[image: image]

[image: image]

Table of Contents
Title Page
Epigraph
PARTIAL LIST OF INDIVIDUALS APPEARING IN THE BOOK
PREFACE
PART I - TOTAL WAR
CHAPTER ONE - THE SUPERFORTS
CHAPTER TWO - KOKUTAI AND KETSU-GO
CHAPTER THREE - POTSDAM AND TRINITY
CHAPTER FOUR - THE BOOMERANG AND ENOLA GAY
PART II - ENDGAME
CHAPTER FIVE - “A RAIN OF RUIN”
CHAPTER SIX - RUMORS OF PEACE
CHAPTER SEVEN - DECISION AND INDECISION
PART III - “TO OUR GOOD AND LOYAL SUBJECTS...”
CHAPTER EIGHT - REBELLION
CHAPTER NINE - BLACKOUT
CHAPTER TEN - THE LAST MISSION
PART IV - A VERY NEAR THING
CHAPTER ELEVEN - THE MIGHT-HAVE-BEENS
Acknowledgments
CHRONOLOGY OF MAJOR WARTIME EVENTS IN THE PACIFIC: 1945
AUTHORS’ NOTE
ENDNOTES
BIBLIOGRAPHY
Copyright Page

 
 
The story is dedicated first to my dad, who told me years ago that I had a “tiger by the tail” and advised me to never let go. I also want to thank Darin C. Maurer, an airline pilot, who is like my son. He encouraged me in the face of seemingly impossible odds to write the original account of The Last Mission. Without his prodding, I’m convinced the story never would have come to light.
This book is dedicated especially to the crew of The Boomerang, on which I served. Without the teamwork of Carl Schahrer, Dick Marshall, John Waltershausen, Hank Gorder, Tony Cosola, Rich Ginster, Henry Carlson, Hank Leffler, and Sid Seigel, I wouldn’t have been able to relate my story.
I salute my 315th Bomb Wing and every B-29er for giving their best in the face of the enemy. I thank Sally Ann Wagoner and her B-29 Internet group for the collective recall of some details that had faded.
And lastly, this book is in honor of every American, both military and civilian, who delivered a team effort in World War II and preserved the freedom that has given us the greatest country in history.
JIM B. SMITH
I dedicate this book to my brother, Sergeant Bartley F. McConnell, 852nd
Bomb Squadron, 8th Air Force, Killed in Action, January 5, 1945.

MALCOLM MCCONNELL
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PREFACE
MOST WORKS OF HISTORY ARE written either as first-person memoirs or third-person chronicles. The narrative of this book is written in the third person, with the action experienced by the crew of the B-29B Superfortress The Boomerang revealed through the perspective of coauthor Sergeant Jim B. Smith, who was then the bomber’s radio operator.
The 315th Bomb Wing’s B-29Bs were specially modified aircraft, equipped with the APQ-7 Eagle radar, which permitted all-weather precision bombing, and stripped of all defensive armor and gun turrets—except for radar-controlled tail guns. It was the unique, highly sensitive Eagle radar that permitted the Wing to conduct the demanding assignment it received from Major General Curtis LeMay in June 1945: methodically destroy the Empire of Japan’s ability to refine oil or produce gasoline and lubricants—especially the aviation gasoline needed for warplanes. The Wing performed brilliantly, always flying at night from Northwest Field in Guam on exhausting over-water missions to Japan that usually averaged more than 3,000 miles and fifteen hours.
The 315th Bomb Wing began combat operations in June 1945 and flew its last strike—the longest continuous mission of the war—against the Nippon Oil Company refinery near Akita in northern Honshu on the night of August 14–15, 1945.
The nature of these B-29B operations was kept secret from both the enemy and the American public during the war. Following VJ-Day, most in the West came to believe that the Japanese surrender followed almost automatically after atomic bombs struck Hiroshima on August 6 and Nagasaki on August 9, 1945. In fact, there were approximately 1,000 individual B-29 missions (combat sorties) between the bombing at Nagasaki and Japan’s final surrender on August 15.
The Boomerang flew on two of these missions, August 9–10 to Amagasaki and August 14–15 to Akita. Although Smith had no way of knowing it at the time, on August 14, the Wing’s long bomber stream, passing through the moonless sky near Tokyo, was detected by Japanese radar, triggering a night-long blackout in the capital.
In turn, this blackout disrupted a coup d’état under way at the Imperial Palace. The rebels’ original objectives were to prevent the Emperor from recording his Imperial Rescript announcing Japan’s surrender, seize the Palace, and hold him incommunicado. The recorded Imperial Rescript was scheduled to be broadcast the next day, August 15, 1945, at noon. But the blackout caused the rebels to fail in their attempt to prevent the recording, so they sought in vain to find and destroy the records. Had the blackout not derailed the rebels’ plans, they would have proclaimed a revolt throughout the Imperial armed forces.
But the coup did fail. After the war, both Japanese and Western historians investigated these events with varying degrees of scrutiny. None, however, directly connected the nightlong blackout caused by the northbound and southbound flow of the 315th Bomb Wing with the failure of the attempted coup.
However, in the 1970s Jim Smith began investigating the connection between his Wing’s mission and the coup. During the course of decades of research, he discovered startling facts that no historian had previously uncovered. For example, the blackout was effected at 11:05 P.M., exactly as the Emperor was leaving his quarters to drive across the Palace grounds to the Imperial Household Ministry to record his surrender rescript. In the darkness, he was able to slip by the hidden rebel troops, who failed to seize him and prevent him from recording the vital surrender message.
Intrigued by the connection between his last combat mission and the failed coup, Smith continued his research, unearthing declassified military reports in the 1980s that revealed that the decision to bomb Akita on the last, longest mission of the war was at least as much concerned with depriving America’s wartime ally the Soviet Union of the refinery and its surrounding oil fields, should the Russians gain a zone of occupation in northern Japan, as it was with strategic considerations of World War II.
Smith assembled all this and much more into a book, The Last Mission: An Eyewitness Account, that he self-published in 1995. All who read the book, especially former B-29 aviators, were impressed by his diligent research, insights, and attention to detail.
But Smith wanted to reach the widest audience possible and also to expand the historical perspective of his original story. To do so, he needed to have a widely distributed book. Through the William Morris Agency, he and experienced military historian Malcolm McConnell collaborated on this expanded project.
Given the narrative structure of the work, Jim Smith’s first-person eyewitness voice had to be adapted. Thus he became a third-person character in the book of which he is the coauthor.
This perhaps is a unique feature in a military history. But the authors believe their book provides unique insights into major historical events.

PART I
TOTAL WAR
Rescript: A written message of the Japanese Emperor carrying both  temporal and religious authority and defining the position of the state. 
—WEBSTER’S THIRD NEW INTERNATIONAL DICTIONARY


CHAPTER ONE
THE SUPERFORTS
1630 HOURS, 5 AUGUST 1945
The long rows of four-engined bombers sat on the asphalt taxi ramps to the two parallel runways at Northwest Field, Guam, shimmering in the tropic afternoon. They were B-29Bs of the 315th Bomb Wing (Very Heavy), U.S. Strategic Air Forces XXI Bomber Command. This base in the Marianas was 1,500 miles south of the “Empire,” the name American airmen had given the Japanese Home Islands. Today, loaded with nine tons of 500-pound bombs and almost 6,500 gallons of aviation gasoline, the Superforts were pushing their 140,000-pound maximum takeoff weight. But that was an increasingly normal risk their crews faced at this stage in the air campaign against Japan.
