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On April 4, 1968, Robert Kennedy was giving a speech in Indiana when he was told that Martin Luther King Jr. had been assassinated. After sharing the news with his shocked and tearful audience, he quoted Aeschylus:

Even in our sleep, pain which cannot forget
falls drop by drop upon the heart,
until, in our own despair,
against our will,
comes wisdom
through the awful grace of God.
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List of Illustrations

1.Assistant Secretary of the Navy Franklin Roosevelt watches on March 16, 1914, as the Brooklyn Navy Yard lays the keel for the ship that would be christened USS Arizona and attacked by the Japanese twenty-seven years later.

2.Admiral Isoroku Yamamoto was so conflicted about Tokyo’s rush to war that he proselytized against fighting the Allies publicly while at the same time privately threatening to resign if the navy didn’t approve his plans to attack Pearl Harbor.

3.Vice Admiral Chuichi Nagumo led the First Air Fleet in its strike on Oahu, even though he’d repeatedly opposed Yamamoto’s plan and would forever after be vilified as being timid for not ordering a third strike.

4.Details of the strike force’s targets were provided by Honolulu spy Takeo Yoshikawa. The teahouse he used for surveillance is still open for business.

5.America’s military commanders in Hawaii, General Walter Short, left, and Admiral Husband Kimmel, right, met with Britain’s Lord Mountbatten in 1941. Short and Kimmel would shoulder the burden of blame for the Hawaiian debacle, but were never court-martialed, only retired.

6.American secretary of state Cordell Hull, center, met regularly with Japanese ambassadors Kichisaburo Nomura and Saburo Kurusu to try to negotiate an accord between Tokyo and Washington. Afterward, Hull won the Nobel Prize as a founder of the United Nations, and double Kurusu became American slang for “betrayal.”

7.Japan’s advanced technologies, including its battery-powered midget submarine, would fool Admiral Kimmel, who refused to believe torpedoes could be launched in the shallow waters of Pearl Harbor.

8.Of the ten midget sub crewmen assigned to this mission, however, nine would die, and the only survivor would become America’s first World War II POW.

9.Japan’s First Air Fleet prepares to launch its surprise attack on Oahu.

10.The profound success of this battle will end the era of dreadnoughts and launch the ascendancy of flattops, aircraft carriers capable of projecting massive firepower over great distances.

11.The attack was launched at 7:48 a.m.

12.In less than thirty minutes, Hickam Field lay in ruins.

13.The first minutes of the attack caught by Japanese cameras. The background smoke is Hickam in flames; a torpedo is visibly porpoising; dead center, a shock wave emanates from a strike on West Virginia. Moored by Ford Island.

14.Nevada, Vestal outbound to Arizona; West Virginia outbound to Tennessee; Oklahoma outbound to Maryland; Neosho and California. The explosion in the second picture is a torpedo strike on Oklahoma.

15.Ford Island Naval Air Station under fire. 2,403 Americans died in the attack.

16.Hell on earth: firefighters try to save West Virginia, while a small boat attempts to rescue her crew from the water.

17.Some trying to escape by jumping into the harbor would be suffocated or burned alive by the fuel fires raging at the water’s surface.

18.Arizona collapses. Of more than 1,400 crewmen, merely 334 survived.

19.The smoke of the burning harbor waters finally clears.

20.Revealing Arizona completely destroyed, and Oklahoma fully capsized.

21.The corpse of a Japanese airman is hoisted from the water.

22.President Roosevelt appears before a joint session of Congress on December 8 to give one of the greatest speeches in American history and ask for a declaration of war.

23.His handwritten revisions show his desire to properly convey the momentousness of the attack.

24.Admiral Chester Nimitz, Kimmel’s replacement, awards the Navy Cross to West Virginia’s Cook 3rd Class Doris Miller on May 27, 1942. The heroic Miller will die in action, but his valor at Pearl Harbor will make him a civil rights hero.

25.On June 1, 1942, James Doolittle appears before America’s great secret weapon of World War II—working men and women—at the Inglewood, California, site of North American Aviation’s B-25 assembly line. When America learned that Japan had executed a group of his Raiders, the country bought more war bonds than at any other time in history.

26.Navy divers at work on a heroic effort of salvage as Oklahoma.

27.Is righted to ninety degrees by March 29, 1943, and Nevada is fully restored.

28.Today’s Pearl Harbor, and the Arizona Memorial with its pool of black tears.
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DREADNOUGHTS AND HOLYSTONES

On February 13, 1940, thirteen days before he turned eighteen, San Antonio high school football player James Lawson volunteered to join the United States Navy. Like everyone else at that moment at the bottom of the barrel in the Department of War, he was paid a princely $21 a month, but getting three hots and a cot was an economic toehold in an America just financially rousing itself from the Great Depression. The services had so slimmed down from their Great War peaks that it was a leap to get in, though civilians commonly looked down on sailors as unsavory ne’er-do-wells whom they called squids. First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt had made a quip—“The cleanest bodies and the dirtiest minds in the world”—while Norfolk, Virginia, had signs in its city parks: SAILORS AND DOGS KEEP OFF THE GRASS.

