred sixty miles north at Rabaul on New Britain, the Japanese had established a formidable air base. One of the pilots reassigned there was the same Petty Officer Saburo Sakai who had participated in the initial attack on December 8 at Clark and Iba air bases in the Philippines. He later supported the invasion of Jolo Island in the Philippines Sea, and from there deployed south to airfields at Tarakan, Balikpapan, Banjarmasin, and Bali Island during the fall of the East Indies. In early April, the group had moved to Rabaul in New Britain, and Sakai was immediately dispatched to Lae in New Guinea where he began flying missions over Port Moresby.


  Between April 11 and August 2, Sakai participated in dogfights claiming at least partial credit for kills in no less than 47 engagements over Port Moresby, Lae, Buna, and Rabaul. By this point in his career, Sakai had become a living legend in what by now was the most famous fighter group in the Japanese Navy, the Tainan Kokutai or naval air group.30 By August, Sakai was back at Rabaul amongst the most experienced A6M Zero pilots, including Petty Officer First Class Hiroyoshi Nishizawa (87 claims by war’s end), and Lieutenant Commander Tadashi Nakajima (75 claims by war’s end).31 These pilots had achieved fame in China, the Philippines, the Dutch East Indies, and New Guinea.
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  Petty Officer Saburo Sakai (Wikimedia Commons).


  



  But underlying all the victories was an arrogance that would serve to doom the imperial air arm. Japanese engineers had not yet found a way to eliminate radio static caused by spark plug ignition in the Zero engine. Since the radio was virtually unusable, the pilots resorted to visual signals. Their over reliance on hand and aircraft signals caused pilots to ignore a critical need. Typical of the attitude that experienced pilots like Sakai had was his opinion about the utility of radio communication in combat.


  
    There was nothing to communicate. We flew from practice. From the movement of the leader’s head, we were able to understand what he was thinking. Once you’re in a dogfight, you don’t think, “Who’s flying way over there?” You can never tell. You never can tell who is who in a big dogfight. If you’re above a fight and announce that an enemy is behind you, then everyone in the fight will look back! You can never tell. There’s nothing to talk about in a dogfight.32

  


  Sakai’s point might have made sense when the Japanese had numerical and performance advantages over the adversary. Once the opponent achieved parity, a good radio became essential. The fact that calling a warning would have everyone “look back” for a second or two to ensure one’s safety was lost on Sakai. Had he experienced the advantage of a good radio, he would have understood the concept of voice recognition in determining “who is who” in a dogfight. More importantly, the radio is of immense use prior to the engagement when sightings and initial tactics can be disseminated to friendly elements out of eyesight. Head bobs, wing rocking, and yaw maneuvers indicate limited information. As it unfolded, a decent radio would have been of considerable aid in the next few hours of Sakai’s life.


  In any event, nine months after the opening of the war, the Zero still had neither a usable radio, armor plate, nor self sealing fuel tanks. Why? Because Japanese pilots did not demand these improvements. On the seas, the Japanese Navy still lacked adequate shipboard radar for the same reason, and back in Tokyo, the Japanese imperial staff had not broken the American code, while the Allies had or were incorporating all the above advantages into their prosecution of the conflict. The Americans were “turning to” and “measuring up” everywhere.


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  Guadalcanal is 90 miles long by 25 miles at its widest and is shaped like a bulky caterpillar. The island, a mound of coral, rainforest, swamps, and inactive volcanoes, would soon make its mark in history.


  On the evening of August 6, 1942, on Guadalcanal, Japanese Captain Monzen had been pleased with construction progress at the new airfield. The job was nearly finished. Repair shops, bomb storage sheds, a medical clinic, and an administration building were ready. Serviceable roads now connected the facilities and perimeter guard posts. Only a small section of the runway needed to be graded. In spite of the daily attacks in the preceding week by high-altitude B-17 bombers, construction was ahead of schedule.33 For the first time, there would be no work done after dark. Monzen approved extra sake rations for the Korean laborers and local islanders, among whom was 15-year-old Bruno Nana. ”We sold them food,” he recalled, “and I worked on the communication lines. That night, though, there were rumors that the Americans were coming, so I left for my village.”34
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  A-6M Zero. Light and fast, the Zero was the first strategic fighter, capable of long range and high firepower. It lacked essential armor protection, costing many Japanese pilots their lives (author photograph).


  



  ◆ ◆ ◆


  At 2:00 a.m. on the 7th, the American amphibious force under Admiral Turner was still undetected by the Japanese as the fleet sailed in from the southwest. The seamen sighted Savo Island and its narrows to the north and south that opened into Sealark Channel. Transport elements were separated 40 minutes later, with the Tulagi group swinging north of Savo and the Guadalcanal support ships cutting in from the south of the island.


  The Marines on the troop ships roused from slumber at 3:00 a.m., made their way to breakfast, then began to gather on deck to await dawn. H-hour for Tulagi was set for 8:00 a.m., and Zero-hour for the landings on Guadalcanal was to commence 70 minutes later.35 The islands of Gavutu and Tanambongo, some 3,000 yards east of Tulagi, were to be taken the same morning by smaller contingents of Marines.


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  As twilight began to lift the shroud of darkness just before 6:00 a.m., the Japanese occupying Tulagi looked seaward. They were astounded by the number of deep-draft vessels that littered the channel to the south, looming dark and foreboding in the light of a quarter moon. A radio message was beamed toward Tokyo. ”Large force of ships, unknown number or types, entering the sound. What can they be?”36


  Preparatory fire from three cruisers and four destroyers opened up on Tulagi and Guadalcanal at 6:14 a.m. The Japanese men on the islands shook sleep from their eyes and stared into the waning darkness as red tracers streaked toward them. Moments later shells struck the beaches and geysers of red flame burst skyward into the gloom.


  The noise also roused the Australian coast watchers who peered seaward, then reveled at the sight of the massive amount of shipping offshore. Allied cruisers and destroyers lay close in, their guns pounding the beaches. Beyond were transports and freighters. The concussion of exploding rounds could be felt at their mountain hideouts, miles away.37


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  Protecting the troop convoy was Admiral Jack Fletcher’s Task Force 61 positioned 60 miles southwest of Guadalcanal and included the aircraft carriers Saratoga, Wasp and Enterprise. On board were 94 Wildcat fighters with which to support the invasion and defend the fleet. Fletcher had no intention of allowing any gaps in coverage above his prized flattops. Two carriers had gone to the bottom on Fletcher’s watch: the Lexington during the battle of the Coral Sea and the Yorktown during Midway. In the process, the Japanese had lost a total of five carriers, an excellent exchange ratio for the Allies against an opponent who had limited ability to quickly replace losses. Though the lessons of the victory at Midway were still being digested, one thing stood out: failure of the Japanese to adequately provide air cover at all times above their carrier force had proven fatal. Fletcher’s staff laid on the requirement to maintain no less than 24 F-4Fs constantly on combat air patrol (CAP) above his flattops and a like number over the transports congregating in Sealark Channel 60 to 80 miles north of his maneuvering task force.38 Available aircraft beyond that would be used to provide close air support over the beaches. If shortages occurred, the CAP over the carriers would have priority.


  In the early morning darkness, Task Force-61 turned into the wind in rough seas and under heavy clouds. From the carrier ready rooms, pilots made for the flight decks at 5:00 a.m. Climbing aboard an F4F Wildcat fighter on the Saratoga was 30-year-old Lieutenant James J. “Pug” Southerland II, a strapping naval academy graduate who was leader of a four-ship flight in Fighting Squadron Five’s “Scarlet 2” Division.39 Lieutenant (j.g.) David C. Richardson, who would later retire as a Vice Admiral, was with Southerland that day. “Well, you know ‘Pug’ stands for ‘pugnacious,’ and he was that. He boxed at Annapolis, and was very good at it, lettering in the sport [as well as in wrestling and golf]…. [He] was well liked by everyone in the squadron, had a gregarious kind of personality. He graduated a year late, I’m not sure why, some kind of thing with too many demerits.” In fact, he missed his ship’s departure home from their European trip his senior summer and was pushed back a year in punishment. “He was a good pilot, though.” Pug was “an aggressive type, very competent, very cheerful individual. Lot of fun to be with,” recalled Richardson. “Pug was an excellent shot. He scored consistently in the top four to five pilots in our squadron,” but was untested in aerial combat.40


  Southerland started his engine as twilight broke in the east, his first mission would be on combat air patrol (CAP). Operation Watchtower, the retaking of the Solomons, was about to begin. About 30 minutes after VF-5’s first scramble, Southerland’s flight began launching at 6:17 a.m. Later described as “an ominous beginning,” Pug watched as Charles “Ike” Eichenberger released brakes, then lost control of his Wildcat in the slipstream of the aircraft just launched ahead. His wing scraped against Saratoga’s pitching deck, causing the plane to yaw sideways, get hung up in the catwalk, and flip overboard. The Wildcat smacked into the sea inverted, but Eichenberger struggled free from the flooded cockpit. He emerged gasping for air only to be re-submerged under the foaming curl of the carrier’s cascading wake. Spit out behind the big ship, he was soon hoisted aboard plane-guard destroyer Phelps, his injuries such that he would not take to the air again during the campaign.


  Southerland and the other two F4F-4s launched and conducted a short flight which afforded a first-class view of the American landings on Tulagi. He returned and trapped aboard the Saratoga at 8:30 a.m. Forty-five minutes later he was deck launched, and was back on deck at 11:30 a.m. His next flight was scheduled for 1:15 p.m. in what was turning into a very busy day.41


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  As soon as the American naval force off Tulagi and Guadalcanal were reported to Imperial Japanese Headquarters, Hirohito and Yamamoto were immediately informed. Yamamoto was fully aware of what this counteroffensive meant should it be allowed to succeed. All available naval and air power needed to be marshaled in an effort to thwart the American scheme. Within two hours, orders were sent to Vunakanau Air Field near Rabaul on New Britain Island. The 4th Air Group had been scheduled to launch 27 Betty bombers to attack the air base at Milne Bay, New Guinea. Escort was to be provided by Zeros from the famed Tainan Kokutai.42 That mission was put on hold while countering the Guadalcanal invasion was being discussed.
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  F-4 Wildcat. Heavier and slower than its Japanese counterparts, its armor plating and self-sealing fuel tanks could take heavy damage and keep flying. Its six Browning .50 Cal. machine guns provided ample firepower against Japanese bombers and fighters (author photograph).


  



  Rear Admiral Sadiyoshi Yamada, commander of the air assets at Rabaul, had little to go on. From the initial radio message, Yamada suspected that Tulagi was being invaded, so he launched a reconnaissance bomber to investigate. By this time however, U.S. Marines in the first wave destined for Tulagi had boarded their landing craft and were on their way. At 8:00 a.m. sharp, a few Japanese peeked from protective cover and watched the first Marines set foot on the west coast of the island.43 Before the Japanese reconnaissance plane out of Rabaul was anywhere near Tulagi, another message arrived from Tulagi. ”Enemy forces overwhelming. We will defend our posts to the death, praying for eternal victory.”


  Admiral Yamada assembled his staff and began to brief an intended counterstrike. The Milne Bay mission was scrubbed, and an attack on the seaborne transports off Guadalcanal was ordered. The 4th Air Group staff officer wanted time to download the general purpose bombs intended for land targets and rearm with aerial torpedoes, but the Admiral overruled. With no idea regarding the location of any Allied aircraft carriers, he was concerned that his bombers might be caught on the ground during an air strike.


  The Betty, with its 81-foot wingspan and 1,100-gallon wing tanks had the exceptional range needed for the mission. The Japanese dubbed the bomber the Type One Lighter, which due to its lack of self-sealing tanks and absence of armor presaged a richly deserved nickname. The planes easily caught fire when hit. However, armed with 7.7 mm machine guns in the nose, top turret, and mid fuselage, and one 20 mm cannon in the tail, its gun crew could launch a hail of bullets at any attacker. But unlike the sporadic Allied attempts at intercept using obsolete fighters over New Guinea, the bomber crews knew they would be challenged by a large force of U.S. Navy pilots flying F-4F Wildcats. On February 20, they had encountered the same type of planes from the Lexington operating east of Rabaul. During that melee, 15 of the 17 unescorted Betty bombers in the attack force were either shot down or ditched. Fighter escort was deemed mandatory if the bombers were to have any chance of success.


  The staff decided that the strike force would be protected by 18 Zeros, but Lieutenant Commander Tadashi Nakajima, flight leader of the Tainan Air Group, protested that the 1,100-mile round trip to Tulagi was too extreme and might cost him half his command. The argument became heated, but the admiral overruled again, and the longest fighter mission up to that time in history was laid on.44


  At 9:50 a.m., the first five Zeros lifted off (one aborted), their mission to sweep ahead of the bomber force and engage any interceptors. Sixteen minutes later, 27 G4M1 Betty bombers took to the air, followed by the remaining 12 Zeros.


  The bombers assembled into three nine-plane “V”s, forming a huge arrowhead in the sky.45 Above and behind the armada were 12 of Japan’s most experienced Zero pilots. In the second flight (Shotai) was Saburo Sakai, element leader of the third section. He had bested the American flyers over the Philippines and later during the East Indies campaign, but that was against the P-40 Warhawk, a relatively inferior aircraft compared to the Zero. He was eager to match skills against American Navy pilots in their Wildcats, but he knew that carrier training whittled out the weak and mediocre, so he would be up against the best Allied aviators in the business.


  Sakai’s Zero, V-128, as well as the others on the mission, all had their troublesome radios removed to save weight. The pilots would rely on visual signals to communicate between wingmen and leader. Due to the 560-mile distance each way, the Zero pilots had been briefed to keep the external fuel tank still attached during fighting, jettisoning it only after it was empty.


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  Back at Rabaul, Vice Admiral Gunichi Mikawa, the newly installed commander of the Imperial Eighth Fleet, immediately pulled together every warship at his disposal and ordered them south. He also decided to commit a follow-on bomber force into what he considered would be a decisive opening air battle. Nine Type-99 Val dive bombers took to the air at 10:40 a.m., unescorted, and with insufficient fuel for the return flight. These fixed-landing-gear bombers were to ditch beside the seaplane tender Akitsushima, which was immediately dispatched to a position just off the Shortland Islands. Along with the aid of a flying boat, the tender was to pluck the ditched crews from the sea and return them to Rabaul. The loss of the planes was assumed, but the crews might be saved. The Vals would be difficult to safely ditch, their gear struts and wheels preventing the planes from smoothly pancaking into the water. Under these guidelines the dive-bombers clawed their way to 10,000 feet and headed south behind the main force.46


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  When the Betty bombers sideswiped near Buin on Bougainville, Australian coast watcher Paul Mason spotted the impressive and easily-counted “V” of “V”s formation. At 11:37 a.m., he used his shortwave radio to report, “27 BOMBERS HEADED SOUTHEAST.”47 The Japanese formation continued to drone along at 15,000 feet in a monotonous cruise down the slot, the channel running between the parallel island chain. Sakai took time to open his lunch pack and remove a soda. When he popped the bottle cap in the thin air at altitude, the carbonated beverage sprayed all over the canopy. He admonished himself while trying to wipe the glass clean, with little success.48


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  Many of the Allied ships off Guadalcanal picked up the radio message direct from coast watcher Mason. Meanwhile, the control station at Port Moresby flashed it to Townsville in Australia. From there it was relayed to Canberra and on to CINCPAC in Pearl Harbor. Admiral Nimitz’s big transmitter then beamed the word across the Pacific. Within 25 minutes, every ship in the invasion force knew about the inbound raid.49 Unloading stopped. Anti-aircraft gunners on every ship were soon at battle stations, loaded and ready.


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  As U.S. Marines clamored ashore on Tulagi, Japanese defenders put up light resistance, then withdrew inland to caves and bunkers for a fight to the finish. On Guadalcanal, the Korean construction workers and Japanese soldiers were disorganized and had no stomach for a fight. They fled deep into the jungle as naval gunfire chewed up the beaches and runway area. An hour later, Marines poured onto her sandy shore at Lunga, unmolested.


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  About 15 minutes before noon, Southerland and his squadron mates had trapped aboard the Saratoga after their second CAP and strafing missions. The men headed to the wardroom for a bite to eat before their next mission scheduled for a 1:15 p.m. launch.