Halfway down the line of Superforts, waiting for the order to start engines, The Boomerang sat on its hardstand, the sun glare flooding the multipane Plexiglas greenhouse cockpit. A jeep approached, and a full colonel from headquarters climbed a ladder to the nosewheel hatch.
He would be “observing” tonight’s mission, aircraft commander First Lieutenant Carl Schahrer announced to his crew over the intercom. This intrusion could be either an unnecessary occasion for a staff officer to rack up some combat hours or the legitimate desire for an experienced leader to watch one of the Wing’s smoothly functioning crews in action. In any event, he didn’t feel he had to explain himself. The Colonel sat on the deck beside Schahrer’s central control console but did not offer to shake hands with anyone, making it clear that he wasn’t interested in friendly relations with the plane’s crew of junior officers and NCOs.
Tonight’s target was the sprawling Ube Coal Liquefaction Company synthetic oil facility near the extreme southwest tip of Honshu. Round-trip mission time had been briefed for just over fifteen hours, thirty minutes. As always, the Superforts carried a marginal fuel reserve, so that they could accommodate a maximum bomb load for the distance flown and predicted winds aloft. This reserve was certainly not the comfortable safety margin peacetime aviators would have expected or indeed demanded on such a long over-water flight.
This was not peacetime, however. It was the fourth year of relentless war that had begun for America with the Imperial Japanese Navy’s bombing of Pearl Harbor. During the forty-four months since Pearl Harbor, sixteen million Americans had put on uniforms and scores of millions more had gone to work in war industries. The three-year campaign against Nazi Germany and its Italian Fascist ally, which had cost America more than 200,000 killed or missing, had finally ended with victory in May 1945.
In the Pacific, the Japanese had been invincible for the first six months of the war, defeating weaker American, British, and Dutch forces in the Philippines, Malaya, Burma, and the Netherlands East Indies—and capturing hundreds of thousands of Allied prisoners as well as seizing a trove of natural resources that Japan desperately needed to maintain its huge fleet and support its armies, which had been engaged in Manchuria and China for years.1
The American counteroffensive in the Pacific had gathered momentum slowly because President Franklin D. Roosevelt and British Prime Minister Winston Churchill had agreed on a “Germany first” strategy in which the major Allied effort would be focused on the European Theater of Operations (ETO) until Hitler was defeated; only then would the Allies’ full might shift to Japan.2 The protracted and bloody island-hopping campaign resulting from this policy that began at Guadalcanal in the Solomon Islands in 1942 had involved savage sea and naval-air battles, costly amphibious assaults, and bypassing strong Japanese garrisons on beleaguered fortresses such as Rabaul and Truk. American strategy had been to drive a line of air bases north from the Solomons across the vast blue void of the Pacific, so that the Japanese Home Islands could be brought within range of the B-29 Superfort as soon as that revolutionary new bomber was available in “sufficient numbers.”3 More than 100,000 Americans had been killed, seriously wounded, or were missing in action in the Pacific up to this point in the war.
But the strategy had eventually proved sound. With the retaking of Guam, a prewar American territory, and the capture of Saipan and Tinian farther north in the Marianas, the United States finally had its B-29 bases. And the airmen aboard The Boomerang this stifling afternoon of August 5, 1945, were just one of more than a thousand Superfort crews flying from airfields that had transformed these islands into the world’s largest air base.
The Boomerang’s ten crewmen greeted the coolly distant Colonel as they accepted so many other minor irritants of life in a combat wing. Schahrer glanced around to verify that, despite the heat, everyone within sight of the Colonel had his parachute harness clipped correctly over his yellow rubber Mae West and nylon mesh survival vest and that the sleeves of his tan nylon summer flying suit were rolled down as regulations required. Carl Schahrer, 26, a short, slight, and soft-spoken aviator devoted to his crew, now ignored the senior officer and worked through the Pre-Start checklist with his flight engineer, Technical Sergeant Hank Gorder, who sat facing aft behind the pilot, First Lieutenant John Waltershausen, seated at the controls on the right of the flight deck.
Gorder, at 28, was the oldest man on the crew. A big, rawboned Norwegian from the small town of Grafton, North Dakota, he hunched at his complex panel of multiple instruments, switches, and engine controls. Among many other tasks, Gorder faced the challenge of establishing the optimal “cruise control” that would balance the variables of altitude, air temperatures, winds, and aircraft weight to conserve fuel during the long mission. He also had to continually adjust the cowl flaps to keep the temperatures of the four powerful but notoriously trouble-prone Wright-Cyclone R3350 engines within safe limits.
Bombardier First Lieutenant Dick Marshall’s “office” was forward of the flight deck, in the exposed Plexiglas nose of The Boomerang. He came from a well-off California family with interests in the furniture business. At 27, he was the second-oldest man in the crew, but he seemed even more mature.
An open bulkhead separated the flight deck from the so-called navigator’s compartment aft of the pilots. In reality, navigator First Lieutenant Tony Cosola, a handsome, coolly competent Italian-American from San Francisco, shared the compartment with First Lieutenant Rich Ginster, the radar operator, and Sergeant Jim Smith, the radio operator. Ginster, Waltershausen, and Cosola were all just 23, the youngest officers on the crew. Studious and unobtrusive, Ginster did his job with quiet efficiency.
Radio operator Sergeant Jim Smith, who would be 21 in fifteen days, sat on the starboard side of the compartment, his cramped, windowless station jammed with boxy transmitters, receivers, antenna tuners, and his small Morse code transmission key table. Hoping to become a pilot, Smith had enlisted in the Army Air Corps in 1943 after graduating from high school in Des Moines, Iowa. After Basic Training at Sheppard Field, Texas, Smith was sent to the College Training Detachment at Creighton University, Nebraska, for academics and flight instruction. Smith graduated near the top of his class, and it looked as if his dream of becoming a pilot was about to be realized. But when he reached the next base in Santa Ana, California, he learned that further training for potential flying officers had been closed because of an overabundance: Pilots, navigators, and bombardiers from Europe were being transferred to the Pacific Theater.
Qualified men like Smith had two options: radio operator or gunnery. He chose the radio operator’s course because he’d learned that the students who graduated in the top 10 percent would be sent to officers’ candidate school. But even when Smith made this grade, the regulation was changed again. Now the top radio school graduates were to be rewarded with assignments to B-29s. Because the new Superforts were suffering so many mechanical problems—with related fatal training accidents—Smith and his classmates did not know if this distinction was much of a reward. But the saga he’d undergone since enlisting was typical of countless other patriotic young Americans caught up in the faceless machinery of the war.
Finally, after training for several months with one B-29B crew, Smith was sent to join The Boomerang’s as a last-minute replacement in May 1945, just before the bomber departed for the Pacific.
Behind this compartment, a narrow twenty-six-foot cylindrical tunnel ran above the twin bomb bays, connecting the forward and aft pressurized sections. In the compartment aft of the wings, Sergeants Henry Carlson and Hank Leffler, the right and left scanners, both 21, knelt at their flat circular view ports on either side of the fuselage, prepared to observe the dangerous ritual of engine start, during which volatile high-octane aviation gasoline surged through the fuel systems into the double rings of cylinders, driven by whining turbochargers.
