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FROM THE REVIEWS OF THE ORIGINAL EDITION

“An accurate and painstakingly detailed chronicle of the last great battle of World War II, the book is also a powerful antiwar statement that takes an unblinking look at the monstrous waste, pain and horror of modern war.” —Publishers Weekly

“A ‘must read’ book … truly a landmark work. A superbly researched and extraordinarily detailed history of the battle.” —Sea Power

“The grip of some books is so tenacious that the reader is transfixed by the tale past all reason, through meals, fire alarms and earthquakes far into the night. Told at the skin level … the book reads at times like a fine novel.” —Far Eastern Economic Review

“This is military history at its best.” —Newport News

“More than a military history, [this book] is also a supremely important, heartrending chronicle of the human condition.” —San Francisco Chronicle

“A majestic, sweeping historical narrative … This book is an elegant testimony to the stark reality, horror and valor of war.” —Friday Review of Defense Literature

“It is almost impossible to stop reading it to indulge in the necessities, such as food, work and sleep. It is an excellent piece of writing and research.” —The Press Enterprise

“A skillful narrative of combat history … exceedingly vivid.” —New York Times Book Review

“First-rate … A chilling chronicle of barbarism, unspeakable courage and suicidal bravery.” —Detroit Free Press

“Short of having been there, Feifer's book is as close as we are likely to come to experiencing those terrible three months in the spring of 1945.” —Newsday

“Read … and understand not only the horrors of war, but why American survivors who would have invaded Japan blessed the atomic bomb.” —Palm Beach Post

“A classic history of a decisive portion of the Pacific war. Highly recommended.” —Rocky Mountain News

“Simply one of the most affecting books I have ever read.” —Austin Chronicle

“Brilliantly told … an uncompromising look at the inhumanity on both sides of the Pacific war.” —Houston Chronicle

“Feifer masterfully choreographs his nearly ten years of research into a chorus of riveting testimonials about the land, sea and air combat on Okinawa. He brings back to life the ferocious ground action, which left 250,000 casualties (including 150,000 civilians) and weds the combat to the broader issues of where the war was headed and how to end it.” —Marine Corps Gazette

“Magnificent.” —Leatherneck


FROM VETERANS AND OTHER READERS

“Unless we know of Okinawa and its beleaguered people, we know precious little of World War II. They were war's classic victims, caught between the rock and the hard place, between the Japanese and the Americans. In George Feifer's encyclopedic though deeply moving work, we come to understand these survivors. They knew about the charnel house. They lived in it.” —Studs Terkel

“One of the finest close-combat stories one will ever read. George Feifer has written an epic, and anyone who was involved from land, sea, or air units, or with the battle, will not want to put this down.” —Bill Pierce, in Military Chronicles

“Marine veterans of the campaign who pick up [The Battle of Okinawa] will not want to put it down. For us, [The Battle of Okinawa] re-triggers the adrenaline and materializes some of our haunted submerged recollections, but it is a thoroughly fascinating read.” —Jeptha J. Carrell (platoon leader in the Battle of Okinawa), in Marine Society Newsletter

“A really great book. Exciting from beginning to end about one of the biggest battles of the Pacific war…. For the first time, this book blends the strategic, tactical and human side of the great land, sea, and air battle. It is destined to be a classic.” —Rear Admiral R. La Rocclue, Center for Defense Information

“[The Battle of Okinawa]'s tremendous style of writing has produced without any question the most powerful antiwar book that I've ever read, and I've read a lot in the past forty-eight years.” —Harold Young

“This is a terrific book. After reading much fiction and nonfiction about World War II in the Pacific, only these books on my list approach the reality of combat: The Assault, Goodbye, Darkness and [The Battle of Okinawa].” —Arlie Hunt

“[The Battle of Okinawa] is fantastic and will be around forever. It's a historical work of art.” —Fred C. Poppe

“In my forty-two years, I have only felt compelled one other time to write a letter of praise to an author. [The Battle of Okinawa] was the most thorough and moving account of Okinawa I have ever read.” —Keith Swogger

“My wife just finished reading [the] wonderful [Battle of Okinawa] aloud. It brought back many memories—memories that were proud, sad, and in some cases still numbing. It is the most definitive book on the peaks, fears, travails, and horrors experienced by combat infantrymen.” —James Ahern

“The book certainly brought me back in time, and the accuracy of actions—on all sides of the conflict—was more than well done. I don't have to write my memoirs for my family. [The Battle of Okinawa] did it all!” —F. Raymond Hoeymans

“I was never able to tell my folks what their only child went through on Okinawa. Now I don't have to tell anyone at all because [The Battle of Okinawa] does a masterful job in recreating the vast, sprawling battle. Readers can truly imagine themselves there.” —Donald Dencker

“George Feifer reveals the truth and then provides the reader with chilling insights and new perspectives on this last, epic battle of World War II. Even those who were there will learn from his exhaustive research and be awestruck by his words.” —Richard Whitaker
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Nothing is worse than war? Dishonour is worse than war. Slavery is worse than war.
 
