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			There were in morals two requisites for a lawful war,
a just cause and the chance of victory. The cause was now,
past all question, just. The enemy was exorbitant.

			—EVELYN WAUGH, Men at Arms (1952)
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			Preface

			

			Total War

			On the morning of June 15, 1944, when swimming tractors carrying four regiments of Marines crabbed over a fringing reef and dropped into the lagoon off Saipan’s western shore, the punishment phase of the Pacific war began. Thirty months of furious struggle had been the prologue to this, the largest amphibious naval operation to date. Midway had been the stopper. Guadalcanal to Bougainville, the first assaults. Tiny Japanese garrisons in the Gilberts and Marshalls fought sharply on strips and curls of coral in early 1944. On Saipan, multiple U.S. divisions went ashore outnumbered. The terror and nihilism of the ensuing four weeks produced a reckoning on a far larger scale.

			The battle for the Marianas posed the first major test of the U.S. Pacific Fleet as an integrated transoceanic striking force. Its appearance there drew out the Japanese carrier fleet en masse and provoked the war’s greatest naval air engagement, the Battle of the Philippine Sea, as well as a major submarine and air campaign. On Saipan, for the first time in the Central Pacific, U.S. troops faced a large population of civilians, native and Japanese alike. What happened at this unprecedented intersection of cultures would transform the character of the war effort—and stand as a rationale for the pitiless strategic air campaign that the United States staged from the Marianas.

			Japanese soldiers had been demonstrating their preference for death over surrender since 1942. But a deeper madness revealed itself on Saipan, where Americans confronted the horror of civilians—women, children, entire families—leaping to their death from high cliffs into the sea. The Japanese army had terrorized them so thoroughly that they, too, preferred suicide to capture. They blew themselves up with hand grenades and killed their own kids. When the tragedy repeated itself on Tinian and Guam, it was clear that the horror had been no accident of local circumstance.

			American commanders were quickly alive to the implications of this cruel perfidy. They viewed it as a preview of what awaited them farther to the west. In response, with a subtle cue from their commander in chief, they passed a threshold into total war. To force voluntary surrender from a people who would resist to the end entailed the crossing of a moral threshold. The delirious death-chasing of the Japanese in the Marianas so impressed Franklin D. Roosevelt that he authorized release of a statement, following a major Allied planning conference in September 1944, that served to condone and perhaps even activate a totalistic and utterly merciless approach to war-making. In the Marianas, for the first time, the Army Air Forces used air-dropped napalm on a large scale. Tanks equipped with flamethrowers, and infantry squads carrying liquid fire, turned Operation Forager, as the invasion of the Marianas was known, into an inferno for the doomed. Once the Twentieth Air Force had finished transforming the Marianas into nests for its B-29 Superfortresses, the Japanese home islands reaped a harvest of ashes.

			Though the Navy had been wargaming a Central Pacific offensive for decades, the globe-spanning ambition of U.S. Army airpower ensured the fleet would come to the Marianas. With Henry “Hap” Arnold, Curtis LeMay, and Paul Tibbets, among others, eager to strike at the heart of Japan, Douglas MacArthur finally had to cease protesting the Navy’s choice of trans-Pacific routes. The Central Pacific drive acquired an irreversible momentum as the carriers of Raymond A. Spruance’s Fifth Fleet, under Marc A. Mitscher, and Richmond Kelly Turner’s amphibious forces delivered this conquest. The powerful triad of naval power, amphibious heavy lift, and strategic air forces opened an air corridor to Japan that would culminate in history’s first uses of atomic weapons. The war would have endured beyond 1945 had Saipan, Tinian, and Guam not been taken.

			This narrative is generally fixed at the level of How Things Work, following infantry battalions, naval task groups, air squadrons, and other combatants up and down the line with the goal of illustrating how their power combined in the Marianas to win a hemispheric total war. But a shadow story line runs in parallel: the story of boundaries being broken at every turn. The question of morality in warfare is vexing. Is there a moral way to kill someone? Is a bullet preferable to starvation, starvation to incineration? By law or by norm, who is a legitimate target in a war in which one side will not yield? The innocent deserve to stand in the foreground of this picture. When civilians are on the battlefield, what line separates those who may be killed from everyone else? What limits on conduct should be imposed on commanders caught up in a struggle to the death? Should one nation’s pattern of conduct in war guide the strategy and tactics of the other side? Afterward, what rights may a conqueror claim and what tribute may he demand? The moral questions will be left for the reader to answer, but they must be put on the table lucidly, for they arise from any illustration, sufficiently intensive, of the means by which the Marianas were assaulted and defended, and the ends to which they were used.

			Though this book contains deep portraiture of Japanese civilians who suffered this whirlwind, my treatment crystallizes around three important U.S. line officers whose work gave shape to the endgame of the Pacific war: Raymond Spruance, commander of the Fifth Fleet; Kelly Turner, commander of Fifth Fleet amphibious forces; and Paul Tibbets, founding commander of the world’s first atomic striking force. Some readers may quibble that Major General Curtis LeMay deserved Tibbets’s place in this construct, but given that part of my story is the astonishing revolution in weapons technology that was born at Los Alamos and turned loose from the Marianas, the commander who had a hand in developing them, and then actually undertook to deliver them, thereby fulfilling the strategic destiny of the Mariana Islands, is rightfully the third leg of this stool.

			Surrounding these men is a host of others of varied ranks who played important subsidiary roles: Holland Smith, Turner’s corps commander on Saipan and several subsequent campaigns; Marc Mitscher, commander of Task Force 58, the fast carrier force; Draper Kauffman, founder of the Underwater Demolition Teams; David McCampbell, the Navy’s leading ace and an important air group leader; and LeMay, the second commander of the Twentieth Air Force’s Marianas-based XXI Bomber Command. Their work brought about the supremacy of U.S. naval aviation, the coming of age of the Marine Corps, the debut of Navy underwater demolition (a byword for today’s Navy SEALs), and the aborning atomic age, finally “weaponized” by a Navy captain who flew with Tibbets to Hiroshima. Douglas MacArthur, whose messianism vexed the Navy all along, commanded the stage in the end. With his deft handling of the surrender and occupation of Japan, working by, with, and through a defeated emperor, MacArthur as much as anyone else shaped the legacy of the war beyond its end.

