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			For the American and Japanese soldiers and sailors who were there and for those who loved them

		

	
		
			Valor is a gift. Those having it never know for sure whether they have it till the test comes. And those having it in one test never know for sure if they will have it when the next test comes.

			—NAPOLÉON BONAPARTE (1769–1821), military and political leader of France

			Heroic? I suppose it was temporary insanity. You don’t wake up thinking “I’m going to be a hero today.” You do your best because you don’t want to lose any more lives. Your fellow soldiers were closer to you than your family.

			—DANIEL INOUYE (1924–2012), late U.S. senator from Hawaii, on the battle April 21, 1945, where he lost an arm but took out a machine gunner’s nest with a hand grenade; his military awards included the Distinguished Service Cross, the Bronze Star, and two Purple Hearts

			Bushido . . . is the code of moral principles the samurai were required or instructed to observe . . . It is a code unuttered and unwritten . . . an organic growth of decades and centuries of military career.

			—Nitobe Inazo, Bushido: The Soul of Japan (1899)
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			PREFACE

			Long after the USS Mississinewa exploded and sank in the western part of the Pacific in 1944—the home stretch of World War II—survivor John Mair was still filled with sadness and grief over the death of his shipmates and the suffering experienced by all who lived through that day. As much as he wanted to tell the story of the “Miss,” he felt the world also deserved to know about the strange and secret weapon Japan had created and used to sink his ship at Ulithi Atoll. Years later, in 2005, while John Mair lay dying, he made his son, Mike, promise that he would write the Miss story.

			Mike, a businessman in the highly competitive field of audiovisual equipment and systems, took hundreds of hours from his busy life, which included a wife and children, to research the story of the Miss and the suicide submarine, called kaiten, that sank it. He read thousands of pages of books, articles and Navy action reports, consulted Japanese historians and former kaiten submariners, and interviewed dozens of surviving crewmembers of the oiler, and in some cases their sons, wives or other relatives. As he began to study the kaiten program and specifically the Kikusui Mission that went to Ulithi for the kill on November 20, 1944, he was struck by the realization that the men on both sides of the war held ideals and goals that were often the same, perhaps the greatest being the salvation of their own country and their own way of life. The means they chose to attain their goals were, perhaps, different, but their hopes for the future mirrored each other, at least on the level of the individual men who took up guns or dived deep in submarines. It is another matter why governments go to war.

			As Mair began to piece together the massive amount of data he was gathering, he realized there was a big story to be told, bigger even than the tale of his father’s ship, the story of how a country like Japan could instill in its men a belief that their suicide could be the turning point for an otherwise all-but-lost war, and how one man’s choice to live out that destiny would take so many American lives with him.

			When Joy Waldron joined Mair to coauthor the book in the making, she brought with her three decades of journalistic experience and a specialty in underwater archaeology that had resulted in a WWII book, The USS Arizona: The Ship, the Men, the Pearl Harbor Attack, and the Symbol That Aroused America. Her extensive experience as an investigative journalist and her interviewing skills merged with Mair’s years of research. The two uncovered previously unpublished documents and interviewed people who in some cases had never before spoken of their wartime experiences. They ultimately located and interviewed the pharmacist’s mate who, long ago, had made a very important discovery in the waters of Ulithi Lagoon, a discovery that is brought to light in this book and helps to resolve a long-unanswered question.

			This is the story of how destiny brought all those lives together, a very human story set against the backdrop of the Pacific War.

			
		

	
		
			TIMELINE

			1941

			December 7 Attack on Pearl Harbor; United States officially enters World War II

			1942

			June 4–6 Battle of Midway: victory for Allies, loss of four Japanese aircraft carriers

			1943

			March 3 Petition from submariner Hiroshi Kuroki to Admiral Isoroku Yamamoto to develop kaiten suicide submarines

			April 19 Death of Yamamoto in Solomon Islands aerial ambush

			1944

			February 26 Project team set up at Kure Navy Yard for experimental development of kaiten 

			May 18 Commissioning of USS Mississinewa (“the Miss”), a fast-fleet oiler (AO-59)

			June 6 D-Day Invasion of Normandy

			June 19–20 Battle of the Philippine Sea, also called “the Great Marianas Turkey Shoot” that forces Japan to change strategy

			July 25 Two kaiten prototypes are delivered to coinventors Kuroki and Nishina for sea trials

			August 1 Japanese Navy orders one hundred kaiten for completion in thirty days

			August 23 The Miss crosses the Equator en route to the Admiralty Islands

			August 26 The Miss arrives in Manus Harbor, Admiralty Islands

			August 31 Fueling the Fleet: Mississinewa earns its first Battle Star for support on the September 8 attacks of Bonin, Volcano and Yap islands

			September 6 Death of kaiten coinventor Hiroshi Kuroki in training accident at Kure

			September 6 Allied forces capture and occupy Southern Palau Islands, including Peleliu in October 14 invasion, for which the Miss earns its second Battle Star

			September 9 Third Battle Star for the Miss: air assaults on the Philippine Islands

			September 20 Capture of Ulithi (Caroline Islands) by American forces; established as forward base

			October 10–11 The Miss earns a fourth Battle Star for support of the air attacks on Formosa and Okinawa

			October 20 After overwhelming losses in Formosa, Japan’s First Air Fleet forms the Special Attack Corps kamikaze (Divine Wind), a cadre of suicide aircraft pilots

			October 21 USS Mississinewa enters Ulithi Lagoon for the first time

			October 25 Battle of Leyte Gulf: first organized attacks by kamikaze planes

			November 2 The Miss departs on its last sortie, a fueling at sea for the Luzon attack

			November 9 Departure from Japan of Kikusui Mission; mother submarines I-36, I-37 and I-47 sail from Kure, each carrying four kaiten; I-37 is bound for Palau on a diversionary mission; I-36 and I-47 head for Ulithi

			November 15 The Miss returns to Ulithi for the last time

			November 19 Sinking of Japanese submarine I-37 by USS Conklin, with loss of all hands, at Kossol Passage, Palau

			November 20 Attack and sinking of Mississinewa at Ulithi Harbor; sixty-three officers and crew lost; death of kaiten pilot Sekio Nishina

			1945

			January 23 Kaiten from I-48 attack Ulithi; kaiten pilot Kentaro Yoshimoto dies

			May 8 VE Day (Victory in Europe)—war in Europe declared over; war in Pacific continues

			July 24 USS Underhill rams a kaiten, with disastrous consequences

			August 6 and 9 United States drops bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki

			August 14 VJ Day (Victory over Japan); Japan surrenders

			August 15 The Imperial Japanese Navy, Sixth Fleet, orders all documents burned

			September 2 Peace is signed on USS Missouri in Tokyo Harbor

			2001

			April 6 Discovery of Mississinewa’s resting place in Ulithi Lagoon, Federated States of Micronesia, by dive team headed by Chip Lambert

			2013

			July Return to Ulithi for research dive on Mississinewa

		

	
		
			PROLOGUE

			NOVEMBER 20, 1944

			Ulithi Harbor, Caroline Islands, in the far reaches of the Pacific Ocean

			Far out in the western Pacific Ocean, almost as far west as the Philippines, lay a string of tree-studded coral islands named the Carolines, newly won in September 1944, in the third year of the War in the Pacific, as a forward base for the United States Navy. Tiny islands connected by coral ringed an azure lagoon called Ulithi, one of the largest anchorages in the world. Gone were the outrigger canoes and small fishing boats from the lagoon, now filled with warships whose long guns and crow’s nests seemed to scratch the sky.