After San Diego boot camp, Seaman 2nd Class Lawson rode a supply ship across the Pacific, arriving in Oahu at Ford Island’s quay Fox 8 in May of 1940. He never forgot crossing the plank for his very first day aboard the USS Arizona, a moment when, so awed by the thirty-thousand-ton dreadnought’s grandeur and majesty, he forgot to salute: “I was just overwhelmed by the size of it. New sailors are like that. You go up that gangway for the first time, and you been trained to ask permission to come aboard and salute the flag at the stern, but the new seamen second come aboard and right away they forget.”

Lawson’s first assignments were brute labor—chipping paint; polishing brass; swabbing—and the most dreaded of all, holystoning. The decks of the ship were planked in teak, and the muscular technique the USN devised to polish them to a sheen was to take a sandstone brick with a hole drilled in it—the bricks originally came from churchly ruins, thus holystones—and use a broomstick in the hole to soothe the deck. Lawson’s bed his first year aboard was a hammock hung six feet in the air so “people could walk underneath it,” as fellow sailor Galen Ballard remembered. “It rocked nice and put you to sleep, but it was very easy to fall out of. . . . That’s a long way to fall.”

Promoted to messcook—better to peel potatoes than holystone decks—Lawson was promoted again after a few months, to gunner’s mate 3rd class, Deck Division 4. He lived in the stern, working the port quarterdeck’s Turret 4 as well as the No. 2 catapult, which threw scouts into the sky: “The [float] plane sat on top of the catapult on a cradle, with a long cable that ran along the tracks of the catapult. Usually the plane went off the port side. As the ship turned and faced into the wind, we get the word to fire. We’d hit the firing key, it was just like firing a gun. The firing mechanism would fire off that five-inch cartridge, basically a can full of powder, and when that charge expanded the gas, it fired the plane, it would run on the cradle all the way to the end of the catapult. By the time it hit the catapult it was at takeoff speed. We had trained to rotate the catapult so that when planes left the ship, they’d be headed into the wind, which was takeoff position for aircraft. When they would come back in, the ship would have to swing around to make a slick. The big ship turning this way or that would flatten out the waves enough for the aircraft to sit down in the water. The plane would taxi up close to where the boatswain’s mates could swing the crane out to hook on to the plane to hoist it back aboard and over onto the catapult.”

In that dawn-of-radar era, a battlewagon’s scout planes sent target coordinates back to her control room, and Lawson, as a pointer, controlled the elevation of his great Turret 4 guns, while the trainers ruled their horizontal. Their 179,614-pound cannon could blast 1,400-pound, armor-busting projectiles at an angle of fifteen degrees for a range of twenty miles . . . so far that they could pierce the horizon to strike enemies unseen: “It was a thrill: pulling the trigger and knowing it was going after somebody across the horizon with another twenty-five hundred to three thousand pounds of high explosives. . . . Every time I’d press the firing key in that turret and hear those big bullets going shreeeeeeeeeooooooooooo twenty miles across the water, I was thinking, ‘Here’s another one for Tojo’—that was what the head honchos called the Japanese in those days. We figured that, with our superior forces, our superior ships, our superior gunnery, we’d take ’em.”

The ship was so huge that it could be depersonalizing—Lawson called everyone “Guns” since he knew so few of the other men by name—but the navy knew how to build camaraderie, as North Carolina’s John Rampley explained: “A man’s name was presented by the senior petty officer to the whole gun crew. If any of them didn’t like him or [thought] that he would be incompatible, he didn’t get in. So if you did make it, you felt you were part of a select group.” Clint Westbrook, originally from the Bronx, was one of the powder men working with Lawson at Turret 4, using hoists to transfer sixty-pound powder bags and shells up from the magazine deep below, across the scuttle of the fireproof hatch, and then up to the turret. Westbrook assumed that war was near . . . but that it would strike, not in their Pacific, but in the Atlantic. “I signed up for a six-year peacetime stint,” he said.

Lawson eventually qualified as a helmsman, taking wheel watch on alternate days, meeting the boss, Captain Franklin Van Valkenburgh, and working the ship’s three methods of steering—electric; steam; auxiliary—to make sure she was ready for anything. Auxiliary meant brute muscle force, a tag team of crew using their full body weight against enormous cranks: “You’d run down a long hallway and grab one of those big spokes and ride that sucker down. Somebody’d go right behind you and ride the next one down. It was a constant run, one man at a time.” But besides that method of power and the dreaded holystoning, Lawson loved his life at sea, especially serving on a battleship: “We were kingpins of the navy in those days. We looked down on the destroyer sailors. It was like living in a big city.”

