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			To Calene

		

	
		
			Prologue

			The Pacific claimed her lifetimes ago.

			She rests upright, three miles beneath the waves, thick steel hull cased in mud. Complete darkness. Freezing water. Marine life but too deep for fish. Sailors and officers, already dead as she goes under, ride her to the bottom that horrible morning. Their ghosts keep her company. Once an aircraft carrier with the hull number CV-5, she is now classified a “war grave.”

			“C” is for “cruiser,” because a carrier’s original role was that of an advance scout, like a battle cruiser in World War I. Nobody is saying for certain why the U.S. Navy added a “V.” Some claim the letter stands for the French word voler—“to fly.” Proof is hard to come by. No one questions whether or not this is true; the service is known to possess an unpredictable fondness for romance.

			A crane operator at Newport News brings her into the world eight years before a torpedo tears the hole in her side that takes her out. He lowers a steel plate hewn from the coal mines of Appalachia, then forged in a blast furnace belching the heat of the sun; he guides that foundational chunk of metal down from the blue Virginia sky carefully until it nestles against a straight line of keel blocks almost as long as two football fields.

			No ceremony. No name. Yard number 359.

			“Just another ship,” they say as she takes shape, though the welders and fitters know it isn’t true. This is a new class of vessel, designed to wage a different style of war. She is not the first of her kind. That happens on November 13, 1921, when Japan christens a ship specifically configured to launch airplanes. Hōshō is followed by Britain’s Hermes one year later. Right about then, the United States adds a flat upper flight deck to a collier and makes Langley CV-1.

			The era of conversions is over. Thirteen years later, as she is laid down on May 21, 1934, CV-5 is a purpose-built aircraft carrier.

			Days of construction in Newport News become months, then a year and another, time marked by the punctual howl of the shipyard whistle. More steel. A cradle of ribs rises from those bottom pieces to make her tall and wide. Decks. Boilers. Pipes. Wires. Galleys. Mess. Wardrooms. Racks by the thousands. Showers. Heads. Finally, a superstructure island towering over a flight deck covered in two acres of split and sanded Douglas fir.
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					USS Yorktown (CV-5)

					Public domain / U.S. Navy All Hands magazine, March 1954, p. 27

				
			
			A name replaces the yard number, borrowed from a time when hulls were wood and wind brought power. She is USS Yorktown, the third United States ship in history so named.

			First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt smashes a bottle of champagne across her bow on christening day. An “impressive sight” she calls the moment the towering steel vessel slides gracefully into the Atlantic.

			USS Yorktown soon has sisters also built at Newport News. They are Enterprise and Hornet, one of whom now also rests on the bottom of the Pacific. The three revolutionary carriers fight side by side just once.

			Warm first week in June. Patch of smooth blue ocean smack-dab in the middle between San Francisco and Tokyo. 1942. Until this day, battleships define naval warfare. An epic duel between Yorktown-class siblings and aircraft carriers of the Imperial Japanese Navy ends that school of thinking.

			Yorktown’s watery grave stands along exalted names like Thermopylae, Gettysburg, Waterloo. Pivotal battles in locations insignificant before the fighting makes them sacred. Picture two small islands—a giant circle of coral crisscrossed by runways and inhabited by thousands of seabirds—that take their name from that location in the very center of the Pacific:

			Midway.

		

	
		
			
				

				Japan was supreme, and we everywhere were weak and naked.

				Winston Churchill

				

			

		

	
		
			Episode One

			

			Prince of Wales
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					Admiral Sir Tom Phillips

					Public domain

				
			
		

	
		
			Tom Thumb

			December 8, 1941

			Singapore Harbor

			1710 Hours

			Admiral Sir Tom Phillips sails into dark waters.

			A man not fond of taking advice. Steel deck beneath polished white shoes. Whites. Epaulets. Five foot two. A small box on the bridge to stand on so he can see the view.

			The Battle of Midway is six months away. Events leading up to this clash began decades ago, a mélange of poor treaties, technological advances, empire building, and, from the Japanese perspective, racism. One by one, dominoes fell. All that is missing as HMS Prince of Wales parts the waters on this scorching December night are the date and location of the fight—and one last tile to topple.

			Unfortunately for the sailors and officers of Wales, that is her.

			The past seventeen hours have shattered the Pacific balance of power. Shocking Japanese surprise attacks from one side of the ocean to the other. Thousands of good men dead. “The Japs,” as the British openly refer to their enemy, need a reminder of who’s boss before this thing gets out of control.

			Admiral Tom Phillips will do the reminding. A full head shorter than any man on his staff, “Tom Thumb” is the newly promoted commander in chief, China Station. Fifty-three, 126 pounds, one of the youngest admirals in the Royal Navy. His warships defend China, Singapore, Malaya, Hong Kong, and the western rim of the Pacific Ocean stretching all the way south to Australia. As of one week ago, Singapore is the new home port for this “Force Z.”

			Wales is Phillips’ flagship. No less than British Prime Minister Winston Churchill ordered her to sail for Singapore, considering the new battleship Britain’s greatest deterrent weapon. Red Cross of St. George on a white background flying from its mainmast, denoting the admiral is on board. Captain John Leach, the much-loved skipper of Wales, shares the bridge. Leach gives the orders for his sailors and maintains discipline on his vessel, even as Phillips directs all of Z.