			Hours had passed since a Japanese commander of submarine I-47 reached the open sea outside Ulithi with four smaller torpedo submarines attached to the mother submarine’s deck. The four pilots of the waiting craft—known as kaiten or “heaven shaker”—left the interior of I-47 and climbed into their torpedo subs in the predawn darkness. Each man knew he was taking his last ride. The steel hull where he sat on a small canvas seat in the kaiten’s cramped cocoon would soon become his coffin.

			In the southern curve of the lush tropical harbor, the USS Mississinewa, a Navy fast-fleet oiler, lay at anchor in the sparkling water. Hundreds of ships of the United States Third Fleet kept it company. Scattered across the deep-water reaches, American ships of war bristled with long guns, while supply ships threaded their way through the flock with fuel, food and mail. The early morning was calm, a respite from the carnage of the past few weeks in the Philippines.

			As the fighting roared to a crescendo in late 1944, officers and crews of the U.S. fleet savored the recent victories at Leyte Gulf, Formosa and Okinawa, where Japanese airpower had been hit hard. Everyone felt that the tide had turned in favor of the Allies, and victory seemed attainable, despite the craziness of the most recent threat: kamikaze pilots. Even in the European Theater, the Nazi grip was starting to crack open. On this very day in late November, while heavy artillery pounded the German countryside, Adolf Hitler finally left Wolf’s Lair, the headquarters he had occupied since the war’s beginning; he was bound for Berlin, where he would meet his fate.

			For a few days anchored in the quiet lagoon it might be easy for American sailors to forget war. On the tiny islands ringing the atoll, delicate plumeria petals shivered in the dawn’s warm breath, while in the lagoon water lapped the lead-painted hulls, the shadows playing with camouflage designs that made the vessels harder to spot at sea. From deck to deck on board the ships, sailors on watch heard the wind rustling hundreds of palm trees on the fringe, a welcome change from the sounds of island bombardment. Hawksbill turtles plied the sands in search of dinner, and coconut crabs raced along the rock crevices. The unspoiled islands that made up the Carolines seemed a dreamlike respite to the deckhands far from home.

			But the war still had its course to run. Every day carried intense preparations for the planned invasions yet to come. On this morning the enemy had come to Ulithi, and the limpid waters held an unimaginable terror.

			Stealing into the harbor was one of five newly released kaiten, a tiny manned submersible carrying a torpedo just launched from its mother submarine. The Japanese suicide pilot fought to concentrate as his forty-eight-foot vessel rolled and pitched, reeling like a long cigar in the water. He felt his hands slippery on the wheel, but he moved forward through the silvery water, picking his course to navigate among a hundred enemy ships. The craft was difficult to maneuver in the tight reaches of the harbor, and the warrior’s band around his brow was damp with sweat. On the launch from the parent submarine I-47 he had been given a certain trajectory to follow, and he approached the immense field of warships to search for a target. Every moment was perilous. He risked detection by U.S. Navy forces all around.

			He thought of his life and he thought of his death. He thought of the men who would follow after him, inspired by his success, and the family he had left behind in his island nation. Most of all he thought of the emperor and the sacred mission to save his country. All these fragmented images flashed through his mind in seconds, then he was consumed by the task of holding his craft on course. He popped the periscope tube above the water to sight a target ship.

			At that moment the alert officer of the deck aboard the oiler Cache noticed a swirl in the water, four hundred yards away from his ship. He watched a trail of ragged foam, saw a periscope move through the waves and disappear. He reported it instantly.

			At the same moment aboard the nearby Lackawanna, the bow lookout jumped when his eye caught the periscope’s tiny wake as it deposited frothy bubbles on the surface. The time was just a hair after 0530.

			“Periscope,” shouted the seaman, lunging for the phone at his watch station to call his own officer of the deck on Lackawanna’s bridge. Everyone knew what that one word implied: An enemy submarine was lurking, maybe more than one. After reporting the threat to the captain, the OOD returned to the bridge. He spotted the periscope again and tracked the feathery wake as it moved slowly past the ship’s bow and headed for the starboard side of the oiler Mississinewa, anchored eight hundred yards away.

			As the Cache’s radio crackled with submarine alerts relayed from ship to ship, the officer could picture the U.S. destroyers outside the channel entrance; he knew they’d be circling in the water like crazed hornets looking for an invader to sting. He felt a deep sense of foreboding.

			The ship in the periscope’s crosshairs was a fleet oiler with an Indiana river’s name—the Mississinewa. The oiler had just swung around on its anchor chain and now presented its starboard side to the oncoming trail of foam. Full of fuel for the next duty at sea, the ship held 404,000 gallons of hundred-octane aviation gasoline in its centerline tanks and 90,000 barrels of Navy special fuel oil in tanks aft of the bridge. It was a recipe for disaster, a fire waiting for a spark.

			Underwater, the submarine pilot knew his time was almost over. The end of a capital ship would mean the end of his own life, given gladly for his country. All his existence had led to this point, this day, this mission. His tension ebbed as the rightness of his decision lulled him, held him in his last moments as the droning of ships’ screws vibrated in his metal cocoon.

			On the ships of the U.S. Third Fleet, officers and crew feared the intrusion of submarines, but the submarine nets over the channel entrances surely would keep them out. The Americans never could have imagined the top-secret suicide weapon unleashed in the harbor waters below them, a submarine small enough to penetrate the harbor through the side passages away from the main shipping channel. Nor could they have imagined that in a few weeks newspapers in New York, San Francisco and Boston would be shouting headlines about the cruel fate that befell them in this remote place called Ulithi.

			The periscope disappeared, dropping even as the craft weaved through a school of striped orange fish and thrust forward at thirty-five miles an hour toward the massive hull. The drama unfolding underwater played out as the submariner raced to the finale. Rocketing forward in the turquoise water, the pilot hoped his deadly weapon would strike the starboard side of the oiler’s hull.

			Suddenly a quick series of deafening explosions from depth charges reverberated through his hull, rocking him, nearly taking the craft out of his hands. Clearly the enemy had discovered the presence of the Special Attack Force. Kikusui—the sacred suicide mission—was now. He steeled himself to face a noble death.

			
		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			Heaven Shaker

			The ﬁercest serpent may be overcome by a swarm of ants.