The Arizona’s keel was laid at the Brooklyn Navy Yard in New York City on March 16, 1914, when she was then known only as No. 39. The keel is the spine of a ship’s hull, which, like a human spine, serves as the structural foundation; the vessel’s backbone. “Laying the keel” places that spine in the cradle where the ship will be constructed around it and is the official moment of birth. Since No. 39 with her sister ship, Pennsylvania, would be the “biggest fighting ship, built or building, for any navy,” according to the New York Times, “the ceremony of laying the keel was . . . postponed until 11 o’clock yesterday morning in order to make possible the presence of Assistant Secretary Roosevelt [in a greatcoat, bowler hat, and gold pince-nez]. . . . The firing of a salute of seventeen guns from the superdreadnought North Dakota announced his coming [then] the giant traveling crane above the cradle of the battleship-to-be began to move. It carried a massive steel plate and dropped it at the spot designated by the constructors. Then Mr. Roosevelt stepped forward. Capt. Gleaves handed him a silver-plated bolt. Mr. Roosevelt quickly hammered it into place while the band played the National Anthem and the crowd stood with bared heads.”

Through his mother, Sara, Assistant Secretary of the Navy Franklin Delano Roosevelt was descended from a family that had made its fortune in seafaring, his grandfather Warren Delano having prospered in the trade of Chinese tea and opium. Franklin as a teenager learned to sail the Hudson River aboard the family’s sixty-foot schooner, Half Moon, and at the age of five, he accompanied his influential father, who had made a great fortune in rail and coal, to the White House, where President Grover Cleveland told the boy, “My little man, I am making a strange wish for you. It is that you may never be president of the United States.”

As a New York state senator, Franklin publicly campaigned for Woodrow Wilson against his fifth cousin Teddy. When Wilson won, he appointed FDR assistant secretary of the navy in 1913, and Roosevelt would have this job when, on April 6, 1917, America joined the Great War. He nagged Navy Secretary Josephus Daniels to grant him a commission, but was turned down because Daniels judged Roosevelt’s administrative duties—overseeing procurement and shipping—as too important.

FDR would forever after love the United States Navy with an unimaginable passion. During his presidency, he personally selected the service’s flag officers, raised its budget every year, and called the navy “us” and the army “them” until General George Marshall insisted he stop. At his White House breakfast meetings, the nation’s chief executive often sat in bed, his shoulders draped in a blue navy cape, surrounded by his collections of postage stamps and naval memorabilia. Admiral Ernest King, chief of naval operations after Pearl Harbor, remembered a visit to the cruiser Houston on the afternoon of February 28, 1939; Roosevelt “was in high spirits, for he loved the Navy and always visibly expanded when at sea. As the admirals greeted him, he would have some pleasant, half-teasing personal message for each.”

During FDR’s tenure with the navy in World War I, Winston Churchill was Great Britain’s first lord of the admiralty, and Roosevelt saw their careers as taking similar paths. Eventually he wrote to Churchill in 1939 that you “should keep me in touch personally about anything you want me to know about.” When Joseph Kennedy, ambassador to England, asked about their relationship, FDR said, “I have always disliked him since the time I went to England in 1918. He acted like a stinker at a dinner, lording it all over us. . . . I’m giving him attention now because there is a strong possibility that he will become the prime minister and I want to get my hand in now.” Cabinet member Frances Perkins called Roosevelt “the most complicated human being I ever knew.”

On August 10, 1921, Roosevelt was on vacation with his family at Campobello, his father’s island estate off the New Brunswick coast. FDR and his sons were out sailing when they spotted a fire in the woods and docked to help put it out. At dinner that night, Roosevelt didn’t feel well and went to bed early; in the morning, he found he could barely walk. By that night, his back and legs were wracked with pain, his temperature had soared to 102 degrees, and eventually he was diagnosed with poliomyelitis and was paralyzed from the waist down. He now had to be carried by attendants up and down stairs; had a Ford convertible modified so it could be driven entirely by hand; and on being elected governor of New York in 1928 and president of the United States in 1932, developed a gentleman’s agreement with the press (especially the photographers) for him not to be seen as helpless. He had trained himself to appear to walk in public through a remarkable feat: holding on to a cane with one hand and the arm of an aide or a son with the other, he would tilt his useless legs (held rigid by steel braces) from side to side, inching forward like an acrobat on the parallel bars, powered entirely by his arms and shoulders. It was such an incredible performance that few Americans ever knew their longest-serving president was completely paralyzed from the waist down. The disease also awoke in him a sympathy for the ignored, the underprivileged, and the dismissed in American society—he told America’s first female cabinet secretary, Frances Perkins, “We are going to make a country in which no one is left out”—and he founded the March of Dimes, which ultimately led to polio vaccines, which may soon eradicate polio entirely.

His paralysis meant FDR needed to keep nearby anything he needed throughout the day, leading to a life of monumental clutter. He ran the nation not from the Oval Office, but from the Oval Study, a small room next to the presidential bedroom on the White House’s second floor, filled with model ships and furniture from the yacht the Mayflower. One corner of the room was taken up by a pipe organ, while shelves were devoted to the 150-volume Roosevelt stamp collection, and the walls were festooned with portraits of his mother, his wife, and historic sailing ships. Using these three adjoining rooms of bed, bath, and study, FDR required no help. The suite was so significant that, in case of a power failure, backup generators would keep the electricity going there, but not in the Oval Office itself.