—Winston Churchill

KILL JAPS. KILL JAPS.
KILL MORE JAPS
You will help to kill the Yellow bastards
if you do your job well.

—A sign at the headquarters of
Admiral William F. (Bull) Halsey,
commander of the fleet that helped
devastate Okinawa

The battle for Okinawa can be described only in the grim superlatives of war. In size, scope and ferocity, it dwarfed the Battle of Britain. Never before had there been, probably never again will there be, such a vicious sprawling struggle of planes against planes, of ships against planes. Never before, in so short a space, had the Navy lost so many ships; never before in land fighting had so much American blood been shed in so short a time in so small an area: probably never before in any three months of the war had the enemy suffered so hugely, and the final toll of American casualties was the highest experienced in any campaign against the Japanese. There have been larger land battles, more protracted air campaigns, but Okinawa was the largest combined operation, a “no quarter” struggle fought on, under and over the sea and land.

—Hanson W. Baldwin, military historian

Okinawa retained importance for the Japanese only as a potential field of battle, a distant border area in which the oncoming enemy could be checked, pinned down, and ultimately destroyed.

—George Kerr, historian of Okinawa
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OKINAWA was the site of the largest land-sea-air battle in history. The Japanese called it a Tennozan, a decisive struggle on which, for a time, they staked everything. It was also a turning point in modern history. That first struggle on the territory of Japan—to which Okinawa belonged politically although not culturally—was also the last major one before the start of the atomic age. Surely some understanding of its nature is wanted for responsible assessment of the decision to use the atomic bomb, dropped some six weeks after the battle's end. Even accepting that no final judgment of the rights and wrongs of Hiroshima and Nagasaki can ever be made, condemnation of those horrors out of context—without knowledge of even greater devastation on Okinawa—makes the debate too easy.

Apart from a few sorties elsewhere, the entire Japanese kamikaze effort of World War II was directed against the American armada, also the largest in history, deployed off the Okinawan coast. It caused the Navy greater casualties than any previous engagement in either the Atlantic or the Pacific. The carnage was even greater on land, where the Japanese defenders were better fortified and armed than anywhere else in the Pacific. More than twice the number of Americans were killed and wounded than on Guadalcanal and Iwo Jima combined. While Washington's honored place for the statue of the famous flag-raising on Iwo Jima is entirely proper, the indifference to the longer, harder-fought, much more costly Battle of Okinawa is baffling.

The far greater American losses there were a particle of the total. The Japanese share, essentially unnoticed in America, was more gruesome, and even that was minor compared to the agony of Okinawa itself, a once independent kingdom of gentle farmers and traders. Americans tend to associate Okinawa with Iwo Jima—with which, however, it shares little except climate and geography. No resident civilians lived on the Japanese garrison island of Iwo, whereas Okinawa was the home of an ancient, tolerant civilization that had maintained no arms whatever for centuries before Japan swallowed it in 1879. The greatest suffering was borne by that peace-loving homeland, which ended in rubble and ash, its cultural heritage virtually obliterated.

Okinawa's civilian tragedy exceeded that of Hiroshima in most ways, including the number of noncombatants killed. Some 150,000 died, even more horribly than those seared and slaughtered under the mushroom cloud. They had weeks to witness their children's mutilation by “the typhoon of bombs and steel,” as they called the colossal deluge of American firepower, or by Japanese troops when their morale collapsed after months of sacrificially courageous defense. And if innocence can be quantified, the Okinawans had more of it than the Hiroshima victims. They bore less responsibility—actually none—for the war in which they were massacred.

Although hundreds of books have been written about the atomic devastation, the far greater Okinawan one—cultural, material, and spiritual, as well as corporal—remains unknown to most Americans. I mention this at the start not to stake a claim in some ghoulish competition to crown the greatest catastrophe, but to point out that the Okinawan suffering has never been recognized; proportionately far smaller losses in Japan and America have always prompted much greater sorrow. That's among the puzzles of a campaign that never found its proper place in American history. Another puzzle is why so little is remembered—more precisely was never appreciated, even then—about the relatively huge American sacrifice. The whole nightmarish experience went into a kind of black hole of national memory.