  Calculations had been made in the combat information center on the carrier. With Buin on Bougainville some 300 miles away and the Betty bomber cruising speed at no more than 160 knots considering its bomb load, the Japanese could be expected above Guadalcanal no later than 1:30 p.m. The fleet had about a two-hour window to prepare from the time of the receipt of the radio warning. Since the Bettys were likely being escorted by nimble Zeros, which might sweep ahead of the bombers, every advantage needed to be taken. Launch time to allow the Wildcat interceptors to get airborne and attack from well above the inbound force was determined. Now!


  The men aboard the Saratoga had just begun eating when word came to scramble. Southerland strapped on his Colt .45 revolver, raced to the flight deck, climbed aboard squadron Wildcat F-12 (Bu No. 5192), and launched at 12:15 p.m. His new mission was to lead an eight-ship flight north and provide CAP above the transport fleet.


  Fighter control over the transports was provided via radio by the cruiser USS Chicago in Sealark Channel. Radar operators aboard the ship detected inbound bogies about 15 minutes later. Among the many aircraft already orbiting over the transports were four Enterprise F-4Fs. Having adequate fuel, these four were vectored northwest. The other planes above the transports were getting low on fuel, so they were ordered to remain on station. Minutes later the intercept order to the four Wildcats was erroneously rescinded. The flight was vectored south toward the carrier force along with the other CAP aircraft, all of which were ordered to recover aboard ship. For the next several minutes, Southerland’s eight inbound aircraft constituted the sole cover for Allied transports sitting dead in the water between Savo Island and Guadalcanal.50 The complicated logistics of trying to maintain a full CAP over the support fleet while cycling aircraft from flight decks 60 miles distant was asserting itself.


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  As the Japanese force approached Guadalcanal, pilots saw in the distance the wakes of dozens of Allied ships, more than the crews could ever have imagined. For those Japanese flyers used to easy victories, it must have been a sobering moment. The five leading Zeros pushed ahead, searching for interceptors but encountering none.


  The pilot in the lead Japanese bomber looked down and noticed low clouds spread above the islands. He could intermittently discern transport ships just off the beaches of Guadalcanal. Further north, beneath a 12,000-foot deck, he spotted a maneuvering cruiser screen near Savo Island. His planes had no torpedoes and he had no wish to descend low enough to hit the transports on a level bombing run with his huge formation. Exposing his planes to intense anti-aircraft fire from the cruisers as well as the transports would decimate his force. He elected to make a level run on the cruisers at higher altitude. His decision to attack moving targets, as had been demonstrated again and again during the war, would reduce his chances for success dramatically, but he was willing to accept that decrease. The lead pilot signaled his intent and eased the nose over. The massed force began accelerating for the attack while their remaining escorts maintained cover from above and behind.


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  By now Southerland’s Wildcat force had arrived for CAP duty and were split into two orbiting flights of four. At 1:15 p.m., Southerland’s group was vectored by ship control to the northwest and ordered to climb to 12,000 feet. Minutes later, as he rounded a towering cumulus, the Japanese bombers appeared, descending to his left and less than a mile in front. He made a quick count and radioed a report in the clear. To his division he ordered, “Drop belly tanks, put gun switches and sight lamps on.” Then he transmitted a call that resonated with all the vehemence built up since the Pearl Harbor attack. “Let’s go get ’em boys!”51


  Southerland came sweeping in from the beam and sent a long, high-deflection burst at the leading section of the “V”s. He then continued his turn behind and below the bombers on the left side of the Japanese formation. As he maneuvered, he peered up into the open bomb bays. “It looked as though a total of eight to ten medium bombs were lined up fore and aft on either side of the one plane noted in particular. I hit this plane at the forward end of the bomb bay from below and at close range.” Flames burst from beside the left engine.


  As Southerland watched the flames spread, a 7.7 mm bullet cracked his bulletproof windscreen. Another round of unknown size hit the fuselage behind him. The odor of something burning filled the cockpit. As he swung clear, he glanced back at the wounded bomber and watched the Betty roll seaward and crash. The first aerial victory over Guadalcanal had been scored.52 Southerland looked around for his flight mates but saw none. In fact, the other three Wildcats were fighting for their lives against a swarm of Zeros.


  Having now slid to the right side of the bomber formation, Southerland curled beneath another Betty. He opened up with all six machine guns, scoring hits on the bomber’s right wing and engine as Japanese tracers bracketed his Wildcat. As Southerland dove away, he noted the bomber smoking from the damaged engine, then assessed his own condition. His bulletproof windscreen was cracked. The three-inch-thick glass panel in front of him had stopped a machine gun bullet. Smoke and oil from his engine was making its way into the cockpit. The gun panels on top of his left wing had been blown off. Alone and trailing smoke, Southerland was a tempting target for anyone interested in an easy coup-de-grace. He decided it best to leave the scene. Japanese Zeros overhead had other ideas.


  Southerland saw the first attacker closing fast, so he broke left and down. His plane took more hits but was still responding. Two more Zeros joined the shooting gallery. Each time an attacker opened fire, Southerland crouched behind his cockpit armor. Each time his altitude got lower and lower, but with every pass, the overshooting Zero provided a fleeting target.


  Southerland obliged until his guns quit firing. He tried the manual recharging handles to no avail as 7.7 mm slugs clanged against the armor plate behind him. Another Zero came sliding in from the right. “I pushed over as though diving to escape him, then pulled out immediately, cracking my flaps and whacking off my throttle. He overran me as I’d hoped and made a climbing turn to his left. I turned inside easily and had the aviator’s dream: a Zero at close range, perfectly lined up in my sights for about a one-quarter deflection shot. I pressed the trigger without result and realized sadly that I’d have to fight the rest of the battle without guns.”53


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  From high above the melee, Sakai looked down and watched as the Betty formation released their bombs. As had happened to the U.S. planes early on at Midway, level bombing against maneuvering targets proved again to be a difficult, perilous undertaking, especially while under attack. Sakai shook his head in disgust as he witnessed the bombs missing by a wide margin. The Bettys swung left for home, their primary mission a total failure.54


  Sakai then came under attack from a Wildcat and took evasive action. After he shook the F-4F, he climbed back to 12,000 feet. Well below, he spotted the gunnery show being put on by three Zeros and a lone Wildcat. Amazed at the Wildcat pilot’s skill at avoiding disaster and ability to fight back effectively, he visually signaled his shotai leader, asking for permission to enter the fray.


  By now Southerland was running out of options. He pointed his nose toward Guadalcanal and friendly lines. “My plane was in bad shape,” he later wrote, “but still performing nicely in low blower, full throttle, and full low pitch. Flaps and radio had been put out of commission.” A bullet had penetrated his foot and his goggles were shattered, yet Southerland somehow noticed a fourth Zero appear. Saburo Sakai had arrived.


  Instead of making high speed passes followed by pulling up and away, Sakai decided to latch onto the Wildcat’s tail, matching turn for turn while slowly closing the distance. By this time, the dogfight had shifted over land where local villagers including young Bruno Nana watched as the aerial struggle continued above.


  To Sakai’s surprise, the Wildcat suddenly leveled out. Sakai reached for his Leica camera and snapped a photo, then fired a long burst of 7.7 mm rounds at Southerland to no apparent effect. Sakai shoved his throttle forward to get closer, saw the plane’s rudder “ripped to shreds, looking like an old torn piece of rag.” Distracted, Sakai found himself gliding in front of the Wildcat. He snatched the throttle back. Too late. Sakai cringed at his gaffe. The Wildcat pilot maneuvered toward him but did not fire.


  Sakai slid back, stopping his deceleration as the two planes came wingtip to wingtip. The Wildcat pilot had shoved his shattered canopy aft. Sakai did likewise. He watched the man undo his harness, his flight suit covered with blood, his goggles askew. “I raised my hand and shook my fist at him, shouting uselessly, I wished him to fight instead of just flying along like a clay pigeon.” Southerland remained huddled over, busy in the smoldering cockpit as Sakai maneuvered back behind the Wildcat. “There was no reason to aim for the pilot again. I wanted the airplane, not the man.” He set the target in his gunsight and with his thumb selected the 20 mm switch on the throttle. His index finger began to squeeze the trigger.


  Inside the Wildcat, oil began pouring down Southerland’s right leg. All the ammunition box covers on his left wing were gone and cannon rounds had punched gaping holes in the wing. “At this time a Zero making a run from the port quarter put a burst in just under the left wing root and good old F-12 finally exploded…. I dove over the right side…. My .45 holster got caught on the hood rack, but I got rid of it immediately, though I don’t remember how.” Southerland muscled his way clear. “I fervently asked God to let me live and pulled the ring just as my head was passing below the starboard wing. At this point the parachute opened and I was floating comfortably about 100 to 150 feet above the trees.”55 Sakai watched the demise of the Wildcat, then pulled out, narrowly missing the ridge below before climbing away.


  Southerland’s wingman, Ensign Robert L. Price, and the other section leader, Lieutenant Junior Grade Charles Tabberer were last seen dogfighting and never returned from the mission. The trailing F-4F flown by Ensign Donald A. Innes had made a climbing turn into the initial attack by the Zeros, dodging numerous passes before finding refuge in a cloud. Out the other side, he made one run at the bombers and headed for the Saratoga, landing safely with 49 bullet holes in his plane.56


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  Sakai zoomed to altitude and rejoined his flight. The four planes began a climb toward Tulagi, pushing through thin cloud decks. As Sakai penetrated one layer, he heard a loud pop as a bullet smashed through his canopy. Caught off guard, he began a hard turn, looked behind and saw that he had taken a bounce from a lone SBD Dauntless dive bomber.


  The SBD was flown by Lieutenant Dudley H. “Dud” Adams, who was quick to realize he was no match for the four Zeros which were now alerted to his presence. Adams pointed his nose at a nearby cloud, but Sakai turned hard and began closing the distance at full throttle. As the SBD grew in size, Sakai opened up with his 7.7 mm machine guns and 20 mm cannons at near point-blank range. Rounds struck the plane, setting it on fire and mortally wounding the gunner, Aviation Radioman Third Class Harry E. Elliott. The SBD snapped into a spin and Adams struggled to extricate himself from the cockpit. After several turns, he shoved himself clear, then popped his chute open.57


  Sakai had scored his second victory of the day.


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  
    Back over Guadalcanal, Southerland swung in his parachute and saw the terrain rushing up. The trees broke my fall and I came to rest with very little shock…. A hasty survey revealed the following damage: one large hole in my right foot, which was the most painful of my injuries; three holes in the calf of my right leg; one hole in my left knee; one in my left thigh; three in the upper part of my left arm; one glancing shot through my right eyebrow, which bled considerably but was not serious; and one small piece of shrapnel in my scalp. I also noted two flash burns from the explosion, one on an exposed portion of the right forearm and one on my left wrist between glove and sleeve. Minor abrasions on my left leg from the fall through the trees were of little consequence.58

  


  Having taken stock, now he had to put some distance between himself and his touchdown point in case Japanese troops were on their way.


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  Sakai’s flight reformed and once again took up a heading toward Rabaul. Minutes later, Sakai caught sight of eight American planes, which he thought were F-4Fs, but were in fact more Dauntless dive bombers. Sakai went full throttle and surged ahead of his wingman. The lack of radios prevented any of the other flight members from warning Sakai about the identity of the planes or the fact that they had rear “stingers” as opposed to the F-4Fs which only had forward-firing weapons.


  As Sakai closed the gap, the targets tightened their formation. This should have been a warning to Sakai, since fighters tend to spread the formation when under attack. But Sakai plunged ahead, thinking he was as yet unobserved. In fact, Sakai and a second Zero had been spotted by Aviation Machinist Mate Second Class Herman H. Caruthers, the gunner sitting behind formation leader Lieutenant Carl H. Horenburger. U.S. Navy radios worked fine, no static. A warning went out to the flight. A turn was begun by Horenburger and all the gunners in his group of four aircraft swung their machine guns toward the nearest Zero, which was rapidly overtaking them.


  As Sakai closed to within 300 yards, he sighted his guns on the far right aircraft, then discovered his mistake. Tracers gushed from the defending SBDs toward his Zero. Sakai squeezed his trigger, firing all his guns in response.


  Petty officer Harold L. Jones, gunner in the SBD piloted by Ensign Robert Shaw, traded shots with Sakai. A Japanese bullet passed above Jones’s shoulder, destroying his radio gear. Two more rounds went between his legs. A fourth pinged off the belly armor plate, but Jones kept firing.


  Several .30 caliber rounds penetrated Sakai’s canopy just as he started his pull-up to escape. One bullet smashed his vulnerable forward windscreen. It then struck Sakai just above the right eye and creased his skull. It melted a groove along his leather flight helmet. Two heavy fragments struck his head. Knocked back and stunned, Sakai continued to climb in his Zero, eventually running out of airspeed, then nosing over to begin a descent toward the ocean.


  Sakai slowly began to recover his senses. He could not see out of either eye. Bullet fragments were embedded in his chest, left leg and elbow.59 The right side of his brain was traumatized, paralyzing the left side of his body. Sakai used his right hand to try clearing his vision. First the right eye, to no avail. Things slowly came into focus as he wiped blood from his left eye. The plane was descending toward the water! Sakai pulled out of the dive, leveled the wings and tried to orient himself.


  Meanwhile Ensign Jones had his hands full trying to keep his SBD airborne. The right half of the plane’s elevator was in tatters, but the machine was still responding, though the controls felt sloppy. He took up a heading for the Enterprise.60 He would later trap aboard Enterprise 30 minutes after the engagement with 232 holes in the aircraft.


  Sakai slowed his plane so as to reduce the wind blast that was battering his wounded head. Then he, too, took stock. His engine was running smoothly, power now at cruise setting. Fuel was a problem, though, since he had expended quite a bit in the three engagements he had entered. He focused on staying alive. First he tried to stuff several gauze pads over his head wound, but the roaring wind whisked them away. He then ripped a larger piece from his scarf, ducked behind the instrument panel and stuffed it under his flight helmet. When he sat up, the material stayed in place. Again he ducked behind the instrument panel, zeroed in on the heading indicator and turned in the direction that he thought might take him to Rabaul. He tried to maintain level flight, but began feeling drowsy. Sakai knew his injuries were serious, but he spotted an island, Santa Isabel, and turned to parallel it. He continued to lose blood, slipping in and out of consciousness. Minutes went by, then an hour as he fought to stay alert and keep the plane on an even keel. Afraid he would lose consciousness and not recover, he turned back toward Guadalcanal, looking for something of military value to crash into, but saw nothing. He began to hallucinate, saw his mother urging him to survive. Sakai reversed his course for Rabaul once again and concentrated on staying alert.


  ◆ ◆ ◆
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  Slot Map. The "Slot" was the nickname given to the route that extended down the island chain from Rabaul to Guadalcanal. Sakai took an unexpected route returning to Rabaul (map by author).


  



  While Sakai and Southerland were embarking on their epic survival odysseys, Hirohito was considering the larger issue of what to do about the invasion beyond the counter-air strike. He had two options: continue to challenge the incursion with naval and airborne attacks on the invaders and the ships that supported them, or land men and material on Guadalcanal and begin a counteroffensive. The Army generals considered the Guadalcanal problem a Navy issue and were reluctant to support the latter course of action. The senior Navy officers, Yamamoto in particular, were still reeling from the Midway debacle and had no appetite for squandering air assets on distant islands well within range of American carrier planes. On the advice of his military aides, including Yamamoto, Hirohito opted for the counter-invasion.


  The Army begrudgingly coughed up the 28th Regiment which was still at Guam after turning back from the Midway operation. The 35th Brigade, 18th Division currently part of the occupation force in the Philippines and on Palau were also siphoned off. The 2nd Division was to be pulled from the East Indies, as could most of the 38th Division, the latter as a reserve force. In all, some 60,000 troops could be made available without affecting the China/Manchuria operation, the Army’s own pandora. The problem then became one of logistics: getting the men and weapons to Guadalcanal.61


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  As these moves were being set in motion, Sakai had managed to wing his way past Choiseul Island, almost halfway back to Rabaul, but his ability to stay focused had waned. The plane drifted to a northerly heading, taking him deep into the vast South Pacific. After about an hour, he came to his senses again and checked his heading indicator. The compass reading startled him. No islands were in sight. He had drifted well outside the slot. He assumed from his heading that he was north of his route, so he made a sharp turn left to a westerly heading. He held that course as best he could until sighting a small island, one that he recognized from his way down to Guadalcanal: Green Island, just south of New Ireland and about an hour’s time from Rabaul. It raised his spirits immensely. He now felt he could make it back to base.