The USS Arizona’s array of four turrets, each hosting three fourteen-inch guns, made up her signature artillery (fourteen-inch/45-caliber meaning the inner diameter of the bore), but she was additionally provisioned with twenty-two five-inch/51-caliber guns, four three-inch/50-caliber antiaircraft guns, thirty-nine .45-caliber machine guns, and two twenty-one-inch torpedo tubes. Like her great historic predecessor, HMS Dreadnought, Arizona reached a maximum speed of twenty-one knots driven by four shafts, each powered by a Parson turbine fed by three Babcock and Wilcox boilers, but unlike her British ancestor, she supped oil, not coal.

Arizona’s crew nicknamed her At ’em Maru—combining up and at ’em with the Japanese word for “ship”—and Herbert Hoover rode her on a presidential tour of the Caribbean. Then after nine years based in San Diego, she sailed, along with the rest of the American fleet, to Pearl Harbor, in June 1940.

The two stars of the fleet in Hawaii, Arizona and Pennsylvania, were as good as you could get in battlewagons in their day, the result of a revolution in warfare that navies around the world believed would be, forever after, the ways of their world. For three prior centuries, ending with the Age of Sail, nations had built ships of the line that pounded at each other broadside with batteries of gun and cannon mounted in rows in deck upon deck . . . but from no more than a few hundred yards, with their firepower and maneuverings defined by the speed and direction of the wind. France introduced steam propulsion to her of-the-line vessels in 1850 with Napoléon; armoring with iron in 1859 with Gloire; and pioneering steel construction in 1876 with Redoubtable. These innovations triggered an arms race with Britain and Germany, culminating in 1906 with the English ship that would render all others obsolete: HMS Dreadnought. Powered by steam turbines to an astonishing twenty-one knots, protected by an eleven-inch armor belt, and bristling with ten twelve-inch cannons mounted on five turrets, Dreadnought was so revolutionary and so powerful that she indeed feared nothing, as her title proclaimed; her global descendants would be called dreadnoughts and their progeny, superdreadnoughts.

While US battleships averaged crews of around sixteen hundred, it took twenty-one hundred to man the fleet’s other giants, aircraft carriers. Carrier warplanes included the fighter (used for both offense and defense), the dive-bomber (which zeroed in on its target at close range for greater accuracy), the high-level bomber (which dropped heavier ordnance than a diver from a defensive altitude and used gravity to increase its devastation), and the torpedo bomber (which skimmed low over the waters). Vulnerable carriers set sail surrounded by a task force that included the more lightly armored and thus faster cruisers, which screened the formation and scouted foes, and destroyers, which were originally designed to attack torpedo boats and were known as torpedo boat destroyers. One bell-bottom joked that their real name should have been “destroyeds,” since their mission was more often than not to be first to reveal the enemy by taking a hit.

One of the maneuvers all sailors needed to learn at this time was zigzagging to evade torpedo strikes. During one practice zigzag, Oklahoma smashed into Arizona’s bow, leaving a gash thirty feet high and twenty feet wide, which was quickly repaired in dry dock. One sailor would later say, “You can’t hurt a battleship much.”

If the navy’s capital ships were state-of-the-art for their era—in December of 1940, one midshipman wrote home, “Well, Mother, a battleship is about as safe a vessel as you can find in a fleet, so you don’t have to worry about my well-being!”—the same could not be said for America’s army forces based just down the road, charged with both defending the American territory of Hawaii and the US Fleet when she was at anchor. These soldiers were still armed with bolt-action Springfields, their heads protected by “dishpan” helmets with cotton liners that took a good half hour to thread into place.

While presenting awards to the various Fleet sports teams at the start of December 1941, Admiral Isaac Kidd made a special announcement: “I think I know what all you men want for Christmas, and you’re going to get that.” “We all wanted leave,” John Rampley remembered. “After he said that, scuttlebutt started floating around the ship that we were scheduled to leave Monday the eighth for R and R in San Diego.” Galen Ballard, with a week of duty left on his ticket, was told he’d be going home on December 13: “I don’t think any of us had any idea whatsoever that anything was going to happen. We were happy as larks.”

They were, on the whole, happier than larks. Some places in the world are so beautiful it’s impossible to believe they haven’t been retouched by Hollywood or Photoshop, and one of these is a swath of volcanic peaks shimmering in the midst of a too-blue-to-be-true Pacific. Today, California likes to think she’s the prettiest one, but she is wrong; the most beautiful state in America is both a glorious archipelago and a military stronghold, with an ocean undulating in cobalt blue and Coke-bottle green; butter-yellow sands; creamy-white surf; hell-black lava; pencil-thin waterfalls; primordial canyons; and even a snowcap. She is home to marine-mammal leviathans, and the planet’s most active volcano, belching white smoke and fiery red magma; and she is a territory of flowers: orchids and jacaranda; hibiscus and bougainvillea; lavender and oleander; the latter with such strong perfumes they stop passersby in their tracks. In case you can’t tell, I love her like Christmas, and Charles Lindbergh loved her so much, he arranged to die there.