			The order from London came thirteen hours ago:

			“Commence hostilities with Japan at once.”
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					Captain John Leach

					Public domain

				
			
			When that directive arrives, it is Captain Leach who immediately speaks on the ship’s loudspeakers, informing his sailors Britain is at war. Preparations for battle begin immediately. Today brought intense equatorial heat to Singapore and the emergency decision to get underway. Shore leaves canceled. British sailors strip to the waist, sweating out last night’s beer, lining up on deck and gangways, loading ammunition for the sudden fight to come. Just after noon, senior naval officers listen for thirty minutes as Phillips lays out battle plans around Wales’ polished conference table in his admiral’s quarters. There is history to this mahogany slab. Winston Churchill sat here four months ago, sharing dinner with United States President Franklin Roosevelt. Brandy, tobacco, alliance. That was diplomacy; this is war. The admiral does not open the floor to discussion.

			The Royal Air Force, whose aircraft offer Force Z protection from the skies, is not invited. Phillips believes battleships have little to fear from aerial attack. He does so at the risk of his own life and those of thousands of his men, even as intelligence reports tell of Japanese bombers and fighters stationed within range at nearby Saigon.

			Stubborn Tom Thumb should know better. One of Britain’s biggest naval victories was recently achieved through aerial attack. No less than Prince of Wales played a prominent role. His recent post in London afforded him access to the highest levels of naval intelligence.

			“One day, Tom, you will be standing on your box on a bridge,” Phillips has been warned about his disbelief in airpower by Admiralty peers, “and your ships will be smashed to pieces by bombers and torpedo aircraft.”

			Phillips gives the order to sail just before dusk. The admiral wishes to be away in darkness to conceal his plans from the enemy. Captain John Leach made time to leave Wales earlier this afternoon to join his naval officer son, Henry, for a swim and a gin before setting out. No goodbyes. Just See you soon. Now Leach stands on the bridge as his ship prepares to cast off its lines. He no longer controls her fate. That is all Tom Thumb.

			“Hands fall in for leaving harbor” booms over ships’ loudspeakers.

			Spectators wave from shore. Wales glides past stately waterfront homes. Evening air still wretched with heat. There is no ventilation belowdecks and sailors endure temperatures nearing 100 Fahrenheit—50 degrees hotter in the boiler rooms. Shifts are shortened and men rotated in and out of hot engine and boiler spaces to get vital jobs done.

			The endurance is just beginning.
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					Winston Churchill walking the deck on HMS Prince of Wales

					Public domain / Imperial War Museum

				
			
			Low green hills rise above the shoreline. Scents of frangipani, palms, and the sweet tang of tembusu trees from Orchard Road fade away as land falls behind. In their place, men on deck inhale the odors of oxidizing steel, diesel fuel, seagull shit—a battleship smelling like a battleship. The yard’s dry docks, towering cranes, and oil tanks fall away. A perfume of salt air, sea-foam, and mermaids heralds open ocean.

			Wales’ outdated but still deadly older cousin, Repulse, casts her thick hemp lines and joins the prowl. Sultans of the sea, the both of them, behemoths so tall and long that it seems they stand still and the world rotates around them.

			Destroyer escort appears in the dusk. Vampire, Electra, Tenedos, and Express form a protective screen.

			Moods among the crew range from patriotic righteousness to superstitious fear. Euphoric journalists on board Repulse feel lucky to get an eyewitness look at what could be an extremely important naval battle. American reporter Cecil Brown of CBS News has informed his bosses he will be out of reach for four days as he chases a “swell story.” He wears expensive new shoes and is upset there is no room for him on Wales.

			Night falls. Sultry tropical humidity blankets the world of Force Z. Light sheets of rain. Stiff warm wind. Mercury and Jupiter rise. Neptune is up there, too, but unseen. Venus owns the sky, blazing a hole in thickening black clouds.

			Now, for the sailors, comes the waiting. The not knowing. Yesterday was for drinking in dockside canteens after a hard cruise from Scotland. Tomorrow could be anything. The men haven’t been told where they’re going, but everyone knows a sudden departure will lead to battle.

			

			
				*   *   *
			

			The first Japanese surprise attack came just after midnight. Kota Bharu, a beachhead on the Malay Peninsula four hundred miles north of Singapore, fell to amphibious invasion. Startled British pilots and troops abandoned nearby airfields with barely a fight.

			Forty minutes later and six thousand miles east, where the sun was just rising on December 7, Japanese torpedo bombers laid waste to the lush green island jewel known as Oahu, sinking four American battleships and damaging four more at a port named Pearl Harbor. The number of murdered United States military and civilian personnel is 2,403.

			The drama shifted back to a cluster of islands near the Asian landmass hours later. Japanese forces hit the teeming cities and thick jungles of the Philippines. Invasion followed.

			The strikes kept coming. From west to east: metropolitan Hong Kong; rugged, mountainous Guam; the Pan American Clipper base on the wishbone-shaped atoll known as Wake Island. Two Japanese destroyers lobbed nuisance shells at tiny Midway.

			Within seven hours, across a swath of the Pacific twice as wide as the Atlantic Ocean, and four times the size of Adolf Hitler’s European battlefront stretching from London to Moscow, Japan turned its ambition from domination of the Asian landmass to total control of the Pacific. Australia was in reach. New Guinea. Oil-rich Borneo. Even that westernmost tip of the United States known as the Aleutian Islands.

			The tactical linchpin to those scenarios was Singapore. Thirty-three hundred miles from Tokyo by air, 5,480 over land. Japan believes all of Asia should be—is!—theirs. Despite how far the British naval base at the tip of the Malay Peninsula is from their homeland, a distance greater than the width of the United States, they call it “sword at our heart.”