			Raymond Spruance had only modest influence at the level of strategic planning. Chester Nimitz, the commander of joint forces in the Pacific Ocean Areas, was the driver of the war strategy formulated in Washington. But Spruance emerges as the indispensable man in the story of the conquest of the Western Pacific. As both planner and fleet commander, Spruance held a purview that was high enough to indulge his tendency to see war foremost as an intellectual test, but he always situated himself close to the contested shore, where he could grasp its human element in intimate terms. Through all altitudes of perspective, his prevailing attitude of cool rationality, methodically applied, stands in contrast to the frenetic, desperate death cult that was Imperial Japan. Spruance’s emotional austerity and analytical mind reflected the same science-mindedness that animated both the Manhattan Project and the Army Air Forces’ strategic planners, whom Spruance empowered by his victory. Spruance helped deliver to Japan the storm of atomic warfare, and his men were the first to have a hand in mitigating it, orchestrating the evacuation of American POWs while his medical teams tended to the victims of “atombomben disease” at Nagasaki. Their conduct foretold America’s rehabilitative approach toward its defeated foes.

			The rectitude of President Harry S. Truman’s decision to drop the two atomic bombs has become a sacred belief among military history enthusiasts and even among many historians. I wish to avoid a wiser-than-thou pose, for a full consideration of the stakes of the war and of the decisions made in its midst should recommend humility on the part of all. Neither triumphalism, condemnation, nor apology does intellectual or emotional justice to the brute reality of this savage war, the outcome of which could not have been known in the moment. For the narrative historian, re-creating those moments is the aim. I want readers to appreciate how fallible, striving human beings responded to them. In the Marianas campaign, and from there onward, America mastered the vast geopolitics of the Pacific. But all history remains a human story.

			The capture of the Marianas was ten weeks into history, and the Philippines were at issue, when the U.S. State Department’s director of Far Eastern affairs, Joseph L. Grew, made a broadcast to the nation on Navy Day 1944 paying tribute to the fleet. “No dream castle ever erected could have surpassed the construction in these three years of the greatest, most powerful and certainly the most efficient and effective navy that the world has ever seen,” he said. It was Grew’s resolve—though not everyone’s—to fight Japan to the end, to ensure that its predatory militarism would not rise again. When the Fifth Fleet—that dream castle, that Grand Fleet—came to the Marianas, the means to that end were in hand.

		

	
		
			Prologue

			

			Cashiered in Algiers

			The confectioner’s son was sweet on flying and wanted to know everything about it: “Did you ever loop the loop? Does a tailspin make you dizzy?”

			It didn’t matter what the answers were. The twelve-year-old swooned at the sight of the World War I veteran when he arrived in his father’s office. The aviator jacket, whipcord breeches, leather helmet and goggles: Paul Tibbets thought, Here is an honest-to-God hero in the flesh. And to think he was soon to be the man’s partner!

			The kid’s father was a marketer for the Curtiss Candy Company. He had hired Doug Davis for some promotional work. The pilot would take to the skies in his Waco Model 9 and barnstorm the racetrack at Hialeah, and then Miami Beach, anyplace crowds were gathered, to publicize the launch of Curtiss’s new chocolate bar. He would shower the world with Baby Ruths.

			In the 1930s Florida boom, civil aviation was in a golden age, and so was Paul Tibbets’s dad. Having taken the job with Curtiss, he had moved his family from Quincy, Illinois, three years earlier. His timing was right. Real estate developers had conjured Miami Beach out of the sand dunes in the 1920s. After hurricane winds carried much of it away in 1926, the area was on the mend, new residents and holiday revelers returning on Clyde Line steamships or driving Packards and Pierce-Arrows. Business was good. Tibbets & Smith Wholesale Confectioners was the largest candy distributor in the state.

			For their mission over Hialeah, Davis and Tibbets père decided they needed an assistant. Paul would help with the payload. They showed him how to tie a little paper parachute to each of the wrapped confections. Then Davis said he would need someone to go aloft with him to toss out the candy while he flew the plane. “I can do that,” Paul said in a snap, and they were off to the airfield on Thirty-Sixth Street.

			The Waco Model 9 was the most beautiful thing Paul Tibbets had ever seen, with biplane wings painted bright red, fuselage white, trimmed in royal blue—the colors of a Baby Ruth wrapper. He spent that night rigging hundreds of parachutes, finishing so revved up by anticipation that he could not sleep. The next day, when Davis opened up the throttle, thundered down the runway, and began climbing, Paul Tibbets looked down upon his home city, Miami, and considered himself the luckiest kid in the whole land sliding by below.

			That was the day his aviation career began. Sixteen years later, in Algiers, North Africa, Major Paul Tibbets stood at a crossroads, contemplating its end.

			It was February 1943. Mere months ago, he had counted himself among a club of aviation supermen who thought their airmanship would bring them home no matter what. He had led the very first heavy bomber raids from England into Hitler’s Europe. In August 1942, Tibbets was at the head of a flight of B-17s bound for Rotterdam when the flak and fighters struck. He watched as one of his bombers got hit, caught fire, and traced a steepening arc of smoke down to the ground. No parachutes blossomed as John Lipsky and his crew of ten went into the earth.

			On the next mission, a raid on German installations near the border between Belgium and France, he nearly joined Lipsky. While returning to England, Tibbets’s formation was jumped by Messerschmitts. The yellow-nosed interceptors came in from three directions, but what commanded his attention was a little horizontal slash coming at him from dead ahead. Tibbets yanked at the controls to escape the swarm of tracer bullets, and they flashed by in a blur. Then the windscreen spidered and the cockpit shook, and he felt a hammering wallop on his right side as shrapnel peppered his legs and feet.