Hawaii is a salting of 130 islands and atolls over fifteen hundred miles of the Pacific. Her first arrivals were Polynesians from the Marquesas, bringing gods that were tall and lean and grimacing, as well as a society with a code of behavior and relationships called kapu, which included wife swapping, torture, human sacrifice, and a worship of gods and spirits found in such things as canoes, mists, odd noises, and lunatics. The first European arrival was James Cook, who returned a year later to retrieve a stolen boat, but came under attack by two hundred warriors and died in combat. Over the next hundred years, Cook’s fellow travelers, lured to this crossroads of the Pacific, would wreak a kind of vengeance, as 90 percent of the archipelago’s population died of European diseases.

Records portray the first American and British visitors to what were then known as the Sandwich Islands as concentrating on Maui, Kauai, and the big island of Hawaii. In 1794, US merchant ship Lady Washington used her cannon to help the king of Oahu win a victory at Rabbit Island and Wai-Momi—today’s Ford Island and Pearl Harbor. Fifteen years later, the first King Kamehameha united the archipelago into a Polynesian state, and ten years after that, the Congregationalist Church sent the first of a dozen missionaries to his kingdom. By 1820, an “Agent of the United States for Commerce and Seamen” was stationed at Honolulu to assist the great fleets of American whalers and merchants, which numbered forty-two out of the forty-eight ships in the city’s harbor by November of 1867. On January 20, 1887, the US Senate amended its treaty with Hawaii to include that “His Majesty the King of the Hawaiian Islands, grants to the Government of the U.S. the exclusive right to enter the harbor of Pearl River, in the Island of Oahu, and to establish and maintain there a coaling and repair station for the use of vessels of the U.S. and to that end the U.S. may improve the entrance to said harbor and do all things useful to the purpose aforesaid.” Maui’s Lahaina became practically an American city, she was so filled with whaling crew, and the isle of Molokai became a notorious leper colony. Sufferers were taken by boat and forced into the waves after being told, “Prepare for Molokai as for the grave.”

Establishing schools and creating a written Hawaiian language, missionaries converted Queen Keopuolani on her deathbed in 1823, beginning a protected niche for haole (whites) in the islands, many of whose descendants made their fortunes in white gold—sugar. In 1850, the general population was bequeathed ownership of their lands, and the Alien Land Ownership Act was passed, letting them sell said lands to outsiders. As whaling declined, sugar roared, as did a Hawaiian craze for American clothing and furniture, paid for by devastating the archipelago’s groves of sandalwood. In an 1893 coup led by the American Annexation Club (composed of the “Big Five” sugar executive haoles—onetime missionaries who’d tried to outlaw surfing and that “vile obscenity,” hula dancing) and supported by marines invading from a ship in the harbor, Queen Lili‘uokalani was deposed. She appealed to the White House, but refused to promise leniency for the guilty Americans, and the Hawaiian throne fell to a shameful swipe by colonial plutocrats.

After five years as a republic under President Sanford Dole, the onetime kingdom was annexed to the United States as a territory in 1898, with the official ceremony on August 12 at Iolani Palace attended by no one of native birth; Lili‘uokalani’s niece called that moment “bitterer than death to me.” The following year the United States Navy started building on Oahu its keystone for operations in the Pacific, and by 1935 the New York Times could report, “An armada of 160 ships, the greatest fleet ever to visit Pearl Harbor, was moored or anchored in the east and west lochs tonight. Twelve battleships, two flotillas of destroyers, about thirty submarines, twelve heavy and seven light cruisers and several score auxiliaries were ‘home from the sea.’ . . . Only the large aircraft carriers, the Lexington, the Ranger, and the Saratoga, lay at anchor in the open roads off Honolulu. . . . It is the first time such a large number of ships has ever been, and their presence definitely indicates that Pearl Harbor has assumed first rank as a naval base.”

With Admiral James Richardson in command, the US Fleet was dispatched to Hawaii in the spring of 1940 for its annual maneuvers known as Fleet Problem XXI. Less than a week before they were to return to California on May 9, however, Richardson was ordered to instead remain in Hawaii by Chief of Naval Operations Harold “Betty” Stark.1 Two weeks later, Richardson complained to Stark that Pearl Harbor’s facilities were inadequate: “My objections for remaining there were, primarily, that you only had one port, secure port, and very crowded, no recreation facilities for the men, a long distance from Pearl Harbor to the city of Honolulu, inadequate transportation, inadequate airfields. A carrier cannot conduct all training for her planes from the carrier deck. In order to launch her planes she must be underway at substantial speed, using up large amounts of fuel. So that wherever carriers are training their squadrons there must be flying fields available, so that while the ship herself is undergoing overhaul, or repair, or upkeep, the planes may conduct training, flying from the flying fields. There were inadequate and restricted areas for anchorages of the fleet; to take them in and out of Pearl Harbor wasted time.”