Henry Carlson came close to matching the image of the All-American Boy. Open-faced and good-looking, Carlson always seemed serene and impressed his fellow crew members as a guy who sincerely cared for their welfare. Leffler was tough and stocky, an outdoorsman from Colorado with a ready smile, who usually responded an upbeat “You bet” to questions. The tail gunner, Sergeant Sid Siegel, also 21, came from Connecticut and delivered his stream of good-natured wisecracks with an eastern accent. His combat position was another thirty feet aft of the scanners, in a small, separate pressurized compartment beneath the bomber’s towering vertical stabilizer. Sid provided The Boomerang’s sole defensive firepower, and the crew knew they could trust him.
Now the afternoon sun beat down on the bomber’s aluminum fuselage and the crews’ flying suits became sodden with sweat. This was their eighth mission over the Empire, and, as they waited for engine start, each young man had time to quietly reflect on the nature of the war they were fighting.
The Boeing B-29 was a quantum step beyond the B-17 Flying Fortress and B-24 Liberator, America’s premier heavy bombers at the start of World War II. The standard Superfort was twice as heavy and had a fuselage almost a third longer than the ’Fort and the Liberator and could carry a heavier bomb load twice as far.
And the modified B-29Bs of the 315th at Northwest Field had also been assigned a special mission to match the aircraft’s unique characteristics. The Wing was the most specialized unit in the Army Air Forces (AAF) and flew Superforts equipped with the APQ-7 Eagle radar and stripped of all defensive armor and gun turrets—except for three radar-controlled tail guns (twin .50-caliber machine guns and a slow-firing, ineffective 20mm cannon)—which reduced drag and eliminated 7,500 pounds. This modification allowed the 315th’s Superforts to carry a bomb of over ten tons to more distant targets than could the other B-29s in the Marianas. Without the turrets, the B-29B did retain two scanners in the waist compartment who spotted fighters for the tail gunner and visually monitored the sensitive engines, watching for oil leaks, smoke, or flames.
But the precision radar bombing system was the plane’s most distinguishing feature. The Eagle radar had been designed by legendary Massachusetts Institute of Technology professor Luis W. Alvarez and Bell Telephone Laboratories. It operated at a much higher frequency than did earlier radars. Originally developed under a Top Secret project code-named EHIB (“Every House In Berlin”), the Eagle almost lived up to its promise of precision. Although it never saw full combat deployment in the European Theater of Operations, the new radar was perfectly suited for the big B-29Bs flying from the Marianas. The radar employed electronic scanning from an eighteen-foot-long, forty-inch-wide vane fixed parallel to the wings between the Superfort’s twin bomb bays. This gave the Eagle-equipped bombers a bizarre appearance, as if engineers had somehow grafted a smaller aircraft to the Superforts’ bellies. But the awkward-looking Eagle antenna produced a ground image of unprecedented sharpness, allowing crisp resolution of structures as small as 1,500 feet from high altitude in total darkness or overcast. 4
In training, the 315th’s crews had to perfect the demanding technique of “synchronous radar bombing.” The radar operator identified the target in the Eagle’s radar beam, which swept a pie-shaped, sixty-degree wedge ahead of the aircraft. Once the distinctive shape of a particular target had been verified, the radar operator tracked it using a reticle on his scope, the Eagle automatically feeding this information to the Norden bombsight in the nose compartment. Meanwhile, if cloud cover permitted, the bombardier was checking his optical sightings against the radar data. A simplified version of this tracking appeared on an indicator in the cockpit, which allowed the aircraft commander and pilot to stabilize the bomber’s speed and altitude, working with both the radar operator and the bombardier. When the precise radar data matched the briefed target aiming point, bombsight indices converged, a red light flashed, and the huge load of bombs was released through the open double bomb bays in a preset “shotgun” pattern, which an electromechanical intervalometer automatically controlled to maintain the aircraft’s center of gravity while sequencing the bombs to inflict maximum damage. 5
Over western test ranges in the United States, this technique had worked well, even though the aircrews averaged only 125 flying hours in B-29s, which, by ordinary standards, would have made them grossly unprepared for this sophisticated aircraft. But this was a vastly complex war far too enormous for the airmen to grasp. Nobody—even most of their senior officers, they correctly surmised—understood “the big picture.” The demands of that war forced the young men who flew the B-29Bs from Guam—and some were indeed very young—to be ingenious and adaptive. They were eager and proud to be flying the Superforts, wanted to be courageous, and were determined not to fail. In night combat missions over the Japanese Empire, synchronous radar bombing was to prove just as effective as it had on bombing ranges in America.
The order came to start engines. When the four big Wright-Cyclones were throbbing loudly and flight engineer Hank Gorder announced his instruments looked good, Schahrer waited for the ground crew below to wave him forward and The Boomerang taxied ahead with the other bombers toward Northwest Field’s thinly asphalted crushed-coral runways. Planes were alternating takeoffs every thirty seconds, first one runway, then the other.
The Boomerang rolled to position, and Dick Waltershausen set the brakes while Carl Schahrer ran up the engines to check RPM, magnetos, and manifold pressure. Bombardier Dick Marshall sat in the nose watching the plane ahead of them gather speed on its takeoff run. The heavily laden Superfort passed the concave dip in the asphalt at the midpoint on the 8,500-foot runway but did not seem to be gathering sufficient speed.
“He’s not going to make it,” Marshall grimly said over the intercom.
In the distance, the tail and fuselage of the bomber disappeared in the rippling heat mirage. The aircraft seemed to have run out of paved runway, crossed the coral overrun, and disappeared down the sheer 500-foot limestone cliff at the far end. The Boomerang’s crew realized that ten men had just been killed. And now they were about to attempt taking off in a similarly laden bomber in this hot afternoon air. They all hated the war that forced them to do this. But no one spoke.
In reality, that Superfort’s aircraft commander, Captain Horatio W. Turner, III, and his pilot, Second Lieutenant John T. Newburg, had managed to brake the bomber just before reaching the cliff. Turner ground-looped around on the coral overrun with the plane’s brakes on fire. Emergency crews extinguished the fires; maintenance men cooled and checked the brakes, pronounced the plane fit for combat, and topped off the fuel load. Turner’s aircraft was the last of the 315th’s Superforts to take off that afternoon. 6
A flare arced up from the wooden-stilt control tower. Carl Schahrer advanced the throttles slightly and turned onto the runway.
“Everything in the green,” flight engineer Hank Gorder reported after anxiously scanning his banks of engine dials.
Schahrer clamped his left hand on the four throttle knobs and steadily advanced them full forward. The engines rose to a rumbling howl and the four RPM needles swung to maximum. He released the brakes, and the bomber surged ahead. As the plane gathered speed, Schahrer felt the rudder pedals come alive beneath his boots as the tall control surface in the tail bit the slipstream.
“Forty . . . sixty . . .” John Waltershausen was calling out the airspeed. “. . . eighty . . .” With this nine-ton load of bombs and 6,480 gallons of fuel, The Boomerang would need an airspeed of at least 135 miles per hour for takeoff.
The control tower flashed by, halfway down the runway.
“One ten . . . one twenty . . .”
Ahead, the darker end of the runway stood out clearly against the dirty beige of the coral overrun. If Schahrer did not lift off soon,  The Boomerang would suffer the same fate as the bomber that had preceded them.
“One thirty-five . . .”
Schahrer pulled back on his control yoke, and the bomber’s nose lifted ponderously over the crushed coral.
“Gear up,” Schahrer called. Waltershausen was already reaching for the lever.
The big landing gear came grinding up and seated with a comforting thump.