			His copilot, sitting to his right, got it worse. Lieutenant Gene Lockhart’s left hand was torn away, and the stump sprayed blood into what was left of the instrument panel. As Tibbets fought to keep his Flying Fortress on course, it shuddered from hits. Then, as Lockhart faltered, Tibbets felt other hands fighting him for mastery of the controls. It was a colonel from another bomber group, a friend on board for a ride-along. In a full-on panic, the colonel pulled at the yoke, grabbing at knobs and switches.

			At risk of losing his feel for the wounded plane—the delicate balance of power to his four engines, his touch with the hydraulics—Tibbets struggled to fend off the interference. He used one arm to hold level flight and the other to put pressure on Lockhart’s wound. As cold wind howled through the cockpit, he shouted at the colonel to let go. But the man wouldn’t back off. Though he was well liked and respected, the officer was beyond all reason now. Releasing his grip on Lockhart’s wrist, Tibbets planted his left foot on the floor and with his opposing elbow launched a sharp backward jab into the chin of the man, who staggered to the floor, dazed.

			Just then, the gunner manning the top turret, above and behind them, took a grazing hit to the head. He slumped down from his Plexiglas dome, landing unconscious but alive on top of the colonel. The German pilot who had stung them must have had fuel enough for only one pass. No more bullets came. Tibbets held his place in formation, exhaling in relief when the English Channel came into view.

			Lockhart’s vitals stabilized and the colonel returned to his senses, spending the next half hour helping tend to the wounded crew. On final approach at Polebrook, the colonel took over the right seat and popped flares, summoning ambulances as the gunner and the copilot clung to life. Later, after his release from the base hospital, he confessed to Tibbets, “I sure as hell goofed on that one. Paul, you did the right thing. If I ever do it again, I hope the same thing will happen.” They remained friends, but Tibbets learned unforgettably how good men can falter under fire.

			That series of raids, well planned and successfully carried out, put Paul Tibbets in the conversation as one of the finest bomber pilots and squadron commanders in the Army Air Forces. He was shortly promoted to lieutenant colonel, and when his 97th Bombardment Group moved to North Africa at the end of 1942, he was selected for a staff job at Twelfth Air Force headquarters in Algiers, where he served under Major General Jimmy Doolittle, the revered leader of the 1942 carrier raid on Tokyo that would forever bear his name. And it was there, in Algiers, that Tibbets’s fiery pride would push his career to a crossroads.

			The moment of truth arrived while Tibbets was seated at a table in a starkly furnished conference room. The Twelfth’s operations officer, a colonel named Lauris Norstad, presided over a discussion of upcoming missions. Running an air force from fields scattered on the edge of the Sahara, supplied by single-track mountain railroads, constantly tested their skills in planning. That was Norstad’s forte. On this day, though, when he announced plans to bomb the Tunisian seaport of Bizerte, an Axis supply base in North Africa, he stepped on his aviators’ toes. Norstad declared that the missions would be flown at low altitude, just six thousand feet. “It was his habit to announce his plans with the expectation that the other officers would nod their agreement and limit their suggestions to a minor detail or two,” Tibbets would write. Norstad had expected the usual rubber stamp. Instead, he got straight talk born of brute experience, untempered by tact.

			How many bombers could dance on the muzzle of a German 88? The man widely reputed as Europe’s hottest B-17 pilot feared that he knew. Aware that the port was protected by antiaircraft guns that were especially lethal at the proposed altitude, Tibbets reacted instantly. “We just can’t do it,” he said. When Norstad asked him why not, Tibbets snapped, “I’ve been there. I know: If we send them in at six thousand feet, they’ll be wiped out!”

			Norstad considered his impertinent aviator coldly, then said, “It appears that Colonel Tibbets has been flying too much. He may be suffering from combat fatigue.” If “fatigue” meant learning to live and work with mission loss rates as high as twenty percent, or deadening one’s heart to the weekly loss of close friends, then Tibbets might have known something akin to it. But suggesting more was too much. “This handsome desk jockey with the eagles on his shoulders was calling me a coward,” Tibbets wrote.

			His response was as quick and reflexive as his work to save his crew over northwestern France had been. Tibbets rose from his chair and said, with fists clenched, “I’ll tell you what I’m prepared to do, Colonel. I’ll lead that raid myself at six thousand feet—if you will come along as my copilot.” He rated Norstad as a shrewd and capable planner, but no flier. In his estimation, Norstad had gotten ahead more on a talent for fastening himself to star performers than on earning the claim to be one himself—“an intelligent opportunist” is the label Tibbets would use for “one of the most vain and egotistical officers I had ever met.” Tibbets had his share of those traits, too, but he could explain with logbook precision how he had earned them. He could not tolerate a paper pusher telling him or his men how to fly.

			Tibbets fully expected Norstad to decline, and when the colonel did not disappoint him, a satisfied Tibbets sealed the doom of Norstad’s proposal by coolly detailing the target’s extensive flak defenses and their deadly effects at six thousand feet. Wisdom and experience having carried the argument, if not yet the day, the meeting adjourned.

			Whispers of the showdown passed around headquarters, and rumors came that some kind of punishment might be coming Tibbets’s way. Shortly he was summoned to see General Doolittle. The legendary pilot had a bombshell to drop.

			“Larry Norstad wants to court-martial you. I can’t stop him.”

			Doolittle was a master of all airframes, a wizard at the yoke, but politics was not his game. Norstad was adept at it. One of the star performers he had cultivated was Hoyt Vandenberg, a brigadier general who held two relevant distinctions: He was the nephew of a U.S. senator—and he was Doolittle’s own chief of staff. Norstad and Vandenberg were close. With Vandenberg holding political clout in Washington and Norstad keenly attuned to the best ways to use it, Doolittle was powerless to stop the ambitious, back-scratching duo from delivering a comeuppance to Tibbets.

			But the architect of the Tokyo raids held a hidden ace, and in fact he had already thrown it on the table by the time Tibbets reported to his office. As Tibbets was absorbing the news of the pending court-martial, Doolittle told him, “I’ve just received a message from Hap Arnold. He wants an experienced bombardment officer to come back to the States and help with the development of a big new bomber. I’ve recommended you for the job.” The transfer was quickly approved, and Doolittle told him to pack at once; his own staff car was standing by. And just like that, Paul Tibbets was going home.