With one of the signature “on the one hand, on the other” cables that would eventually get him demoted, CNO Stark replied on May 27, “You are there because of the deterrent effect which it is thought your presence may have on the Japs going into the East Indies. . . . Suppose the Japs do go into the East Indies? What are we going to do about it? My answer is I don’t know and I think there’s nobody on God’s green earth who can tell you.”

On June 17, the US War Department, believing that an aggressive Tokyo, having concluded a treaty with Moscow, was now setting its sights on Hawaii, cabled Major General Charles D. Herron, the army’s Hawaiian Department commander, with the first of a stream of warnings: “Immediate alert. Complete defensive organization to deal with possible transpacific raid. . . . Maintain alert until further orders.” The warning was held for a number of months, then faded away.

After Stark refused to reconsider Richardson’s orders to remain in Hawaii, the Commander-in-Chief, United States (known as CINCUS) came to Washington to make his case directly. “On October 7, I talked with Stark, Nimitz, Knox,” Richardson said. “And while here I lunched with the President. Had a long talk with him. The President stated that the fleet was retained in the Hawaiian area in order to exercise a restraining influence on the actions of Japan. I stated that in my opinion the presence of the fleet in Hawaii might influence a civilian political government, but that Japan had a military government which knew that the fleet was undermanned, unprepared for war, and had no train of auxiliary ships without which it could not undertake active operations. Therefore, the presence of the fleet in Hawaii could not exercise a restraining influence on Japanese action. . . .

“The President said in effect, ‘Despite what you believe, I know that the presence of the fleet in the Hawaiian area, has had, and is now having, a restraining influence on the actions of Japan.’

“I said, ‘Mr. President, I still do not believe it, and I know that our fleet is disadvantageously disposed for preparing for or initiating war operations.’

“The President then said, ‘I can be convinced of the desirability of returning the battleships to the west coast if I can be given a good statement which will convince the American people and the Japanese Government that in bringing the battleships to the west coast we are not stepping backward.’ ”

Secretary of State Cordell Hull, among others, took issue with Richardson’s version of events. “Now, someone suggested that the government was trying to bluff the Japanese,” Hull later testified. “The whole truth is that we were in our own waters, in our territory, on our own side of the Pacific, and that we were pursuing a perfectly peaceful and defensible course. In all our talks with the Japanese and all of our representations, we were pleading with them for peaceful relations and their continuance. If we happened to have a double-barreled shotgun sitting back in the corner somewhere in the house when we are talking to a desperado, it does no harm, to say the least. I always feel a little better and I think he would feel a little worse if he could see the outlines of that gun back there. It is a psychological thing that nobody can escape.”

Another Washington official taken aback by Richardson’s statements was Fleet Admiral William Leahy. “The President asked me to have luncheon with him on October 8,” Leahy recalled. “I found after I arrived that Admiral Richardson was also to be at lunch. . . . My memory in that matter is good, principally because I was exceedingly surprised to learn that the commander in chief of the fleet did not consider the fleet prepared for war and at that time I was apprehensive in regard to an early war situation in the Pacific, although I was very far from sources of information and I had no late information in regard to that matter.

“[Richardson] said the ships did not have their war complements; that the facilities in Pearl Harbor were not sufficient to keep the ships in a top condition at all times; that he had not a sufficient number of fuel ships to make it possible for him to operate the fleet at any distance from the Hawaiian Islands; that the personnel of the fleet, the officers and the crews, did not know why they were in the Hawaiian Islands; that apparently nobody expected to be called upon for war duty; that the families of the men and officers were in the continental United States and they wanted to get home and see their families; that the recreation facilities and the means for taking care of his men when they were on shore in Honolulu were almost nonexistent, at least they were entirely insufficient and that he felt that if there was a prospect of calling upon the fleet for war service it could be done much more advantageously in a port on the Pacific Coast of the United States where he could clear his ships for action, get the additional things that would be needed and reinforce his peacetime crews. . . . I expressed to Admiral Richardson my surprise to find that the fleet was in the condition which he had stated to the President and I said that I hoped he would manage to correct as many of the deficiencies as possible without any delay because I had been telling the Congress and the people of this country for some time that the Navy was ready for war and I was distressed to find that it was not.”

The Japanese had in fact taken notice of the American fleet remaining at Pearl Harbor, but their reaction was not what FDR had presumed. Japanese admiral Isoroku Yamamoto: “Conversely, we’re within striking distance [of Hawaii], too. In trying to intimidate us, America has put itself in a vulnerable position. If you ask me, they’re just that bit too confident.”