			The inevitable Japanese attack came this morning at shortly after four a.m. Singapore time. Seventeen Japanese naval bombers attacked airfields at Tengah and Seletar. Sixty-one Chinese residents were killed and 133 more injured. Chinatown, Raffles Place, and Keppel Harbor were bombed in the ten-minute raid.

			It is one thing to bomb a target, quite another to take possession of it. Singapore is still home to eighty-five thousand British soldiers and sailors. No military targets are hit. In Hawaii, the Pearl Harbor attack may have been devastating, but there are one hundred commissioned warships in port. Only sixteen were damaged by Japan’s stunning blow. The navy’s fuel depot was not bombed. Dry docks and other repair facilities are unscathed. Absolutely none of America’s new aircraft carriers are bothered in the slightest, Saratoga, Enterprise, and Lexington safely away at sea.

			So even after the raids, it can be said—still—that the U.S. Navy controls the eastern side of the Pacific and the Royal Navy the west.

			For now.

			Japanese ground troops already ashore on the Malay Peninsula mean the fall of Singapore is a remote possibility.

			Hawaii must be prepared for a second attack.

			Losing either one seems unthinkable.

			Logistics say otherwise.

			Japan launches Imperial Japanese Army Air Service aircraft from forward bases in Vietnam and Taiwan. Imperial Navy planes take off from carriers at sea. No target in the Pacific is out of range. The nation is committed to airpower, having built 5,088 aircraft in 1941 alone. She is at the forefront of building aircraft carriers, obsessed with this new method of waging war.

			The United States is ramping up aircraft production as the likelihood of war approaches. Just 3,611 planes were built in America in 1940, compared to 18,466 in 1941. Unlike Japan’s focus on fighters and bombers, the majority of new American planes are transport and training aircraft.

			Japan roams the Pacific on the sea and in the air, unbothered by the United States and Great Britain, allies who see this as a secondary battlefield after Nazi Germany and Europe. Japan’s Kidō Butai—the “Mobile Force” of the Akagi, Kaga, Sōryū, Hiryū, Shōkaku, and Zuikaku and the dozens of ships in their escort—prowls in the most remote stretches of water, almost impossible to find.

			Limited radar. Cloak of invisibility. The Kidō Butai strikes without warning, as the survivors of Pearl Harbor will long remember.

			The Pacific is all too often described as “vast.” Though that word is overused, no other works as well. Anything but gentle, as her given Spanish name states, she is eight thousand miles from Singapore to San Francisco. No large landmass between. Islands. Water as far as the eye can see.

			For those who believe Hawaii is too big to conquer, one need only look to the Philippines, a much larger collection of islands where Japanese soldiers are already establishing a beachhead. Should Japan capture Hawaii, the U.S. Navy must flee thousands of miles back to the mainland and fight from San Francisco, Long Beach, and San Diego.

			The key to taking Hawaii is capturing the small U.S. naval base on Midway. Japan will then possess an advance installation for its aircraft well within striking distance of the Hawaiian Islands. Ships can refuel; men can be housed; supplies can be cached.

			Should Japan come to own that island, planes will launch. Wave after endless deadly wave.

			
			

			
				*   *   *
			

			Force Z powers into the South China Sea on the evening of December 8, 1941. Japan’s potential attack on Midway is theory. An American problem. Not of the slightest concern to Admiral Tom Phillips.

			More important: Surprising new intelligence intercepts warn a follow-up horde of Japanese invaders is steaming toward the Malay Peninsula. Singapore will remain safe if Prince of Wales stops them. Should Japan’s troops land successfully, it is foolish to think they will remain in place, happy to own a beachhead. The Imperial Japanese Army will most certainly turn south and race through the moist, broad-leaved forests, bent on conquest, overwhelming the “sword at our heart.”

			Admiral Tom Phillips’ career depends on stopping them. Failure means disgrace. He is considered the smartest man in the Admiralty, capable of confidently predicting where Britain’s enemies will strike next. That was on land, in committee rooms and meetings given over to budgets and procedures and formal protocols. This is the real thing. Tom Thumb must save Singapore.

			Force Z races through the night in search of the Japanese invaders.

			

			
				*   *   *
			

			Sunrise. 0600. December 9. Z has traveled 220 miles. One more full day at sea to reach the assumed location of the new Japanese invasion force. Rain and low clouds keep enemy reconnaissance aircraft on the ground. Just to be safe, Tom Thumb orders Wales to sail zigzag. Captain Leach relays the order.

			At 0621, a Vampire lookout spots a lone aircraft low on the horizon. He watches for a full minute before the plane disappears into a cloud bank. The eagle-eyed sailor provides a course bearing but is unsure whether he spied friend or foe. Admiral Phillips, despite his having been more than a decade away from a sea command and all the technological changes that have happened since the days of World War I dreadnoughts, confidently chooses to believe Force Z has not been spotted. At 0713, Prince of Wales, Repulse, and their escorts turn left at the Anambas Islands and sail northwest toward the suspected enemy landing site.

			Seventeen minutes later, at 0730, officers in Wales’ wardroom listen to the radio as, thousands of miles away in Washington, President Franklin Roosevelt speaks to the American Congress. It seems surreal that the president once visited this very battleship. He rails about the attacks on Pearl Harbor, calling December 7 a “date which will live in infamy.”