  Two hours after the last of the Zero force had landed from the sortie, ground crews were alerted to the familiar sound of a Nakajima engine. The men rushed onto the strip and looked skyward. There in the waning light of day appeared Sakai and his battered plane. Sakai made an attempt to land, but working the stick and throttle using only the right hand proved to be more than he could cope with initially. He went around, made another attempt and went around again. On the third try, he finally set the machine down and came to a stop, slumped back in the cockpit, his face a mass of blood and gore. He had covered more than 560 miles in four hours and 47 minutes.62


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  Southerland was certain he was on the northern side of Guadalcanal and to the west of friendly lines, but how far and how many Japanese troops were positioned between him and those lines were a mystery. In putting distance between himself and his bailout location, he took the easiest path, limping along as best he could. Profusely sweating with adrenaline coursing through his veins, Southerland had to deal with snakes, insects, and vines with thorns like barbed wire. Pain from his wounds was now asserting itself. He began fighting off shock. The disorientation that occurs with a 200-foot canopy above him soon had him confused. He could not tell east from west, had no idea where the sun was. All of these things hit him, bang, bang, bang, one after another, but he made the right decision, moving below the ridge tops in order to keep from being seen.


  Southerland came upon a clearing, noticed a wooden tower in the distance, but soon realized it was manned by a Japanese soldier. With his pistol gone, he had no way to defend himself except with his fists and they would be of little use here. Southerland moved into deeper jungle and began to skirt the Japanese position. Dehydration was his next challenge. There was the occasional stagnant pool, swarming with mosquitos. No solace there. Nearing the coast, Southerland saw three local boys heading toward him and said hello to them, but the boys took off. Southerland continued on and came to the beach. “I concealed myself between a large log and a pile of sand while awaiting the arrival of a rescue plane…. Having selected a good coconut on the way, I now broke it open, loosening the fiber by pounding it on a tree stump and ripping it off with my hands.”


  Two different young boys, Joseph and Jonas, heard the noise and approached Southerland and helped him deal with the coconut. They were soon joined by a third boy, Bruno Nana. ”Well, he [Southerland] was quite friendly, and he was in a lot of pain from his bullet wounds. He needed help and he wanted me to take him to Lunga Point. There wasn’t enough time to organize the trip, so we took him to our village and fed him. I cleaned his wounds.”


  Southerland began feeling much better. All that afternoon, he tried to persuade the boys to take him to the American landing beach, but they were afraid. Two U.S. ships came closer to shore to unload supplies. “This seemed to convince them that it would be safe to make the trip, so three natives volunteered to go with me early the next morning.”


  Bruno Nana stayed with him during the night. “At about four o’clock, I woke him and took him to the beach. When we arrived, my friends had a canoe ready.” The canoe with Nana, one friend, and Southerland aboard headed toward Lunga Point, hugging the shoreline as daylight arrived. Southerland lay prone in the canoe, peered over the side at the shore. He soon saw men running toward the beach with rifles ready. “They wore coveralls and helmets similar to those of the Japanese, so I didn’t know who we were running into. The natives also questioned their identity. Taking faith in the evacuation of the village just passed, and realizing that we just had to be successful in this campaign, I raised up and waved to them. They waved back, which convinced [Bruno and his buddy] we were old friends, so they paddled rapidly to the beach. What a relief it was to see our own Marines! I asked them to take good care of the natives, so they handed them food, candy, and cigarettes.”63


  Though in safe hands, the same would soon no longer be true for the two boys that had helped him. Japanese troops had seen the canoe approach American lines. As the canoe headed back toward the village, Japanese soldiers fired at it and waved for the islanders to come ashore. Bruno and his friend complied. “They took us and interrogated us,” Nana recalled. “We tried to trick them, but someone who had seen us earlier with the American told the Japanese that we were not telling the truth.” They were bound at the wrists and tied to a post. For four days they were held without food or water. Eventually, their wrists shriveled and the ropes loosened. Nana’s friend freed himself first after dark, then untied Nana and the two fled into the jungle.64
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  The Rising Sun Slides into Penumbra


  



  
    Strategy without tactics is the slowest route to victory. Tactics without strategy is the noise before defeat.—Chinese General Sun Zsu c. 500 BC

  


  Upon confirming the U.S. invasion of Guadalcanal, the Japanese staff once again reacted in knee-jerk fashion. The Imperial Navy ordered reinforcements sent to their meager defenses on Guadalcanal. On the night of August 7, a Japanese destroyer slipped past Allied picket ships, landing 117 troops to join the remnants of the 400 Japanese soldiers opposing 11,000 Americans already ashore.


  On the morning of the eighth, while Admiral Fletcher chose not to launch search planes to cover the slot, Japanese Vice Admiral Gunichi Mikawa chose to sail down the passageway with his five heavy cruisers, two light cruisers and one destroyer, all bound for Guadalcanal.


  At 10:28 a.m., the Japanese task force was spotted by the crew of an Australian Hudson bomber flying out of Milne Bay, New Guinea. The pilot attempted to transmit the sighting to the radio station at Fall River, New Guinea, but received no acknowledgment. Thus, the sighting was not relayed until after the crew landed, many hours later.


  While Mikawa pushed southward, Japanese aircraft from Rabaul kept the pressure on the Allies around Guadalcanal. Shortly after noon on the eighth, a torpedo bomber slammed a “fish” into the side of the destroyer USS Jarvis. Another torpedo set afire the U.S. transport George F. Elliot.


  At 4:30 p.m., a second sighting of Mikawa’s fleet was made by an Australian coast watcher. Fletcher received this warning, but did not relay it to Turner or to Admiral Crutchley’s picket patrols.1


  By late afternoon on the second day of the invasion, the Japanese had lost 36 more aircraft, while Admiral Fletcher noted his dwindling fighter strength had been “reduced from 99 aircraft to 78.”2 After these clashes, Fletcher was concerned about his mounting fighter losses to Japanese Zeros and his reduced ability to provide a protective cap over both the beaches and his fleet. Having lost two carriers in previous actions, he was not inclined to allow the Japanese to settle the score after their Midway defeat. Fletcher invoked his previously announced “48 hours” commitment, and on the evening of August 8 withdrew his three carriers from the area. In the process, he abandoned the support ships off Guadalcanal and the Marines ashore, a decision that earned Fletcher the eternal enmity of the Marine Corps.
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  Australian Coastwatcher team in the Solomon Islands, 1942 (U.S Navy Archives).


  



  During the dark early hours of August 9, the Japanese fleet under Mikawa approached from the northwest of Savo Island. Mikawa sent ahead three reconnaissance planes from the cruisers and soon knew where most of the Allied ships were anchored.


  Confronting the Japanese were scattered groups of Allied warships, their crews exhausted from two days of round-the-clock combat operations. The three entrances to the sound between Tulagi, Savo, and Guadalcanal forced the Allied forces to divide their strength into three patrolling squadrons: Southern, Northern, and Eastern. The crews were numb, their commanders in some cases either asleep or away from the combat information centers. Inside the Allied screen lay anchorages just off Tulagi and Guadalcanal’s Lunga Point, both crammed with merchant vessels still packed with equipment for the Marines ashore.


  Mikawa’s ships slipped unseen past Allied destroyer pickets at the mouth of the sound and instead of making straight for the transports, the lead Japanese cruiser came upon the southern group of opposing warships. The Japanese crews set to task. Well-trained specialists in night engagements, they had long ago perfected the use of optical sighting systems without the aid of radar. Their standard tactic involved using powerful searchlights and firing flares into the night sky to illuminate the targets.


  An initial launch of Japanese torpedoes was followed by salvos of six- and eight-inch gunfire. Japanese marksmanship was excellent. Moments after the attack began, Australian cruiser, HMAS Canberra, was hit, took on a starboard list, and began sinking. A torpedo punctured the bow of the USS Chicago and exploded. Another hit but failed to explode. A cannon shell struck the mainmast, exploded and killed two crewmen. The heavy cruiser swung west, away from the battle scene. Her captain, Howard Bode, preoccupied with his own difficulties, failed to alert any of the other task forces.


  Fifteen minutes later, swinging north around Savo Island’s eastern shore, the Japanese came upon the Allied Northern Force, steaming benignly along in a box patrol pattern. Mikawa’s forces had become divided in the earlier exchange and by chance caught the Allied fleet in a pincer movement. Taken by surprise and caught in a bewildering crossfire, the heavy cruisers USS Vincennes, Quincy, and Astoria were quickly gunned into sinking hulks.


  As the hour approached 2:00 a.m., Misawa had ripped open the Allied protective screen. The transport anchorage lay open for the taking, but the Japanese admiral had no idea that the American carriers under Admiral Fletcher had been withdrawn from the vicinity. Attacking the transports would require reassembling his scattered force, coming about, then locating the anchorage in the dark. An attack on the transports would add nearly two hours to the operation. Pre-dawn light-of-day would be soon arriving, which in Mikawa’s opinion would place his fleet too close to where Allied carrier planes operated. Further, Mikawa had no idea as to what enemy combat vessels still remained in the sound.3


  The Japanese had not yet lost a single ship, but Mikawa ordered a hasty retreat back up the slot to Rabaul. Once again, the Imperial Japanese Navy had ignored the real threat facing their expansion, the American logistic might sitting in her vulnerable transports, in favor of jousting with Allied combatant ships.


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  Admiral Turner, commander of the amphibious landing force, was alerted to Fletcher’s decision to withdraw his carriers. He reacted by ordering the unloading of as many supplies as possible on Guadalcanal and Tulagi throughout the night of August 8. Without carrier air cover, and after the debacle off Savo Island, Turner chose to pull his support ships from Guadalcanal beginning the next morning. By the time his ships pulled away, about 15,000 troops were ashore, but much of the supplies, ammunition and almost all of the heavy equipment failed to reach the island. The Marines on Guadalcanal were left with but four days’ ammunition and five days’ rations, plus whatever they had captured from the Japanese. At noon on August 9, the damaged Jarvis was hit again by Japanese torpedo bombers and went down with all 247 hands. The Elliot, her fires still raging out of control, was intentionally sunk two days later.
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  Iron Bottom Sound from Guadalcanal with wreck in foreground, Tulagi Island in the background (author photograph).


  



  Fletcher’s and Turner’s decisions to leave the scene are among the most controversial decisions of the war in the Pacific. The Japanese were sending bombers daily to attack the invasion force, yet the Navy pulled its air support from above the Marines, as they continued their efforts to secure the island. Fletcher certainly knew the value of his carriers and what it would mean to the invasion should they be knocked out of action. In any case, the Navy sailed away to refuel and refurbish. Without heavy equipment, Marines and engineers on Guadalcanal labored non-stop to ready the airstrip, now named Henderson Field in honor of U.S. Marine pilot Lofton Henderson killed during the Midway battle.


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  In Tokyo, Yamamoto’s naval staff had finally come to grips with the mounting crisis, though the Army was still unaware of the consequences that loomed should the Allies establish control of the Solomons. Senior Army generals were complacent about the Allied invasion. Incredibly, they had yet to be briefed on the Midway disaster and were in the dark regarding the shortage of their own carriers. Yamamoto had his two remaining large carriers, the Shokaku and Zuikaku, at Truk in the Carolines along with the light carrier Ryujo. While his staff assembled the fleet at Truk for a proper challenge to the Allied task forces, Yamamoto ordered 1,000 troops to Guadalcanal aboard destroyers. The men arrived on August 18, but most were wiped out the next night during a hastily conducted assault at the marine position on the Ilu River.4
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  Henderson Field in 1942, after the capture of Guadalcanal (U.S. Navy Archives).


  



  On August 20, 19 Wildcats and 12 SBD Dauntless dive bombers brought from Hawaii lifted off the deck of the American escort carrier Long Island and landed at Henderson. The assortment was quickly nicknamed the “Cactus Air Force,” Cactus being the Allied code name for Guadalcanal. Allied air superiority was once again established over the island.


  Bombing raids by Japanese Betty bombers escorted by Zero fighters occurred almost daily, sent down the slot from their base at Rabaul. It took four hours for these formations to reach Guadalcanal. Along the way, Allied coast watchers reported their sightings to Cactus Headquarters. This early-warning system generally allowed the Wildcats to get airborne in time to climb above the inbound bombers. American fighter pilots were almost always outnumbered, yet they attacked without hesitation. Losses on both sides were heavy, but replacement aircraft and pilots continued to pour into Henderson Field.
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  Three Japanese bombers (in circle) attack Henderson Field, August 1942 (U.S. Navy Archives).


  



  Yamamoto, now fully energized after the defeat on the Ilu River and the opening of the airfield on Guadalcanal, moved his three carriers to Rabaul. He ordered Vice Admiral Nobutake Kondo to form two escort task forces that would cover a troop convoy under Admiral Raizo Tanaka, the transports carrying 1,500 soldiers to Guadalcanal. He positioned the light carrier Ryujo in the lead, her mission to neutralize Henderson Field.5 Only with the recapture of Guadalcanal and its airfield could the Japanese Navy expect to resume its plan to isolate Australia and New Zealand from the United States. Yamamoto recognized that failure here would doom the war effort.


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  U.S. Navy Admiral Ghormley was alerted by radio intercepts and warnings from Australian coast watchers about the movement of Japanese shipping down the slot. He ordered Fletcher and his three carriers back into the fray. The fleet headed north, then on August 23, Fletcher diverted the carrier Wasp south to refuel. That same day, a scout plane spotted the Ryujo, steaming south, 250 miles to the north of Guadalcanal, and closing in on Santa Isabela Island. Planes were launched from Saratoga, but failed to find the small Japanese carrier.


  The following morning, the Ryujo launched a strike against Henderson Field. Six Kate bombers and 15 Zeros were to be augmented by 24 Betty bombers and escorts out of Rabaul. The Rabaul force encountered severe weather and aborted back to New Britain. The small Ryujo force pressed ahead but was successfully repelled by Wildcat fighters operating out of Henderson and by anti-aircraft gunners stationed there.


  Fletcher meanwhile launched 30 dive bombers and eight torpedo planes in search of the Ryujo. They found her near Santa Isabela Island. The Ryujo, a veteran of the invasions of the Philippines and Java, had sortied west into the Indian Ocean and north to the Aleutians during the Midway campaign. But on the afternoon of August 24, 1942, planes from American carriers sent her to the bottom.


  While Fletcher’s strike planes were engaged north of Guadalcanal, Japanese bombers from Kondo’s two heavy carriers found the Saratoga and Enterprise. The attacking force was mauled by the Wildcats and withering anti-aircraft fire from the decks of the task force but managed to fight their way through to deliver three bombs onto the deck of the Enterprise. Though knocked out of action, her well-trained damage parties succeeded in keeping the big carrier afloat. After sinking the Japanese seaplane tender, Chitose, and a destroyer, plus damaging the cruiser Jintsu, the two naval opponents withdrew, and Admiral Tanaka’s transports never delivered their troops onto Guadalcanal.6


  The battle for Guadalcanal would see-saw back and forth for the next four months with the Japanese owning the night and the Americans turning the tables at daylight. Japanese destroyers delivered over 6,000 troops in the hours of darkness during the period, the effort nicknamed the “Tokyo Express” by the Allies. By November, Sealark Channel had become known as Iron Bottom Sound because of all the ships sunk there during the furious air and naval exchanges that took place.


  In the end, both Hirohito and Yamamoto knew full well what was in store should the Americans secure a permanent foothold in the Solomons. Already clear to both by August 20 was how quickly the Americans had come together to avenge Pearl Harbor. On that August date, a diplomatic exchange ship returned to Yokohama. Aboard were Ambassador Kichisaburo Nomura and special envoy Saburo Kurusu, former members of the Japanese Embassy in Washington. Lord Privy Seal Kido’s daughter and son-in-law, Tsuru Shigeto, a lawyer and member of the espionage service, were also repatriated. At a luncheon with the emperor the next day, the returnees told of the unity of purpose that had taken over the U.S. and the full-scale mobilization that took place after the attack in December. The logistic engine in America was in high gear, and there was no way to stop it.