Admiral Richardson and President Roosevelt had their difference of opinion solved in ninety days. “In early January, a dispatch came in ordering Richardson to be relieved by Admiral Husband E. Kimmel,” Vice Admiral George Dyer remembered. “Richardson’s remark was ‘My God, they can’t do that to me.’ But, of course, they could and did.” The by-the-books, humorless, hardworking, and picture-perfect Rear Admiral Kimmel arrived in Oahu on February 1, 1941, with the dual title of commander in chief, United States Fleet, and commander in chief, Pacific Fleet. While Admiral Isoroku Yamamoto would be known for a temper that left the elfin man stomping his office floors so hard the furniture quaked, Kimmel—called by his friends Kim or Mustapha—would throw his hat on the ground and stomp on it while screaming . . . and he had a hat on standby to be used in such circumstances. In his first months after taking command, Kimmel moved his administration out of the USS Pennsylvania and into an office on the second floor of the Fleet Headquarters building at the submarine base opposite Ford Island, not for the admiral’s comfort, but for the battleship to be readied for war instead of pomp. Yamamoto never did this, making in turn his flagships Nagato and Yamato residences instead of the dreadnoughts they were built to be.

While Richardson had alternated half the fleet at sea and half in port, Kimmel started three task forces under William Pye, William Halsey, and Wilson Brown, resulting in ships spending 60 percent of their time in port and 40 percent at sea. Kimmel had wanted to regularly have two task forces on the prowl at a time, but Hawaii didn’t have the fuel reserves to allow it. One key drawback of basing the US Fleet in Hawaii was that all of Pearl Harbor’s fuel had to be tankered across the Pacific from the American mainland.

Oahu’s other significant drawback, one shared by the majority of America’s military installations, was its paucity of surveillance aircraft. On January 16, 1941, Naval Base Defense Air Force commander Admiral Patrick Bellinger wrote CNO Harold Stark, “After taking over command of Patrol Wing Two and looking over the situation, I was surprised to find that here in the Hawaiian Islands, an important naval advanced post, we were operating on a shoestring and the more I look the thinner the shoestring appeared to be [which] indicates to me that the Navy Department as a whole does not view the situation in the Pacific with alarm.” After meeting with Kimmel, Bellinger was ordered to work with Hawaiian Air Force commander General Frederick Martin to draft a plan coordinating army and navy air operations in the event of an attack on Oahu. On March 31, 1941, their memorandum warned:


(a) A declaration of war might be preceded by:

1. A surprise submarine attack on ships in the operating area.

2. A surprise attack on OAHU including ships and installations in Pearl Harbor.

3. A combination of these two.

(b) It appears that the most likely and dangerous form of attack on OAHU would be an air attack. It is believed that at present such an attack would most likely be launched from one or more carriers which would probably approach inside of 300 miles.

(c) A single attack might or might not indicate the presence of more submarines or more planes awaiting to attack after defending aircraft have been drawn away by the original thrust.

(d) Any single submarine attack might indicate the presence of a considerable undiscovered surface force probably composed of fast ships accompanied by a carrier.

(e) In a dawn air attack there is a high probability that it could be delivered as a complete surprise in spite of any patrols we might be using and that it might find us in a condition of readiness under which pursuit would be slow to start, also it might be successful as a diversion to draw attention away from a second attacking force. The major disadvantage would be that we could have all day to find and attack the carrier. A dusk attack would have the advantage that the carrier could use the night for escape.



What would later be known in Pearl Harbor history as the remarkably prescient Martin-Bellinger Report concluded, “The aircraft at present available in Hawaii are inadequate to maintain . . . a patrol extensive enough to insure that an air attack from an Orange [ Japanese] carrier cannot arrive over Oahu as a complete surprise.”

On February 4, Kimmel’s army counterpart, Lieutenant General Walter Short, arrived to replace Herron as commander of the Hawaiian Department, and despite their services’ decades of vicious rivalry, the admiral and the general quickly began a tradition of playing golf together on alternate Sundays. Just as quickly, since Short’s army was supposed to protect Kimmel’s navy while it was anchored in Hawaii, Kimmel complained to CNO Harold Stark that the army was under armed and understaffed for the assignment, notably in the category of aerial patrols. In response, army chief George Marshall said that, just as every army base and command had been shortchanged through years of disastrous economic depression, so it was in Honolulu, but that “Hawaii is on a far better basis than any other command in the Army.”

One man who did not think much of the newly arrived Walter Short was the general’s predecessor, Major General Charles Herron, who’d commanded Hawaii for the army since 1937. Herron’s opinion began with their first meeting. Since Herron would be returning to the mainland on February 7 aboard the same ship that had brought Short and his wife to Hawaii on the fourth, they had about two days to work out the transfer of command and fully brief Short on his new position. To help with this, Herron had his staff create a briefing book, which was sent to Short in San Francisco to read on the voyage to Oahu. “Upon my meeting Short when he arrived” on February 7, Herron said, “I asked him whether he had read the papers and material. He replied that . . . he had not given them much time while en route.” Instead he’d read the Kenneth Roberts novel Oliver Wiswell.

Herron would also say that Walter Short and his wife, Isabel, were insulted by being posted to Hawaii, believing that he deserved a spot in Washington or at the Presidio in San Francisco. Mrs. Short was additionally angered at being taken away from her friends and family to live in the middle of nowhere. Herron concluded, “Following my talks with General Short at the time, he did not ever ask my opinion, or for information, or correspond with me on the subject of command or related problems.”