The Boomerang flashed past the edge of the sheer cliff, and Schahrer eased the yoke gently forward so that the bomber descended to just above the soft blue waves. They were past the cliff; no one saw smoke or wreckage below. That Superfort had probably just plowed beneath the surface, engines still screaming. No one spoke of the incident.
Schahrer slid the throttles back from their maximum power settings as Hank Gorder opened the cowl flaps. They would fly at this altitude for fifteen minutes to cool the engines sufficiently before the slow climb to the en-route altitude of 8,000 feet. Once near the Home Islands, with the plane’s fuel load several tons lighter, they would climb again to their bombing altitude of 10,600 feet.
Seated beside Carl Schahrer, the headquarters colonel stared straight ahead, betraying no emotion, making no comment. After a while, he leaned back against the bulkhead, adjusted his parachute for a pillow, and fell asleep.
When The Boomerang had reached cruising altitude and Hank Gorder had synchronized the engines for the best cruise control to optimize fuel consumption, Schahrer and Waltershausen set “George,” the Honeywell autopilot. Now most of the crew could relax, saving their energy for the long night and morning ahead. But navigator Tony Cosola still took regular sextant sights on the low afternoon sun from the Plexiglas astrodome protruding above the pressurized tunnel leading to the aft compartment in order to update his dead reckoning before darkness swallowed the plane.
And Sergeant Jim Smith had to stay at his station, monitoring the base and distress frequencies for calls of any American bomber in trouble. Only in an emergency would he be allowed to break radio silence, because there was mounting evidence that the Japanese were intercepting American radio traffic to plot B-29 flights en route north from the Marianas. As professor Ronald H. Spector has noted, the confirmation of this Japanese capability was itself derived from the Pentagon’s Top Secret “Ultra” program in which the Americans intercepted and decoded Japanese Imperial Army and Navy messages.7
Like other crew members, Smith sat on his one-man dinghy pack and his chair had an adjustable backrest, but nothing could ease the sheer pain of hunching at his station for long hours. Further, the radio operator’s distress was intensified by having to listen to the Japanese jamming signal, an incessant dah dit dah dit, dah dit dit dit that rose and fell, growing steadily louder, hour by hour, as the bombers droned north. Although this signal could be interpreted either as an endless “BC,” or a “CB” in international code, in fact it was a mechanically generated nonsense message meant to disrupt American communications and break the concentration of B-29 radio operators. But it was more a nuisance than a tactical success.
During these endless hours of tense monotony, Smith mentally rehearsed survival procedures to be used if the crew had to bail out over enemy territory or The Boomerang was forced to ditch at sea. But the uneven record for rescuing the crews of ditched B-29s in the yawning emptiness of the Pacific—especially in bad weather—did not inspire confidence. And the prospect of bailing out over the Empire was not pleasant. He knew mistreatment, probably severe torture, and possibly execution faced him if he was captured. He also wondered when the Japanese would discover the secret that the 315th Wing’s Superforts had been stripped of most guns and had practically no defenses against fighters.
So Smith tried to divert himself by thinking about what the cooks had prepared for the crews’ meals on the mission. The advance elements of the 315th Bomb Wing had arrived on Guam in mid-April 1945 to find very primitive conditions. The last of the big air bases constructed on the Marianas, Northwest Field had been literally bulldozed from the surrounding jungle. At first, both ground personnel and aircrew lived in tents that flooded in the tropical downpours. They ate C rations until the mess halls were constructed. But the “fresh” food now provided was a dubious exchange for Spam or canned beans. The Merchant Marine transported the 315th’s provisions all the way from Australia by slow refrigerator ship, and the food included goat, mutton, butter, and cheese so moldy that a rotten essence permeated everything the mess halls served. At least the aircrew was given more appetizing food in their flight rations, hot meals stowed in insulated containers that often included ham, roast beef, or chicken. But when they returned to Guam, they ate in the same mess halls as everyone else.
The worst aspect of chow hall food was that the water barrels outside the doors meant to sterilize mess kits were never kept at a boil, so most men developed chronic diarrhea. This was an annoyance on the ground. But on long missions, the problem became acute. There was a portable commode in the scanner’s compartment, but getting to it meant crawling through the narrow tunnel, something no one with a cramping case of the “G.I.s” wanted to do. So most of the airmen were obliged to keep cardboard boxes at their stations in the Superforts. After use, they dumped the leaky portable box toilets into the bomb bays to be dropped over the target. This was like adding an insulting dash of salt to the wounds of the hated enemy.
Earlier in 1945, as the Engineer Aviation Battalions—assisted by Wing ground crew and airmen tired of sleeping in leaky tents—had slapped together squadron headquarters, operations rooms, and plywood barracks huts at Northwest Field, Major General Curtis E. LeMay, commander of the XXI Bomber Command, was formulating an important specialized mission for the 315th Bomb Wing. The unit would be his principal weapon against the Japanese oil industry, which as yet had been spared because it had not been “specified as a top priority objective.”8 But the oil industry, particularly refineries, had been an important target in the ETO, and intelligence indicated that its destruction had caused critical damage to the German war effort. There was another reason for assigning the 315th oil targets. Every important refinery was located on a coast for off-loading crude oil or delivering finished product to tankers, a geographic pattern that would provide the best possible land–water radar contrast for the Eagle synchronous bombing system.
But the most important factor was that Japan was critically short of oil. Small deposits in the Home Islands had produced fewer than two million barrels a year at the beginning of World War II. To compensate, Japan’s militarist government in the 1930s had built up a strategic reserve of fifty-five million barrels. Naval expansion, the long war in China, and the U.S. embargo had reduced this reserve by the time of the Pearl Harbor attack in 1941. It was hunger for oil that had driven the Japanese far south into the Pacific to capture the Netherlands East Indies, which provided their wartime oil requirements until the increasingly effective U.S. submarine and air offensive virtually strangled the Home Islands of imported crude oil by April 1945.
When the 315th Bomb Wing began combat operations against the Japanese oil industry in June, the enemy was reduced to refining its last strategic reserves, speeding up synthetic oil production from coal, refining an improvised low-grade oil from pine roots (which destroyed aircraft engines after a few hours’ use), and exploiting its sole native oil field near Akita in northern Honshu. But the Japanese were still short of the monthly production of 30,000 tons of aviation gasoline they needed to defend the Home Islands against the steadily expanding American air campaign and the Allied invasion of Kyushu that the Japanese military intelligence anticipated would begin that autumn.9
The Japanese had valid reason for deep concern. Their homeland had tasted the unrestrained wrath of American airpower for almost nine months. It was an air campaign unlike any that had come before.
Decades after World War II, most people have retained a conception of heavy bomber raids based on the daylight missions B-17 Flying Fortresses and B-24 Liberators flew in the European Theater of Operations. By the later years of the war in Europe, most of these missions entailed dense formations of several hundred bombers, with lead navigators and bombardiers guiding entire groups. Once the lead navigator had taken the formation to the target, the lead bombardier would drop his plane’s load, signaling the following aircraft in the formation to “toggle” their bombs (for the act of flipping, or toggling, a switch on the Norden bombsight). The other crucial role of the formations, of course, was defense, with each plane’s .50-caliber heavy machine guns providing overlapping protection against German fighters.
And the bomber crews fighting above Europe usually encountered savage enemy resistance, in the form of both vicious fighter attack and radar-directed flak. If there was any compensation to combat flying in that theater, it was that the aircraft and their engines were incredibly robust. The round-trip distances to most targets in Germany averaged about 1,500 miles. Navigation over Europe during clear daylight weather also did not present a major obstacle, because there were enough distinctive landmarks on the terrain below.