			Lofty words from a man safe from harm. But even as these officers sip their morning tea on the other side of the world, Roosevelt’s words spur America into action. A declaration of war is immediate, almost unanimous. A nation that has been dithering for two years about global evil is suddenly hot for blood.

			The men of Wales listen, likely thinking about life and death. Wondering if tomorrow will be the last day of their lifetimes and whether drowning—or death by explosion or dismemberment—is painful and scary; dreading the claustrophobia of being trapped belowdecks; imagining wives without husbands and children without fathers and being replaced in their marriage beds by lesser men, maybe even some of those American soldiers about to flood into England; envisioning how the lads will respond at the local, their words the most honest obituaries. Will Christmas back home, just seventeen days from now, be a time of festivity or of mourning?

			But maybe, just maybe, Wales will save Singapore and they’ll all get medals.

			Not a man tips his hand. Hopefully, that scout plane didn’t see Force Z.

			Hopefully, Japan has no idea Force Z is coming.

			Hopefully.

		

	
		
			Hunting

			December 9, 1941

			South China Sea

			1415 Hours

			The view is unclear.

			Periscope up. Officer of the watch rotates the glass slowly right and left. Rough day up there. Spume, mist, and waves. Nothing to see.

			Japanese submarine I-65 is gray and streamlined like a tiger shark. Ten years old, 320 feet long, six torpedo tubes in the bow and two more in the stern. Crew of seventy-five. Traveling twelve feet below the choppy surface at eight knots. Each swell rocks the hull.

			I-65’s first war patrol. Sailed from China four days ago. Her orders are to protect transport ships as they prepare to invade the Malay Peninsula; then she is to march south toward Singapore. Air inside the pressurized inner hull is humid in these equatorial waters. Constant aromas of diesel fuel, cooked fish, body odor. Monotony, routine, claustrophobia. Off-duty sailors sleep half naked in their bunks or on sacks of rice to keep cool.

			The Imperial Japanese Navy denotes “I” for large submarines over a thousand tons. “Ro” is for medium submarines. “Ha” is for small submarines weighing less than five hundred tons. These come from the Iroha prayer, a Japanese pangram. Linguistically, the order is very much the same as “A, B, C” in English.

			Standards are more formal on the bridge, where officers in uniform are calm and focused on maintaining an easterly patrol line for the invasion force. Two other Japanese submarines perform the same role closer to the Malay Peninsula.

			Suddenly, a sighting.

			Two vessels on the horizon. Distance and rain make it tough to differentiate friend from foe. Officer of the watch summons the submarine’s captain, Lieutenant Commander Hakue Harada, for a second opinion. Flotilla commander Captain Masao Teraoka is also on board today. Both senior officers take turns looking through the periscope.

			Neither man knows what he is seeing.

			The mystery vessels might be Dutch. Their profiles are clearly not Japanese. These cannot possibly be the Great British battleships Prince of Wales and Repulse, both of which possess the speed and might to disrupt landings like no other naval presence in the Far East. As of this time yesterday, Japanese aerial reconnaissance reported them still docked in Singapore.

			Teraoka and Harada consult a manual of enemy ships. Leadership, discernment, and education at Japan’s Imperial Naval Academy have played a vital role in their careers. Right now, with the second wave of Japan’s invasion force vulnerable to decimation, there is only one thing to do about the identity of these unknown warships:

			Guess.

			“Two Repulse-style enemy battleships spotted,” Teraoka broadcasts to the fleet. He is so nervous, he mistakenly sends the message on a seldom-used wavelength.

			I-65 surfaces and follows from a distance. Neither Prince of Wales nor Repulse is aware they have been discovered.

			I-65’s top speed submerged is just eight knots, but she is twice as fast on the surface. Prince of Wales and Repulse are traveling at a slow eighteen knots to accommodate the destroyers sailing nearby to screen them from Japanese submarines.

			But luck is on the side of Force Z. December is northeast monsoon season. The afternoon remains hot and wet. High winds. Low clouds touch the water. Choppy sea, whitecapped swells, chaos reaching to the horizon in every direction. No symmetry to this tempest. Symmetry can be introduced to the open ocean only by man. Eagle-eyed reconnaissance aircraft pilots know this well.

			Yet Japanese flights remain grounded. Captain Teraoka’s wavelength mistake ensures I-65’s radio message has not been received.

			A squall blocks the captain’s periscope view at 1550, two hours before sunset. The submarine loses all contact with Wales and Repulse. The captain knows the mystery ships are no longer a naval problem. Now more than ever, the Japanese need clear skies to let the air force take over.

			

			
				*   *   *
			

			Japan leans heavily on airpower.

			In addition to aircraft carriers launching planes of the Imperial Japanese Navy, army air service pilots take off from bases throughout the Pacific: the Marshall Islands, Saipan, Vietnam, and Taiwan. No beach is out of reach. No islands, no atolls, no ports, no military installations, and, most relevant right now, no battleships in the Pacific are safe from Japanese airpower.

			The Royal Air Force and Royal Navy are not so like-minded. Despite the stunning success of Fighter Command during the Battle of Britain in the summer of 1940, those two branches of the service remain at odds. There is a Royal Air Force presence in Singapore; those airmen are well aware they were not invited to Admiral Phillips’ strategy meeting before Z sailed. The omission is not just a breach of protocol; it’s rude.

			Yet even if the fliers had been invited, they would have stood little chance against Japan’s superior air force. This is not the RAF that fought Adolf Hitler’s Luftwaffe to a standstill, skillfully utilizing cutting-edge Spitfires and Hurricanes to seek out and destroy the enemy. The pilots in those single-seaters are aerial virtuosos selected to fly fighters after an arduous winnowing-out process.