As news of Japanese attacks in Asia reached a crescendo over the start of 1941, many officers and FBI agents on Oahu, knowing that 155,000 residents were of Japanese ancestry—a third of the population—became convinced that a fifth column lurked behind the scenes in Honolulu, sabotaging the territory and infecting the populace in preparation for Tojo’s invasion. No evidence was ever found. Instead, historian Thurston Clarke theorizes that the fifth column sabotaging American defenses wasn’t Japanese immigrants and their children, but the glories of Hawaii itself: “Cables from the Navy Department might have declared, ‘This dispatch is to be considered a war warning,’ but when their recipients looked out windows and up from breakfast tables, they saw paradise. They rose to soft and flower-scented breezes, ate papaya or mango from backyard trees, and took cool showers, because in a climate that may be the most perfect on earth, many houses lacked water heaters. On weekends, women dressed in loose-fitting muumuus or kimonos, and men wore aloha shirts, a recent invention of a local Japanese tailor, who made them from the colorful silk fabrics used for children’s clothing in Japan. On weekdays, people worked in the mornings and relaxed in the afternoons. After the attack, a captain commanding a field artillery battery at Schofield Barracks told the army board of inquiry, ‘Because it was in the tropics we did very little work in the afternoon. It was just the opposite of a warlike attitude.’ ”

Pearl Harbor itself was then a tourist destination, with each capital ship looking like the industrialized skyline of a small town from the future. So many of them massed in one harbor was thrilling to behold. In the Pacific sun, the navy’s dress whites shone, and while that service’s blues matched the ocean itself, the army’s khaki browns and greens faded into the jungle. James Jones’s From Here to Eternity captures that time, when American officers wore white gloves, gazed over manicured lawns, and presented engraved calling cards, while granting their men “Cinderella liberty”—back aboard by midnight. The 1941 slogan for the city of Honolulu? “A World of Happiness in an Ocean of Peace.” The town had no stoplights; instead, policemen either sat under umbrellas with leis draped across their shoulders flipping Stop levers and Go levers or waved cars through with their gloved hands, while shimmying a hula.

Yet, some signs couldn’t be ignored. “During the spring and summer of 1941 we saw a death ship,” Lawson remembered. “It was a British cruiser, and it had just a makeshift bow they had put on in the Philippines. And the ship stunk to high heaven, because they had had to seal off a couple of frames to make the ship seaworthy, but inside those frames was a whole bunch of their crew dead and rotting, and you could smell it all over the harbor. They were dead from a torpedo they took somewhere in the South Pacific.”

On what would be the last sail of Arizona’s life from late November to December 5, 1941, Japanese subs followed the fleet around the Hawaiian Islands. Lawson: “Long about one o’clock in the morning the general alarm went off—‘Man your battle stations!’ The picket submarines and picket destroyers had detected a bunch of sonar contacts. Every man aboard knew that meant Japanese submarines.” But such reminders of hostilities were all too rare, and the warnings of what was to come seemed so distant. Lieutenant Albert Brower: “We’d have a few beers at the Officers’ Club. Talk would get around to the war in Europe. And we kept patting each other on the back saying that, in case of war, this is the place to be. We have it made! Look at all this water around us, protected by the United States Navy. We have it made.” “Nobody talked about the possibility of war. That was the farthest thing from our minds,” Naval Hospital nurse Lenore Rickert said. “I met my husband, Albert, at that time. He had been a patient in the wars there. We weren’t supposed to go with patients, of course. I remember he was stationed at the marine base right next door to us. So I would go down the road and I would flash my light so he would step out from the bushes, knowing that it was me that was coming.”

Though their routine chores may have been stultifying, the soldiers and sailors of Oahu were living the life of Mutiny on the Bounty’s Fletcher Christian, with their ironwood trees and breadfruit groves; their warm and hibiscus-kissed breezes; and their light daily rain. West Virginia bugler Richard Fiske: “It was actually my first time to have any distance away from home. I’d just made my eighteenth birthday and I’m thinking about a lot of hula girls in just grass skirts. It had all the enchantment that a person could imagine by reading books. . . . We had ice cream parlors, and a few bars where we could get a cold beer for twenty-five cents. It was a great place. You could go down to Waikiki Beach and you could see the bathing beauties. You could sleep on Waikiki beach and nobody would even bother you.” Their life was evoked by the most popular song in Hawaii four years in a row, the one played by all the local bands of Honolulu, an Oscar winner from the 1937 movie Waikiki Wedding, “Sweet Leilani,” which had turned into a number one hit single for Bing Crosby:

Sweet Leilani, heavenly flower
I dreamed of paradise for two
You are my paradise completed
You are my dream come true.

1Stark’s nickname Betty was a joke about Revolutionary War hero John Stark’s wife begun by classmates at Annapolis, though Secretary of War Henry Stimson saw it as more than that, calling Stark “timid and ineffective . . . the weakest one of all.”
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THE ROADS TO WAR
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