But the situation was almost exactly reversed for B-29 crews flying against the Japanese Empire from bases in the Marianas. Although these Superforts never encountered the extreme heavy flak concentrations or enemy fighter resistance that bomber crews in Europe faced, American airmen bombing the Empire were confronted with other challenges. The trip to and from their targets was usually at least 3,000 miles flown over fourteen to fifteen hours, almost all of it above the featureless Pacific. Sheer fatigue became a major factor for the Superfort aircrews, especially those flying the B-29Bs of the 315th Bomb Wing that always bombed at night.
After leaving home base, these Superforts flew in an extended stream. The individual planes usually disappeared into darkness about two hours after takeoff. The bombers showed no navigation lights and observed strict radio silence except for Mayday emergency calls and the brief poststrike report. To preserve night vision, the crews kept their instrument lights dimmed. The navigator used a shielded lamp to work at his small chart table. From the perspective of the crews, for the next seven or more hours en route to the Empire, each bomber might as well have been the sole airplane on the planet.
Although the airmen felt isolated, the seemingly fluid hundred-mile train of aircraft actually contained a flexible structure. The 315th Wing’s lead navigator, Captain William C. Leasure, had devised the demanding “compression” technique by which the bombers were stacked in precise altitude steps, their horizontal separation already assured by the thirty-second takeoff sequence. Under this procedure, the bombers could fly safely through the often-stormy darkness toward Japan in a loose trail formation. Once near the Empire, the pilots had to carefully control their altitude and airspeed, so that the long column of bombers that had left Guam would squeeze into a tight vertical line and horizontal stack to minimize exposure to flak and fighters over the target.
All but a few minutes of most missions was over water, with only a few short-range VHF radio beacon navigational aids. The long-distance LORAN introduced to the northern Pacific in 1945 was often of questionable reliability, because there were no land receiving stations in American hands to aid in calibrating the signals.
During training, the B-29B crews had flown practice missions from Borinquen Field, Puerto Rico, to Venezuela meant to simulate the 3,000-mile round-trip from the Marianas to Japan. No one complained about this training, which took the crews away from the frigid conditions in Fairmont, Nebraska.
But Superforts from other wings returning from similar training missions got lost in storms over the Caribbean, ran short of fuel, and were forced to land at bases spread across the U.S. Gulf states.10
This was a taste of what lay ahead in the Pacific between the Marianas and Japan, an area that was tormented by typhoons and other violent storm fronts during much of the year. Weather during combat missions was a continual problem, accounting for a large number of losses. And when Superforts went down at sea during this savage weather, there were rarely survivors.
Conventionally equipped Superforts had begun the Very Heavy bomber campaign against Japan in June 1944, flying sporadic and ineffective raids on southern Honshu from advanced bases in China. Five months later, in November 1944, larger numbers of B-29s were operating out of the Marianas, flying high-altitude daylight precision missions that depended on optical sighting with the Norden bombsight. But, in spite of the new bomber’s immense potential, the results of those early missions had been disappointing. Weather over the Empire frequently disrupted accurate bombing of industrial targets—mainly aircraft factories—selected for their strategic value. Bombing at altitudes from 27,000 to 33,000 feet, the pressurized B-29s encountered jet-stream winds of more than 150 knots, an unexpected phenomenon. These high-altitude winds often gave the already fast bombers ground speeds above 440 miles per hour, rendering the bombardier’s task of placing an individual plane’s load of 500-pound bombs within the confines of a single factory complex virtually impossible.
The B-29s on these early daylight raids also usually encountered enemy fighters. Even though the Superfort with its turbocharged R3350 engines could outperform most Japanese (and many American) fighters at high altitude, the Japanese pilots dogged the American bomber formations. But, defensively, the B-29 was indeed a super fortress, much more effectively armed than the B-17. The standard B-29 Superfort bristled with turret-mounted .50-caliber machine guns, which three gunners in the separate pressurized compartment aft of the wing operated by remote control, manning electro-optical central fire-control sights that permitted the two upper and two lower turrets to track and fire on enemy fighters with amazing speed and accuracy. After Japanese fighter resistance to the Superforts increased, the forward top turrets were modified to carry four machine guns. The tail gunner in his own pressurized compartment manually fired two .50-caliber machine guns sighting visually. (On the B-29B, which always bombed in darkness, the tail gunner used the AN/APQ-15 fire-control radar.) Thanks to the Superfort’s tremendous lift capability, the bomber could carry 8,000 to 12,000 rounds of ammunition, which allowed gunners to fire almost nonstop on attacking enemy fighters reckless enough to venture into range.
But, undeterred, Japanese fighter pilots continued to defend their homeland with brave determination, increasingly resorting to the ruthless expedient of ramming the B-29s. Cumulative B-29 aircrew losses by August 1945 were nowhere near as costly as the appalling carnage of the ETO, where almost 20,000 British and American bombers had been shot down and 80,000 aircrew killed. But there were far fewer Superforts available in the Pacific Theater. This meant that B-29 crews’ casualty rates due to enemy action and “operational” emergencies such as engine failure and navigational error inherent in such long over-water missions—casualties that reached as high as 34 percent in the early strategic bombing campaign—wore on the morale of the American airmen.
When Major General Curtis LeMay took over the XXI Bomber Command on January 20, 1945, he found himself under intense pressure from General Henry H. “Hap” Arnold, Chief of Staff of the AAF, and from the Joint Chiefs of Staff to increase the effectiveness of B-29 operations. Historians of the American air war in the Pacific Wesley F. Craven and James Lea Cate have documented that high-altitude precision bombing of Japanese industries was not accomplishing the results envisioned by the overall strategic timetable for the defeat of the enemy in the Pacific. Beyond the problems of weather and the extreme distances involved in these missions was the factor that much of Japanese industry was widely dispersed in home workshops and tiny “shadow factories” that assembled the products of these workshops. So huge, densely populated residential areas of cities such as Tokyo, Kobe, Kawasaki, and Nagoya were in effect honeycombed with small-scale but highly productive armament and aircraft plants.11 And there was no way B-29s could bomb these targets using traditional precision techniques. Even before LeMay took charge, American tactical planners had considered switching to lower-altitude night incendiary attacks on Japanese cities.
Now, with LeMay, a relentless, combat-tested leader, in command of the B-29s in the Marianas, the stage was set for decisive action. He was one of the most experienced American bomber tacticians, having led the first group of 8th Air Force B-17 Flying Fortresses bombing Europe from bases in England between 1942 and 1944. On August 17, 1943, he flew the lead B-17 of 146 bombers on a mission against the ball-bearing plant at Regensburg, deep inside Germany, a raid that lost twenty-four aircraft and 240 airmen to flak and fighters. The cigar-chomping LeMay acquired the moniker “Iron Pants” in the patriotic wartime press, but he was known as “Iron Ass” to many of the aircrews who had to follow him into combat. After leading the isolated XX Bomber Command flying out of bases in China, LeMay was ordered by General Arnold to relieve Major General Haywood S. Hansell, Jr., who had organized the XXI Bomber Command in the Marianas.
The Joint Chiefs of Staff wanted Japan’s war industry—particularly aircraft construction—destroyed before making the hard final decisions on when or whether to proceed with an invasion of the Home Islands. Japanese garrisons on islands like Tarawa and Palau in the south and central Pacific had either been captured in hard-fought battles or been bypassed. General Douglas MacArthur’s huge combined land and air command was engaged in protracted combat to retake the sprawling Philippine archipelago in the face of stubborn and well-commanded Japanese resistance. But entire enemy divisions and corps had been left intact in the Netherlands East Indies, Malaya, French Indochina, and on Formosa and the vast Chinese mainland.