			—Admiral Isoroku Yamamoto, commander in chief of the Imperial Japanese Navy (1940)

			MARCH 5, 1943

			Tokyo

			The commander in chief of the Imperial Japanese Navy Combined Fleet opened a letter. Six sheets of paper spilled out, revealing 874 delicate characters written in a man’s blood. The reader, Admiral Isoroku Yamamoto, hero of the brilliantly conceived and executed Pearl Harbor attack, found himself gritting his teeth as he read a most unusual petition.

			The request was like nothing he’d seen in this war, not a request for supplies or fuel, no bureaucratic infighting, no resistance to battle tactics. Instead, it was an impassioned plea asking for the greatest risk of all and therefore was penned in blood to show the author’s deepest sincerity. The writer begged for permission to develop a manned torpedo for suicide attacks against enemy ships.

			The request came from Sublieutenant Hiroshi Kuroki, a brilliant young submariner and a rising star in the Imperial Navy. He acknowledged that his idea was radical but argued that it would mean the sacrifice of only one life to sink an enemy ship. Such a strategy could turn the tide of war: one hundred men, one hundred U.S. capital ships destroyed.

			The wisdom of the centuries drove Kuroki, who believed that fervent devotion to duty and sacrifice invoking the ancient warrior code of Bushido—valuing loyalty and obedience and honor above life—could defeat the overwhelming might of American forces. The idea of suicide as part of military duty had been embedded in Japanese culture for thousands of years. An honorable warrior’s death, embodied in the chivalric code of Bushido, was revered in Japan; its core tenets included honesty, loyalty, and honor unto death.

			The admiral’s thoughts turned back to the attack on Pearl Harbor in late 1941 and the five midget submarines deployed there to bombard the American ships. He had considered the mission to be suicidal, yet it had achieved some good, even though nine of the ten submariner pilots lost their lives. Just before the attack on Hawaii, a photograph had been taken of the ten pilots, two to a midget submarine, who would chance fate at Pearl Harbor. The submariners who perished received almost more adulation in Japan than the aircraft pilots who dropped bombs on the harbor. The death and subsequent deification of the Nine Hero Gods reinforced the idea of submarines as suicide weapons and inspired other young men to follow their example.

			Suicide in the course of military duty was a highly honorable course, but by contrast, to fail on a mission was an unbearable disgrace. The tenth man from Pearl Harbor’s original submariners evaded glory, as he washed up on the beach and was captured. Reviled as a traitor, his image was painted out of the original pre-attack photograph, leaving only the remaining Nine Hero Gods.

			Admiral Yamamoto reread the petition. Here the concept of suicide submarines took on a new twist, as passionately argued by the author. Accepting death if it came was not the same thing as intentional suicide. Death in battle was always a noble end, but it was not always required. That distinction created an essential difference between the midget submarines and the kaiten, as the suicide submersibles would come to be called. The difference was the pilot’s fate. Midget submarines were designed to release torpedoes, but it was certainly possible for a pilot to escape and still fulfill his mission; the destruction of his submarine was not automatic with an attack. A kaiten submarine, however, meant certain death for the pilot, who must aim his vehicle at an enemy target ship and ride it to its disastrous conclusion.

			Whether Admiral Yamamoto would have supported Kuroki’s fervent request was never recorded. Only a month later the esteemed leader was killed when U.S. pilots attacked his plane over the Solomon Islands.

			And yet Kuroki soldiered on. Despite the crushing loss of Yamamoto and his hoped-for support, the submariner continued to urge other decision-makers in the Imperial Japanese Navy to develop the suicide submarine as an offensive weapon.

			Another submariner, Ensign Sekio Nishina, joined him in the quest to produce a suicide torpedo craft. Their mutual passion arose in part from the Battle of Midway, when four Japanese aircraft carriers had been destroyed and the momentum of the War in the Pacific shifted to the Allies. The Midway engagement in June 1942 had been a humiliating defeat for Japanese air and naval forces, a dreadful lesson hinting that conventional tactics might not win the war. None took the lesson more seriously than Kuroki and Nishina.

			The Imperial Japanese Navy had been appalled and shamed by the shocking losses to their fleet when in the space of a few short hours four carriers sank to the bottom of the sea. Admiral Yamamoto had monitored the battle from a remote location, submariners Kuroki and Nishina on tenders nearby. The two veteran submariners never overcame their shock, which turned to a growing realization that a different strategy was necessary if Japan was to win the war. Their chagrin motivated the search for a new weapon, one able to provide the necessary speed, range and explosive power to break the back of a battleship or aircraft carrier.

			Both Kuroki and Nishina burned with a desire to turn the tide of the Pacific War and claim victory, or at least create a better position for negotiating peace. On December 28, 1943, the two traveled to Tokyo to propose the development of kaiten and its suicide tactics (tokko) to the minister of the Navy and his staff. The poised, articulate and impassioned presentation by the pair was characteristic of the dedication of the two young officers who were utterly consumed by their mission.

			Kuroki first pleaded the case to officials high up in the Imperial Japanese Navy.

			If left as stands, this country will surely perish. Some decisive means must be taken immediately, otherwise our regret will remain forever. Though we are mere combatants, we should devote ourselves to this task. . . . We have already made up our mind to sacrifice our lives but we want to use our lives in the most effective way. This weapon is the device to fulfill our purpose.1

			The Japanese Navy planners all knew they were faced with increasing losses in the Pacific and agreed with the doomsday sentiments. But did it make sense to use such drastic measures at this point in the war? Of course, kamikaze airplane pilots had already been discussed, and a few of the air attacks on Allied ships may already have been deliberate suicide attempts. However, there was no organized strategy yet to ask young men to commit to die—and take the resources of the Imperial Navy with them. As the naval experts listened to the young officers, they nodded and agreed earnestly with the sentiments. Yet they hesitated to move forward, indicating they would hold the concept in the abstract, but not wanting to advocate such a drastic measure at this point in the war.

			Even so, the secret weapon Kuroki and Nishina proposed fit logically into the spectrum of war resources. Weapons technology was evolving rapidly just before and during World War II, and many Allied and Axis countries fielded scientists to develop innovative and competitive designs.2 There was good reason to think that special attack submarines might be critical to the war’s outcome.

			One weapon that had devastated America’s battleships at Pearl Harbor was the long lance, a formidable torpedo fitted with wooden fins to allow the normally deep-submerging torpedoes to arm and run in shallow depths; it was probably the best torpedo in the world at the time, and certainly superior to those of the United States. Also used with great success in the sea battles around Guadalcanal in 1942, it slowly became obsolete as the tone of the war changed. By 1943 and early 1944 the usefulness of the long lance was all but over, as major naval battles were now fought by aircraft at ranges of two hundred miles or more, rendering the torpedo’s short-range advantages quite useless against surface ships. The Pacific War had become an aerial battlefield where the best weapons against enemy fleets were carrier-based planes.

			Other specialized submersibles had been developed for war. In World War I the Italian Navy had distinguished itself by daring raids made by small torpedo boats and other special attack craft. The concept of a manned torpedo led Italian engineers to develop a craft that would be ready by the early months of World War II. It was called the Maiale, meaning “pig boat,” due to its unusual shape.