  As the hot days of August bled into September and onward, the attempts to retake Guadalcanal by the Japanese met with no success. Hirohito became more and more convinced that the rising sun had been eclipsed. He sent out a peace feeler to Chiang Kai-Shek on the Chinese mainland, but nothing materialized.


  By December, the Japanese abandoned further efforts to retake Guadalcanal and evacuated their remaining forces by February 7, 1943. From that point on, the Japanese would find themselves in retreat. Never again would Japanese soldiers pose in front of a camera, arms raised, the “banzai” cheer on their lips. Never again would the Japanese ensign be raised in triumph in the Pacific.


  Though the battle of Midway is often touted as the turning point in the conflict, many Japanese military leaders, including Admiral Torashiro Kawabe, Vice Chief of the Imperial Japanese Army General Staff, took exception. “As for the turning point [of the war], when the positive action ceased or even became negative, it was, I feel, at Guadalcanal.”7


  There were many battles yet to be fought on land and at sea, but it would be in the air that the war would be decided. From Guadalcanal onward, no Allied invasion in the Pacific would be undertaken without air superiority. By 1945, Japan’s Kamikaze raids and the awesome power of the B-29 eventually eclipsed any other aspect of the war in the Pacific.


  Yamamoto would eventually die during a legendary intercept by P-38 Lightnings launched from Guadalcanal on April 18, 1943, the admiral a victim of his own punctuality and failure to appreciate American code-breaking capability. At war’s end, Emperor Hirohito would receive a much undeserved excusal from war crimes and remained a symbol of stability in postwar Japan where Douglas MacArthur would arguably make his greatest contribution to peace.


  On July 6, 1944, during the last stages of the Battle of Saipan, Vice Admiral Nagumo committed suicide, not in the traditional method of plunging a sword into the abdomen, but rather via a pistol to the temple. His remains were discovered by U.S. Marines in the cave where he spent his last days as the commander of the Saipan defenders. He was posthumously promoted to full admiral two days later.


  Admiral Nimitz lowered his flag at Pearl Harbor on November 26, 1945. On December 15, he relieved Fleet Admiral Ernest J. King as Chief of Naval Operations, then served a term of two years. Subsequent to that he held a number of positions in the government, then spent eight years as Regent at the University of California. Pug Southerland became an ace, but later died in a jet plane crash during a carrier training operation in 1949. Saburo Sakai survived the war and passed away in 2000. Sergeant Toshisada Kurosawa’s remains were repatriated to Japan in 2010. Lieutenant Earl Stone’s remains await recovery.
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  Guadalcanal Trek


  



  
    I wanted to be an aviator, a naval aviator. I had a very high regard for these people.—Commander Joe Rochefort, head of Section Hypo

  


  My curiosity for Guadalcanal’s slice of aviation history began when I met Justin Taylan in 2004 at an air show at Chino Airport in California. Taylan, then 30 years old, had been cataloging aircraft wrecks across the South Pacific. Born to a Filipino father and American mother, he became passionate about it after touring island battlefields over a decade ago with his World War II veteran grandfather. Justin’s effort is focused. “I have a list of about 150 untouched wrecks in the Pacific theater. About 30 of those are in the Solomons.” He intends to locate them all. One of his more notable “finds” became known to Cineflix Productions in Montreal, Canada. Due to my aviation archaeology and safety background, I was retained by the company as crash investigator for a planned documentary. So, armed with camera, research material, and a container of malaria pills, I joined the film crew and headed for the South Pacific.


  My role was to try to reconcile conflicting details of the extraordinary dogfight between Saburo Sakai and Pug Southerland that opened the air battle over Guadalcanal in 1942. Inspecting Southerland’s Wildcat could go a long way in that pursuit. Both pilots had written about the engagement. Southerland’s account was rather straightforward, but the Sakai account presented in Samurai!, as translated by Martin Caidin, had me baffled. Caidin’s account, taken from interviews with Sakai, was next to impossible to replicate. A Wildcat simply could not perform the repeated loop maneuvers described, given the predicament Southerland found himself in, shot to pieces and with his engine operating in “low blower.” More importantly, a loop is an aerobatic maneuver, one that is an improbable dogfighting tactic. By looping, you simply wind up back where you started, and since the Zero has better climb and turn performance, the maneuver by a Wildcat is pointless. A more recent telling in Winged Samurai by Henry Sakaida made more sense, but still left me with uncertainties, especially regarding the claim that Sakai chose to spare the life of Southerland.


  On March 15, 2006, British film director Michael Barnes, assistant director and soundman Duncan Drummond, Canadian photographer Larry Quesnel, and I landed via Boeing 737 at Henderson Field, renamed Honiara International Airport. The Solomon Islanders made this gesture back in 2002, after receiving millions in grants from Japan over the previous decade to improve the facility.


  From what I could gather, other than the airport name alteration, little has changed here over the decades since World War II. It rains a lot. The population lives mainly along the coastline. The standard of living is low, the mosquito count high and aggressive. It brought to mind the memory of an incident I had heard about in my youth. Back in 1939 or 1940, an Englishman, tired of the “blitz,” apparently decided to remove himself from the ravages of World War II. In a get-away-from-it-all act of momentous irony, he chose to seclude himself on an island in the South Pacific … Guadalcanal. I wondered how he fared.


  Our taxis delivered us to the King Solomon Hotel in downtown Honiara. The inn is a thatched roof affair that resembles a gathering of A-frames on steroids, out of which I expected the ghost of Humphrey Bogart to emerge at any moment. But it met the needs.
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  World War II aircraft wreck explorer Justin Taylan and guide Edilon Gii. Taylan has spent years cataloging the location of wrecks in the South Pacific (author photograph).


  



  Two mornings later, we packed camera and sound gear, with Quesnel hefting over 50 pounds himself. Joined by Justin Taylan, we were off by cab at 8:15 a.m. from the hotel for a 20-minute drive to the trailhead. There we met Edilon Gii, our guide, slight of build, complexion sunbaked brown. Dressed in shorts, long-sleeve shirt, and baseball cap, and sporting a finely-honed machete, the 42-year-old native took the lead.


  We followed a well-traveled path for a quarter mile, then detoured into the bush through ankle-deep marshland. Deep in heavy foliage, Edilon soon stopped and pointed with his machete. A shattered dish and water can announced we had arrived at a former Japanese field hospital. The place was hot, damp, and alive with swarms of mosquitos, being a patient there, Japanese or otherwise must have been traumatic at best.


  Continuing on, we crossed a broad, clear stream. After two kilometers and more water crossings, we came to Edilon’s three-house “village.” Naked youngsters frolicking in the nearby stream became frightened at the approaching “white men” and huddled toward an adult. The place had no electricity. Not a single TV antenna showed. A simple life, indeed, though not without hazard. Malaria is the number one killer here.
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  The author crossing a clear stream inbound to the volcano. After the thunderstorm struck, the stream became a raging brown river (author photograph).


  



  We crossed another broad stream. Footing was decent since the bed was stone and gravel, the water knee-deep and fast moving. Our group moved back into the bush, working our way up, up, up as Edilon hacked his way through kunai (saw grass). Director Barnes was having difficulty keeping up, so I waited on him, then shouldered his backpack to the rim of an extinct volcano, where we stopped. The ridge line wrapped around to the southwest, then swung north, collapsing open on the side facing the sea. During a breather, the subject of the encounter between Sakai and Southerland came up.


  “This ridge,” Taylan said, “is the one Sakai mentions in his account.” Taylan then pointed at an island to the northeast. “The dogfight began over Tulagi, and descended lower and lower in this direction.” After delivering the fatal blow to Southerland’s plane, “Sakai almost hit this ridge during his pullout.”
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  Descending into the volcano behind cameraman Larry Quesnel. The terrain was steep and wet. Lack of gloves resulted in minor cuts from thorny vines used for support (author photograph).


  



  I asked where the Wildcat wreckage was from our position. Edilon pointed down into the crater in front of us. “Edilon found the wreck in 1998,” Taylan went on. “A friend of mine and I saw it in 2002. You’ll be the third westerners to see it.”


  Bushwhacking through kunai, we slipped and skidded down the incline until entering heavy foliage. At one point, we began a descending traverse across a sheer drop-off with our heavily-laden cameraman showering me with loose rocks, mud, and branches from above and behind. No footholds would support full weight. With a bare right hand I clawed muck from around a vine root, gripped it, and with the other hand grasped a dangling vine. Its thorns cut my hand like razor wire. I found a smooth vine, tested its ability to bear weight, then moved a step laterally until another root was located. Footing remained treacherous, and one errant move meant a long, grinding drop into oblivion. Working my way from hand-hold to hand-hold, I tried not to think about how we were to eventually get back out. The difficulty of conducting combat operations here in 1942 crossed my mind. I had it easy. During a pause, I asked Edilon how and why he came to find the wreck in such forbidding territory. He replied, “I came here spear hunting for wild pig with my two dogs.”


  After about 20 minutes of snail-paced movement, we made it to firmer, though still steep, terrain strewn with huge boulders. Minutes later, we eventually reached the bottom of the ravine. There, at a twist in a stream, we found the first piece of wreckage, a bullet-riddled aircraft engine bathed in shafts of sunlight. I took a photo of it, then glanced skyward as thunder echoed off the crater walls.


  From the tree canopy, some 200 feet above us, huge raindrops began to pelt down, and swarms of mosquitos dodged those “bullets” while trying to extract blood from every exposed piece of human flesh, preferring my bloodied left hand. As I contemplated what those tiny aviators might possess within their own blood streams, and the more immediate danger of a flash flood, I continued my upward scan. A deep slash mark was visible about 100 feet up the side of an immense hardwood tree. The scar looked suspiciously like one that might be made by a spinning propeller. Just beneath it jutted the aged splinters of a hefty branch that had been broken off. Initial impact point.
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  Bureau number of Southerland’s Wildcat (courtesy Justin Taylan).


  



  The plane had likely struck the tree with low velocity, in a spin probably, since the engine poked from the stream bed within yards of it. A quick check of the local area revealed a debris field scattered in all quadrants, further confirming the “spin” theory, though mother nature had surely made her own redistribution since crash day. Clouds drifted overhead, making it seem almost night just minutes later. Now, my digital camera employed the flash each time it was used.


  I moved to the side of the engine. One propeller blade was still attached to the prop housing. Bent back at the tip, this blade showed signs that the engine was still pulling power at impact. Two bullet holes appeared side by side near the tip. One was from a 7.7 mm round, the type fired by machine guns on the Zero. The second, a larger hole, had been made with a round possessing significantly more energy. Too small for a complete 20 mm round, it most likely was caused by a fragment or ricochet of the higher caliber. Both rounds had pierced the prop from behind, as evidenced by the “exit wound” flare to the metal found on the front of the blade. The engine had seen combat action which was consistent with the description of the firing passes made from behind the Wildcat by the Japanese Zero pilots.
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  The author examining the Wildcat engine and propeller. Bullet impacts on the propeller blade entered from behind. The holes were of the diameter of the Zero’s .30 caliber bullets (author photograph).


  



  The engine, a Pratt & Whitney R-1830, is a radial, air-cooled affair, with two rows, or banks, of seven cylinders each. One cylinder on the rear bank had been heavily damaged, though the cylinder forward and to the right (they are offset to gain access to airflow) showed no apparent distress other than from exposure to the elements. Damage to the rear cylinder almost had to be from heavy weapons fire striking it from behind. The top of the cylinder, including its cooling vanes, was missing. A Zero’s 20 mm round had the ability to accomplish that destruction. Part of the valve linkage was visible, and loss of the jug would have caused smoke and loss of oil, both reported by Southerland. The base of the cylinders is steel, the case aluminum and magnesium. Over the long term, dissimilar metal corrosion occurs, explaining some of the missing front cylinders. In fact, one remaining cylinder was about to fall off as we inspected its parts. Also, during the high stress of a crash, cylinders will often shear off the mounting.


  During the moments prior to his bailout, Southerland had an opportunity to shoot Sakai down when the Japanese pilot overshot after a firing pass. Why was Southerland unable to take advantage of Sakai’s error? Was he out of ammunition as one account claimed, or had his guns jammed as another author claimed? That was a question we were interested in answering. Taylan had seen a wing section on his first visit. A look at Southerland’s machine guns mounted in the wing might provide evidence as to whether his guns had jammed or were out of ammunition as he surmised in his own account. He had tried his cockpit-mounted clearing mechanism, to no avail.


  We began moving west, up the stream, past thick concentrations of uprooted tree trunks, brush, and debris that presented clear evidence of flash flooding. Rain continued to pour. I wondered how much time we might have to scamper up-slope between hearing the rush of flood water from above and its arrival. My thoughts were interrupted by the sight of the top half of a main landing wheel protruding from the stream bed. Further on, a feeder joined the main artery. A logjam of trees made a makeshift bridge that led up the feeder toward where the wing was supposed to be located.


  The climb became more strenuous as I led the way, and at one point I decided that to continue was too hazardous. Photographer Quesnel, with his 27-pound camera balanced on one shoulder and 30 more pounds strapped to his back, slipped past me and took on the chasm like a mountain goat. With a foot on either side of the cleft, he chimney-hoisted himself forward and up. Totally humbled, I had no choice but to follow.


  In due time, we came upon a wingtip, the navigation light smashed, its bulb visible, though filament broken. Hopes were soon dashed when Edilon announced that the wing had been covered by a huge landslide just above our position. We were not equipped to dig through that pile, so the decision was made to simply look for the presence of live ammunition. Edilon poked around the area for a moment or two, then plucked an object from the muck. It was a shell casing, sans bullet tip. My heart sank. A spent round was not what I was hoping for. Edilon handed it down anyway. I peeled away the muck. The casing was of .50 caliber size, but curiously, it had a section of linkage belt still attached. Linkage is stripped away and jettisoned as each round enters the barrel chamber, meaning this round could not have been fired. I then cleaned away grime from the end of the shell case. The primer showed no evidence of a firing pin’s impact, proof that the round had not been expended. Then I turned it over and let out a whoop. The cartridge case had been dented at the midpoint. Whatever impacted there had high energy, since it had pierced the casing. Southerland reported taking fire from both Betty gunners and Zeros, one bullet cracking his bulletproof windscreen. Other hits blew open his wing gun panels. Edilon had made a major find. One thing was absolutely certain: at least one of Southerland’s guns still had ammunition.


  At that point, we were about halfway up the western slope of the ravine. Barnes asked if by topping the ridge on this side we might make our way around to our entry point on the east side without descending back into the crater.


  “Yes,” answered Edilon, “but the way is much longer.”


  “Would it involve climbing after we get out of here?”


  “No,” Edilon said, “we can walk along the ridge top.”


  We continued upward, foot by foot. At one point, Quesnel managed to loosen a rock the size of a soccer ball. It came tumbling down the chasm, each bounce sounding like a rifle shot going off as it smashed against exposed rock. A sure bone breaker, it veered left and missed. Smaller stones followed, but didn’t miss. We continued to claw and haul our way upward until we finally crested. As I sucked in great breaths of air, any lingering doubts about how this wreck had remained undiscovered for so many decades were erased.
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  The .50 caliber round with unfired primer found by Edilon proved to be the Rosetta Stone of the expedition. It helped prove that at least one of Southerland’s machine guns had jammed (author photograph).


  



  We then bushwhacked our way around the crater rim while a gray cloud with a jagged bottom raced toward us, a sheet of rain spilling beneath it. A minute later, we were drenched to the bone. I glanced down into the volcano and guessed that the Wildcat engine was at that moment under water. As we circled the rim, the thought of our predicament had we backtracked our way back down the stream to exit did not escape me. By the time we returned to the broad stream we had forded earlier, it had become a raging brown cascade. Crossing here was akin to a death wish. Edilon disappeared for several minutes, then returned with the news that he had found a wider section upstream and had tested it. We followed his lead and emerged without incident.