			Seven days later, crossing continents and oceans on lumbering military transport planes, Tibbets landed at Homestead Army Airfield in Miami. He had arranged to stop over to rest before reporting to Washington as ordered. He needed to see his mother. Enola Gay Tibbets had worried constantly about him ever since he entered the dangerous business of flight. His father thought he was crazy for abandoning an early ambition to become a doctor. Home now from war, he understood their concerns. His nerves felt tight; he flinched at the sound of sirens. He took comfort in the words of reassurance his mother often gave him, words that were surely as much a prayer: “I know you will be all right, son.” As she set about putting back onto him the thirty-seven pounds he had sweated out overseas, Tibbets reflected on his days as a candy bomber over Hialeah’s track, the childhood lark that had propelled him into a life above the clouds. Like any bomber pilot, he understood the accidental nature of any given man’s survival, and the capricious way of military life in other respects. With his career-risking encounter with politics in his rearview mirror, he began to see the setback as an opportunity. He was eager to meet with General Henry “Hap” Arnold, the commanding general of the Army Air Forces. With that prospect in view, loafing around Miami soon got old.

			The bomber Doolittle had mentioned was the B-29 Superfortress. Then in testing, it dwarfed in size and capability the plane Tibbets had made his name flying. It was so revolutionary that Arnold felt it should move Allied war strategy. The very-long-range bomber had the potential to be a war winner. The need for the B-29 was so great that the Army was rushing it through the evaluation process. Paul Tibbets, with his ticket punched to Washington, would have a conductor’s seat on this freight train of a program and its ocean-spanning mission in the Pacific.

			—

			When he reported to Washington in February 1943, Tibbets discovered that the program to build the world’s largest bomber aircraft was in shambles. On the eighteenth of that month, Boeing’s chief test pilot and director of flight research, Edmund T. Allen, had taken off from Seattle in an experimental model XB-29 and suffered an engine fire. For all his savvy, the engineer couldn’t extinguish the flames. Quickly they reached the fuel tanks in the wing. That was the end. Allen lost control of the burning plane and crashed into a meatpacking plant on Seattle’s industrial south side. Allen, his copilot, nine crew technicians, and twenty people on the ground became casualties of the Army’s overambitious schedule. “I don’t know whether we’ll ever have a B-29,” Major General Eugene Eubank lamented to Tibbets.

			The plane hadn’t even been fully tested yet when the Army ordered it into quantity production in May 1941. Boeing, Bell Aircraft, and the Glenn L. Martin Company collaborated to move heaven and earth, but inevitably flaws remained. The men and women on the assembly line were inexperienced. Bomb bay doors and nose wheels wouldn’t retract. Generators had faulty wiring. Interior light switches triggered warning horns. Fuel relays malfunctioned, starter switches started the wrong engines, and electrical shorts burned wires and insulation. The Chrysler-built Wright 3350 engine tended to overheat and catch fire. Every day, problems arose that required painstaking, methodical assault. Twelve-hour shifts weren’t enough when the problems took all day and night to fix.

			With development at Boeing slowed to a crawl, Tibbets got orders to report to Orlando for a time-killing ground assignment, but then he arranged a return to flying, entering advanced instrument flight training at the 19th Transport Group in Milwaukee. Far from the war, flying lumbering cargo planes that were as likely to carry crates of Baby Ruth candy bars as bombs, he found life decidedly prosaic. Tibbets, ever the combat pilot, wondered when he would see the war again. But for a multiengine aircraft specialist, it proved to be more of an opportunity than he at first realized. Flying with the crackerjack pilots of the transport group was an education that few bomber pilots got. Tibbets had fancied himself as an expert in precision flying, but the rigorous training he received on instruments, and the endless dry runs through emergency situations, expanded his grasp of what a large plane could do. At the end of the tour, he would receive a card certifying that he had met all requirements and was authorized to fly a plane “any time under his own authority.”

			“I walked out of that office feeling like Mr. God,” he wrote. “No one other than pilots of the Nineteenth had such personal clearance authority. I could now take off under zero-zero conditions, if I wished, and no base operations officer could stop me.”

			In spite of himself and the conspiracies of fortune, he was finally becoming the kind of pilot he had always imagined Doug Davis to be. At some point, Tibbets imagined, the war effort might have use for a pilot like that.
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					On June 13, 1944, off Saipan, an F6F Hellcat is ready for launch from the USS Lexington. The battleship North Carolina; carrier Enterprise; a light carrier; and a South Dakota-class battleship are visible in the distance. (USN)
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			Engine of Siege

			Almost two years underway, the war in the Pacific, the Navy’s war, was not yet total. Indeed, some were calling it a phony war. Such a term had been applied to the eight-month period of stasis in Europe between the declaration of war by the Allies and their first major operations on Germany’s Western Front in 1940. In the Pacific, the year 1943 had been, for the Navy, a year of rebuilding and waiting.

			The invasion of Guadalcanal, the first Allied offensive of the war, launched in August 1942, had been carried out on a shoestring, using a back-of-the-envelope contingency plan. The six-month campaign of attrition ended in U.S. victory in February, but nine more months would pass before the Navy began its long-planned Central Pacific offensive. While General Douglas MacArthur’s troops wore down the Japanese in New Guinea, William F. Halsey sewed up the Solomons, and the Army’s Kiska Task Force retook the Aleutians, the Navy endured an interval of gathering and adjustment, of preparation and planning, recruitment and training, construction and commissioning. Mostly the latter, and the shipyards would tell an epic tale.