			Working independently at first, co-inventors Engineer-Major Raffaele Rissetti and Surgeon-Lieutenant Raffaele Paolucci developed the maiale using a design based on a twenty-seven-foot-long German torpedo powered by compressed air that ran a single-shaft forty-horsepower motor. Two men would ride astride the weapon, totally submerged except for their heads that were just visible above the water. Two bow-mounted metal canisters, each containing 375 pounds of explosives, could be removed and fastened to the hull of an enemy ship by means of magnetic “limpet” mines. A time-fused detonation could occur up to five hours later. A trip underwater on a maiale was not intended to be a suicide mission. If the pilots eluded enemy detection, they returned to a safe haven.

			The development of the maiale was pushed forward in 1935 at the urging of Italy’s dictator Benito Mussolini. The original design was refined by Sublieutenants Teseo Tesei and Elios Toschi, who submitted plans for a manned torpedo that significantly improved the earlier model, most notably by augmenting its ability to travel submerged over short distances. In January 1936 the First Submarine Flotilla conducted secret trials of two prototypes, crewed by the inventors. The results were successful.

			Early in 1940 three manned torpedoes were launched from the Italian submarine Ametista in the Gulf of Spezia, in a mock attack by night. One manned torpedo succeeded in penetrating the harbor and fixing a dummy charge on the hull of a target ship. A shortwave radio link was tested to guide the manned torpedoes back to the mother boat but in the end was not installed on the maiale, largely because torpedo operators felt that any provision for their return might affect the men’s determination to succeed at all costs.

			The pig boat operators sat astride their craft with their feet in metal stirrups. The officer-pilot forward was protected by a chest-high curved metal screen that mounted a luminous magnetic compass, depth gauge, spirit level and instruments to monitor the electric motor. He controlled the torpedo’s rudders with an aircraft-style steering column. Trim levers allowed seawater into or out of the ballast tanks. The copilot sat behind the pilot with his back to a metal storage locker containing spare breathing gear and tools. A six-hour oxygen supply was provided for the two crew members and they wore protective rubber suits.

			The maiale was 22 feet long, 1.8 feet in diameter and displaced 1.5 tons. An electric motor provided the power, giving it a maximum speed of 4.5 knots and a range of 17 miles. The “pig” could submerge to a safe depth of 100 feet and had a detachable bow warhead of 485 pounds. Eighty pig boats were developed between 1940 and 1943, but at the midway mark of late 1941 they had seen only limited success. Italy’s collapse stalled further development of the weapon.

			The British Royal Navy recovered Italian maiale pig boats in Spain, Gibraltar and Alexandria in late 1940 and 1941; the capture of intact weapons led the British to build a prototype copy named the chariot. The British chariot was similar to the Italian pig, measuring 25 feet long, 21 inches in diameter, and displacing 1.5 tons. The added length of three extra feet was due to a larger 700-pound warhead. The electric motor, superior to the Italian design, gave it a top speed of 4 knots and a range of 21 miles. The safe depth for submergence was only 35 feet, but pilots exceeded the recommended depth in training and operations on a regular basis. The rubberized suits worn by British charioteers were more durable but bulkier than the suits worn by the Italians, partly because the British expected to deploy their chariots in colder northern waters.

			The first deployment of the new British weapon in late October 1942 ended when the two chariots, slung underneath the Resistance-owned Norwegian fishing boat Arthur, broke loose from their slings and sank in Trondheim Fjord, Norway, only nine miles from the German battleship Tirpitz. The Arthur was scuttled and charioteer A. B. Evans was captured and executed by a German firing squad to satisfy Hitler’s notorious anticommando order of October 18, 1942.

			A common theme ran through these weapons, a theme of daring and death, even suicide. Despite its limited success, the Italian maiale program held at its core the philosophy of a noble warrior seeking death, and Italian leaders believed the attitude of their pilots was every bit as important as the developing technology. “What really counts is that there are men ready to die,” said Tesei of the Italian Royal Navy, “to inspire and fortify future generations.”

			—


			Officers Kuroki and Nishina used this same argument—the willingness to die—two years later in Tokyo, before the Imperial Navy officers. The craft they envisioned, a tiny submersible carrying a powerful warhead, would be piloted by a well-trained warrior prepared to make the ultimate sacrifice in exchange for a capital ship. Reviewing the missions of the British charioteer and the Italian maiale manned torpedoes, the two submariners believed that the component of suicide would create the extra element to ensure the human-driven torpedo’s success. Their torpedo would require suicide as intrinsic and essential to the mission, and to prove that point they resisted the insistence of Japanese naval staff to fit the craft with an escape hatch.

			The submersible, launchable from a fleet submarine, would be called kaiten, whose Japanese characters literally meant “heaven shaker” or “world changer.” To Kuroki and Nishina, kaiten meant a weapon that would change the course of the war and grant Japan dominance in the Pacific Basin. One Japanese life for one American warship seemed a worthy exchange in the quest for victory.

			To the young men who would volunteer for the kaiten program, however, the mission came to be regarded as not only honorable but frightening. One such recruit, Yutaka Yokota, was utterly shocked by this modern revival of the ancient samurai code and the certain death the kaiten presaged. Speaking of the suicide craft, he called Bushido “the search for a place to die.”

			
		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			Rising Sun

			And I believe that every one of you, my fellow countrymen, will not care for your life but gladly share in the honor to make of yourself His Majesty’s humble shield . . . The rise or fall of our Empire and the prosperity or ruin of East Asia literally depend upon the outcome of this war. Truly it is time for the one hundred million of us Japanese to dedicate all we have and sacrifice everything for our country’s cause.

			—Prime Minister Tojo Hideki, December 8, 1941, radio address in Tokyo1

			Under the midnight sky laced with stars, a Japanese strike force moved through the open sea. It was called Kido Butai, a deadly cluster of six aircraft carriers laden with planes well armed and pilots ready to attack. By the time the pearly dawn softened the waters of the Pacific Ocean, the strike force lay 230 miles north of Hawaii.

			It was December 7, 1941, in Hawaii. In Tokyo, across the international date line, it was December 8. As per the prearranged signal, the Japanese were to “climb Mt. Niitaka,” the signal to bomb Pearl Harbor.

			Seaplane scouts flew reconnaissance at 0600. Swinging into the wind, the carriers Akagi, Hiryu, Soryu, Kaga, Zuikaku and Shokaku launched the first wave of 183 planes. By 0620 they had massed together in the sky, the blood-red symbol of the Rising Sun on their wings. The formation of dive bombers, Zero fighters and the Nakajima B5N2s called “Kates” headed south. Pearl Harbor was ninety minutes away.