  Back at the King Solomon Hotel later, I placed a 7.7 mm round against the indentation and puncture hole on Southerland’s .50 caliber. It fit nicely, impacting from the 12:30 o’clock position. The casing most likely had been damaged during Southerland’s attack on the Betty bombers, but why was the bullet missing? With a fingernail file, I began to remove silt that had filled the cartridge case to determine if any unburned grains of explosive remained inside. As I did this, with the naked eye it was apparent that the neck of the casing was flared at its end. The neck is the weakest part of the casing. Its shape is maintained when the round is fired inside the breech/barrel of the machine gun. This round had detonated outside the gun barrel. Thus, in piercing the casing, the 7.7 mm round had ignited the gunpowder, which explained the missing bullet. To further prove the point, I tried to ignite the detritus that poured from the casing. It remained inert when the flame from a cigarette lighter touched several samples of the residue.
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  Wildcat aboard a carrier showing wing panels, exposing the six machine guns for loading (U.S. Navy Archives).


  



  [image: 21-08_casing_.50_cal_and_7.7mm_impact_point_B_W]



  Damaged .50 caliber round showing impact from Japanese 7.7 mm machine gun bullet. The round exploded and caused jamming of the weapon (author photograph).


  



  Above the impact point on the casing, the linkage belt had been cracked by the same object that had continued on to pierce the casing. Combining a round that had “cooked off” and a damaged belt creates a situation almost sure to cause a jam within the ammo box or as the round enters the feed channel. Sakai probably owed his life to the Betty bomber crewman who had caused that gun to stop firing. In terms of answering the question about the end game of the dogfight, Edilon had found the “Rosetta Stone.”
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  Edilon Gii discovers the pistol Southerland carried on the mission. Its holster strap got snagged while Southerland attempted bailout. He managed to free himself, but he lost the weapon as he dove over the side (author photograph).


  



  The following day, Edilon made a solo return to the site, this time in search of the cockpit, which I was certain was somewhere near ground zero. It may seem like a minor task to search for a cockpit in a two-acre area, but in that terrain the task is daunting. Edilon did not locate the cockpit, but he did discover Southerland’s .45 caliber pistol: another major find consistent with Southerland’s account in which he stated he lost the gun after the holster got caught up on part of the canopy rail during his bailout.


  Sakai’s claim that he fired at the plane, not the pilot, was substantiated. Southerland’s plane was proven to still have ammunition. Had more time been available for Southerland to try clearing his guns, Sakai might have met his end that August afternoon. What became clear in my mind is how both Sakai and Southerland had prevailed in two of the most epic survival sagas to come out of World War II.


  Satisfied that we had cleared up much of the confusion regarding the last few moments of the epic dogfight, we headed for the airport the following day. As we pulled in front of the terminal, workers were installing a new airport sign that once again read “Henderson Field.” Some memories cannot be erased by money.
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  Bataan, Déjà Vu and Then Some


  



  
    There is no grief endured longer than that experienced by those who outlive their children.—Anonymous

  


  On January 14, 2008, I had planned to leave for Cambodia with Cary Turner, a North Carolinian. I had promised to take him to the place where his cousin, Lance Corporal Joseph Hargrove, had disappeared during a battle to rescue the crew of the container ship SS Mayaguez. The U.S. registered merchant ship had been hijacked on May 12, 1975, by the Khmer Rouge, the genocidal faction newly in control of the country.


  The remains of nine of 18 servicemen who disappeared during that international crisis had already been recovered by the U.S. military’s Joint Prisoner of War/Missing in Action Accounting Command (JPAC). Recently, however, new information about those still missing had turned up from Khmer Rouge veterans, so the command laid on yet another expedition.


  Turner wanted to observe the recovery operation first hand, but a week into the new year, I received unsettling news: prostate cancer. Pre-op was scheduled for January 16, and surgery would not take place for at least two weeks post that date. Since prostate cancer is generally slow to metastasize and detection was deemed “early phase” by my doctor, I chose to delay treatment and leave for Cambodia.


  On January 19, 2008, Turner and I arrived via fishing trawler off the coast of Koh Tang, an island 35 miles out in the Gulf of Thailand. The location is the site of the battle that occurred on May 15, 1975. We soon stood just off the island’s eastern beach beneath a blue tarp. Near me sat anthropologist Dr. Jay Silverstein, a satellite phone in his hand. “We hit the jackpot,” he said to the individual on the line at JPAC headquarters in Hawaii. Sitting on a table in front of Silverstein were three human “long bones,” according to Silverstein, and a Marine Corps vest, all remnants of a battle that took place one terrible day and evening officially designated as the final combat of the Vietnam War.


  In November of 1995, I had learned that three U. S. Marines had been left behind on Koh Tang during a night helicopter extraction under fire. The leathernecks composed a machine gun team, which had guarded the unit’s flank. It had happened during a misguided attempt to recover the crew of the merchant ship, all of whom were actually released from a different island.


  During the next six years, I made numerous visits to Cambodia reporting on our government’s effort to recover not only the three missing Marines, but the 15 additional U.S. casualties. The result was my first book, The Last Battle, published in 2001. But my interest did not end there. I made two additional visits to the country, eventually racking up more than 40 days on the island and as many on the mainland in an ongoing attempt to clarify how the three Marines spent their final moments. Those expeditions were complex to arrange, expensive, and difficult to carry out. Cambodian government permission had to be obtained, transportation and an interpreter hired, not to mention the addressing of security issues, the need for food, communications, and medical supplies. Land mines are a constant menace, and remnants of the Khmer Rouge were still active until Pol Pot’s death in 1998.


  Though the team flew by helicopter back to the mainland daily during the current expedition, we spent each night aboard the trawler nursing jungle fungus, scratches, fire ant and mosquito bites. Sleep came in fits and starts aboard the shifting wooden deck, during which I contemplated how these minor afflictions might complicate my medical future. I was buoyed, however, feeling the journey was already well worth it. We were on hand when JPAC recovered the bones we had seen. Before returning to California, however, I received an email from the Philippines.


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  The message was from Spike Nasmyth, whose job was flying an F-4 Phantom as my element leader on a combat mission back in 1966, and was days later interrupted by a Surface-to-Air missile. Nasmyth spent six-plus years as a guest in the Hanoi Hilton and the equally notorious Zoo prison in North Vietnam. To say he is one tough hombre is a gross understatement. His email this day alerted me to firm plans for a long-awaited expedition on the Bataan Peninsula in search of a P-40 Warhawk and pilot, both missing since 1942. I further postponed my medical appointments, canceled my return flight to the States, and soon stepped into bright sunlight outside Manila International Airport on February 4, 2008.


  Nasmyth and his wife Lucille greeted me outside the terminal. They were living at Subic Bay on the Bataan Peninsula, Luzon Island, along with Lucille’s teenage daughter Maybelyn. Larry, an off-duty Philippine police officer, drove the van for the three and a half hours it took to get us to Nasmyth’s home. Good thing he was a moonlighting cop, considering the way he drove around gridlock, on the shoulder, traffic rules be damned much of the time.


  Although Subic Naval Base was turned over to Philippine control in 1992, Nasmyth managed to lease his home there. The housing area and street names have remained unchanged, so it felt like time had stood still since the ’70s, when last I had been on this U.S. Navy installation.


  The following day, Nasmyth and I met up with three members of his amateur climbing team, FedEx pilots Ryan Bach and Brad Blythe plus Brad’s wife Heather. We planned to fly a reconnaissance mission in a twin-engine Aero Commander to Mariveles Volcano, located on the southern portion of the Bataan Peninsula. It was there, on the side of the mountain, that the P-40 Warhawk and Ki-27 Nate crashed during the fall of the Philippines in 1942. The Warhawk was flown by Lieutenant Earl R. Stone, Jr., assigned to the 17th pursuit Squadron, operating out of Bataan Field on the peninsula. Flying the Nate was Sergeant Toshisada Kurosawa, a pilot in the aviation unit of the 50th regiment, Imperial Japanese Army, forward deployed to Clark Airfield on Luzon from his home station on Taiwan.


  Both planes were obsolescent by the start of the war, the Nate more so, as it had fixed landing gear and was armed solely with two 7.7 mm (.30 caliber) machine guns, mounted inside the engine cowl. Powered by an air-cooled radial, the Nakajima Ha-1b’s nine cylinders generated 710 hp. Top speed: 292 mph. The Warhawk was 3,500 pounds heavier than the Nate, had retractable gear, six .50 cal. machine guns mounted in its wings, and was powered by a 1040 hp Allison V-1710–33 engine. The Warhawk top speed was 362 mph. Stone and Kurosawa had been part of that swirling melee involving more than 10 aircraft after Philippine Captain Villamore’s reconnaissance on February 9, 1942. Kurosawa’s plane was seen “trailing smoke” as it chased a P-40 just before the two aircraft disappeared.1


  Nasmyth had been asked to participate in the expedition by Lieutenant Stone’s younger brother, Wescott “Wes” Stone, himself a World War II veteran B-24 pilot. My role as an aircraft archaeologist was to investigate the crash sites and attempt to locate remains.


  Whenever a plane makes an unplanned impact with terra firma, aircraft archaeologists examine the effects of compression, tension, shear, and torque, or combinations of those forces. Every piece of wreckage has a story. Piecing together chapter and verse from all the remnants to decipher the tale is the challenge.


  Earl Stone, Jr., had been Wes’s hero, racking up three kills during the early months of the war while flying planes for which there were almost no spare parts and no replacements. The report that Earl was missing hit Wes hard. Ever since his family received the notification telegram, Wes and his father, Earl R. Stone Sr., made repeated inquiries in an attempt to find and recover the eldest son’s remains. Before Earl R. Stone Sr., passed away, Wes promised him he would see the effort through and bring Earl Jr. home. Wes had every intention of keeping that promise. We represented his last, best hope, since JPAC will not undertake an expedition until the relevant missing crash site is located. Otherwise the command would be overwhelmed with search requests from next-of-kin.


  After a short delay on February 5, 2008, our party took off in the Aero Commander. The weather cooperated, unlike the February morning of the dogfight back in 1942. Fog had obscured visibility around the volcano rim that day, but the entire volcano was sitting in clear air as Nasmyth swung the plane in close.


  Mariveles is an inactive volcano, its rim reaching skyward to an elevation of 4,225 feet. On her southern side juts the Cogon Tarac Ridge, a jagged spine that descends to the base of the volcano. The Nate had already been found by locals there, and from accounts at the time, the P-40 was thought to be higher up on the escarpment. Looking out at the volcano, it was obvious how easy it would be to run into the ridge while circling the cone in bad visibility. Another apparent aspect was the steepness of the terrain along Cogon Tarac. To achieve the results we sought would require considerable equipment and climbing skill. We saw no wreckage from the air.


  The next day, February 6, Nasmyth and I were joined by another expedition team member, Kevin Hamdorf, a burly but fit Australian photographer. At 10:00 a.m., we headed for the local grocery store where we shoved two large shopping carts inside. A buying frenzy began with little thought to what would go well with what, food-wise, nor how much to appropriate per person. Twenty-five-pound bags of rice got tossed in the cart first. Then canned tuna, lots of it, along with luncheon meat, corned beef, sardines, and crackers by the cartonful. The second shopping basket was filled with four-liter bottles of water, but given the size of the team, 21 climbers, I thought the quantity of water would not be enough.


  The following morning, we three continued the buying spree. This time the quest was for medical supplies, and again there seemed no rational method to the effort. Hamdorf grabbed two liters of rubbing alcohol, gauze bandages, cotton balls, gauze tape, and iodine. Added to that were aspirin, fungus cream, foot powder, mosquito spray, and sunscreen. Since I kept track of all the medical supplies, I was given the unofficial role of medical officer. This was a questionable decision, since a leg infection I had picked up in Cambodia had not eased, even after a doctor and dermatologist had prescribed an antibiotic and assorted creams. Regardless, I gathered all the meds, selected what I thought was really necessary, and stowed the rest in a spare bag.


  The following morning we rose at 3:10 a.m., were picked up by Hamdorf in his 4WD, then headed for the Aeta tribe pickup point to gather the guides. The Aetas are indigenous to the Philippines, and tribe members had been in the employ of the U.S. government dating back to World War II. I had encountered several Aeta tribesmen during my survival training conducted out of Clark Air Force base in 1966, during the Vietnam War.


  We expected nine porters, but there were 12 men waiting. We were soon joined by Bach and the Blythes in two more vehicles, one a van driven by Larry, the off-duty cop. Eventually, the gear and 19 people crammed into three vehicles and, with cell phones in heavy use, convoyed south toward the foot of Mariveles Volcano. Along the way, a call from Larry announced that one of the porters needed to stop off at his house to retrieve his bolo knife. The detour required 40 minutes and put our assault on the volcano well behind schedule.


  At 7:45 a.m. nearing the base of the volcano, we pulled up to Yorkie’s Bar and Hotel, our command post, to be manned by Nasmyth. We picked up another member of the expedition, former Navy Seal Karl Weltke, along with four local Aetas, one of whom, Jesse Mendoza, had come upon the Nate some years ago while gathering basket-making material. While discussions took place, I separated the medical supplies into two plastic bags, one that would be taken up the ridge in my backpack and one that would be left behind in reserve.


  With Nasmyth situated at Yorkie’s Bar and Hotel, 23 of us proceeded one kilometer south, turning onto a narrow paved road toward the volcano. The surface soon turned to rutted dirt, yet all three vehicles continued another kilometer to a junction. Here awaited two more tribesmen, including another “Jesse,” who now claimed to know precisely where the P-40 was located.


  After a short conversation in Tagalog, word was passed that Jesse claimed the crash site was not located on the Cogon Tarac Ridge at all, but on a nearby slope. After everyone seemingly did an eye roll, the team huddled. The decision was made to detach Brad and Heather Blythe to accompany Jesse while the rest of the team proceeded as planned up Cogon Tarac Ridge.


  At 8:30 a.m., the main force, now whittled down to 20 and led by Bach and Hamdorf, assembled to begin the climb. Karl Weltke and I were sent ahead with two guides, while Bach and Hamdorf devoted time to ensuring the remaining guides and porters properly loaded up supplies.


  An hour into the climb, Weltke and I took a break at the Papaya River, which was more of a creek that time of year. Here was plenty of fresh water that could be filtered, negating the need to haul those bottled liters up the mountain, but that had not been considered. Thirty minutes later, the main group arrived in complete disarray. The porters had not taken the time to eat breakfast, the result being that Domee, an elderly porter, had fainted during the climb. He was quickly revived, but the porters needed to be fed, and regardless, Ryan Bach was determined to send the ailing man back before he endangered his health any longer. The porters rebelled, demanding either they all go up or none go. While discussions continued, a fire was started. A pot of water was brought to a boil, after which rice was added.


  With another delay a certainty and cancellation of the expedition a possibility, Bach suggested that Weltke and I continue up the incline. He thought we might get to the ridgetop in time to begin examining the wreck site of the Nate. If nothing was resolved in the meantime regarding the guides, we could reverse course and head down.


  I was given a walkie-talkie to use in the event of a recall. Weltke immediately headed out, solo, and I soon followed with two heavily laden guides, Eric Flores and Jon Mar Benito, who had agreed to this tentative undertaking. The climb was now steep, with elevation gained piecemeal, using handholds and foot niches to achieve purchase on the inclines, one of which we dubbed “the Hillary Step,” after the famous obstacle on Mount Everest. We pulled and clawed our way upward for another hour, eventually catching up to Weltke who had run out of steam. I decided to push ahead with Flores.


  Four-and-a-half tough hours later, Flores and I were the first to arrive at a flat, grassy area referred to as the helo pad. He pointed to a small flag on a pole at the top of the next incline near where he claimed the Japanese plane had crashed. Not being sure where we would set up camp for the night, I decided to wait rather than haul gear up the steep slope only to be required to bring it back down later. Thirty minutes went by. Weltke arrived with more porters. I learned that Domee had indeed been sent back with one of the porters, with pay, so the expedition was back on track. After 20 more minutes, however, I became antsy and started up the ridge.


  A third of the way to the top, I finally made walkie-talkie contact with Bach, who was still not in sight. When asked about the campsite, Bach indicated we would camp at the helo pad. I began unloading, preparing to send most of my gear back down the slope, when Bach chimed in on the radio to reverse things. “One of the guides claims there is a flat camping area at the top of the ridge. Take two guides and continue up.” We hefted our packs and moved out.