			The lead ship of the Essex class of aircraft carriers joined the fleet on New Year’s Eve 1942. The 34,000-tonner would emerge as the signature ship of the U.S. Navy’s combat task force. Four more would be launched before 1943 was out. A pair of Iowa-class battleships reached the Pacific that year, too, as four more of the 45,000-ton behemoths took shape in the yards. A horde of new destroyers and destroyer escorts—more than five hundred of them—were launched in the year’s second half alone. But the greatest economies of scale revealed themselves in the building of merchant ships. President Franklin D. Roosevelt had directed the Maritime Commission to produce twenty-four million tons of cargo shipping in 1943. The surge was so great that it might have strained the wine industry’s capacity to make bottles to smash against prows on launching day. Surprising shortages cascaded through the supply chain. When grease was rationed for the exclusive use of combat units, a shipyard in Beaumont, Texas, found a substitute to use in lubricating the skids of their ramps: ripe bananas. Personnel officers, short on applicants, hired women and minorities to work in the yards and looked inland from the traditional recruitment fields of the coasts on the hunch that farmers with wits enough to survive the Dust Bowl might be useful in building ships. Coming out of the Depression, no one missed the chance to earn a better wage.

			It was this outpouring of manpower and industry that enabled the Navy’s long-envisioned drive through the Central Pacific to begin. Since 1909, the “Pacific problem” had been an important object of study, premised upon the Navy’s need to retake the Philippines after a Japanese attack. Since 1933, Ernest King had favored a path through the Marianas, which he considered the “key to the Western Pacific.” As commander in chief of the U.S. fleet, based in Washington, Admiral King had been pressing the Joint Chiefs to approve an invasion of the islands ever since the end stages of the Guadalcanal campaign. The size and difficulty of the island objectives seized to date—mere apostrophes of coral with little elevation or terrain—paled next to the Marianas, which lay within what Japan considered its inner defensive perimeter.

			In November 1943, as Admiral William F. Halsey’s South Pacific forces attacked Bougainville, Vice Admiral Raymond Spruance’s Central Pacific Force began its oceanic march, falling upon the tiniest and humblest of objectives: Tarawa, a coral atoll in the Gilberts. The sharp, bloody fight was won quickly by the men of the Second Marine Division. The Marshall Islands campaign was next. Spruance took the fleet there in January, delivering the Fourth Marine Division and elements of the Army’s Seventh Division to conquer Kwajalein, an infamous prison island that had been the site of many executions of captured Allied pilots and sailors.

			When Nimitz, delighted, asked Spruance for his thoughts about what to do next, Spruance proposed jumping ahead immediately to capture Eniwetok, an anchorage in the western Marshalls. It would be the farthest advance by American forces in the whole war. Spruance said he could do it, but only if the carriers handled an important preliminary matter first. Any ships assaulting Eniwetok, he said, would come within aircraft striking range of the greatest Japanese base in the Central Pacific. Spruance proposed sending the fast carrier task force to strike it. Its name was Truk.

			The stronghold had never before been glimpsed, much less attacked. Located in the Caroline Islands, Truk was a massive, multi-island lagoon. Its gigantic outer barrier of coral heads traced a triangle that held eighty-four coral and basaltic islands, most of which were substantial enough to mount antiaircraft artillery. Four of the inner islands had airfields. The lagoon’s harbors and anchorages were deep enough for major warships, and the base’s capacity to support such assets, and its location on the boundary of the Central and South Pacific areas, recommended it as a forward naval base, fleet headquarters, air base, radio communications hub, and supply base as well. From Truk, the Imperial Navy could muster in defense of almost any point on the perimeter of its so-called Southeast Area, all the way into the deep South Pacific.

			The question of how finally to deal with Truk would be decided only after Spruance’s raid was over. Two options were on the table. The U.S. Joint Chiefs of Staff had approved two offensive paths across the Central Pacific: Either the Navy would assault Truk directly and seize it by June 15, to be followed by landings in the Marianas on September 1; or the Navy would bypass it, leaping straight to the Marianas, with D Day on Saipan set for June 15.

			Nimitz thought Truk would have to be taken, but his amphibious planners considered it beyond their means. Truk’s barrier reef was a dangerous obstacle to assault, and its enormous radius kept the inner harbor out of range of naval gunfire from outside. The atoll’s principal islands themselves, Eten, Moen, Param, Fefan, and Dublon, were within mutually supporting range of each other and thus formidable objectives. The more Nimitz and his people looked at it, the less they liked the odds.

			On February 12, Spruance and Mitscher led nine aircraft carriers to sea from Majuro, an anchorage in the Marshalls. Their mission was to stick an arm into the hornet’s nest that was Truk and rate the potency of its sting. If the raid, code-named Operational Hailstone, went well, no Japanese planes would remain on Truk to interfere with the landings on Eniwetok. The results would bear, too, on the choice of the next strategic objective.

			Though Spruance had a reputation as a battleship man, he had won his greatest fame leading carriers. In June 1942, in the Battle of Midway, he exercised tactical control over the Enterprise, Hornet, and Yorktown while their aviators destroyed four Japanese carriers. For the loss of the Yorktown, the United States won a victory that would resound in history. Elevated thereafter to serve as Admiral Chester Nimitz’s chief of staff, Spruance commanded a desk at Pearl Harbor. It wasn’t until August 1943 that he returned to sea to command the Central Pacific Force. Its fast carrier element acquired its muscular size nearly coincidentally with Spruance’s rise. It dwarfed in every dimension the carrier group he had led at Midway. The Essex-class carriers were made mighty by their association with an air group of ninety planes, made up of a fighter squadron, a dive-bomber squadron, and a torpedo bomber squadron. By 1944 these squadrons used best-in-class aircraft, the F6F-3 Hellcat, the SB2C-1 Helldiver (or the older SBD-5 Dauntless), and the TBF-1c Avenger, respectively.

			The argument about how to employ the Navy’s multiplying roster of carriers—singly, as in the past, or in groups—was settled not so much by persuasion or battle experience as by the surging output of the yards. As far as combat tactics went, the standard assumption that they had to hit, then run, because they were impossible to save against a determined air attack, was yielding to a new reality. Quantity was not merely a luxury but a revolution. By concentrating their aircraft and flak defenses, the carrier task force could hold an air attack at bay. Their planes had radio transponders that enabled specially trained fighter direction teams to recognize them and direct them using long-range search radars. New shipboard combat information centers collated and communicated this critical information. With common doctrine governing the use of combat air patrols, ship formations, and air defense tactics, the carrier task force acquired a flexibility that multiplied its reach and staying power. Several groups of three or four carriers, operating together, could quite well take care of themselves. Approaching Truk, Spruance and Mitscher were about to prove it.