As LeMay took command, the main American strategic thrust was still almost due north through the Pacific, with the small volcanic island of Iwo Jima invaded on February 19, 1945, and the much larger Ryukyu island of Okinawa due for invasion in April. Iwo Jima, midway between the Marianas and the Japanese Home Islands, would be an emergency base for B-29s in distress and also provide airstrips for long-range American P-51 Mustang fighters to escort Superforts over Japan. Once captured, Okinawa was meant to make available multiple air bases for B-24s and shorter-range American bombers of the Far Eastern Air Forces (later to be supplemented by B-29s and the new B-32). These would join with carrier planes to continue softening up the Home Island of Kyushu for the Allied invasion, which was tentatively scheduled for November 1, 1945, under the code name Operation Olympic, part of the larger Downfall plan that included the Operation Coronet invasion of the Kanto Plain near Tokyo in March 1946.12
But the leadership of the AAF had strongly advocated reducing Japan through airpower alone. When daylight precision attacks failed to produce desired results, however, the chain of command leaned heavily on LeMay to find a solution. He revived earlier plans to use the B-29 on night incendiary missions, meant to exploit the fact that structures in most Japanese cities were built of highly flammable wood or bamboo, but he added risky refinements to these plans. If the bombers flew at dangerously low altitudes—well below 10,000 feet—their fuel loads could be reduced by the several tons of gasoline needed to climb to a high-altitude bomb run. Further, LeMay decided to remove three of the gunners and most of the 8,000 rounds of machine-gun ammunition the Superforts normally carried on daylight raids, leaving only the tail guns armed.13 These steps would allow the B-29s to carry much heavier loads of M69 500-pound incendiary cluster bombs. But deprived of their defenses and flying well within the range of even light-caliber Japanese antiaircraft guns, the B-29 losses might be prohibitive. Indeed, the flak experts on LeMay’s intelligence staff advised him that it would be “suicidal” to send B-29s over Tokyo or Osaka as low as 5,000 feet. But LeMay gambled his career—and the lives of hundreds of American airmen—that these experts were wrong.14
LeMay’s theory was tested on the night of March 9–10, 1945. He ordered three wings of B-29s, totaling 334 bombers, to attack the Japanese capital, Tokyo, concentrating on the city’s most densely populated districts bordering important industrial targets. The mission was led by a squadron of Superfort pathfinders, each plane carrying 180 70-pound M47 napalm bombs meant to start highly visible fires to mark aiming points. The bombers following in a long stream behind them each carried six-ton loads of M69 incendiary clusters, small firebombs dropped in patterns to saturate more than “8,000 separate munitions per square mile.”15
Flying between 4,900 and 9,200 feet, the B-29s began dumping their incendiaries soon after midnight. The initial Japanese resistance, mainly from light-caliber flak, was eventually dampened as the stiff wind blew the fires into a raging conflagration, but not before the guns shot down or severely damaged fourteen Superforts (four of which were able to ditch at sea). Fighters were less effective. Forty attacked the bomber force and scored hits when B-29s were caught in searchlights. But none of the bombers were lost to fighters, probably because the Japanese pilots prudently avoided pressing home their attacks in view of the proven defensive firepower of the  Bi-ni-ju-ku, or bikko, as they called the B-29s.16 The Japanese airmen, of course, had no way of knowing that only the tail guns of the B-29s were armed.
Kenneth P. Werrell has graphically described the Tokyo fire-bombing in Blankets of Fire: In city wards such as Asakusa, with a population density of 135,000 per square mile, the overlapping wooden structures were quickly consumed in an uncontrollable firestorm. The American planes dropped a total of 1,665 tons of incendiary bombs over three hours. Tokyo civil defense and fire-fighting teams were powerless to contain the flames, which leapt over the firebreaks that the hundreds of tonarigumi neighborhood fire associations had prepared in anticipation of air raids. Seen from the bombers, central Tokyo was a roiling sea of fire. The thermals created by the firestorm grew so intense that several of the lowest-flying B-29s were inverted by these fierce updrafts and crashed into the flaming city below. The bomber crews attacking when the fires were well developed flew blindly through clouds of acrid smoke, and the stench of burning bodies permeated many of the planes.
Almost half of the city’s fire and emergency medical stations were destroyed. Hundreds of firefighters and civil-defense workers died as more than fifteen square miles of Tokyo containing almost 270,000 individual buildings was burnt to the ground. Approximately a million people were made homeless. The civilian casualty toll was unprecedented in the history of warfare: 83,793 dead and 40,918 wounded, many with terrible burns. In the spreading panic caused by the firestorm, some people had found refuge in sewers and canals, but the heat was so intense that the water in shallower canals boiled, killing those who had fled there.17
This was total war at its most brutal. But LeMay (and the American military leadership to which he reported) viewed the attack as highly successful. Not only had the losses among the attack force been within acceptable levels, the degree of destruction had surpassed expectations. With the Joint Chiefs of Staff’s approval, LeMay ordered the XXI Bomber Command to step up low-altitude night incendiary raids on Japanese urban centers. The B-29s struck Nagoya, the third-largest Japanese city and the center of aircraft production, after midnight on March 12. In the coming weeks, forces averaging more than 300 Superforts repeatedly attacked Japan’s largest cities. The industrial and residential centers of Osaka, Kobe, and Kawasaki were hit hard. When rain or calm winds dampened the desired firestorm effect, some cities were struck again. LeMay kept the Japanese air defenses guessing about the B-29s’ armaments by issuing the low wing on some missions ammunition for their turret guns, which the crews used to knock out searchlights. The streams of .50-caliber tracers looping down from the bombers seemed to confirm that the Superforts remained invincibly well defended.
LeMay received a free hand to intensify the relentless firebombing blitz. By now his forces had burned out the hearts of the largest urban areas, so he turned the XXI Bomber Command on secondary cities. But LeMay also mixed daylight formation missions into his tactics to make certain the large surviving aircraft factories were destroyed or disabled. These raids were costly, however: A May 14 mission against the Mitsubishi bearing plant in Nagoya cost the Americans ten B-29s, with sixty-four damaged when swarms of Japanese fighters and intense flak greeted the attacking force.
Despite the intense American bombing campaign, the Japanese  zaibatsu corporate cartels such as Mitsubishi, Kawasaki, and Nakajima somehow managed to produce more than 11,000 military airplanes—including almost 5,500 fighters—in the first seven months of 1945.18 Regardless of the American air strategists’ plans, the Japanese were clearly not being bombed into defenseless submission by the night incendiary raids.
Daylight attacks such as the May 14 mission, however, with fully gunned B-29s fiercely defending their formations—American crews claimed eighteen Japanese fighters destroyed—served to remind the enemy that the Superfort was a formidable opponent.
But the B-29s on night incendiary missions mostly flew without their central fire-control gunners and only 200 rounds for their tail guns. Should the Japanese ever learn this secret, fighter attacks against low-flying B-29s would become much more vigorous. And maintaining this secret was critical to the survival of the 315th Wing’s virtually unarmed B-29Bs. To do so, the Wing’s planes never approached Japan in daylight, and Northwest Field was isolated from scattered enemy holdout troops who might radio the secret to Imperial forces.