			Just then in Hawaii the destroyer USS Ward sighted a submarine within the defensive sea area outside Pearl Harbor. The ship fired a round through its conning tower and depth-charged the submarine as it sank. It was an omen of more danger to come, but the significance was not realized at that moment. A report of the sinking made its way slowly through bureaucratic channels and took more than an hour to reach Naval Command. By then time was running out and a random submarine didn’t seem to matter.

			When the clock read 0702, Army radar operators on Oahu’s north shore noted a very large formation of planes on their radar screens. After rechecking the equipment, they radioed the Fort Shafter watch officer in Honolulu. The American carrier Enterprise was due to arrive that day with a contingent of planes. Believing the planes to be fliers from the Enterprise, or else a flock of B-17s due in from California, the watch relaxed.

			To the north, where Kido Butai lay in elegant splendor on the high seas, a second wave of 170 Japanese planes rose off the aircraft carriers. More Nakajima Kates flew with Mitsubishi AGV12 Reissen Zero fighters and Aichi P3A1 Val dive-bombers. The first and second waves, totaling 353 planes, would terrify Battleship Row and Hickam Field.

			Just before 0800 the skies darkened over Oahu. Planes crested the mountains in a steady stream, blocking out the sun and filling the sky with a dull rumble like thunder. Zenji Abe, a bomber pilot from the carrier Akagi, noted how peaceful Oahu appeared. As the first wave approached Pearl Harbor, he said, “a faint haze of kitchen smoke from houses preparing breakfast hung over the water.”2 The torpedo bombers split into two attacking groups and approached Battleship Row, launching their “fish” just before the battleships prepared for colors. Splashing into the water, the torpedoes found their mark: Five exploded into the Oklahoma, seven tore into the West Virginia; the California took two, and another two capsized the Utah. Other ships, including the cruisers Raleigh and Helena and the battleship Nevada, were hit.

			Three minutes later ten groups of high-altitude Japanese bombers flew over Pearl Harbor in formation and began dropping their 1,760-pound bombs; within seconds the U.S. fleet was engulfed in fire and smoke. Suddenly a gigantic shock wave rattled aircraft overhead and reverberated throughout Oahu. A column of smoke and fire reached to the heavens, as pieces of debris and bodies rained down over Battleship Row and Ford Island. The USS Arizona had exploded.

			—


			Nearly five thousand miles away, in Clinton, Wisconsin, a radio announcer interrupted the Sunday afternoon broadcast of the Chicago Bears football game with a chilling message: “The Japanese have bombed Pearl Harbor in the territory of Hawaii!” The city rivalry between the Bears and the Chicago Cardinals halted while the announcer at Comiskey Park told all servicemen to report to their units.

			The message echoed in the living room of the Mair family as high-schooler John leapt from his chair and bolted out the door, shouting to his mother, “I’ve got to tell my brothers!” An acre away, the older boys were toting rifles with frozen breath and scouring the woods for rabbits when they heard the seventeen-year-old yelling as he raced across the brittle, frosty cornfield. “The Japs are bombing Pearl Harbor in Hawaii,” he gasped. In seconds they were on the run back to the house, where the whole world seemed to close in on the radio announcer’s shaking voice.

			The Mairs listened as more reports came in, both parents reeling from the news of the attack that certainly would catapult the United States into the war. Two of their four boys were old enough to fight, and the reality unnerved them. John, still in high school, might follow.

			The day after the attack, John gathered with his fellow students in the assembly hall at Clinton High. A teacher had brought a radio so that faculty and students could listen to President Franklin D. Roosevelt address the nation. The President’s voice resonated in majestic, somber tones. He sounded calm and reassuring, despite his controlled outrage, but the Wisconsin air was full of fear. Judging from the newspaper stories that day, the entire nation was gripped with disbelief and terror.

			The destruction to the U.S. fleet at Pearl Harbor was almost unimaginable: battleships sunk, overturned, crippled; the Arizona a battered hulk in the mud, nearly thirteen hundred men entombed within its hull; the battleship Oklahoma rolled over like a metallic beached whale, its keel thrust up to the sky; the Nevada run aground in the channel. Only the aircraft carriers out at sea had escaped the devastation.

			The threat to the United States now came on two fronts: the European Theater, where Hitler still stormed like a madman, and the Pacific Theater, where Japanese commanders slowly moved easterly, taking island chain after chain, dreams of a Hawaii conquest in their minds.3

			In Wisconsin, as in Massachusetts, California and all over, recruiting stations began to see long lines of volunteers. The United States would never be the same. Young men rushed to sign up, inspired by the posters featuring the mangled, smoking wreckage of a battleship and the slogan “REMEMBER THE ARIZONA!”

			John Mair had to wait for his parents’ permission to enlist, but he knew he wanted to join the Navy. In 1941 he couldn’t know that in three years he would be part of Pacific War history, when his ship would be lost to the first suicide attack by a Japanese submarine pilot.

			—


			Two days after the Pearl Harbor attack, the Arizona still burned in the harbor, its twisted superstructure horribly askew, a searing reminder to everyone on Oahu of the devastation that had befallen them. Dozens of ships needed repair; others were trashed in the harbor, some to be salvaged and refitted. Even before the smoke cleared, the Navy knew it faced a grave and immediate problem—rebuilding the Pacific Fleet.

			The War in the Pacific would require the largest shipbuilding program the country had ever attempted. Repairing the damaged ships was a massive undertaking, compounded by a demand for new auxiliary ships to maintain the flow of supplies—in particular, gas and oil—needed to fuel ships and planes. Although battleships and aircraft carriers were the visible vessels of attack and defense, they were only as good as their fuel supply. The auxiliary ships that fueled them didn’t attract media attention but were nonetheless critical to the success of any naval mission.

			Keeping Navy vessels in the Pacific supplied with fuel was a significant challenge, seeing that the anchorage of the Pacific Fleet was Hawaii, twenty-four hundred miles away from the West Coast of the United States. The round trip to shuttle oil from California or the Northwest to Pearl Harbor by tanker took two weeks.

			When boats traveled with the wind, fuel was no issue, but that all changed in the second half of the nineteenth century when ships switched from sail to steam, and fuel replaced the unpredictable wind. It was a good change—except that wind is freely available and fuel must be supplied.

			Steam could be generated by burning something—wood, coal, oil—to kick up the heat in a ship’s furnace. Wood fires, always dangerous and a frequent cause of tragic fires on board, progressed into the hotter and more efficient coal fires as Appalachian mines yielded their riches. In those days of coal power a warship’s mobility depended on adequate supplies of coal, and a warship cruising at ten knots could easily consume three or four tons of coal in an hour. Since the sailing range of a warship was limited to the size of its coal bunkers, it became critical to secure coal at various ports.

			However, the idea of fuel ships actually traveling with the fleet wasn’t seriously considered until the Great White Fleet’s round-the-world cruise ending in 1908; although the feat had proved to be an engineering triumph for the United States, the fourteen-month journey by sixteen coal-burning warships caused much embarrassment to the Navy when the colliers failed to keep the ships supplied. The inability of foreign colliers to provide fuel on a timely basis was perhaps the most important lesson learned from the cruise.