			They had arranged their nine carriers in three task groups, each steaming just over the horizon from the next. Spruance flew his three-star flag in the battleship New Jersey, riding in a great circle with the carrier Bunker Hill and the light carriers Monterey and Cowpens. Over the horizon to his north was the group built around the Enterprise, the Yorktown,* and the light carrier Belleau Wood. To his south came the Essex, with the Intrepid and the light carrier Cabot. Deployment in groups allowed concentration or dispersion as a mission might require. Typically the force could be seen in its totality only in an anchorage. At sea, such a spectacle required a few thousand feet of altitude.

			Ninety minutes before sunrise on February 16, the fleet closed to within ninety miles of Truk and, on order from Mitscher, as tactical commander of the carriers under Spruance, turned into a force-five wind and began launching planes. One by one, with the release of chocks and the roar of radial engines, a swarm of F6F-3 Hellcats took wing over the spray of onrushing whitecaps.

			At the break of morning light, the leaders of each of the five participating fighter squadrons led their flights in a wide turn to the west and circled, allowing the others to join up. After the seventy Hellcats had gathered, they turned out on a heading that would take them west, harbingers of a two-day operation to neutralize Truk as a threat to U.S. ambitions in the Pacific.

			The swarm had droned along for less than an hour when their target appeared before them. Illuminated by the sun just above the eastern horizon, it resembled a cluster of mountains contained in a huge coral-fringed tub. Truk’s barrier reef, a round-cornered triangle, encompassed a lagoon. As they came nearer, twelve planes from the Bunker Hill flew high cover at twenty thousand feet, while two divisions of four ranged more widely as scouts. Two dozen Hellcats from the Enterprise and the Yorktown, Mitscher’s flagship, formed the low-attack group. Like-sized contingents from the Intrepid and Essex came in at medium altitude. The boss of the Bunker Hill air group, Commander Roland H. “Brute” Dale, flew separately as the strike coordinator. His job was to make sure the remaining forty-eight planes, his strikers, found the right targets to strafe, assisted by three other air group commanders who served as target observers.

			Twelve planes from the Intrepid’s Fighter Squadron Six circled the atoll at a distance, waiting for their high cover to reach its station. A pilot from this group, Lieutenant (j.g.) Alex Vraciu, was mystified to find no Japanese planes in the air to intercept. Little did the U.S. pilots know that the base’s naval commander had just relaxed his guard, a decision that was almost coincident with the arrival of enemy carriers off his shores. For the previous two weeks, Truk had been on high alert, ever since American search planes reconnoitered it on February 4. Knowing that his pilots were exhausted, Vice Admiral Masami Kobayashi, commander of the Fourth Fleet, had ordered most of them to shore leave in the barracks district located across a causeway from the main airfield at Dublon. The subsequent lapse in air search allowed Spruance to approach Truk undetected and left a sizable portion of the available fighters on the ground when the American swarm arrived overhead before sunrise.

			On a fighter sweep, U.S. Navy tactical doctrine boiled down to this: Keep your Hellcats high. Concentrate them in force. Clear out the enemy fighters first. Then get after the airfields. Don’t circle and tarry; it only gives the enemy a chance to scramble. Save for the initial five or so minutes of circling necessary to allow the Hellcats assigned to high cover to take station, this was exactly what Dale and his pilots did, if not necessarily in that order. It wasn’t until Fighting Six was pushing over to strafe that they discovered that some enemy fighters were airborne after all. Pacific Fleet intelligence had estimated that not fewer than seventy-five fighters would be on hand to defend Truk, along with twenty-eight scout bombers, twelve torpedo planes, twelve medium bombers, five large patrol planes, and fifty-eight floatplanes, a total of 190 aircraft. “Not fewer than” proved to be the operative words. The Japanese pilots indeed did in the end get to their planes. U.S. fliers would count more than three hundred of them in the air and on the ground during the day.

			As flak puffed the sky around him, Alex Vraciu, with his wingman, Lou Little, found himself in the tail of a spiral of Hellcats bearing down on Moen Island, the site of one of Truk’s principal airfields. Ten Hellcats ahead of him were into their dives when, to be safe, Vraciu looked back over his shoulder. No rookie, he knew the clouds offered nooks and crannies for enemy pilots to use as cover for ambush. His caution likely saved his life. There he saw it at last, the dim form of a Mitsubishi A6M Model Zero, known as a Zeke, diving, its cowling and wings twinkling with gunfire.

			Vraciu pulled back his stick, and Little followed him into a climb. Turning sharply toward the enemy plane, Vraciu maneuvered to bring the plane into his gunsight, then fired a burst that forced the pilot to break off and dive. That’s when he noticed the enemy planes above him—a gaggle of dozens that included every model the Japanese flew. The fight was on.

			Alex Vraciu was just one among many similarly situated young pilots, full of ambition, in thrall of their tribe, in the grip of their squadron’s logo and mojo and full of stories about the wise old hands who had forged them. He entered pilot training while he was still a senior at Depauw University in Greencastle, Indiana. Joining his first squadron at North Island, San Diego, Vraciu was singled out as a talent by the commander, Butch O’Hare, who made the rookie his wingman. The skipper proceeded to hand down the lessons of air combat as they had been taught to him—via the “humiliation squad.”

			This powerful pedagogy threw new pilots fresh from training into mock dogfights against a cadre of experienced veterans. As O’Hare had learned from fighter ace legends such as John S. “Jimmie” Thach and Jimmy Flatley, now Vraciu faced his own learning curve. Flying against O’Hare, a Medal of Honor recipient, Vraciu performed well enough to raise eyebrows. And so O’Hare brought him into a new program to develop night fighting tactics. In a “bat team,” a pair of Hellcats flew with a radar-equipped Avenger to hunt enemy planes flying at night. And it was on just such a mission, one night off the Marshalls in November 1943, that O’Hare was killed while defending the Enterprise task group against a night air attack. His loss stoked Vraciu’s Pearl Harbor fever. The desire for revenge became the driving force of his life wearing wings. He was already an ace by the time the carriers reached Truk.