Through May and into June, LeMay’s bombers attacked the Home Islands almost nightly. Smaller groups of specially equipped bombers mined the Inland Sea between the southern Home Islands and the approaches to Japan’s principal Pacific harbors.
While this relentless air offensive continued, American forces finally secured their costly victory on Iwo Jima. It had taken the U.S. Marines two months to annihilate the Japanese defenders of the tiny island. American losses were horrendous, with more than 5,500 killed and 17,000 wounded. The Marines estimated that almost 21,000 Japanese troops had been killed, while only 216 had surrendered. But after a U.S. Army regiment took over from the departing Marines, the GIs encountered pockets of hidden Japanese in caves, of whom more than 1,600 were killed.19
On March 4, even while Japanese resistance was fierce, a battle-damaged B-29 returning short of fuel from Japan made an emergency landing on Iwo Jima’s former Japanese Central Airfield, which U.S. Navy Seabees (Construction Battalions) were desperately working to extend and pave to accommodate Superforts safely. That B-29 eventually was repaired and flew back to its home base in the Marianas.
But, as military historians Thomas B. Allen and Norman Polmar detail in their book, Code-Name Downfall, The Secret Plan to Invade Japan—And Why Truman Dropped the Bomb, no sooner was Iwo Jima captured than the long, even bloodier battle for Okinawa began. A multi-division Marine and Army force invaded the largest island in the Ryukyus, just 350 miles from the Home Island of Kyushu, on April 1, 1945. The landings themselves were only lightly opposed. Within a few days, the true savagery began. While U.S. Marines secured the northern end of the long, narrow island, Army forces encountered fierce Japanese resistance from dense bands of cave and bunker complexes south of Okinawa’s narrow waist. The Japanese had expertly sited their defensive positions with interlocking fields of fire from machine guns, mortars, and light and heavy artillery. They had ample reserves of ammunition, and their determination to make the Americans pay for every meter of sacred soil they captured was both courageous and fanatical. The battle cry of the 32nd Imperial Army defending the island was chilling:
One Plane for One Warship
One Boat for One Ship
One Man for Ten of the Enemy or One Tank

The Japanese commander, Lieutenant General Mitsuru Ushijima, had more than 70,000 regular army and naval troops and had organized a hastily trained home guard militia, the Boeitia, of about 18,000 students as young as fourteen. They were formed into Tekketsu (Blood and Iron for the Emperor Duty Groups), which served as front-line communications units. Girls received a few hours of basic medical training to care for the wounded, while other civilians worked on defensive positions. In all, about 100,000 Japanese defenders faced an equal number of American invaders on the island, a bad ratio under standard military doctrine, which usually requires at least a “three-to-one” numerical advantage in the offensive force. 20
And this was not a conventional land offensive, but instead an amphibious operation almost on a par with the earlier landings in Normandy and in the Philippines in 1944. Nearly 1,500 U.S. and British warships ranging from flat-bottom landing craft to sleek destroyers and hulking battleships, to immense fast fleet carriers capable of launching more than 100 combat aircraft, churned the waters around Okinawa. Given the relatively short distance between this flotilla and Japanese air bases in Kyushu and Formosa, it was inevitable that the enemy would launch a vicious air attack against the Allied fleet.
What made this attack particularly shocking and effective was the number of kamikaze suicide planes involved. These were the “one-plane” human missiles to which the 32nd Army’s war cry referred.
Kamikaze attacks, in which Japanese pilots intentionally crashed their aircraft into American ships, had begun in October 1944 during the Battle of the Leyte Gulf in the Philippines.21 Short of aircraft and experienced combat pilots after the devastating losses in the Battle of the Philippine Sea, and increasingly stymied by the bristling antiaircraft defenses on American warships and fighters from U.S. aircraft carriers, the Japanese Imperial Navy organized the Kamikaze Corps, named for the “Divine Wind,” a typhoon that destroyed a Mongol invasion fleet threatening Japan in 1281. Kamikaze planes were loaded with at least one bomb and a full tank of gasoline. In The Last Kamikaze, Edwin P. Hoyt has shown that Japanese tactics involved simultaneous diving attacks by several aircraft in an attempt to render less effective enemy antiaircraft fire. The degree of damage from a kamikaze hit depended on the size and armor of the vessel suffering the strike. Small escort carriers—converted tankers with short plank flight decks—were especially vulnerable, as were destroyers. But larger fleet carriers also suffered heavy damage. 22
During World War II, kamikaze planes were often regarded as primitive—indeed barbaric—weapons born of desperation. In fact, the aircraft represented the first truly operational and effective “smart” bomb. And kamikazes appeared in the Pacific more than half a century before the global television audience was dazzled by the performance of American smart bombs during the Persian Gulf War. What made kamikazes such a devastating weapon was the unparalleled sophistication of their guidance system: the human brain. Kamikaze pilots were brave and determined to strike enemy ships, and to do so often attacked “from every quadrant of the compass” in order to overpower the defending vessel’s defenses.23
The kamikaze campaign at Okinawa began the week of the invasion and continued in periodic waves throughout the entire campaign, not ending until mid-August 1945. In all, 1,465 kamikaze planes attacked, sinking twenty-one American ships and so heavily damaging another forty-three that they had to be scrapped. The Allied fleet suffered more than 4,000 killed—and thousands more critically wounded, often with terrible burns— in these kamikaze attacks. This battle was the bloodiest single engagement in U.S. Navy history.
Assault by kamikaze planes, however, was not the only suicide tactic that Imperial Japanese Headquarters employed to break up the Allies’ Okinawa landings. Historians Dan van der Vat and William Craig have described a huge naval kamikaze force. On April 6, 1945, a powerful Imperial Navy task force centered on Yamato, the world’s largest battleship, named for the mythical race of ancestral warriors’ homeland, steamed south from the Inland Sea toward Okinawa. This “Surface Special Attack Force,” composed of Yamato, a cruiser, and eight destroyers, carried only enough fuel for a one-way trip to Okinawa. But the ships’ magazines were “crammed to bursting” with loads of ammunition and torpedoes. Their mission was to destroy the massed American transports and savagely pound the beachhead with Yamato’s 18.1-inch guns, and then, inevitably, be destroyed by Allied planes in the process. American submarines spotted the task force leaving the Home Islands and alerted Vice Admiral Raymond A. Spruance’s carrier group. More than 300 American planes attacked “out of low clouds and rain” on April 7 before the ships reached Okinawa, sinking the  Yamato, her cruiser consort the Yahagi, and four of the destroyers. More than 3,500 Japanese seamen were killed.24
Despite this naval victory, the battle for Okinawa augured very badly for the Allies’ planned November Olympic invasion of Kyushu, in which massed U.S. Navy forces would have to operate much closer to kamikaze bases. Further, on Okinawa, combat had degenerated into a war of attrition reminiscent of the vicious trench warfare of World War I. As the Marines and Army regiments fought their way south toward the island’s capital, Naha, they encountered one zone of cave and bunker defenses after another. But the enemy defense was not merely static; in some hotly contested sectors, Japanese troops launched savage counterattacks almost nightly to dislodge American forces from the ground they had captured at such great cost.25
By the end of the bitter Okinawa campaign in late June, American ground and naval forces had suffered 12,520 men killed or missing, the highest casualty rate to date in the Pacific war, a level of carnage proportionate to the Battle of the Bulge six months earlier in Europe. Japanese casualties had been horrendous, with almost the entire combined regular and paramilitary force of 110,000 either fighting to annihilation or choosing suicide rather than surrender.