  Flores, Benito and I crested 20 minutes later and dumped our gear. A stand of small trees held the peak. Below, on the west side, was a small patch of saw grass. Beneath that began another thicket of trees beyond which the radial engine of the Nate was reported to be located. I put on gloves, strapped my CamelBak hydration system to my back, and followed Flores over the side. The 30–45 degree slope is “treacherous at best, using handholds all the way” country. A tight grip on something, saw grass or shrub, is mandatory as you descend. Twenty feet below where the thicket resumed, the ground leveled out onto a narrow ledge where one could safely stand unsupported. There sat a radial engine, single bank, nine cylinder; the type used by the Nate. The engine was oddly lying on its back, the prop housing pointing skyward. The engine had flipped upside down to its current position or had been moved there. A quick inspection indicated the engine had been in place for a long time, so chances were it had not been relocated by scavengers.


  The first question that arose in my mind was, Where had the engine initially impacted? No large pieces of fuselage or wings were observed in the immediate area, so it was apparent the site had been picked over. I sent Flores and Benito in separate directions below in search of wreckage. Then I began my inspection procedure, moving laterally in both directions in an effort to define a debris pattern. Pieces of detritus almost always remain no matter how well the site has been scavenged, many bits of metal and glass generally being too small to profitably salvage. I found not a single shred of material in either direction. I assumed the impact point was downslope from the engine, where the terrain was more treacherous. Soon the Aetas returned, carrying both of the plane’s 7.7 mm machine guns. An inspection of the weapons caught my eye. Both barrels were smoothly bent in a curious fashion, and the cartridge case of a live bullet protruded from the breech of one barrel.


  Next, the porters began clearing vegetation from the engine. The two propeller blades were missing, but one shaft had violently separated from its housing along the rotation axis, indicating the engine was providing power at impact. A dented fitting just below the propeller hub was the likely initial impact point of the engine against something solid, a boulder probably. The structure below the hub had been shoved inward, such that the engine mounts failed and the power plant then somersaulted to its final resting place.


  Ten feet below the power plant began the main debris field. The ground was strewn with boulders, but soil between the rocks was soft, like peat. Metal fragments, wiring, and bits of cabling lay just under the surface. Part of a main gear tire turned up, the rubber showing evidence of fire. A lopped-off portion of the manufacturer’s name remained on the tire fragment. We later translated the writing. It had been made by Bridgestone Corporation in Japan. Only the symbols for “STONE” remained, eerily the name of Kurosawa’s opponent. As I cleared away soil, a piece of curved glass emerged, not lying flat, but rather on end, indicating it had penetrated the soil with high energy. The Nate’s canopy was made of a type of glass similar to Plexiglass found in U.S. canopies, and this item almost certainly was from the curved portion at the rear of the canopy. I was convinced I had zeroed in on the initial impact point.


  Nine feet below the previous finds, Flores pointed to a piece of metal jammed into the soil between two boulders. Upon clearing away the soil, the aircraft tail skid came free. It has a heavy spring attached to its top. The spring reduces any tendency of the aircraft’s tail to bounce (and hence nose over) while moving through rough terrain on takeoff or landing.


  Using my compass, I found that the aircraft heading was 080 +/- five degrees for the skid to find its way relatively undamaged into the notch between the two boulders. Its position also indicated the aircraft was wings-level or nearly so at impact. I now had the approximate final aircraft heading, fuselage orientation, initial impact point, tail skid, engine, and cockpit fragment, all aligned in an area no more than 35 feet in length.


  At that hour, exhausted from the earlier climb and my 65-year-old legs cramping from the strain of hanging on for dear life at the crash site, I pulled and shoved my way up the ridge to the camp site. The rest of the team had already arrived. Hammocks and tents were scattered along the narrow crest of the windy ridge. Moving about took some care. I found the only flat area remaining and began to assemble my one-man tent. My left leg began to cramp, the pain intense along the sartorius muscle that stretches down the inner thigh. I drank more water and did some stretching until the muscle relaxed, then limped around while finishing the tent job with Ryan Bach’s help. The porters built a fire and prepared rice. I opened a can of tuna and added it to a pile of rice delivered on a paper plate by one of the porters. Though a nourishing meal, it left much to be desired taste-wise.


  After an inventory, I noted the excess medical supplies I had separated from my backpack supply had mistakenly arrived in one of the porters’ bags. Hamdorf’s background lighting gear, which required electricity, had somehow made its way to the campsite. A significant amount of needed food and water was missing.


  I cleaned up the area and slid inside my tent as daylight waned. The temperature was still in the 70s. A few minutes were spent tending to my infected leg. The rash had blistered and was oozing, like poison ivy or poison oak, but without its maddening itch. I used the cream and took my last antibiotic, then lay on top of the sleeping bag contemplating how my surgeon would react upon eyeballing this persistent malady near the area where he intended to do prostate surgery. Five minutes elapsed. I sat up and tried to slip my legs inside the bag. The cramping returned, now more severe and involving both legs. I lay there, spread eagle on my back in the grip of intense pain, unable to reach my water bottle, unable to sit up, wondering if these global treks were over for me, wondering how I was ever going to get off the mountain.


  Finally the tightness eased. I sat up, drank some water and slowly lifted each leg inside the bag. I stayed motionless for the longest time awaiting the plight that a cramp now would cause, but none came, and I drifted off. At dawn, I felt better. After another dose of rice and tuna, I dropped over the side of the ridge, this time with photographer Kevin Hamdorf and two different guides, Aeta elder Gary Montemayor and his son Noel.


  To all, I pointed out the boundary of the debris field, the initial impact point, and where I suspected we might find remains. We dug by hand, lifting out rocks carefully so as to not start an avalanche. I turned up the first boot legging, then the other. The Aetas, aroused by my prediction, joined the effort in earnest. We found a boot heel, and soon the bones appeared.


  While we worked the Nate site, Ryan Bach led a group higher up on Cogon Tarac in hopes of locating the missing P-40. Their search pattern was based on witness observations made in 1942.2 Hours later they returned, exhausted, dehydrated, and empty handed.


  That night I tossed fitfully in my tent atop the ridge, the bones of Sergeant Toshisada Kurosawa carefully wrapped beside me. Outside, the wind howled as the Aetas crouched behind a boulder, trying to keep candles lit to appease the gods for disturbing the dead.


  The next morning, inventory was taken. We were running short of water and food, so the decision was made to recover back to Subic Bay, bringing with us Kuorsawa’s remains plus numerous parts found at the Nate site. On our return, we were joined by Brad and Heather Blythe, who had followed their “Jesse” up the adjacent ridge only to come upon bits of scrap metal which were not of aircraft origin. Though tired and dispirited, we celebrated our safe return at Yorkie’s with copious amounts of San Miguel beer and burgers. Less than satisfactory planning, health problems, and personnel issues had made a shambles of the effort.


  That same night we arrived back at Subic Bay, where I assembled the various parts from the Nate on the patio at Spike Nasmyth’s home. Pieces of the engine exhaust stacks exhibited penetration holes consistent with .50 caliber impact. The 7.7 mm machine gun with the live round had its barrel twisted up in a curious pigtail fashion. Its muzzle showed no abrasion, indicating it stuck firmly into the peat at impact. The other gun had bent in a smooth downward arc. Its muzzle showed abrasion, indicating sliding contact with a boulder perhaps. The smooth deformation or bending meant that both barrels were quite hot at impact. The weapon with the upward curl was the gun mounted on the right side of the engine cowl; the weapon bent downward had been on the left. If the position of the guns were reversed, the barrels were twisted partly in the direction occupied by the engine block, a relative impossibility.


  Thus, the plane was rolling right at impact with the left side of the cowl rotating clockwise up and the right side moving down. The pilot was trying to align himself with the ridge during his pull-up. He nearly made it; 87 feet higher and he would have been clear. The smooth bending of the gun barrels told me Kurosawa was firing not long before impact. That meant he had likely been in a left turn while shooting at something. The P-40? Kurosawa then either saw the opponent hit the ridge or observed the ridge itself and began his pull. In his panic, he may have inadvertently kept the firing mechanism depressed. An expended 7.7 mm casing discovered under the engine confirmed firing just prior to impact since the empty shells are ejected through a chute.


  If Kurosawa had completed his firing pass before his emergency pull-up, his nose would have been to the right of Stone’s aircraft when he observed impact or saw the ridge looming in front. In that case, the P-40 should be located slightly left and lower than the Nate crash site. If he was tracking at impact, in other words pulling lead with his nose pointed in front of the P-40, the Warhawk would be low and slightly right. Since tracking solutions are brief, I predicted that the P-40 was located low and left of the Nate crash site. The other possibility was that the Warhawk was chasing the Kate. If Stone observed the Kate impact the ridge, he should have easily cleared the 87 feet over the top. But he crashed, so the theory that Stone was out front during those final moments made more sense.


  Regardless of which situation Kurosawa found himself in, Ryan Bach and his group had looked in the wrong area for the P-40 and a team would have to go back. Unfortunately, the rainy season moved in before a search party could return to investigate what some considered was another wild goose chase.


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  During the intervening months, I elected to avoid radical prostate surgery. Instead, I chose nine weeks of cancer therapy, including radioactive seed implants and external high-beam radiation. Progress toward remission was moving satisfactorily with nominal after-effects until an irregular heartbeat and two instances of passing out resulted in trips via ambulance to the hospital. I made two more trips to the cardiac unit when my pulse went through the roof. I was once again beginning to think my expedition days might be over.


  Then on the following year, February 12, 2009, I received an email from Spike Nasmyth, leader of the Philippine effort.


  
    Ralph,

  


  
    We sent Gary and 6 other Aetas up the mountain Monday the 9th of Feb, the 67th anniversary of the dog fight. They broke their cell-phone within hours of leaving, so we had zero communication with them until this afternoon. They borrowed a cell phone…. Their msg was, we are ready to be picked up. We have found the plane and we have many parts with us. Kevin and I got to the drop off point 3 hours later, Gary and crew had with them:

  


  
      1. Five 50 cal shells, one with a bullet still in the shell.

  


  
      2. 10 to 20 pieces of aircraft skin, all with green paint and 1 with green and a bit of blue like the edge of the star.

  


  
      3. Several pieces of plexiglass.

  


  
      4. Several other pieces of stuff, part of a generator, cables, etc.

  


  
    They say there are landing gear parts above ground, 2 big pieces way too big to move and everything seems to be in a very small area, plus there is a deep hole that looks like the impact point.

  


  
    We will send Brad and Ryan back up with metal detector, cameras and shovels to do a final search in a week.

  


  
    The place they found the wreck is about 300 yards below the Jap site and a little to the right facing the pictures, looks like you might have been about 150 yards off the ground zero. Tch tch.

  


  
    I think this has to be Earl Stone’s site, can’t have been too many other planes out there within 400 yards of the confirmed jap site. We will let you know ASAP the results of the white man recce.

  


  
    No matter, we had several cool ones tonight.

  


  
    More later,
Spike

  


  Needless to say I was energized by the prospect that after all these years of searching the missing P-40 might have finally been located. Wes Stone was told the good news by Nasmyth, and plans were made to conduct another expedition during the period March 15–22. I made airline reservations, but I found myself back in the hospital cardiac unit on March 7, the malady now diagnosed as atrial flutter. After another overnight stay, I was released once my heart rate reverted to normal. I felt pretty well the next week and, after Nasmyth confirmed the site was indeed that of a P-40, I decided to go to the Philippines. If unable to attempt the climb, I planned to oversee the expedition with Nasmyth from the base of the volcano.


  I packed my heart-rate monitor and meds and departed LAX at 11:30 p.m. on March 13, the first leg being a 14-hour flight to Taiwan. About an hour into the flight, I went back into atrial flutter, which continued until about two hours prior to landing. I debated turning around and heading home, but since I felt refreshed upon landing, elected to continue on to Manila. If nothing else, I could remain at Spike Nasmyth’s home and rest until time for my return flight on the 22nd.


  On Sunday afternoon, March 15, Nasmyth flew into Manila Airport and picked me up in the same Aero Commander we had flown on my earlier visit. On our way back to Subic Bay, I got a little “stick time” as we took a side trip to swing by the volcano for another look-see. The air was smooth, the weather clear and sunny.


  Late in the afternoon, Cogon Tarac Ridge was bathed in sunlight, but no matter how hard we peered beneath the site of the Nate crash, there was nothing but steep, thick jungle below. One thing was certain. The witness statements from the 1940s that claimed the wreckage of the P-40 was visible from the Nate site were in error. They had never seen this crash site from the location of the Nate impact.


  After landing, we drove the short distance to Spike’s home where I tried to take a quick nap, but atrial flutter returned with a vengeance. I told Nasmyth the climb was probably a non-starter. After dinner, and an ice-cold San Miguel beer, I checked my heart-rate monitor and found my ticker had reset into normal sinus rhythm.


  We discussed options, and the plan was for me to rest the following day, then, health permitting, try the climb and descent to the P-40 site one step at a time. Hamdorf had already planned a longer, two-day assault to the new site so as to ease the climbing effort. By Tuesday, I felt fit enough to take a hack at the first leg of the trek. If all went well, we would overnight at the Papaya River, then make the final push the following morning. I was provided a personal Aeta porter, Fernandez, so all I had to tote was my CamelBak with eight pounds of water and gear, including the electrolyte solutions I carried this time to ward off the severe cramps I had experienced on the previous trip.


  We had tasked the Aetas to obtain the food rations since their menu far surpassed ours during the climb a year ago. They showed up fully stocked with rice, canned fish, and more. On Tuesday, we headed south from Subic at 10:30 a.m., with but two vehicles and a much smaller team than the one we employed the previous February. Only seven Aeta tribesmen would do the Sherpa drill for our five team members, including me, photographer Kevin Hamdorf, Navy veteran Juan Madden, plus two documentary cameramen, Chip Childers and Rodel “Dell” Mercado from Manila, both on a spec assignment.


  At 1:30 p.m., we offloaded at the dropoff point and took to foot. I felt strong and managed the two-hour ascent to the river with no problem. We set up camp and ate. The food decision was one of the smarter ones we made. The rice, tuna fish and sauce the Aetas concocted was the best meal experienced so far. We crawled in our tents at dusk, fully nourished. I got a decent night’s sleep with no leg cramps and woke up ready to climb.


  The second leg was much steeper and longer, requiring an ascent to nearly atop Cogon Tarac. We then swung west for about 150 yards of traverse along an outcropping before going over the side down a treacherous slope we tagged “Hillary Step Two” toward the purported crash site. Once again, movement was “one hand for the ship, one for the sailor.” A minute later, a four-liter bottle slipped loose from a pack and tumbled down the incline. We stood watching, all the while imagining ourselves doing likewise. The missile went out of sight, but after the sound of its crashing stopped, one of the porters worked his way down and eventually recovered it. Another 20 minutes of trail breaking was necessary before we arrived at the crash site.


  The plane had impacted on an incline of about 45 degrees. Not a step could be taken without a handhold except in one spot, the suspected initial impact crater. After a brief survey that indicated there were no large pieces of wreckage nearby, but many small ones, we set about making camp. With no level area wide enough to accommodate even a one-man pup tent, we began digging into the ridge to gouge out enough terrain to provide a flat space for a tent. Beneath the front of my tent, the Aetas wedged a stout log, providing the only exit footing separating me from the abyss below. At this point, I had to remind myself why I had placed myself in such straits given my recent medical drama.
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  The descent to the P-40 crash site was not as perilous as the one to the Nate, but it still required constant attention. One 5-gallon water bottle dislodged from an Aeta porter’s pack and went tumbling down the incline. That incident served as a stark warning about footing (author photograph).


  



  During World War II, some 480,000 servicemen and women gave their lives. Had all of them survived to this day, they would have enjoyed 35 million years of living and loving, getting promotions, attending graduations, rearing children, bouncing grandchildren on their knees … the many things we consider losing when we contemplate giving “full measure.” But they got none of that, and many of them died in desolate places like the Philippine jungle or at the hands of a brutal captor. Some of those missing must have wondered in their last moments whether anyone would ever know of their deeds and how they measured up. Now at least one more story of courage and sacrifice might be told to a family back home.