			Sizing up the enemy formation, Vraciu knew that he had enough airspeed, about 250 knots, to lose any enemy fighter that latched onto his tail. The fast and sturdy Grumman fighter could outturn a Zeke at high speed. By diving down to gain speed, he could execute a chandelle, pulling up in a steep climbing turn that would cause his pursuer to shoot past him. By making a barrel roll, Vraciu could pounce down on the Zeke as it flew by. Vraciu had him right where he wanted him, this pilot who settled in on his tail.

			As Vraciu’s opponent tried to follow him through the chandelle, the Zeke lost its grip on the air and spun out at the top of the turn. Vraciu was lining up a killing deflection shot when he noticed more enemy fighters turning down on him from above. His zeal gave way to prudence. He declined the shot, letting the enemy pilot dive out and escape while he figured out a better way to win.

			Vraciu was pleased to find Lou Little faithfully holding on his wing. By scissoring back and forth in opposite interweaving S patterns, he and his wingman made the enemy think better of getting on their tails. Known as the Thach Weave after its creator, Jimmie Thach, the skipper of Fighting Three, the tactic allowed two fighter pilots to cover each other’s vulnerable six o’clock position against more maneuverable aircraft such as the Zeke. In this way Vraciu gradually coaxed the enemy to descend. Once the Japanese yielded the advantage of altitude, Vraciu noted, they seemed to lose their resolve. Gaining the tail of three Zekes in succession, he set them on fire and watched the brown-and-green-mottled aircraft splash into the lagoon. The morning belonged to the Americans. After a sharp ten-minute engagement, Vraciu noticed more than a few Japanese pilots swinging down slowly, suspended from silk. Some of them were still wearing pajamas.

			The fighter sweep swarmed over the great atoll, devouring Japanese planes in the air and on the ground. Led by Fighting Six’s exec, Lieutenant G. C. Bullard, Vraciu’s squadron made twelve passes over the strip, burning row upon row of planes. Firing on a Zeke and setting it afire, Teddy Schofield of Fighting Five followed the enemy pilot in a descent toward the airfield on Eten Island. The Japanese flier was probably wounded, for he didn’t square his wheels on touchdown. His plane rolled enough to catch a wingtip on the runway, then started cartwheeling. Turning over and over, the Zeke rolled across a hangar apron, igniting three parked torpedo planes, and as Schofield watched, rooting hard for a few more turns, the Zeke came to rest, a wreck, just short of a big four-engine plane parked at the end of the flight line.

			Lieutenant Bullard of the Intrepid was not among the pilots who joined up at the rendezvous area. En route to it, he had spotted a Japanese light cruiser hustling toward the atoll’s northern exit, North Pass. Rallying his division, he led a low-altitude strafing run. A burst of flak from the ship hit his Hellcat, and his engine lost power. Turning out to sea, the pilot descended and slowed, finally easing his fighter into the wave tops and jerking to a halt in an explosion of white spray. As it began to sink, he struggled free of the cockpit. Another pilot dropped a life raft and winged over to occupy the attention of the cruiser and its gunners. Strafing the ship, he set fire to its floatplane as it sat on a catapult. That excitement gave Bullard enough of a diversion to paddle toward a small islet about five and a half miles west of North Pass. He eventually made it, and he spent his considerable free time there spelling his name in rocks for the benefit of his eventual rescuers. Just a few miles away, several Japanese destroyers could be seen, apparently waiting to rendezvous with the light cruiser fleeing the harbor. These ships meant to make a break for it.

			—

			Mitscher’s air plan was engineered in time and motion to produce a continuous flow of planes over a target, the effect of which could be simply expressed: Never give your enemy an even chance. Strikes were staggered at short intervals, with each carrier on pace to launch about six of them during the day. The predawn fighter sweep was barely thirty minutes off the decks when the next strike, heavy with bombers, took to the sky. This one targeted shipping. Each wave consisted of about nineteen Helldiver or Dauntless dive-bombers, nine Avenger torpedo bombers, and a dozen Hellcats. Pilots were instructed to prioritize aircraft carriers, battleships, heavy cruisers, light cruisers, submarines, oilers, auxiliaries, and destroyers, in that order. Aircraft installations and fleet-servicing facilities were secondary targets.

			Some forty ships were caught in the harbor, but the news of their discovery was disappointing—none were prizes. The commander in chief of the Japanese Combined Fleet, Mineichi Koga, had divined what was coming after American search planes had flown over the base two weeks before. The superbattleship Musashi, reported to be at Truk prior to the Marshalls landings, had withdrawn to Palau. So had all the carriers and heavy cruisers. But it is the nature of a storm to show an implacable disinterest in the things it is on course to hit.

			Arriving by midmorning, the U.S. pilots struck Japanese auxiliaries anchored near Truk’s central islands and flung fragmentation clusters into the aircraft dispersal areas. Fuel storage was saved for the final wave so that other targets would not be obscured by smoke. Commander Dale alerted an inbound flight of Helldivers and Avengers from the Bunker Hill to the presence of a Japanese cruiser about twenty miles southwest of the atoll. They found the Naka right where Dale had reported her and left her sinking, bow and forward turret awash.

			The rest of the afternoon saw the destruction of Japanese warships escaping through North Pass. The leader of the exodus was the Katori, an old cruiser. With the destroyers Maikaze and Nowaki and the minesweeper-trawler Shonan Maru, she was attempting to spirit herself away to Japan with an armed merchant cruiser, the Akagi Maru, that was carrying more than six hundred personnel. At 10:38, Admiral Mitscher picked up their chatter and alerted his group commanders of this new target.