Well over a million people were on the island and surrounding seas during the year or so of the 1945 battle and preparation for it. Nearly a quarter of them—Okinawan, Japanese, and American—were killed. It's of course impossible to tell the full story of the living or the dead. At first, I tried to omit no category of participant, but after reading my initial pages about a confusing array of regiments, crews, companies, platoons, and squads, focus on fewer soldiers and civilians seemed necessary. I felt I was following Lytton Strachey's rowing over “a great ocean of material” for Eminent Victorians, then lowering his “little bucket” that brought up “to the light of day some characteristic specimen.” The only people more conscious than I of the categories my new approach excluded will be those excluded themselves: whole Army divisions in some cases, together with the entire crews of capital ships and hundreds of thousands of Okinawan farmers. I hope they'll recognize themselves in some of the people I have drawn, although I may risk offending some in attempting to convey a sense of the huge, complex whole through greater detail about what's intended as a representative selection.

War's horror exists partly because outsiders can't know it. “If people really knew, the war would be stopped tomorrow,” said Prime Minister David Lloyd George in 1916, when trench warfare oddly similar to the Okinawan fighting was bleeding his Britain white. “But of course they don't know and can't know.” Not even most servicemen know, since a minute proportion of them actually fight—and those who do are unlikely to describe their ordeals, partly because few are writers, partly because all rightly believe that no one who hasn't experienced combat can imagine it. As a historian of battle recently put it, combat is “too little related to anything recognizably human or natural.”

Not having fought at Okinawa or anywhere else, I too don't know what is unknowable to outsiders. But the stories I heard during my research were close enough to horror for me. In any case, this book doesn't pretend to be a military history, of which more traditional ones exist in English and in Japanese, but sketches of elements of the battle and its background that may suggest what Okinawans, Americans, and Japanese endured. Even now, few survivors have more than a vague, often mistaken, impression of how the other participants shared their nightmare. It took me too long to see that all were victims, but when I did, that seemed another reason for not attempting a conventional account of the fighting, day by day, hill by hill, decimated platoon by decimated platoon. The Battle of Okinawa involved matters more important than its bloody heroism and anguish in the field and on the sea.

Among the combatants, it is chiefly infantrymen who are in “mortal contact with the enemy,” in the same historian's phrase: roughly .0025 percent of Americans during World War II. Of the eleven million uniformed men in 1945 (some 7 percent of the national population), about 5 percent served in infantry combat divisions, of which roughly half went into the lines. Those who wore uniforms but never saw combat remained innocent of war's real misery, even if they were stuck on a mosquito-infested atoll. As Eugene Sledge pointed out in a gripping memoir of his fighting on Okinawa, the majority of servicemen behind the lines had almost as little notion as the civilians back home of the infantryman's war of “incredible cruelty,” in which “decent men were reduced to brutish existence in their fight for survival amid the violent death, terror, tension, fatigue and filth.” All that was “totally incomprehensible” to the uninitiated, as an artilleryman who fought from a mere few hundred yards from it discovered on Okinawa.

After we … passed through the shambles of Naha [the island's largest city], we reached a rural area that had been under American fire for some time. We passed by a dead horse or mule and three dead Japanese soldiers…. The unforgettable memory is the stench of the rotting bodies. It's an unbelievably overpowering odor. Artillerymen didn't see that part of war often because we did our killing long distance. To see the results was horrible…. I survived Okinawa because I was artillery, not infantry.

This book was originally conceived as a record of the American hardship on Okinawa that never won rightful recognition. As the seventieth anniversary of Pearl Harbor approaches, I hope it will give a new generation a hint of the fighting men's terrible ordeal of toil, terror, and misery. Their accomplishments in the face of appalling adversity remain hardly known by the general public—less forgotten than never appreciated in the first place, as I've suggested. When I sign books for veterans, I try to add some words of admiration and gratitude, which is what I'm trying to do here, as well, for those I'll never meet. I wish noncombatants of all generations could recognize what they endured, partly so that the surviving veterans, now approaching the end of their lives, might even now get some of the credit never given in 1945 or afterward.

The causes of the Pacific War were less clear-cut than most Americans believe. During the preceding decades, some of our forebearers and administrations periodically scorned Japan and her people with haughty insensitivity and racial prejudice, and few Japanese forgot the insults. Resentment nourished their determination to strike at America in 1941.