			Even with timely deliveries, the transfer of coal was time-consuming and inefficient. Oil was an attractive alternative. When oil became the Navy’s fuel of choice for the fleet in 1909, transfer problems were largely resolved by fueling hoses, whose efficiency was unquestionably superior to the cumbersome transfers of bulk coal.

			The First World War further illustrated the need to refuel ships at sea. Mare Navy Yard in northern California laid down the keels of the first two U.S. Navy auxiliary vessels to carry oil. The two ships, Maumee and Kanawha, were originally classified as “fuel ships,” but the name “oiler” soon supplanted the older term. In official Navy terminology, all oilers are auxiliary oilers or Combat Logistics ships, fitted to fuel U.S. warships at sea. By contrast, tankers are merchant ships manned by civilian crews; they are not equipped with at-sea fueling gear but instead carry bulk fuel from port to port. In World War II the tankers delivered bulk fuel to Pacific Fleet staging areas from ports on the West Coast; the oilers would periodically resupply from these staging areas and then refuel the warships at sea.

			The first wartime fueling of U.S. ships at sea was accomplished in 1917; it took a remarkably short ten hours and thirty-five minutes. Six destroyers received twenty thousand gallons of fuel each at a rate of thirty-two thousand gallons per hour. The extraordinary feat was successful despite inexperienced crews and nasty sea conditions.

			Fueling at sea was deemed increasingly important in the 1920s and ’30s. The strategy for a theoretical naval war in the Pacific—ever a threat in the minds of most military men—called for the fleet to reach the western Pacific at the prevailing speed of ten knots in twenty days.

			In April 1923 a Navy oiler, the USS Cuyama, successfully fueled eight destroyers in pairs while steaming at slow speed in calm waters. The oiler employed the riding-the-beam method, also referred to as the broadside method, with a destroyer on each side of the fueling ship. But Cuyama’s skipper was concerned about damage that could result from broadside fueling of larger capital ships, especially in rough weather. Sailing so close alongside ships larger than destroyers was impractical in anything but calm seas, as swells of any magnitude could result in damage to the tanker hull and its rigging, and even loss of life.

			Another oiler, the USS Kanawha, attempted over-the-stern fueling at sea using a stern-mounted towing tension engine, but the low delivery rate of sixteen thousand gallons of oil per hour was deemed unsatisfactory for fueling capital ships at sea. Over-the-stern fueling was canceled in 1931, and from that point on all Navy oilers under construction were equipped for broadside fueling.

			A fuel-related question—and a serious concern for the Navy—was the short steaming range of the battleships Nevada, Oklahoma, Arizona, Idaho, Mississippi and Pennsylvania. Expanding their range was vital to naval victory in a Pacific war, so rapid fueling at sea was critical.

			And fueling at sea was only as fast as the slowest ship: In order for oilers to keep pace with the ships they were fueling, they obviously had to be capable of sailing at the same speeds. The newer Navy oilers were designed to keep pace with the main battle fleet, but the slower merchant tankers that had been converted to naval auxiliaries were woefully inadequate. By the 1930s senior naval officers believed the Navy was ill-equipped to protect its interests in the Pacific, but the Hoover administration, struggling with the Depression, was in no mood to rebuild the fleet.

			Franklin D. Roosevelt’s inauguration as president in 1933 offered new hope to the U.S. fleet. FDR had served as an assistant secretary of the Navy during the First World War and enthusiastically supported the Navy. His New Deal advisors persuaded him that naval construction could act as a cure to economic crisis in the United States; thus, to stimulate jobs and money flow, FDR signed an executive order freeing 238 million dollars for new naval construction that would include thirty-two new warships.

			The Navy’s top war planners were troubled by the fleet’s obsolescence. So concerned were they about modernizing the Navy that an updated War Plan Orange placed a very high priority on building fast, modern auxiliary ships, including oilers. Senior admirals recommended that fast oilers be able to cruise at a speed of fifteen knots—a remarkable requirement, given that merchant tankers during this time were capable of only eleven knots; even the fastest tankers under design would make only thirteen knots. This momentous recommendation led to the building of twelve fast oilers of the new Cimarron class, named for the first national defense tanker completed, the impressive USS Cimarron. Launched on January 7, 1939, it was the first oiler to be delivered to the fleet since 1922. Measuring 553 feet long, with a beam of 75 feet, Cimarron was one of the largest fueling vessels in the world and the fastest ever built in the United States. Others of its kind were soon to follow.

			Three years into the war, another fast-fleet oiler, Mississinewa, would come to life on a shipyard’s ways. Young men like John Mair would join the ship’s crew and sail in to the Pacific islands where the war was playing out. At the same time they would sail onto the pages of history.

			
		

	
		
			CHAPTER 3

			Midway

			The defeated should not talk about the battle.

			—Japanese proverb

			The shipboard wireless crackled with static, but Admiral Yamamoto was standing by, reading in disbelief as the battle reports poured in. From far away to the west he spoke with his leaders directing the attack on Midway Island. It was June 4, 1942, and the battle in the middle of the Pacific Ocean was nothing short of a catastrophe. The success that had been achieved by the Japanese forces at Pearl Harbor was slipping away. The admiral was hearing news shocking and almost unbelievable.

			The exuberance after the Pearl Harbor attack was gone. In chilling contrast to today’s events, Pearl Harbor had opened the War in the Pacific with what appeared an almost insurmountable disaster for the United States and its allies. Now, six months later, the Battle of Midway put a whole new face on the war.

			Yamamoto had envisioned the capture of Midway Island as the most effective way to distract and disable the U.S. Pacific Fleet and take it out of action long enough for Japan to fortify its defensive perimeter in the Pacific island chains. As he had done successfully at Hawaii, the admiral felt it necessary to make a decisive strike. He planned to draw the American carriers into a trap at Midway where the First Mobile Force would engage and destroy them. Afterward, his First Fleet—consisting of a light carrier, three cruisers, seven battleships and thirteen destroyers—would, in conjunction with the Second Fleet, mop up remaining American surface forces and complete the destruction of the U.S. Pacific Fleet.

			Stationed in a remote location far from Midway, Yamamoto consulted frequently with the on-site commanders engaged in the battle. Among the many staff and military support surrounding him were two young submariners, Sublieutenant Hiroshi Kuroki and Ensign Sekio Nishina, both pilots of midget submarines called Ko-hyoteki. The veteran midget submariners, stationed aboard the converted seaplane tenders Chiyoda and Nisshin, were privy to the events unfolding. Their reactions to the defeat at Midway and their desire for Japan’s ultimate victory factored importantly in decisions later made by the Japanese Imperial Navy and in the secret weapon the submariners devised.1

			—


			Pearl Harbor had been a very different story. At that moment of America’s formal engagement in World War II, Japan’s impressive armada was greatly superior to the inefficient and aging U.S. Pacific Fleet. On December 7, 1941, the Pearl Harbor attack caused massive destruction: Of the eight American battleships present that fateful weekend, five were sunk, and many other vessels and aircraft were destroyed or damaged. But World War II was a different war from the old conventional ship-of-the-line engagements. Now the battles were shifting to the open seas, and battleships were yielding to the strategic power of aircraft carriers, the new queens of the sea.