			By contrast, most British pilots in the Far East are the refuse and rejects of the Royal Air Force, passed over for Spits and Hurries for lack of talent and assigned to slow Brewster Buffalos, Bristol Blenheim bombers, Short Sunderland flying boats, Short Singapore flying boats, and Vickers Vildebeest torpedo bombers. All told there are just 215 British aircraft stationed on the Malay Peninsula.

			Were.

			Many no longer exist. Dozens of these outdated planes were destroyed during yesterday’s surprise attacks.

			So it is that Force Z now sails into Japanese-controlled waters without air cover. This is a calculated risk by Admiral Phillips. In addition to his belief that airplanes are not a threat to surface warfare vessels, Phillips labors under the misguided belief that Japanese bombers lack the range to take off from Saigon and attack his vessels in the Gulf of Siam.

			Mitsubishi G3M (“Nell”) and G4M (“Betty”) can fly twice that distance and return safely to base.

			Now, just before sunset on December 9, Admiral Phillips believes his gamble will succeed. Weather prevents aerial attack. Phillips is quite sure Z has gone undetected.

			Then the rain stops. The clouds disappear. The wind grows soft. The skies turn blue. A bright orange sun shines down on the South China Sea.

			In an amazing coincidence, the urgent radio warning sent hours ago by Captain Teraoka on I-65 finally gets through to 22nd Air Flotilla headquarters in Saigon. Chōkai, the heavy cruiser serving as invasion headquarters for Vice Admiral Jisaburō Ozawa, also receives the message. Within moments, news that Prince of Wales and Repulse are in the vicinity races through the Japanese fleet. Finding and sinking the British warships becomes top priority.

			Things happen fast: Two battleships, nine cruisers, and four destroyers are redirected from waters off Vietnam toward Prince of Wales’ course heading. Four search aircraft catapult off the cruisers Kinu, Kumano, Yura, and Suzuya to scour the seas. The Aichi E13A floatplanes have a range of thirteen hundred miles and can fly fourteen hours without having to land. Ungainly, fitted with two massive, fixed pontoons instead of landing gear. Crew of three. These four Aichi vector toward the task force’s last-known position.

			Forty minutes after takeoff, with dark blue water reflecting the setting sun, three lucky Japanese Aichi E13A crews spot six zigzag parallel wakes scoring the South China Sea.

			Symmetry.

			Crews on board Wales and Repulse startle at the drone of aircraft engines, swiveling their heads to the sky in fear. To a man, they know these planes cannot be British. Men on deck watch helplessly as the three Japanese aircraft circle just out of gun range. “We stood on the upper deck and watched the Jap float plane in the now-fading light,” one medical officer on board Wales writes. “I thought what a curse a vivid imagination could be and wished we could hurry up and get on with it.”

			A pall descends over the British sailors. They pray for night to hide them. Men prepare for battle stations, changing into long-sleeved shirts and pants to prevent bare arms and legs from getting sudden powder burns. Many wrap life preservers around their waists, ready to inflate when the order comes to abandon ship. Sailors secure their money in condoms so the cash won’t get wet when they leap into the sea.

			Sunset sees Tenedos turn around and run home to Singapore. She is low on diesel. Admiral Phillips has decided that only battleships will be used for tomorrow’s assault on the invasion beaches.

			A black curtain finally descends over the South China Sea. Lights are off. Every ship runs dark.

			Even Tom Thumb feels trepidation. He realizes there is no point in going on, certain Japanese invasion vessels have scattered into safer waters. Phillips has no air cover, no element of surprise, and no targets at which to aim his big guns.

			At 2050, Admiral Phillips orders Force Z to turn around.

			“I have most regretfully cancelled the operation,” Phillips signals to Repulse, “because, having been located by aircraft, surprise was lost, and our target would be almost certain to be gone by morning, and the enemy prepared for us.”

			Force Z maintains radio silence. The message is Morse code, sent via a blue signaling lamp used only at night. Tight guts unclench as crews breathe a sigh of relief.

			Wales and Repulse are hardly safe. A second Japanese submarine, the I-56, picks up the scent, then fires five torpedoes at Wales. But I-56 is old. One torpedo tube hatch gets stuck. The British ships are no longer in point-blank range by the time it is fixed. All five shots miss. Admiral Phillips is completely unaware Wales is under attack.

			I-56 continues stalking from a distance. She reports the sighting to 22nd Air Flotilla headquarters.

			In Saigon, the order is passed: Launch bombers at first light.

		

	
		
			Episode Two

			

			Franklin and Winston (Four Months Earlier)

		

	
		
			Winston Churchill

			July 24, 1941

			10 Downing Street, London, England

			Evening

			The prime minister has an important American guest.

			“After dinner: Meeting with Harry Hopkins,” Winston Churchill pens in his daily engagement calendar. Churchill is now sixty-six years old. Thickset. Broad shoulders. Fondness for Scotch in the morning, brandy after dinner, and Pol Roger champagne at lunch—drunk from a tankard complete with a handle. A romantic, a bully, a visionary. Just the man Britain needs right now.

			“Harry Hopkins came into the garden of Downing Street,” Churchill writes in his memoirs, “and we sat together in the sunshine.”