Still, the attack on Pearl Harbor, not to mention Japan's aggression against fellow Asians in Manchuria and China, went beyond any reaction that can conceivably be called justified. It was chiefly a pursuit of cruel self-interest, a “need” and “right” to grab other nations' land and food. Even in defense, as on Okinawa, Japan was a brutal aggressor. It's now clearer than ever that her victory in the war—closer to a right-against-wrong war than most others—would have been a calamity to her possessions and captured territories; and probably also to the militaristic homeland herself. The pride of American combat veterans therefore remains properly intact. Whatever wars Washington may wrongly have entered since, the effort on Okinawa remains as right and utterly necessary in retrospect as it seemed then. Although most fellow citizens never saw the light, the combatants' sacrifices and accomplishments in 1945 shine beautifully where it most matters, within themselves.

That's partly why the missing public acclaim doesn't ultimately matter to them: Their private rewards are more important. Dick Whitaker, my account's central American character, gave me my first hint of that some fifteen years ago when he said that nothing in life truly fazed him after his charge up a hill nicknamed Sugar Loaf. The self-respect that earned, he reflected, was enough to last a lifetime.

Whitaker, my neighbor on a sparse dirt road when most of this book was written, fought with the 6th Marine Division, which is one reason I chose to focus on it more than the other units on the American side. The larger reason is that it took the largest number of casualties while capturing some 75 percent of Okinawa's territory, including many of the best defensive fortifications. But Marines, while justifiably very proud of themselves and their feats, tend to be less justifiably dismissive of others, and I hope I don't give the impression that their Army counterparts displayed lesser valor or sacrifice. All combatants on Okinawa, especially at the Shuri Line, one of the most formidable in the history of warfare, fought the same battle and endured the same hardships and losses as did the small number of Marine units I follow in some detail.

But while I continue hoping that those of us who have never been to the core of war will appreciate the full cost they paid, my research revealed a larger story than the one about unsung American valor. The veterans have every reason to feel good about themselves and what happened to them, even if so much of it was so terrible. Others don't. As they dug into the island's blood-soaked mud trying to stay alive, many Americans asked themselves what they were doing in that hell, a world away from home. For Okinawans, that was home, and it remains scarred by the war. Almost immediately after the battle, Washington and Tokyo began taking cruel advantage of the people who had already suffered so grievously. Their conspiracy continues into the twenty-first century.

To keep my quotes from the battle's participants authentic, I've retained the almost universal American wartime use of the now-offensive “Jap” and “Nip.” They were a formidable enemy on Okinawa, as elsewhere in the Pacific War. Their accomplishments despite severe technological inferiority were stunning. Perhaps no army in the world could have labored and fought with such bravery, endurance, and sublimation of individual well-being for the sake of a national cause as the 32nd Japanese Army did on Okinawa. Perhaps no people were so driven by a desire to prove themselves, no matter what the hardships and consequences. It seems to me the Japanese goal was more than mere victory. Some deep national yearning impelled them to make horrific sacrifices and blinded them to what most other peoples considered reality. Although the nature of contemporary Japan lies well outside the scope of this book, the qualities displayed on Okinawa—extraordinary intensity, insularity, and a zealous capacity to endure pain in order to serve the nation and obtain rewards in a later life—may help explain the startling Japanese economic triumphs of roughly 1965 to 1990: triumphs to which the country may well return in the not-distant future, because some of her fundamental traits of course remain intact. There have been great national changes since 1945, but the samurai ethic lives on in many boardrooms, as does the willingness to sacrifice in many hearts. I believe Japan still embodies a mighty challenge, for reasons that became startlingly clear on Okinawa.

This is not to suggest that all her soldiers behaved badly there. It goes almost without saying many were not brutal—and most of those who were, like those who weren't, were themselves brutalized. Almost all survivors of the battle I interviewed had become deeply suspicious of militarism. (Despite the famous reluctance of most Japanese to say anything they fear might displease a listener, especially a foreign one, I don't think I was much fooled, although interviewing through an interpreter is doubly tricky.) I can't say they appear to feel much remorse for the immeasurable suffering Japan caused other peoples in World War II, in particular Okinawans, whose pain many mentioned only when prompted. But they are appalled by war—and by leaders who take their people to it, journalists who lie to fire them up—as only people with their experience of hoodwinking and suffering can be. It was almost inevitable that many of those I saw, among them writers of memoirs and participants in Japanese-American memorial activities, formed a self-selected sample, more likely to be internationally minded and “liberal” than the average survivor. In any case, those elderly men, some of whom surely did gruesome things as young men, impressed me as wise, friendly, and kind.