			Both Pearl Harbor and Midway pivoted around the role of aircraft carriers. At Pearl Harbor, six Japanese carriers had launched a dense horde of attacking planes that severely damaged the fleet of aging battleships. Conspicuously absent from the harbor that day, the three American carriers were many miles distant at sea and thus were spared, a most fortuitous event in an otherwise dismal time. It proved to be a deadly omen for the Japanese, for at Midway six months later, it was American carriers that commanded the victory, sending four Japanese carriers to the bottom of the sea.

			Pearl Harbor came back to haunt Yamamoto now. His failure to strike U.S. carriers on December 7 had the smack of fate to it.

			Why had he not done so? On December 6, the day before the attack, Japanese senior officers had expressed conflicting opinions on the importance of the American carriers, and a heated debate erupted over what should be the focus of their surprise attack, given the disparate positions of the U.S. battleships and carriers. Up-to-date intelligence reported that the U.S. battleships were anchored in the harbor while the carriers were at sea. Captain Minoru Genda lobbied to attack the carriers; he hoped the three ships might possibly return to Pearl Harbor in time to be attacked on December 7. If that should happen, he said, “I don’t care if all eight of the battleships are away.”

			Commander Tamotsu Oishi, his senior staff officer, acknowledged the importance of the carriers but concluded, “I think it would be better if we got all eight of the battleships.”

			And so the strike took place and indeed Oahu was devastated. The Arizona and Oklahoma were utterly destroyed by Nakajima Kates that pummeled all the battleships. The U.S. carriers remained at sea, their absence having proven critical to the Japanese plan of successfully striking Oahu with little air defense on the American side. But the trade-off was coming: American carriers would figure prominently in the crucial Battle of Midway.

			For many weeks the twisted wreckage of the Arizona loomed over the harbor, reminding every officer and sailor of the nightmare that had hit them on that “Day of Infamy,” as President Franklin Roosevelt called it. As the superstructure was cut away and the other ships repaired or removed, the sense of despair began to galvanize into firm resolve. American men went to war.

			The initially demoralized U.S. Navy had changed in the six months after Pearl Harbor into an increasingly armed and aggressive foe, but the Japanese continued to believe their forces were superior, an attitude later called the “victory disease.” A number of battles went in their favor: Wake Island surrendered to the Japanese, followed by the fall of the Philippines and the expansion to Guadalcanal, and by May 1942 the Japanese high command began to look toward the West Coast of the United States, whose long and thinly defended stretch of mainland would yield a strategic land base to control the Pacific and the Panama Canal. As part of the strategy to take the mainland, the next Japanese offensive was planned for Midway Island, the halfway point in the Pacific between the United States and Japan, northwest of Hawaii.2 After two months of planning and maneuvers, Admiral Yamamoto felt they were ready to attack.

			Then the worst fate befell Yamamoto, and it was something every military commander fears: The enemy learned of his plans. Shortly before the attack, U.S. intelligence experts broke the Japanese naval code and discovered where they intended to strike. Ground Zero was Midway. The U.S. Navy mounted its own force, centered around three aircraft carriers: USS Enterprise, which had been spared on December 7, and USS Hornet and Yorktown. As the rosy skies paled on the morning of June 4, 1942, the Japanese and American forces met in the battle that changed the course of the war.

			The Americans possessed three advantages: superior intelligence, the longer reconnaissance range of their Midway-based aircraft, and the element of surprise.

			The first American planes left Midway at 0400 on the search for the Japanese fleet; a half hour later, the carrier Yorktown launched ten American reconnaissance SBD planes. The first sighting of enemy aircraft occurred at 0520, followed ten minutes later by the sighting of a Japanese carrier. Events moved quickly. A VMSB-241 Marine bombing squadron took off from Midway, and by 0616 Japanese planes were attacking the island. The battle was joined.

			At precisely 0755, the exact minute bombs had first fallen at Pearl Harbor six months earlier, American planes were massing to place the Japanese aircraft carrier Soryu under attack. A minute later the carriers Akagi and Hiryu fell under fire.

			For the next three hours American airmen hammered Japanese ships like ducks on a pond, as they sent wave after wave of torpedoes and dive-bombers to attack the battleships and carriers. When U.S. dive-bombers dropped their loads on the enemy carriers, the decks were crowded with refueling aircraft that popped like firecrackers on a string. Flames erupted hundreds of feet into the sky.

			The two-hour slice of time on June 4, when three of the four Japanese carriers present were mortally wounded, constitutes one of the most intense military events in modern naval history, second only to the attack on Pearl Harbor. The carrier Kaga was dive-bombed and fires broke out. Soryu was hit twice; within thirty minutes the officers gave orders to abandon ship. The Akagi succumbed to torpedo and bomber attacks when its fighter planes caught fire.

			As American planes zeroed in on the carriers, they dropped five-hundred-pound bombs that exploded on the decks and ignited refueling planes. The intense conflagration melted through the teak-and-metal flight decks, hitting munitions and igniting gas and oil stored below, causing enormous fireballs of black, oily smoke and shooting flames.

			After the stunning hits from the U.S. dive-bombers, the Akagi, queen of the sea and heroine of the strike force of Kido Butai, didn’t last long. Less than an hour after its planes were on fire, all surviving personnel had been ordered to abandon ship.

			By late afternoon of June 4, the Japanese witnessed an unthinkable sight—three aircraft carriers, Kaga, Soryu and Akagi, were burning and crippled. The fourth, Hiryu, still in attack mode, was about to be hit with bombs from planes from the Enterprise; by 1705 the last Japanese aircraft carrier was on fire from several hits.

			It had seemed that the stricken carrier Soryu might be saved. When its fire abated, Japanese firefighters prepared to go on board and reclaim the ship, but at seven in the evening a huge explosion sent a brilliant molten ball into the sky and the flattop sank below the waves. Ten minutes later a tremendous undersea explosion reverberated through the waters, rocking the ships on the surface.

			The Soryu sank at 1915, the Kaga ten minutes after.

			The order had been given to abandon the Akagi. Soon after Soryu went down, an emotional discussion was held between senior Japanese officers at the battle site and General Yamamoto, who was reached by radio on the battleship Yamato six hundred miles to the west. They debated the best disposition of the carrier. The question was whether to scuttle the ship, abandon it or rush in and take it under tow in hopes of a retreat across the ocean to a Japanese navy yard. One officer opposed to scuttling the Akagi argued impassionedly, “We cannot sink the Emperor’s warships by the Emperor’s own torpedoes!”

			Yamamoto took the heavy mantle of humiliation on himself. He paused for what seemed like endless seconds to the listeners, then said, “I was once the captain of Akagi, and it is with heartfelt regret that I must now order that she be sunk. I will apologize to the Emperor for the sinking of Akagi by our own torpedoes.”