  After establishing camp, I did an analysis of the crash scene. Small pieces of debris were scattered in all directions around the apparent impact crater. The crater itself was pear-shaped, extending nine feet lengthwise and seven feet at its widest near the bottom. The deepest area was up-ridge, more than two feet in depth, though that may have been the result of decades of erosion. A test hole dug in the deep end produced canopy pieces and metal fragments to a depth of two feet. This indicated to me that we had found the initial impact crater and there was no broaching of the aircraft; that is, the fuselage did not bounce or skip back into the air and impact again farther up slope. The depth of the hole also indicated that the resulting explosion would have thrown debris in a 360-degree pattern, which was the case here, though there had been considerable scavenging in the past. Of interest were the .50 caliber rounds that were found deep in the crater. All were slightly bent at the tip in an almost identical manner. A fragment of canopy rail indicated that it had bent inward at impact and scrape marks across its broken Plexiglass edge gave evidence that the fuselage hit the ridge in about 10 degrees of yaw. That might occur if one of the wings struck a solid tree trunk, thereby twisting the airframe just prior to impact. The canting of the fuselage would also account for the presence of machine gun ammunition in the impact crater, since the guns are mounted some four to six feet out on the wings.
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  The area around the P-40 crash site offered little level ground. The Aetas gouged out the soil on the hillside enough to position a one-man tent. They laid a log in front of the tent opening to provide footing as the author exited to make his way to the impact crater (author photograph).


  



  Twenty feet up and six feet right of the impact crater was another area of interest. A considerable number of unexploded .50 caliber rounds were found up to one foot beneath the surface. One or more of the machine guns had likely struck there, but it seemed to me to be a little far from the impact crater for the wing to have separated and lodged there. Recovered were blue high-explosive-incendiary (HEI), red (tracer), and silver armor-piercing-incendiary (API) tipped rounds. At no time did we turn up any spent .30 caliber rounds that would have been fired by a Japanese Nate. We discovered numerous small rock piles, the kind one would construct over a burial mound. Test digs at each location revealed no burial pit evidence, nor were any remains found. By this time, daylight was waning, so we retreated to the camp area, ate another rice-laden meal and retired for the night.
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  The impact crater was the only place one could stand on level ground. The presence of .50 caliber rounds deep in the crater indicated the plane impacted sideways, probably as a result of one wing striking a tree trunk just prior to full impact (author photograph).


  



  The following morning, I awoke to a new affliction: Mariveles’ revenge. After dealing with that, I headed to the crash site. We began the effort by constructing a sifting table from a section of screen we had brought. Branch boughs cut on site were fastened with vines and used for the frame. It worked, but was a far cry from ideal. No bones were found the first two hours, but considerable crash debris turned up. By this time, I needed another break to take care of my new dilemma. Afterwards, I went to the tent to lie down. I sensed my physical condition was turning into a train wreck and that, once again, getting off the mountain might become a real challenge.


  Our plan was to break camp after lunch and begin the climb out. Unsure of how difficult the effort would be, I felt the need to be in far better shape than I was at that moment. We intended to stop at the Nate site once we topped out of the gulch, so that would require some additional climbing and another short descent. The plan was to camp overnight above the Nate site and recover to the base of the volcano the following day.


  After a serving of rice stew, I felt better and hoped the rice would bind things up in my digestive system. I then took lines-of-position from the impact crater toward several prominent features on the ridge across from us. From these I could establish the relative position of this site with respect to the Nate’s location above.


  Shortly after lunch, Ryan Bach arrived, having made the climb straight from the volcano base that morning. He offered a Kaopectate pill, which I took. A few minutes later, a major find was made midway down the impact crater. A black button was unearthed at a depth of one foot. The item had two normal-sized holes and one smaller hole, the entire surface distorted by heat. My sense was we were getting close to finding remains. With time running out and my physical well-being in doubt, the consensus was to halt digging and allow JPAC to come in to complete a proper excavation and recovery of remains.


  Preparations were made to vacate the site. I took the tent down, hoisted my backpack and with Juan Madden started out ahead of the main group. The going was steady across the lower traverse, then slowed as we reached the vertical ascent. I utilized vines and small trees for support. Near the top, we negotiated “Hillary Step Two” and after cresting out, Madden decided to go back to anchor a line for use by the rest of the team that would follow.


  We eventually set up camp along the same narrow crest as the year before, and I recalled the problems I had in 2008 with severe leg cramps. I had read up on hydration and mineral replenishment in the intervening period, so was able to prevent a recurrence thus far. My intestinal problems, however, resumed their assault. With the dawn, Bach provided another Kaopectate pill. An hour later, we went over the side, down the 87 feet to the Nate crash site. I took another set of sightings and determined that the P-40 site was indeed low and left of the Nate sight as I had predicted, not 150 yards to the right as indicted in Nasmyth’s email.


  Madden had inspected the Nate wreckage a week prior and, along with several Aetas, managed to raise the engine from its impacted position. In the process, he discovered a machine gun round that had not detonated, but jammed itself between two plates in front of the engine gear box. In addition, he uncovered a 7.7 mm shell case beneath where the engine had rested. These were important finds.


  Using calipers, I was able to determine the size of the jammed round: .50 caliber. It had impacted at exactly 90 degrees off engine centerline, an amazing high deflection shot, obviously made by a P-40 machine gun. The find also added weight to the suspected .50 caliber bullet holes visible on the engine exhaust stacks I had examined on Nasmyth’s patio in 2008.
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  This representation shows the likely sight Stone (or one of the other P-40 pilots) saw as he made the high-angle deflection shot at Kurosawa's Nate (artwork courtesy Mike Wetterhahn).


  



  The primer in the smaller brass shell case showed firing pin impact, which confirmed the fact that at least one of Sergeant Kurosawa’s machine guns had been operating at or just prior to impact. The casing showed impact damage. When the Nate’s guns fire, the empty cartridge and belt linkage are ejected beneath the aircraft via a chute mounted below each gun. Had Kurosawa ceased firing even a few seconds prior to impact, there would have been no expended casings aboard when the crash occurred.


  The new discoveries validated much of the witness testimony from 1942. The two pilots had been seen trading shots for some time beneath the cloud-shrouded volcano.


  Madden tried to remove the .50 caliber round using a metal wedge, but it was not sufficiently wide to open the gap enough to loosen the round. There was concern that the round’s explosive element might detonate if the wedge slipped, so further effort was aborted.


  Bach cleaned away the metal frame beneath the engine cylinders and uncovered numerals that indicated each cylinder number, moving counterclockwise when facing the engine. As it turned out, the jammed round had found its way between Number 7 and 8 cylinders. With the Number 1 cylinder located on top, that meant the firing pass had been made into the nine-thirty to ten o’clock position on the Nate, as would be viewed from the cockpit. In other words, from the left side.


  By now, I began to feel the effects of the climbs and intestinal problems, so I elected to pack up and head off the mountain before encountering any further deterioration of my physical state. When we reached the Papaya River, my heart-rate monitor indicating a pulse topping 160 beats per minute. I took a few moments to rest, but there was no improvement. Bach graciously offered to lend his hiking poles, so I decided to try making my way out.


  Beyond the river there was but one incline to deal with. Though not nearly as steep as the earlier inclines, it seemed daunting now, each step a challenge. Somehow I managed to bull my way over the top and continued down to where Nasmyth waited in the 4WD. He had brought a cooler filled with San Miguels. I cracked one open, took a long swallow and immediately saw the readout on my pulse rate monitor drop into normal sinus rhythm. Go figure.


  ◆ ◆ ◆


  In reconstructing the final moments of the dogfight, there are as many theories as there are witnesses and expedition members. The most likely scenario involves more than two aircraft. The witnesses had observed the planes circling from left to right around the volcano prior to impact. That meant the round we found embedded on the left side of the engine in the Nate’s gear box had probably been delivered prior to that final maneuvering. The rationale for that claim is that there was insufficient room for a P-40 to set up a deflection shot at the Nate coming in from its left side because the presence of the volcano on the left prevented it.


  The Japanese account indicated that Kurosawa’s aircraft was trailing smoke, yet was chasing a P-40. My guess is that Lieutenant Stone, or one of the other P-40 pilots, had made that high deflection shot on Kurosawa’s plane some time prior to the time observers saw the final appearance of the two subsequently downed aircraft. There were many aircraft involved in the skirmish, but if it were Stone who made the firing pass, I suspect he saw his hits register on the Nate. After overshooting and repositioning, Stone undoubtedly noted the smoke appearing behind the Japanese aircraft. Since he might assume Kurosawa was busy dealing with a heavily damaged plane, Stone may have turned his attention onto the plane flown by Kurosawa’s flight leader, or one of the other Japanese planes.


  Though losing oil, until it was gone, Kurosawa’s engine could put out full power for him to continue to fight. Observing his antagonist in the process of delivering a knockout punch upon his Japanese compatriot, Kurosawa may have disregarded his own dilemma and surged ahead onto the tail of Stone’s plane. At that point, they were proceeding around the south side of the volcano in a daisy chain, turning left.


  Kurosawa opened fire and poured bullets at Stone’s plane, probably scoring the golden BB that caused Stone to descend and crash into the ridge. Upon seeing the impact, or seeing the ridge itself, Kurosawa was probably unaware he still had the firing switch depressed as he went full throttle while yanking the stick aft and right, rolling to align his fuselage with the ridge line. He nearly made it, but by this time the damage to his engine may have made the difference in his ability to raise the nose high enough to clear the terrain.


  Though lady luck had failed both Earl Stone and Toshisada Kursawa, perhaps she would, in the end, smile on Wes Stone and his quest to bring his brother home.
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  Krangi


  Kroeger, Lt. (j.g.) Bill


  Kuala Lumpur


  Kuku Point


  Kumano (Japanese cruiser)


  Kurile Islands


  Kurita, Rear Adm. Takeo


  Kurosawa, Sgt. Toshisada


  Kurusu, Saburo (envoy)


  Kusaka Rear Adm. Ryunosuke


  Kwajalein


  Kyoto


  



  Labuan Island


  Lae


  Lahat Field (Sumatra)


  Lambert, Sgt. “Bertie”


  Landels, Sq Lor Jock


  USS Langley (carrier)


  Larry (Philippine police)


  The Last Battle


  Layton, Lt. Cdr. Edwin T.


  Lee, Sgt. Bruce


  Lee, Gen. Robert E.


  Leetham, Sgt. Joe “Jigs”


  SS Legaspi (cargo ship)


  Legazpi


  Lepanto Mine


  Lewis, Lt. William W.


  USS Lexington (carrier)


  Liberator, Consolidated LB-30


  Lightning, Lockheed P-38


  Lily, Kawasaki Ki-48 (Japanese medium bomber)


  Lister, Sgt. Ken


  Little Baguio


  Little Rocks Barracks


  Lockhard, Pvt. Joseph


  Lockheed 212 (Dutch light bomber)


  Long, Sen. Huey


  USS Long Island (carrier)


  Lord Nelson, Adm.


  Lunde, Capt. Ozzie L.


  Lunga Point


  Luzon Island


  



  MacArthur, Arthur


  MacArthur, Gen. Douglas


  MacDonald, Sgt. Charles


  Macfarland, Don


  Madden, Juan


  Madioen Field (Java)


  Madoera Island


  Magic (code breaking)


  Makassar Passage


  Makigumo (Japanese destroyer)


  Makin Island


  Malacanang Palace


  Malang Field (Java)


  Malaya


  Malinta Hill


  Malinta Tunnel


  Maloelap Island


  Maltby, AVM Paul C.


  Manchuria


  Manila


  Maospati Field (Java)


  Marchbanks, Pilot Officer Alphonso “Tex”


  Marco Polo Bridge Incident


  Marcus Islands


  Marines, U.S.


  Mariveles Volcano


  Mark XIV torpedo


  Marra, F/Lt. Terry


  Marshall, Gen. George C., Jr.


  Marshall Islands


  Marsman Building


  Martin, Mrs. (Sakai’s teacher)


  Maruyama, Lt. Gen. Masao


  Maruyama, Ens. Taisuke


  Mason, Paul


  Massacre Valley


  Matthews, Seaman Ted


  Mauban-Abucay Line


  Mavis H6K4 (flying boat)


  May, Cdr. Cecil W.


  SS Mayaguez


  McAlister, Lt. John A.


  McCabe, Sgt. Graeme


  McCain, Rear Adm. John S.


  McCalla, PFC Marvin P.


  McCloy, Ens. R.C.


  McDonald, Pvt. Joseph


  McIvor, Seaman Alan


  Medal of Honor


  Menado Field (Celebes)


  Mendoza, Jesse


  Mercado, Rodel “Dell”


  Middleside


  Midway


  Mihoro Attack Group


  Mikawa, Vice Adm. Gunichi


  Mikuma (Japanese cruiser)


  Mindanao


  Minesweeper No. 19 (Japanese)


  Minister of the Navy (Yamamoto)


  Minor Field


  Miri


  Mitchell, Brig. Gen. William “Billy”


  Mitchell, North American B-25 (medium bomber)


  Mitsubishi


  Miyauchi, Lt. Cdr. Shichiso


  Moesi River


  Mogami (Japanese cruiser)


  Molucca Passage


  Mongolia


  USS Monoghan (destroyer)


  Monte Carlo


  SS Montebello (oil tanker)


  Montemayor, Gary


  Montemayor, Noel


  Monzen, Capt. Tei


  Moore, Maj. Gen. George


  Moore, Lt. Joseph H.


  Morita, Capt. Chisato


  Morse, Col. William


  Motor Torpedo Boat Squadron Three


  Muar River


  Muntok Field (Sumatra)


  Murakumo (Japanese destroyer)


  Murfreesboro, Tennessee


  Murmansk


  Murphy, Lt. John B.


  Mussolini, Benito


  



  Nachi (Japanese cruiser)


  Nagano, Adm. Osami


  Nagaoka


  Nagara (Japanese cruiser)


  Nagato (Japanese battleship)


  Nagoya


  Nagumo, Vice Adm. Chuichi


  Naka (Japanese light cruiser)


  Nakajima


  Nakajima, Lt. Cdr. Tadashi


  Nakayama, Col. Motoo


  Nana, Bruno


  Nanking


  USS Nashville (cruiser)


  Nasmyth, John “Spike”


  Nasmyth, Lucille


  Nasmyth, Maybelyn


  Nate Ki-27 (Japanese fighter)


  Naval Academy, Annapolis


  Naval Academy, Eta Jima


  Naval Aviation Development Division


  Naval Staff College (Japanese)


  Navy


  Nazi


  USS Neosho (oiler)


  Netherlands


  New Britain


  New Caledonia


  New Georgia


  New Guinea


  New York Times


  New Zealand


  Ngoro Field (Java)


  Nichols Field


  Nielson Field


  Nimitz, Adm. Chester W.


  19th Bombardment Group (U.S.)


  96th Article of War


  Nishimura, Rear Adm. Shoji


  Nishimura, Maj. Gen. Takuro


  Nishizawa, P/O 1st Class Hiroyoshi


  Nisshin (Japanese cruiser)


  Nomura, Amb Kichisaburo


  Norden bombsight


  North Vietnam


  SS Northwestern (station ship)


  Noyes, Rear Adm. Leigh


  No. 23 Nitto Maru (Japanese picket boat)


  



  Obert, Lt. Dave


  O’Brian, Fl. Lt. John


  Ominato


  Omori, Rear Adm. Sentaro


  124th Infantry regiment (Japanese)


  Onishi, Rear Adm. Takajiro


  Oosthaven


  OP-20-G, Navy Combat Intelligence Unit


  Opana rada station


  Operation K


  Orange, War Plan


  Order Number One


  Osaka


  Oscar, Ki-43 Nakajima (Japanese fighter)


  Ostfriesland (German battleship)


  Otawa Maru (Japanese transport)


  Outerbridge, Lt. William W.


  Owen Stanley Mountains


  Ozawa, Vice Adm. Jisaburo


  



  P-1 Airfield (Sumatra)


  P-2 Airfield (Sumatra)


  Pacific Fleet


  Palau


  Palembang


  Palmyra Islands


  Pan American Airways


  Panama


  USS Panay (gunboat)


  Pangkalan Bentang Field (P-1)


  Papaya River


  Parker, F/O Jerry


  Parker, Lt. B.J. “Jimmy”


  Patrol Boat 32 and 33 (Japanese)


  PBY, consolidated flying boat


  Peacock Point


  Peale Island


  Pearl Harbor (Japanese attack)


  Pearson, Drew


  Penang


  Perak


  Percival, Lt. Gen. Arthur E.