Although it's hard for me to say what has and hasn't changed in my own country's national character, some of the qualities for which Americans are known—infectious optimism and dismal ignorance of other cultures, rare personal generosity and a stubborn inability to recognize the fact of American imperialism—were much in evidence during the Okinawan campaign. In some ways, it seemed a brighter time for the country, despite the hardships of the Depression that colored the childhood of almost every fighting man and despite the fighting itself. Perhaps inevitably, America of the relentlessly increasing materialism and ever-widening gap between those who make it incredibly big and those who remain appallingly poor has lost some of her bearings since 1945. She also hasn't been genuinely happy as the world's rich kid, a role World War II awarded her.

Still, the American survivors to whom I talked were also an inspiring collection, and on average more troubled by Okinawan suffering than were the Japanese. I'd argue that generalizations about those who fought in the front lines are valid, because the battle was the foremost influence on the young men and molded them all for life. The savage hardship was indelible, together with love for those who made it bearable by sharing its misery. Those unabashed patriots, whose middle-American lawns fly the Stars and Stripes on holidays, saw enough of real war to detest it, and are close enough to their natural deaths not to continue hiding what they know. Anyone who thinks life in the trenches leaves a good man fond of a good fight should talk to the survivors of Okinawa. They are justly proud of their feats but free of movie warriors' bravado and baloney.

Meeting a selection of those who fought one of America's proudest battles was this lengthy project's best personal reward. Even richer has been a packet of letters from readers, and from their wives and children. Some consist of no more than a paragraph of thanks in shaky handwriting. Others provide detailed accounts of horrific moments and days on the island. The ones I most treasure credit this book's original edition for prompting an emotional release that enabled the writers, at long last, to tell their families about what they endured in the hell of those days fifty-plus years ago. A former professor of journalism named Brooks Hamilton was among those who explained why fighting men find that so hard to do.


The fact is that even among writers, very few … who have experienced war on that basic combat level can write about it—or in fact hardly think about it…. There are parts of your book I still haven't read because as I got to some passages I became too emotional. I can write you tonight, in fact, only after a couple of stiff rum drinks have loosed things up!

Let me illustrate by anecdote. In June of 1990, I visited my father on his 90th birthday…. As we sat and talked a bit that day, suddenly he looked at me, almost wistfully, and said, “You know, there is one thing I've never understood about you. You would never tell me anything about your experiences in the war. Why?” … I could not then, and cannot now, say “why.” It is just impossible to do so to one who was not there.



Praise from such men for getting things right is surely the nearest I'll get to the approval all writers crave. And a bonus was bestowed in Japan, where most survivors were even less apt to tell their families what they'd endured. Shame for having lost and Japanese stoicism only add to the reasons why Japanese veterans are unable to talk to outsiders who can't possibly understand.

Well after the war, Tadashi Kojo, the quintessentially dedicated infantry officer who serves as my chief Japanese character, took up a career that might have been his principal one—since he loved books as a boy—had it not been for Japanese militarism. Having learned English relatively late in life, largely by applying himself with his distinctive intensity, Kojosan became a translator, especially of military history. And in a twist less curious than many that kept him alive during and after the murderous battle, he went on to translate this very book, in which he figures so centrally, into Japanese for its publication there. When I last met the former captain in Tokyo, I asked whether he'd ever told his wife about his Okinawa ordeal. No, he hadn't, he replied; she knew nothing about it. Nothing at all? I persisted, just to confirm the power of that constraint. “No, not a whisper.” But had she seen any of his translation? Yes, she read much of his final draft while he was working on it. And what did she think about his part in it? The elderly but still scrupulously groomed veteran looked at me with more emotion than during the weeks when he'd recounted his story, years before. I wondered whether he, ordinarily still master of the absolute self-control he'd learned as a cadet, was actually almost faltering.

What was his wife's reaction? I repeated, no doubt impolitely. Now looking away from me, he continued suppressing a reply for several minutes until it came, at last, in a voice I hadn't heard from him before, even when he was telling me about his unimaginable hardships on Okinawa. “Many, many tears,” he murmured, his own eyes almost betraying the same.

I was of course moved to learn that my account helped reveal some of the horror to Japanese families too. If only the larger civilian tragedy were acknowledged! Okinawans are hardly the first to endure a martyrdom of geography, but few have done so with less recognition. Before I visited the island, my journalistic travels had taught me something about the durability of national character. Formed by fundamental factors such as soil, climate, and centuries of common memories, most peoples' underlying attitudes and customs change far more slowly than their fortunes. But nothing supported that notion as did my impressions of Okinawans. Despite grave damage to so many bodies and minds, the majority remain largely as they were before the battle, easygoing and amiable. Having endured far more than the Japanese and American combatants, they are nevertheless as gentle and hospitable as in the descriptions of them I'd read before my visits. Long residence in Soviet Russia and other dictatorial countries left me impatient with leaders who preach peace and oppress the weak. But when Okinawans plead for peace, quietly, I shut up and listen.