			Harold Lloyd Hopkins is thin, gray, widowed. Fifty. Learning to live with stomach cancer. Witty, urbane, deeply intelligent. Shares Churchill’s relentless work ethic. United States President Franklin Roosevelt’s trust in the adviser is so great that Hopkins has his own bedroom in the White House residence.

			Winston Churchill knows that when he speaks with Harry Hopkins, he is speaking to Roosevelt. FDR is paralyzed from polio, Churchill has been informed by British intelligence services, but this disability is kept secret from the American people—the president is often photographed sitting behind a desk or at the wheel of a car, but never walking or in his wheelchair. Travel is difficult. He sends Hopkins around the world in his place. From London, the adviser will fly directly to Moscow to meet with Joseph Stalin. Germany invaded the Soviet Union a month ago. Roosevelt is promising support. Having Hopkins deliver the message makes it personal.

			Churchill and Hopkins enjoy each other’s company. The reason for this afternoon’s meeting soon becomes clear: “Presently, he said the president would like to have a meeting with me in some lonely bay or other.”

			A remarkable statement. Churchill and Roosevelt have been communicating since the start of the war. Even before the prime minister was the prime minister. At the time of their first communication in 1939, Churchill was not in office. However, Roosevelt initiated their discussions because he correctly believed the veteran British legislator would one day ascend to that role. Through telephone calls and telegrams, they have come to know each other. Roosevelt enjoys direct communication with Churchill so much that he refuses to discuss the conversations with American Ambassador Joseph P. Kennedy.

			Churchill and Roosevelt are navy men and politicians. If there is a central thesis to Churchill’s side of the relationship, it is to somehow pull America into World War II. England cannot stand alone forever. Roosevelt helps when he can. The president likes being courted but is noncommittal.

			Now he wants to meet. Something very important must be transpiring. “I need to explain things to him face to face,” Hopkins says, relaying FDR’s words.

			Intrigued, the prime minister agrees. For the first time in this war, he will meet Roosevelt in person.

			“Thus, all was soon arranged,” Churchill writes. “Placentia Bay in Newfoundland was chosen. The date of August 9 was fixed. And our latest battleship, Prince of Wales, was placed under orders accordingly.”

		

	
		
			Franklin Roosevelt

			July 24, 1941

			The White House, Washington, DC

			5:07 p.m.

			President Franklin Roosevelt proceeds cautiously.

			Harry met with Winston in London hours ago. Hopkins called the president to confirm the discussion, even putting an excited prime minister on the line. The summit is on. Now comes the meeting that will give president and prime minister something to talk about.

			The official work of running America is done in the Oval Office, which is on the ground floor in a facility adjacent to the White House known as the West Wing.

			But here, on the second floor of the executive mansion, is where FDR lives his life. Roosevelt calls it the Oval Study. The White House is ever evolving. This room was first used by the second president, John Adams, as a drawing room. It was decorated in yellow damask in 1809 by Dolley Madison and given the nickname “Yellow Oval.” The first White House Christmas tree was erected here in 1889.

			Right now this lair is the world of a man limited in his movements and thus a snapshot of his entire existence. Cigarette smoke. A nautical theme. A big room filled with clutter piled on top of clutter: books, wooden sailing ship models, framed photographs. Files and papers and pretty much everything else that might interest the president stacked in uneven pyramids on the Resolute Desk. The fireplace is never lit when the wheelchair-using Roosevelt is alone in the room, for fear he will be unable to escape should flames get out of control. Double doors lead to the bath and the bedroom where the president sleeps alone. Sometimes FDR just putters in this room with his stamp collection, other times with his black Scottish terrier, Fala. But it is here, on the second floor of the White House in the Yellow Oval, that FDR comes alive.

			President Roosevelt wheels to his desk after a long afternoon in the West Wing. Acting Secretary of State Sumner Welles, Chief of Naval Operations Admiral Harold Raynsford “Betty” Stark, and the Japanese ambassador, Admiral Kichisaburō Nomura, enter through wooden double doors. The diplomat and president have been friends for two decades. Normally at this time of day, Roosevelt plays bartender. He might pour Nomura one of his horrible happy hour cocktails, following no recipe and throwing in random ingredients as he makes his version of a martini, which the recipient is expected to eagerly imbibe.

			This is not that sort of meeting.

			Roosevelt has tired eyes, nicotine stains, a jaunty inflection to an upper-class voice. Fifty-nine. Married to a niece of former President Theodore Roosevelt, a woman who is his own fifth cousin once removed. Franklin and Eleanor stopped sharing their marital bed more than twenty years and six children ago when she discovered his affair with her personal secretary. The president was once a vigorous man standing six foot two. Polio makes it difficult to walk unassisted, but such is his bearing that he still looks tall sitting down.

			Admiral Nomura is blind in one eye, the result of a bomb thrown by a Korean independence protester nine years ago. He is sixty-three. Balding. A dark suit and tie with thick round glasses. Front teeth flat, as if filed, and stained with nicotine and plaque. The easy smile of a nice man.

			The subject of this meeting is disappointment.

			Nomura knows why he’s here before Roosevelt speaks a word. Yesterday, Japanese troops completed their conquest of Indochina. Bordered by Thailand and China, draped like a stole along the broad shoulders of Southeast Asia and the South China Sea. Portions of this region are also known as Vietnam. Indochina (French: Indochine) refers to the intermingling of Indian and Chinese cultures in the nations of Cambodia, Vietnam, and Laos. The term was coined in 1811 by Scottish poet John Leyden, who lived and worked in the region. Nineteen forty-one will not be the last time America will become embroiled in the conflicts and politics of this portion of Southeast Asia.