  Pershing, Gen. John J. “Black Jack”


  Perth (Dutch cruiser)


  Pete, Mitsubishi F1M (Japanese float plane)


  USS Phelps (plane-guard destroyer)


  Philippine Clipper (Pan American)


  Philippine Scouts


  Philippines


  Phillips, Adm. Tom (British)


  Pilar-Bagac Trail


  USS Pillsbury


  Pinckney, Mary “Pinky”


  Pladjoe


  Platt, Capt. Wesley M.


  Poindexter, Lt. Joseph B.


  Pol Pot


  Poland


  Poorten, Lt. Gen. Hein ter (Dutch)


  USS Pope (destroyer)


  Port Arthur


  Port Moresby


  Posten, Lt. John


  POW, Japan’s bureau


  Praboemoelih Field (P-2)


  Prachuab Airfield (Thailand)


  Pratt and Whitney (engine)


  President Lincoln (liner)


  Price, Ens. Robert L.


  Prince of Wales (British battleship)


  Pulford, Avm. Conway W.H.


  Punggol


  Punjab


  Putnam, Maj. Paul A.


  Pye, Vice Adm. William S.


  



  Quesnel, Larry


  Quezon, Pres. Manuel L.


  USS Quincy (cruiser)


  



  Rabaul


  Raenbig, Seaman H.E.


  Raffles, Lt. Gov. Stamford


  Rainbow Five


  Ramilles (British battleship)


  RCA


  Repulse (British cruiser)


  Resolution (British battleship)


  Revenge (British battleship)


  Rhodes, Snowy


  Richardson, Lt. (jg) David C.


  Richardson, F/Lt. George


  USS Rigel


  Riggs National Bank


  Rimbaud, Arthur


  Robb, Lt. Stewart


  Rochefort, Cdr. Joseph J.


  Rockhampton (Australia)


  Rockwell, Rear Adm. Francis W.


  Roi Islands


  Rolls-Royce Merlin XX engine


  Rómulo, Col. Carlos P.


  Roodenburg, Lt. Col. W.P.


  Rooks, Capt. Albert H.


  Roosevelt, Pres. Franklin D.


  Rowland, Squadron Ldr.


  Royal Navy


  Royal Netherlands Indies Army


  Royal Sovereign (British battleship)


  Russia


  Russo-Japanese War


  Ryujo (Japanese carrier)


  Ryujo Maru (Japanese cargo ship)


  



  Sagiri (Japanese destroyer)


  Saigon


  St. Louis


  St. Stevens College


  Saipan


  Sakai, P/O 1st Class Saburo


  Sakaida, Henry (author)


  Salamaua


  Sally, Ki-21 Mitsubishi (Japanese medium bomber)


  Samejima, Lt. Hiroichi


  Samoa


  Samurai! (translated by Martin Caidin)


  Samurai code


  San Diego


  San Fernando


  Sand Island


  Santa Isabel Island


  Santo Tomas


  USS Saratoga


  Sarawak


  Savo Island


  Sayre, High Commissioner Frances


  SS Sea Witch (cargo ship)


  Sealark Channel (Iron Bottom Sound)


  Seaplane Wing 10


  2nd Battalion, 131st Field Artillery (Texas National Guard)


  2nd Division (Japanese)


  2nd Fleet (Japanese)


  2nd Parachute regiment (Japanese)


  2nd Yokosuka Naval Landing Force (Japanese)


  Seeley, Sir John


  Seletar Field


  Semplak Field (Java)


  Senbawang Field


  Sendai (Japanese cruiser)


  Seria


  17th Squadron (U. S. Pursuit)


  7th Division, Australian Imperial Force


  Shanghai


  sharks, attacks by


  Shaw, Ens. Robert


  Shiga, Lt. Yoshio


  Shigeto, Tsuru


  Shinonome (Japanese destroyer)


  Shinto


  Shirakumo (Japanese destroyer)


  Shoho (Japanese light carrier)


  Shokaku (Japanese carrier)


  Short, Lt. Gen. Walter C.


  Siam (Thailand)


  Signal Corps, Army


  Silver Star


  Silverstein, Dr. Jay


  USS Sims (destroyer)


  Singapore


  Sino-Japanese War


  Sitwell, Maj. Gen. H.D.W.


  16th Army (Japanese)


  16th Light Bombardment Regiment (Japanese)


  16th Reconnaissance Regiment (Japanese)


  USS Skipjack (submarine)


  Slot


  Smith, Gen. USMC Holland “Howlin Mad”


  Solomon Islands


  Somerville, Adm. James F.


  Soryu (Japanese carrier)


  USS South Carolina (battleship)


  Southeast Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere


  Southerland, Lt. James “Pug”


  Soviet Union


  Spatz, Cpl. Harold A.


  Spooner, Rear Adm. Ernest J.


  Sprague, Maj. Charles A.


  Spruance, Rear Adm. Raymond A.


  Stalin, Joseph


  Stantis, Scott


  State Department


  Staton, Air Commodore W.E. “Bull”


  Stearman, Boeing 76D3


  Stinson, Lt. Lloyd


  Stone, Lt. Earl R., Jr.


  Stone, Earl R., Sr.


  Stone, Wescott “Wes”


  Strait of Malacca


  Straton, Seaman 1st Class Donald


  Stronghold (British destroyer)


  Subic Bay


  Submarine Division Twenty


  Sugawara, Lt. Gen. Michio


  Sugiyama, Gen. Hajime


  Sumatra


  Sunda Strait


  Sungei Patani Field


  Surabaya Field (Java)


  Sutherland, Brig. Gen. Richard


  Suzuya (Japanese cruiser)


  



  Tabberer, Lt. (j.g.) Charles


  Tagalog (language)


  Tahara, PO Isao


  tail skid


  Tainan


  Tainan Air Base (Formosa)


  Tainan Air Group


  Tainan Kokutai


  Taiwan


  Tajima Maru (Japanese transport)


  Takahashi, Vice Adm. Ibo


  Takano, Sadyoshi


  Takeda, Prince


  Takes, Vice Adm. Shiro


  Takijiro, Rear Adm. Onishi


  Tanaka, Adm. Raizo


  Tanaka Detachment


  Tankan Bay


  Taranto, Battle of


  Tarawa Islands


  task force


  Tatsuta (Japanese light cruiser)


  Taylan, Justin


  Tenedos (British destroyer)


  Tengah Field


  Tenryu (Japanese light cruiser)


  Terauchi, Marshal Hisaichi


  Thach, Lt. Cdr. John


  Thailand (Siam)


  Thalia, Kawasaki Ki-56 (Japanese transport)


  Tharin, Capt. Frank C.


  Theobald, Rear Adm. Robert A.


  3rd Air Group (Japanese)


  3rd Hussars (British)


  3rd Kokutai (Japanese)


  3rd Pursuit Squadron (U.S.)


  38th Division (Japanese)


  35th Brigade, 18th Division (Japanese)


  USS Thorton (seaplane tender)


  Thu Dau Mot Airfield (Vietnam)


  Tiger Moth, de Havilland (British Trainer)


  Time


  Timor


  Tjikembar Field (Java)


  Tjilatjap Field (Java)


  Tjililitan Field (Java)


  Tjilkampek Field (Java)


  Tjisaoek Field (Java)


  Togo, Adm. Herhachiro


  Togo, Foreign Minister Shigenori


  Tojo, Prime Minister Hideki


  Tojo Ki-44 (Japanese fighter)


  Toku-Daihatsu (Japanese landing craft)


  Tokyo


  Tokyo Express


  Tomonaga, Lt. Joichi


  Topside


  Topsy, Mitsubishi Ki-57 (Japanese transport)


  Torpedo Squadron Eight


  torpedoes


  Trincomalee


  Tripartite Pact


  Tromp (Dutch cruiser)


  USS Trout (submarine)


  Truk


  Tsushima Strait


  Tuguegarao


  Tulagi


  Turner, Cary


  Turner, Rear Adm. Richmond K. “Terrible”


  20th Infantry Battalion (Japanese)


  28th Regiment (Japanese)


  232 Squadron (Provisional) , Hurricane (British)


  228th Regimental Group (Japanese)


  Tyler, 1/Lt. Kermit A.


  Type One Lighter (Betty)


  



  U-boats


  Ugaki, Adm. Matome


  Ultra (code breaking)


  undermensch


  University of California, Berkeley


  Usugumo (Japanese destroyer)


  



  V-formation


  Val, D3A1 Aichi (Japanese torpedo bomber)


  Vampire (Australian destroyer)


  Van Ghent (Dutch destroyer)


  Vandegrift, Maj. Gen. Alexander A.


  Vella Lavella


  Vibert, Sgt. Pilot John


  Victoria Point (Burma)


  Vietnam


  Vietnam War


  Vigan


  Vildebeests, Vickers


  Villamor


  USS Vincennes (cruiser)


  VMF-211 Marine Squadron


  Voice of Freedom


  Volkes air filter


  Vonck, Ens. C.A.


  Vulcan Beach


  Vunakanau Field (Rabaul)


  



  Wainwright, Maj. Gen. Jonathan M.


  Wake Island


  Waller, Capt. Albert


  Walsh, Fireman Second Class W.J.


  War Plan Orange


  USS Ward (destroyer)


  Warhawk, Curtiss P-40 (U.S. fighter)


  Warspite (British battleship)


  Washington


  USS Wasp (carrier)


  Waterloo


  Watson-Watt, Sir Robert


  Wavell, Gen. Sir Archibald


  Webb, Lt. Henry G.


  Weber, Ens. F.T.


  Wehrmacht


  Welke, Karl


  Wells, H.G.


  West Point


  USS Whipple (destroyer)


  Wildcat, Grumman F4F (U.S. fighter)


  Wilkes Island


  Wilkinson, Lt. Col. Gerald


  USS William B. Preston (destroyer)


  Wilson, Pres. Woodrow


  Winged Samurai (by Henry Sakaida)


  Woods, Seaman Reg


  Wotje Island


  Wright Cyclone R-1830 Engine


  



  Yamada, Rear Adm. Sadiyoshi


  Yamagami, Lt. Masataki


  Yamaguchi, Adm. Tamon


  Yamamoto, Adm. Isoroku (aka Takano)


  Yamamoto, Reiko


  Yamashita, Gen. Tomoyuki


  Yamato (Japanese battleship)


  Yarra (Australian sloop)


  Yokohama


  Yokokawa, P/O 2nd Class Kazuo


  Yokosuka


  Yomiuri Shinbun (Japanese newspaper)


  Yorkie’s (bar)


  USS Yorktown (carrier)


  Yoshikawa, Takeo (aka Tadashi Morimura)


  Yu Sang (British ammunition vessel)


  Yubari (Japanese light cruiser)


  



  Zero, Mitsubishi A-6M, aka Zeke (Japanese fighter)


  Zippo (Betty bomber)


  Zoo (POW prison)


  Zsu, Gen. Sun


  Zuikaku (Japanese carrier)
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Hawker Hurricane Mk I11B

Manufacturer: Hawker Aireraft Ltd.

Engine: Rolls Royce Merlin 12 Cylinder

Wing Span: 40 Ft.

Length: 32 Ft.

Max Speed: 340 mph

Max Weight: 8,470 Lb.

Armament: 12 X .50 Cal. Browning Machine Guns

Range: 460 miles R/T

Crew protection: Bulletproof Windscreen, Armor Plate

Crew: 1
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SBD-2 Dauntless Dive Bomber

Manufacturer: Douglas Aircraft

Engine: Wright R-1820-60 9-Cylinder Radial
Wingspan: 41.6 ft.

Length: 33.1 ft.

Max Speed: 255 mph

Max Weight: 10,700 Ib.

Ar :2X.50 cal. B ing Machine Guns
2 X .30 cal. Browning Mschmc Guns

Range: 485 Miles R/T
Crew Protection: None

Crew: 2
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G3M Nell Type 96 Army/Navy Medium Bomber

Manufacturer: Mitsubishi

Engine: 14 Cylinder Mitsubishi Radials
‘Wing Span: 82.0 Ft.

Length: 54.0 Ft.

Max Speed: 233 mph

Max weight: 17,637 Ib.

Armament: 1x20mm Cannon and 4 x 7.7mm Machine
Guns

Range: 1,371 miles R/T

Crew Protection: No Armor Plate, No Self-Sealing Fuel
Tanks

Crew: 7
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Curtiss P-40 Warhawk

Manufacturer: Curtiss-Wright Corporation
Engine: Allison V-1710-81 in-line 12 Cylinder Engine
‘Wing Span: 37.47 Ft.

Length:  33.46 Ft.

Max Speed: 378 mph

Max Weight: 8,858 Ib.

Armament: 6 x 0.50 caliber Browning M2 Machine Guns
Range: 240 miles R/T

Crew Protection: Armor Plate, Self Sealing Fuel Tanks

Crew: 1
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Vickers Vildebeest Mark IT1
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Manufacturer: Vickers Aircraft

Engine: Bristol Pegasus II-M3 Nine Cylinder Radial Engine
‘Wing Span: 49.0 Ft.

Length: 36.7 Ft.

Max Speed: 143 mph

Max Weight: 8,500 Ib.

Armament: 1 x forward-firing .50 Cal. Vickers Machine
Gun and 1 X rearward-firing .50 Cal. Lewis Gun

Range: 625 miles R/T
Crew protection: None

Crew: 3
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Blenheim Mk IV Medium Bomb

Manufacturer: Bristol Aeroplane Company

Engine: Two Bristol Mercury XV 9-cylinder radials
Wing Span: 56.3 ft.

Length:42.6 ft.

Max Speed: 266 mph

Max weight: 14,400 Ib

Armament: One 7.7 mm machine gun in the port wing,
two 7.7 mm machine-guns in a powered operated dorsal
turret and two remotely controlled rearward-firing

7.7 mm machine guns mounted beneath the nose,
Range: 730 mi. R/T

Crew Protection: Protective armor

Crew: 3
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Mitsubishi KI-21 Sally Bomb

Manuf: ers: Mil ishi and

Engine: 14 Cylinder Mitsubishi Radials

‘Wing Span: 73.8 Ft.

Length:  525Ft.

Max Speed: 301 mph

Max Weight: 23,320 Ib.

Armament: 1 x 12.7mm and 4 x 7.7mm Machine Guns
Range: 840 miles R/T

Crew Protection: No Armor Plate, No Self-Sealing Fuel
Tanks

Crew: 5-7
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Ki-27 Nate Type 97 Army Fighter

Manufacturers: Nakajima, Kawasaki, and Mitsubishi
Engine: 9 Cylinder Nakajima Radial

‘Wing Span: 37.1 Ft.

Length: 24.7 Ft.

Max Speed: 292 mph

Max weight: 3523 Ib.

Armament: 2 x 7.7mm Machine Guns

Range: 390 miles R/'T

Crew Protection: No Armor Plate, No Self-Sealing Fuel
Tanks

Crew: 1
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Grumman F-4F-4 Wildcat

Manufacturer: Grumman

Engine: Pratt & Whitney R-1830-86 Fourteen
Cylinder Radial Engine

‘Wing Span: 38 Ft.
Length: 28.8 Ft.
Max Speed: 320 mph

Max Weight: 7,975 Ib.

A 6X .50 Cal. ing Machine Guns
Range: 415 miles R/T

Crew protection: Bulletproof Windscreen, Armor Plate,
Self-Sealing Fuel Tanks

Crew: 1
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Brewster F-2A Buffalo

: Brewster A ical Corporation

Engine: Wright R-1820 Nine Cylinder Radial

‘Wing Span: 35 Ft.

Length: 26.25 Ft

Max Speed: 321 mph

Max Weight: 7,159 Ib.

Armament: 4 X .50 Cal. Browning Machine Guns
Range: 485 miles R/T

Crew protection: Bulletproof Windscreen, Armor Plate

Crew: 1
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A6M Type O Zeke (Zero) Army Fighter

ers: Mitsubishi and

Engine: 14 Cylinder Nakajima Radial
Wing Span: 39.3 Ft.

Length: 29.7 Ft.

Max Speed: 410 mph

Max weight: 6,164 Ib.

Armament: 2 x 20mm Cannons and 2 x 7.7mm Machine
Guns

Range: 964 miles R/'T

Crew Protection: No Armor Plate, No Self-Sealing Fuel
Tanks

Crew: 1
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