After the brutal punishment the kamikazes had inflicted on the Allied fleet at Okinawa, the destruction of Japanese oil targets became even more crucial for obvious reasons: Suicide planes needed gasoline and lubricants to operate. If the Allies were going to unleash their Downfall plan’s Operation Olympic invasion of Kyushu—with “X-Day” projected for November 1945, and the even larger Operation Coronet invasion of Honshu scheduled for spring 1946—it was essential that the Japanese be deprived of fuel to operate the armada of kamikaze planes that intelligence reports now estimated they were hoarding to repel these invasions.26 The Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, General of the Army George C. Marshall, was particularly anxious about the buildup of “suicide planes” in anticipation of the American invasion of the Home Islands. His concerns were warranted: American intelligence estimated that by midsummer 1945, the Japanese had dedicated as many as 8,000 aircraft as kamikazes and had dispersed them widely to small, camouflaged grass airstrips, caves, and underground hangars in Honshu and Kyushu, and were feverishly training young pilots to fly them. The intelligence on aircraft dispersal was correct; Japan was feverishly building “fortress” airfields across the country.27
But by August 1945, the number of suicide aircraft was actually far higher than Allied estimates: The Japanese Imperial Army and Navy each had about 5,000 kamikaze planes prepared to repel the invasion.28 One way to gauge the destructive potential of that force to the Allied fleet operating close to the Home Islands is to recall that only a few hundred conventional Japanese combat planes had virtually crippled America’s Pacific fleet at Pearl Harbor in less than two hours.
And American planners realized that Japanese resistance to Operation Olympic on the ground and sea would be even more savage than the fanatical defense of Okinawa. Indeed, as Japan entered the final summer of the war facing the prospect of foreign invasion of the sacred Home Islands in the autumn, the somber slogan “Hundred Million Die Together” had increasingly become a rallying cry.
1840 HOURS, 5 AUGUST 1945
Sergeant Jim Smith finished the last of his sliced ham and candied sweet potatoes and wiped off his fork and spoon. Ahead through the cockpit greenhouse he watched the red afterglow of the Pacific sunset. They had just passed east of Iwo Jima and Tony Cosola had called in a slight course correction to the northwest, which Carl had dialed into the autopilot. With night once more enveloping the bomber, Smith fought down the emptiness he always felt on leaving this last safe base behind. Ahead lay only enemy territory. Like other B-29 crewmen, he was beginning to feel the exhaustion of the unique nature of the missions they flew. And, like them, he just had to stay on the ball and do his job.
But tonight, for some reason, Smith found himself thinking unpleasant thoughts about the plane’s engines. The Boomerang had taken off with a gross weight of almost 140,000 pounds, just on the edge of the aircraft manufacturer’s recommended maximum. Even new R3350 engines, each producing 2,200 horsepower, could not take that kind of abuse very long. But none of the engines were new. When the Wing arrived on Guam in June, XXI Bomber Command had authorized maintenance crews to change a maximum of three of each engine’s eighteen cylinders before junking the entire power plant itself. But a strike of union workers at the Cincinnati Wright-Cyclone factory had choked off the flow of replacement engines to the Pacific Theater.29 So mechanics were often obliged to replace all eighteen cylinders with “reconditioned” parts, a dubious practice that undoubtedly contributed to engine failures both on takeoff and during the long cruise to and from the target.
Tonight, the “Beasts,” as the R3350s were known, seemed to be firing smoothly, perfectly synchronized, thanks to Hank Gorder’s expert care. With a reputation for failing under the terrible stress of takeoff, the engines were also known to “swallow” valves unexpectedly at cruising altitude, often resulting in catastrophic failure in which the lightweight magnesium shafts exploded in a shower of fiery debris, slicing off the bomber’s wing.
There was nothing Smith could do about the engines, so he simply accepted combat for what it was, a hell of a tough job. But, as always, he hoped The Boomerang would remain true to the talismanic name the crew had chosen for the bomber, flying far out into the unknown and returning safely. On leave at home in Oakland, California, after finishing navigator’s school the previous January, Tony Cosola had been given an authentic Aborigine boomerang from a family friend, John Frazer, who had served in the Australian Army during World War I. The crew considered it an appropriate lucky charm, and, on arrival at Northwest Field on Guam after the long flight across the Pacific, they had the name painted on the plane’s nose. Bombardier Dick Marshall made the design, the curving sweep of the aboriginal weapon with the name printed inside. He then cut a wide stencil and had the name spray-painted beneath the pilot’s window. The artwork was nowhere near as brazen as many of the provocative nudes decorating the noses of other bombers. But once they had named the plane,  The Boomerang’s crew felt deeply attached to the symbol and insisted Cosola carry the real polished wood weapon on each mission, beginning with their first.
Now Jim Smith thought back to that first Empire mission on June 26, 1945.
The 315th Wing’s combat operations over Japan had begun on the night of June 26 with an attack on the Utsube Oil Refinery near Yokkaichi on southern Honshu’s deeply indented Ise Wan Bay, which the Strategic Air Forces considered a critical target because the plant was one of Japan’s largest hydrogenation facilities for aviation gasoline. 30 The Wing was ordered to mount a maximum effort, with all thirty-eight Superforts of the 16th and 501st Groups then ready for combat to bomb the target from an average altitude of only 11,000 feet—well within range of Japanese night fighters and flak—and much lower than the altitudes of between 30,000 and 40,000 feet that the crews had trained to fly back in the States.
But the airmen had to accept orders.
Smith had awoken on Guam in the humid dawn on June 26 to confront the grim knowledge that they would be bombing Japan that night. Lying in his bunk in the stuffy barracks, he had feigned sleep so that he wouldn’t have to talk to his buddies who were beginning to roll out of their sweaty cots. The detailed mission briefing would come later in the day; he knew, however, that his plane would no doubt be toward the head of the bomber stream because his group commander, Colonel Boyd Hubbard, Jr., was scheduled to fly up front on the first mission in order to measure winds and to gain as accurate an appraisal as possible of the synchronous radar bombing technique in combat. Maybe that was not a bad place to be. The fact was, few of the members of the Wing had ever seen combat, so they had no way of estimating their chances.
But everyone had great confidence in their wing commander, Brigadier General Frank A. Armstrong, Jr., who would be flying lead. He was a combat leader as strong as Curtis LeMay. Armstrong had flown some of the early daylight precision-bombing missions over Europe with the 8th Air Force and helped restore the shattered morale of several groups that had suffered horrendous casualties. At the controls of the lead B-17 of the 306th Bomb Group, Armstrong had led the first American daylight raid over Germany. He was the true-life model for Colonel Frank Savage, immortalized in the novel and film Twelve O’Clock High. Jim Smith and the other young airmen knew they could trust leaders such as Armstrong and Hubbard. But they had yet to test their own courage and skills in the harsh and unforgiving arena of combat over the Empire.
As Smith furtively watched the tropical sunlight work across the peaked ceiling of the hut, he found himself beginning to think about Japanese flak. During the Wing’s intelligence orientation, the crews had learned that before surrendering in May, Germany had managed to ship Japan by submarine an unknown number of Wuerzburg-type flak radars. 31 This was an advanced antiaircraft fire-control radar, which when linked to 88mm cannons could guide Japanese searchlights, enabling non-radar-controlled guns to hit their targets more easily. The only defense the Wing’s crews had against Wuerzburg radar was to dump bundles of aluminum foil strips, which the British who developed the technique had code-named “Window” and the Americans
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