It's worth repeating even here that more of their parents and grandparents died, and in greater agony, than in Hiroshima, and that the associated damage—the smashing of their world and culture—was incalculably greater. Measured by sheer anguish as well as by devastation of national life, the Battle of Okinawa was the greater tragedy, one that foreshadowed a yet more colossal horror had the war progressed to the next battleground on the Japanese mainland.

And if exact comparisons with Hiroshima's and Iwo Jima's suffering can't really be made, the central question now is a different one. Why does the Okinawan ordeal abide while the others have essentially ended? For Okinawans' punishment continues to this day as a direct result of the battle, even though they, the accommodating, exceptionally peaceful islanders, were its chiefvictims. That was one of the war's plentiful ironies—or inevitable consequences, since the weakest and poorest usually bear the greatest burdens.

A hundred Okinawans, Americans, and Japanese deserve my thanks. If only, I kept thinking during my interviews, they, whose first instinct was to “do good,” could get to know one another. A small number are actually doing that now. After long preparation, a memorial to 6th Marine Division Americans killed during the campaign was unveiled in a Garden of Remembrance on Okinawa, and it incorporated salutes to the Japanese and Okinawan casualties. American veterans who attended the ceremony, some so scarred by combat's torment and so full of hateful memory of the Japanese that they feared returning to the island, put their arms around their former enemies and wept. Together, they mourned all the dead—and felt cleansed and uplifted; some even felt a bond.

The inspiring memorial was unveiled in 1987, forty-two years after the battle. If the perception that emerged there of the other side as human beings had been earlier shared, much of the horror might have been avoided. “But I also came to realize that if our concept of … civilization was to mean anything, we had to acknowledge the humanity of even our misled and murderous enemies,” John Hersey, ex-war correspondent, wrote later. Congratulations aren't yet deserved: To this day, care and concern for the chief victims are insufficient. Those chief victims, as anyone who has read this far will know, were Okinawans—who, characteristically, constructed their own memorial to all the 340,000 dead, Korean laborers and British sailors as well as Okinawan civilians and the combatants of both sides. That was in 1995, on the fiftieth anniversary of the battle's end. The names of the deceased were engraved in a stand of marble walls in a new Peace Park. “I guess it's like our Vietnam Wall,” an American eager to demonstrate mutual understanding remarked to Masahide Ota, governor of the Prefecture of Okinawa, before its unveiling. “In a way,” Ota responded dryly. “But there are no Vietnamese names on the Vietnam Wall.”

The governor, whom I'd met years before, when he was a professor of sociology and journalism, happens to be my chief Okinawan character. If any one-liner can suggest the disparity between civilian and military perceptions of fields of battle—and, in particular, between American and native calculations of this battle's costs and rewards—his is a strong candidate. To say that much time will elapse before a Washington wall displays the names of Vietnamese dead, military or civilian, is to suggest an inexact parallel, since that war didn't take place on American soil. But that only makes the Okinawan stance even more admirable, because the battle that took so many of them ravaged their homeland—which explains most of the divergence between their view of it and ours. It also provides an introduction to the sense in which those much-abused victims of the war remain victims, even now. Just because the suffering of these profoundly antimilitary people is so little known, they continue to suffer as the fall guys in one of the war's last dirty deals. Against their will, much of their island that was razed by Japanese and American explosives remains appropriated by feared and loathed military bases of the same two powers.

Roxbury, Connecticut

March 2001
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1 • Operation Heaven Number One
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What would we have done in olden times? We would have risked everything on one momentous gamble! Have we all become women? Hark back to history! Evoke the spirit of… [Admiral Isoroku] Yamamoto at Pearl Harbor.

… A show of spirit, that's what we want! The spirit of our glorious ancestors. The spirit of the Yamato people. The gods will come to our aid.

—The Combined Fleet's chief of operations, urging a sortie by Yamato

We die for sovereign and country. I understand that. But isn't there more to it than that? My death, my life, the defeat of Japan as a whole: I'd like to link them with something more general, more universal, something to do with values. What the devil is the purpose of all this?