			Indochina is almost three thousand miles from Tokyo. The Imperial Japanese Army has never strayed farther from the home islands. It appears they are on the verge of going much farther.

			In the course of the last year, Japan has signed an alliance with Nazi Germany to gain a global ally, signed a neutrality pact with the Soviet Union to protect her northern borders, then expanded south into Vietnam, inching closer to the rich petroleum beds of the South China Sea. Clearly, a nation posturing for war.

			Anticipating this aggression for years, Roosevelt has already ordered the buildup of American naval bases in the Pacific. He ordered the fleet to relocate from the safety of American continental shores to the Hawaiian Islands, putting U.S. warships twenty-five hundred miles closer to Tokyo. The American navy has all but left the Atlantic, in a manner of speaking, placing its top battleships and aircraft carriers at Pearl Harbor. If Singapore is a “sword at our heart” to the Japanese, then Pearl is surely a saber in the back.

			The Imperial Japanese Navy is currently larger than the combined American and British naval forces in the Pacific. The U.S. Congress authorized a rapid American naval buildup one year ago. Those new ships will even the balance of power by the summer of 1942.

			Japan must attack the United States before then, should they plan to wrest control of the Pacific from the United States Navy. Stationing troops in Vietnam might seem to have nothing to do with Pearl Harbor, six thousand miles to the east, but in fact it is a bold step toward war.

			

			
				*   *   *
			

			Japan has been fighting in one conflict or another for decades, attempting to build the Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere—another name for total control of Asia and the Pacific. European powers have colonized that continent over the centuries. Japan sees no harm in doing the same.

			Portugal claims Malacca in 1511. Spain grabs a large collection of islands and names them for King Phillip II in 1521. Guam the same year. The Dutch arrive in 1641. Captain James Cook of the Royal Navy makes Australia and Hawaii known to the world during his three voyages of exploration beginning in 1769. A trade station for Britain’s merchant fleet opens in Singapore in 1819. Missionaries from the United States descend upon Hawaii in 1832. Somewhere in the midst, Germany joins the party, claiming a few small random islands.

			This European stranglehold is interrupted, as Japan emerges from centuries of international isolation in the middle of the nineteenth century. Western shipbuilding techniques are adopted. Students travel abroad to study at foreign naval academies. The Imperial Japanese Navy is founded in 1869, a response to perceived threats from the U.S. and Britain. Japan occupies Taiwan in 1895. By 1905, the IJN is powerful enough to defeat the Russians in war, sinking twenty-one enemy ships and capturing or disarming thirteen more. Never in modern times has an Asian nation defeated a traditional European power. Five years later, Japan annexes Korea.

			After World War I, Japan’s South Seas Mandate means taking control of islands coveted since the establishment of the Imperial Japanese Navy: the Marianas, the Carolines, the Marshall Islands, and Palau. Small specks of land in the middle of the vast Pacific. Seemingly unimportant. Yet Japan plays the long game. Engineers begin the process of hollowing out island mountains to turn them into fortresses. The Mandate for the German Possessions in the Pacific Ocean Lying North of the Equator, also known as the South Seas Mandate, was a 1920 League of Nations edict giving Japan possession of former islands of the German colonial empire.

			The invasions continue: Manchuria in 1931, followed by a deeper penetration into China in 1937. Indochina falls in 1940, followed by Vietnam in 1941. What’s next is anyone’s guess.

			
			

			
				*   *   *
			

			President Roosevelt and his three guests sit facing one another. Admiral Stark waits to be called upon. FDR does the talking for America. Thick drapes cover the windows behind the president, open just enough to let in fading summer sunlight. Ambassador Nomura is frank but unapologetic. A flurry of cables has gone back and forth between U.S. diplomatic officials in Washington and Tokyo about the content of today’s discussions.

			Secretary Welles takes copious minutes. His legacy will be the term “no comment,” which he coins. In keeping with that theme of cautious verbiage, every word of this meeting is rehearsed—particularly those FDR holds back for maximum impact.

			Welles believes that if Nomura attempts “to explain away the Indochina move by saying that it had been brought about by peaceful means, then such ‘peaceful means’ were completely contrary to the spirit of the discussions between the United States and Japanese Governments looking toward a friendly settlement in the Pacific.”

			Everyone in the room knows Japan cherishes three commodities for building their war machine: steel, rubber, and oil. Without these, industrialized Japan will shut down. Her home islands of Honshu and Hokkaido are known for fish, forestry, and bad coal. The occupied territories in Korea, Taiwan, and Manchuria are little better.

			Unlike steel and oil, rubber grows on trees. Japan purchased that commodity from the Dutch East Indies and British Malaya prior to invading Indochina. Vietnam’s rubber plantations now make that unnecessary.

			For oil and steel, Japan relies on the United States. In 1939, two million tons of scrap metal were exported from the U.S. to Japan, where it was recycled to build guns and bombs. Throughout the 1930s, Japan purchased twenty-six million barrels of oil a year from the United States. They pay for much of this through commercial fishing, exporting tuna, shrimp, salmon, and whale.

			The Imperial Japanese Navy currently has a six-month reserve supply of fuel. Without heavy marine diesel, those ships will remain in port. The most imperative need of Japan’s war machine is for that pipeline from America to remain open.

			Every man in the Oval Study knows this fact quite well.

			The solution should be simple: If America wants to get its way in the Pacific, stop selling oil to Japan. It’s the perfect leverage.