			The discovery was of interest to Spruance as well. He directed the battleship Iowa, the heavy cruisers Minneapolis and New Orleans, and four destroyers to leave the carrier formation, ring up full speed, and join the chase. He had decided to lead it himself. What developed was a race to the kill between Mitscher’s pilots and their boss’s boss.

			More than a few men on Spruance’s staff thought it was a hell of a thing for a fleet commander to take tactical command of a surface combat squadron. Normally, Spruance was discretion personified. The fifty-seven-year-old never fancied himself a tactically minded officer. He was a strategist, a thinker, a student of the big picture. These gifts had made him a star as an instructor at the Naval War College, and later as the right hand to Nimitz in the year after Midway. Many thought him the smartest officer in the Navy. One who knew him well said, “I remember being told once that the very great mathematician, Sir Isaac Newton, only wrote his books to prove to others what he, himself, saw at a glance. It was this way with Admiral Spruance. It was his genius which led him invariably to the heart of a problem.” His elevation to command the Central Pacific Force, soon to be renamed the Fifth Fleet, had been a reward given by Nimitz out of loyalty, confidence, and concern for the national interest.

			As a child in Baltimore, Spruance had grown up lonely. His mother, the dominant parent, was remote. A thoroughgoing intellectual, Annie Ames Hiss had a searching, hungry mind and an ambition that led her to travel and study internationally, enabled by the quiet complaisance of Spruance’s father. She was said to feel “that everyone should have a family but that one was too many,” and so, when his brother Philip was born with a mental handicap, the strain of it led her to send Raymond to live with his three maiden aunts in East Orange, New Jersey. By the time of his enrollment at the U.S. Naval Academy, he was socially withdrawn, a bit awkward, and conditioned to comfortable, quiet self-sufficiency. Though he deplored military routine and found the Annapolis curriculum trade-schoolish and technical, his intellectual hunger didn’t keep him from finishing twenty-fifth among the 209 midshipmen in the class of 1906. Joining the fleet, he soon made a name for himself as an engineering specialist.

			Spruance was an ascetic, unusually conscious of fitness and diet. He went on long walks in order to regulate himself; physical fitness correlated with sharp thinking, he thought. He mixed a fine drink, but he seldom had one himself except when the right moment and company persuaded him to flavor his orange juice with rum. His friends, though diverse in background, generally had the traits of gentlemen: proper and correct, with engaged and interesting minds. Standing with him on the flag bridge of the New Jersey, his chief of staff, Captain Charles J. “Carl” Moore, was just such company. Now fifty-four, Carl Moore had served as engineering officer on Spruance’s first command, the destroyer Bainbridge, in 1913. Moore, who was professorial in bearing, was a meticulous planner and a superb writer of operation orders. By 1944, these elaborate documents acquired the heft of book manuscripts as the fleet grew in size and task forces in complexity. Moore’s driven, task-oriented manner often collided with Spruance’s need to detach so as to keep his mind uncluttered. When he sat down to read a novel, he permitted few interruptions. Though Moore was often impatient with him, Spruance serenely insisted on the privilege. In bitter moments, the hardworking chief of staff was inclined to think his boss lazy.

			Captain Moore knew the admiral’s heart and mind, though perhaps not quite well enough to grasp what the present adventure off Truk was all about. Considering the power of the U.S. aerial armada overhead, he did not see the need to take battleships and cruisers hunting. He felt that this joyride was the product of something even worse than laziness: poor planning. The detachment of the battlewagons was not a surprise in itself—the operation order had provided for the possibility. What no one had anticipated, least of all his own dumbstruck staff, was that Spruance himself would descend to lead them.

			As he watched Truk’s mountain-range-in-a-bathtub profile ease closer on the New Jersey’s port bow, Moore suspected it had more to do with the legend of Truk itself than with the value of anything they might actually sink. Perhaps, Moore thought, Spruance found it irresistible to risk a 120,000-ton battle line on a close run near Truk because, as was a matter of general knowledge around Pearl Harbor, Nimitz himself often expressed the ambition to fly his flag over the Japanese bastion. It would be just like Spruance to give the Navy’s biggest guns a role in the task. A traditionalist, Spruance had always considered battleships to be the heart of the fleet. His two years in command of the USS Mississippi ending in 1940 were possibly the proudest of his career. At a time when the power of a naval squadron had little to do with its largest guns but was flown about piecemeal, fastened to the bellies of planes controlled by swarms of flying men, Spruance clearly could not resist the chance to seize a last chance to touch a glorious age.

			Leading the westward chase, the New Jersey was pushing past twenty-five knots when planes from the Essex set upon the battered Japanese convoy. Strafed by Hellcats and popped with a near miss from a Dauntless, the Maikaze was left limping, her hull seeping oil. A short distance away, some Avengers found the Katori circling with the Akagi Maru. They glided down and dropped, landing two bombs on the cruiser’s afterdeck, which raised an internal explosion and roils of yellow smoke. When the planes were gone, the pall of smoke rose five hundred feet into the air. It was a beacon to Spruance, thirty miles out and closing.

			Dale made a quick turnaround on the Bunker Hill and was just airborne again when a Japanese pilot found Spruance and stalked his squadron of heavies through holes in the clouds. Targeting the Iowa, he released a bomb that hit the water about a hundred feet off the battleship’s starboard side. The close call led Captain Moore to suggest that Spruance order the group into a circular antiaircraft formation, but the admiral dismissed him abruptly. “We’re not out here fighting aircraft. We’re out here fighting surface vessels. I want to remain in column.” That was how any battleship man had learned to fight. And so they plunged along, the New Jersey leading the Iowa, Minneapolis, and New Orleans, with the Izard and Burns screening on her bows and the Charrette and Bradford on either beam.

			With most of the ships in the lagoon afire, swamped, or sunk, the pilots striking Truk sought out smaller craft to strafe. Patrol boats and fancy yachts stood in for worthier targets. A pilot from the Enterprise, noticing burning enemy ships north of the atoll, announced, “Any strike leader, there is a damaged Japanese cruiser just to the north of the lagoon. Come sink it.” This brought an immediate
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