			At 0500 the following morning, June 5, his orders were carried out and the carrier was torpedoed and sunk. At 0900 that same morning the Hiryu, the fourth and last remaining Japanese aircraft carrier, slipped beneath the waves that filled the seas around Midway with blood and foam.

			The United States sustained only one major loss in the battle, the aircraft carrier Yorktown. Under retaliatory strikes by the Japanese on June 6, the carrier took a torpedo hit shortly after noon and sank fifteen hours later.

			Midway delivered a stunning defeat for the Japanese Navy. Perhaps as many as 98 percent of the aircraft carrier personnel who had bombed Pearl Harbor were wiped out. Admiral Yamamoto, esteemed commander of the Japanese forces who had opened the war so successfully on December 7, lost all four of his veteran carriers, and most of their planes and pilots—a devastating loss from the first victorious sortie six months earlier.

			The irony of the role of the American aircraft carriers missing at Pearl Harbor was not lost on Yamamoto, for one of those very same carriers of the U.S. Pacific Fleet that so fortunately had been out to sea on December 7 came back to engage his own forces at Midway and utterly defeat them.

			Chagrined by the appalling loss of four Imperial Japanese Navy fleet carriers, Kuroki and Nishina, the submariners of Yamamoto’s fleet, began to imagine a new weapon that could change the war. Nishina envisioned a midget submersible that, unlike the Type A midget submarine, would be launchable from a submerged fleet submarine. They began working together some months later and from their fertile minds came the idea of the “heaven shaker,” a weapon they believed could reverse the fortunes of war.

			As 1943 passed into 1944 and strategic islands fell from Japanese hands, the attraction of secret weapons grew in the minds of military leaders. The sense of urgency began to change to desperation.

			The range of suicide weapons included an aerial bomb transported by a balloon. In a little known campaign known as Fu-Go, Japan released about ninety-three hundred bomb-laden balloons that floated on air currents across the Pacific; they were intended to explode in the United States and cause forest fires, panic and death. The balloons were armed with a 15-kilogram antipersonnel bomb and four 4.5-kilogram incendiaries, as well as a flash bomb to destroy evidence of the devices. Only one fatal event is recorded. In May 1945 near Bly, Oregon, a minister’s wife and five teenagers with her on a picnic spotted a balloon bomb and began playing with it. It exploded, killing them all. Although they are the only known casualties of the balloon bombs, many balloons—probably one thousand—reached U.S. soil, some as far inland as Minnesota.3

			With the variety of suicide weapons discussed in 1942, it was clear that, for the Japanese military, Midway had become a turning point in attitude, a seesaw between hope and despair, a reawakening of Bushido. In that climate, the search for “a place to die” became a priority for certain Japanese fighters, those who would volunteer as kamikaze pilots in the air and those who would seek salvation as kaiten pilots underwater.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 4

			The Mighty Miss

			War must be, while we defend our lives against a destroyer who would devour all; but I do not love the bright sword for its sharpness, nor the arrow for its swiftness, nor the warrior for his glory. I love only that which they defend.

			—J. R. R. TOLKIEN, The Two Towers 1

			March 28, 1944, was a bitterly cold day at Sparrows Point, Maryland, but a brand-new oiler was ready to slide down the ways for its official launch. At the long-awaited moment Margaret Pence, the ship’s sponsor, looked up at the massive ship, “as big as a tall building,” and struck the newly painted bow with a champagne bottle, christening the vessel after an Indiana river: Mississinewa. As with all commissioned ships of the U.S. Navy, the name was preceded by USS, meaning “United States Ship.” The men simply called the tongue-twister the “Mighty M” or “Mighty Miss.”

			Six weeks later, the ship was handed over to the commanding officer. The bo’sun’s pipe pierced the knocks and clanging sounds of the bustling Bethlehem Steel shipyard at 1400 hours on May 18. Admiral Felix Gygax crisply saluted the officer of the deck as he reached the well deck of the Navy’s newest oiler. A commissioning party led by Captain B. M. Ward followed the admiral as he walked amid the maze of pipes, catwalks, capstans, valves and rope coils that are the trademarks of an oiler. All took their places.

			Despite the festivities, war was calling and every sailor knew it. The last officer to speak at the commissioning had closed with a stark phrase: “You boys are going to the South Pacific—and some of you aren’t coming back. Good luck and God bless you all.”2 The commissioning pendant rose to the ship’s masthead and fluttered in the breeze. A few of the young men wondered where it would be fluttering a month from now. Sailors turned to leave after the thirty-minute ceremony with those words echoing ominously in their ears. “. . . Some of you aren’t coming back.”

			—


			The men selected as Mississinewa’s first officers comprised a varied and talented group.3 Commander Philip Beck, the ship’s first captain—and its last—was respected as a confident, capable officer with an intimate knowledge of the sea. Beck, fifty years old, provided the Miss crew with solid experience from a vast seafaring background, though he was viewed with skepticism by a few sailors for his hard-drinking ways.

			Born in New York in 1894, he enlisted in the Navy in 1911 as an apprentice seaman and went through stints in the Merchant Service as well. Rising through the ranks of the Merchant Service, from able seaman to boatswain to second mate, he spent 1918 to 1920 in the U.S. Army Transport Service as second officer, ferrying troops between Haiti, Puerto Rico and the Panama Canal Zone. Enrolling in the U.S. Naval Auxiliary Reserve as an ensign, he served aboard his first oiler, USS Sara Thompson, as part of the Atlantic Fleet.

			A stint for the Pan American Petroleum & Transport Co. was his last private employment before he returned to active duty in the U.S. Navy in 1942. Ranked as first lieutenant of the USS Kenmore, he brought troops to Guadalcanal and was again promoted to commander, then reassigned to USS Cossatot. A year later he was assigned as commanding officer of the soon-to-be commissioned oiler Mississinewa. He would live to write the Action Report of the ship’s demise, a mere six months after he took command.

			Lieutenant Robert L. Rowe, 33, the navigator for Mississinewa, had been a seagoing Merchant Marine for years. He’d begun his naval career in 1933 as a reserve ensign and spent months in the South Pacific after the Pearl Harbor attack as his ship fueled the remnants of the devastated U.S. fleet. Known for a thick Boston accent and great sense of humor, Rowe made full lieutenant on January 1, 1944, and was reassigned to Mississinewa as the fleet oiler approached completion near Baltimore.

			Chief medical officer Lieutenant John Bierley grew up in Bellevue, Kentucky, and graduated from the University of Ohio in 1933. First a Naval Reservist, he commenced active duty November 1943 as surgeon to the U.S. Naval Hospital in Puerto Rico, then was reassigned to the Mississinewa the following year. Not all ships had a trained doctor in the ship’s company, and his surgical skills would be badly needed in the Pacific Theater.

			Newly commissioned officers joined the fleet as “Ninety-Day Wonders
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