			But the ground far beneath the Dutch East Indies and British Malaya also contains large amounts of petroleum. Japan will have no choice but to invade those European colonies and grab their refineries if Roosevelt decides to turn off the spigot. This puts Winston Churchill and Singapore in peril.

			Three days ago, Admiral Stark presented FDR with a navy memorandum predicting this would happen. Stately, sixty, white-haired, glasses with thin gold frames. Not a man given to fantastical claims. A career of following orders and writing formal reports that must stand up to intense scrutiny. And through it all, he has been known as “Betty.” This playful nickname was coined by history-minded United States Naval Academy classmates comparing him to Elizabeth Page Stark, wife of Revolutionary War General John Stark. The amazing fact is not that it stuck, but that such a fastidious man is extremely comfortable with the president of the United States calling him by a woman’s name.

			This same president also has complete faith in Stark’s recent findings.

			Clearly, something must be done.

			So President Roosevelt gives Ambassador Nomura a message for his superiors in Japan.

			FDR does so in his own charming way. He tells a story. Earlier this very morning—why, just before lunch, he tells the admiral—the president was visited by a group led by New York Mayor Fiorello La Guardia. There were questions about why America sells oil to Japan.

			“At the present time,” Roosevelt explains to Nomura, “the Ambassador undoubtedly knows there is a very considerable shortage in the oil supply of the eastern part of the United States. The average American man and woman are unable to understand why, at a time when they themselves are asked to curtail their use of gasoline oil, the United States Government should be permitting oil supplies to continue to be exported to Japan, when Japan during these past two years has given every indication of pursuing a policy of world conquest in conjunction with the policy of world conquest and domination which Hitler is carrying on.

			“The average American citizen cannot understand why his government is permitting Japan to be furnished with oil in order that such oil might be utilized by Japan in carrying on her purposes of aggression.”

			A breath. The Yellow Oval quiets as the president lets that settle in.

			Then Roosevelt gets right to the point: “This new move by Japan in Indochina creates an exceedingly serious problem for the United States.”

			Ambassador Nomura very calmly tells the president that he sympathizes. He uses the words “deplores” and “personally not in agreement” with reference to the invasion.

			Roosevelt keeps the room friendly, folksy even, leaning into his longtime friend’s admission. “I have a proposal to make. It occurred to me just before you came in. I haven’t even had time to discuss it with Ambassador Welles.”

			Another pause for emphasis.

			“It might be too late for me to make this proposal, but I feel that no matter how late the hour might be, I still wish to seize every possible opportunity of preventing the creation of a situation between Japan and the United States.”

			The record does not show if FDR is smoking a cigarette through one of the long, slender black holders for which he is known. Or whether he rocks back in his thick, fabric-upholstered desk chair. Or puts two elbows down firmly on the Resolute Desk and leans forward to emphasize the next line. But this is the most dramatic moment of the meeting, velvet words draped over an iron fist. “Oil” is not mentioned by name. There’s no need to do so.

			Roosevelt demands that Japan pull all “military and naval forces” out of Indochina. Or else.

			Admiral Nomura says he will inform his superiors. He quotes a Chinese proverb—“He who brandishes the sword eventually kills himself”—though it is unclear which nation he refers to.

			The meeting concludes at five fifty-five. Forty-eight minutes on the dot. Guests file out. Ambassador Nomura soon goes back on his word, finding the U.S. proposal so catastrophic that he refuses to share it with Tokyo.

			In doing so, the ambassador chooses to believe Roosevelt is bluffing.

			Admiral Nomura is wrong.

			

			
				*   *   *
			

			FDR remains alone in the Yellow Oval for another ninety minutes. No decision since taking office eight years ago carries more weight than what he is prepared to do right now. As recently as this afternoon’s two p.m. Cabinet meeting, he ardently opposed extreme measures. The president reiterated those words later in the day, saying that selling oil to Japan means “keeping war out of the South Pacific, for our own good, for the good of the defense of Great Britain, and the freedom of the seas.”

			Then came the meeting with Nomura, where he completely reversed course, knowing embargo is the most lethal arrow in his quiver.

			Japan believes the United States will never punish their aggression. This colors their tactical thinking. Americans are well-known to favor neutrality, the Monroe Doctrine still a bellwether for isolationists and pacifists.

			This is just one interpretation. The Monroe Doctrine was a warning from President James Monroe to European powers that attempting to colonize the western hemisphere would be met with force. Monroe made these comments to Congress on December 2, 1823, during his Annual Message. The doctrine is often interpreted as meaning the United States will not intervene in foreign wars.

			There is also the interpretation put forth by FDR’s fifth cousin Teddy in his 1905 Annual Message to Congress, allowing American intervention in international politics.

			Yet now, in 1941, the nation has little stomach for war. Waging war in the Pacific, in particular, is considered unthinkable by a majority of America’s electorate. Roosevelt has walked this political tightrope for years, even as Hitler has conquered Europe and Japan has rampaged through Asia.

			Roosevelt’s response during the Panay incident in 1937 further emboldens Japan. Japanese airplanes bomb the USS Panay as it evacuates American citizens from China. Three civilians are killed, forty-three sailors and five other civilians are wounded. The U.S. and Japan are not at war, yet the Panay is repeatedly bombed and machine-gunned, despite the ship’s prominent display of American flags. FDR accepts Japan’s apologies and does not inflict punishment.

			Yet FDR has also taken action, selling arms to the Chinese. Extending credit to this Asian foe of
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