—A reserve officer aboard Yamato

Isn't it enough to wear on your breasts the chrysanthemum emblem of the special attack force and to die with ‘long live the Emperor’ on your lips?

—The response of a regular Yamato officer

ON MARCH 25, 1945, an immense fleet of American warships closed on Okinawa, the largest pendant in the chain of Ryukyu Islands, which arcs gently toward Formosa from the Japanese homeland. The following day, hundreds of those ships began a final week of bombardment before invading the home of the once independent Okinawan dynasty. Three days later, Admiral Koshiro Oikawa, Emperor Hirohito's adviser on naval affairs, had an audience with the nearsighted monarch in Tokyo, some nine hundred miles northeast. His Majesty, deeply concerned, was eager to ensure his military leaders were ignoring no opportunity.

The meeting took place in the Imperial Palace, which lay in the center of Tokyo and at the heart of national beliefs. American pilots had been ordered to spare the serene grounds that occupied almost a square mile of the overcrowded city. Elsewhere, the bombing was less intense than in previous weeks only because so much of the capital had already been leveled. Air-raid sirens were again wailing when Oikawa was driven through the Imperial gates, and distant Okinawa was being pounded by wave after wave of planes from the American armada's carriers, in addition to its heavy guns. Waiting with members of his staff in a damp bomb shelter near the Imperial library, the harried admiral tried to think how best to brief the Emperor about current operations.

Although Oikawa was the Imperial Navy's chief of staff as well as the Emperor's adviser, he was less than well informed. Intense rivalry with the commanders of the Combined Fleet kept him at arm's length from the vital decisions about operations. Imperial advisers now had an impossible task in any case. The Pacific War could no more be stopped than won. No one could acknowledge that the end was in sight, because the only possible end was the oblivion toward which the country was marching in lockstep.

The officers bowed deeply when the Emperor appeared, then seated themselves at a conference table. Hollywood would not have cast His Majesty for the role. Even in his field marshal's uniform, the “middle-aged guy with glasses,” as a student of the period recently described the slight figure, looked more the shy academic than a belligerent empire's ceremonial leader. But Hirohito's people revered him as a direct descendent of the Sun Goddess, and Oikawa and his staff sat sideways in order to avert their gaze when they took their places at the table. Few Japanese permitted themselves a direct glance at the divine presence, let alone an opinion about his appearance.

If Hirohito had had the power to stop the war now, he may have considered it—not because he felt it had been wrong from the start but because it had taken such terrible turns. His Majesty hadn't always been the disapproving spectator of Japan's military adventures that the American occupation would pretend after the surrender. Never having seen anything shameful in the attack on Pearl Harbor, he relished victory even more than his cooks and his gardeners did, especially after the Pacific War began as well as it did for Japan. Nor was he as powerless or innocent as his postwar defenders would claim. On the contrary, he often studied battle plans attentively, sometimes making proposals for stronger action or asking questions that were interpreted as suggestions for altering tactics. That was particularly relevant to thousands of sailors now, for his questions to Oikawa were about to doom them.

The admiral's focus on preparations for Okinawa's defense was inescapable. If the enemy succeeded in landing troops there, the war would enter a stage of almost inconceivable menace. The island was a mere 350 miles from the southern tip of Kyushu, the southernmost of the four major Japanese home islands. And it was not an occupied territory but a sliver of the motherland, at least as a color on the map: The Ryukyus were one of the forty-seven Japanese prefectures.

The Emperor also worried that if the forthcoming battle there were lost, “the army and navy will lose the trust of the nation.” Against those terrible threats, the need for what was called “special” measures was clear. The chief of staff informed the Emperor about provisions for kamikaze operations, which had already begun against the American fleet carrying out the pre-invasion bombardment. The Emperor urged him to “leave nothing to be desired” in executing those plans “with a hard struggle by all our forces, since [they] will decide the fate of our Empire.” But Oikawa's assurance that two thousand planes were available for the suicide attacks troubled Hirohito. “Was that all?” he asked in his reedy voice. The admiral's hasty reply that the Army would contribute an additional fifteen hundred aircraft did not satisfy. “But where is the Navy?” His Majesty asked, his tone putting an edge to the question. “Are there no more ships? No surface forces?”

That sealed the fate of the Imperial Navy's Yamato, the world's biggest and best battleship. Horror of loss of face would grip Combined Fleet headquarters when they learned of the Emperor's query about why nothing had been planned for the surface ships. The same need to save face—in a war in defense of honor rather than of military advantage or territory—would cause much of the terrible waste at Okinawa. To the destruction would now be added a squadron of the last remaining operational warships, which Combined Fleet headquarters quickly undertook to send there.

A joyfully triumphant beginning made the war's current bleakness doubly difficult to accept. Few Japanese generals and fewer admirals had believed total victory could be won in a long struggle with America, but many had hoped swift, stinging blows would persuade Washington to permit Japan to pursue her interests in the Pacific rather than subject the American people to the hardships of war. The attack on Pearl Harbor that delivered the first one in December 1941 appeared successful beyond its proponents’ wildest dreams. American brass, including the self-congratulating General Douglas MacArthur, had been almost unanimous in doubting that a nation inferior in every way their perceptions registered would contemplate risking such an “utterly stupid” and “almost fantastic” venture, which could only end in her own speedy destruction. “When the Japs come down here,” an Associated Press correspondent allowed, conveying the pre-war self-assurance of the American garrison in the Philippines, “they'll be playing in the big leagues for the first time in their lives.” That was shortly before the brilliantly daring raid, that Sunday morning of December 7, on the major U.S. naval base near Honolulu. Japanese planes killed and wounded four thousand Americans while sinking or severely disabling five of the eight battleships nestled in “battleship row.”

It would later become common coinage that the tactical masterstroke at Pearl Harbor was a great strategic blunder, because it shook Americans from their pacifist isolationism—Hitler had invaded Poland two years earlier and now occupied most of Europe—and united them in hot resolve for vengeance. But at the time virtually every American saw the almost instant destruction of so much of the Pacific Fleet as a national calamity rather than a Japanese mistake. The near panic it prompted revealed more about America's susceptibility to paranoia than about the actual military situation—which, however, was gloomy in the short run.

The spectacular strikes and lightning landings that followed Pearl Harbor stunned Americans with disaster after disaster. In three months, Japan took vast areas of the Pacific by seizing island territories equivalent in size to half the United States. Her conquests soon extended to a near circle with a diameter of twenty-eight hundred miles, from Manchuria to China to Burma to the Dutch East Indies to New Guinea to five hundred miles west of Hawaii to the Bering Sea. Americans were particularly shocked by the fall of the Philippines despite her venerable U.S. garrison. The citadel of Corregidor, its fortifications protected by prodigious concrete, had been thought unconquerable. But nothing stopped the enduring, thirsting Japanese.

Their men were tougher and better trained. Many of their weapons were superior. The supposedly backward Orientals had better binoculars, range finders, and illumination devices, faster planes, and much more effective torpedoes. Their crack ships, relentlessly drilled under the most demanding conditions, were unequaled in seamanship and firepower. Their carrier pilots were the world's best. But the loss of great numbers of those pilots at the crucial Battle of Midway in June 1942 began turning the tide. Midway told virtually every Japanese admiral that the huge gamble of hard punches to persuade America to negotiate rather than fight was lost, for the Pearl Harbor strike had prompted a psychological effect opposite to the one intended. Instead of discouraging a people softened by democracy and luxury from shouldering the burdens of all-out war, it jolted the world's greatest economic power, whose industrial capacity was roughly ten times greater than Japan's, into unprecedented industrial and military action. Little could have better kindled righteous American wrath than the shock of the “sneak attack,” as generations would know it (even after America began making her own such strikes against feeble states such as Grenada and Panama).

However, the Midway victory brought little relief to the Americans fighting in the Pacific, for whom the next thirty-three months might have been three decades. A succession of struggles, each more fierce than the last, was required to retake Japanese-captured territory. The Solomon Islands, Gilbert Islands, Mariana Islands, Bonin Islands … the names evoke images of supremely ferocious combat in atrocious conditions. Guadalcanal, Bougainville, Tarawa, Kwajalein, Peleliu, Guam, Tinian, Saipan … Not every island and atoll was host to progressively greater savagery, but the trend was clear: The nearer the site to the sacred Japanese homeland, the greater the resistance and blood. The first six days of fighting on Iwo Jima, about seven hundred miles south of Tokyo Bay, produced ten times the expected number of casualties. The total reached nearly twenty-six thousand Americans, most in their teens and early twenties, before some 250 Japanese launched a final suicide attack on the same March 26, 1945, when the American warships began their final pre-invasion bombardment of Okinawa.

It was time—as it had been for at least two savage years—for Tokyo to plan capitulation. But no matter how clear that was to Allied observers, the realization and logic were apparent to few Japanese. Their defense of honor, more important than the defense of any military position, could not be abandoned until many more could die suitably. Admission of defeat was so inconceivable to the military commanders who ruled the country that Admiral Oikawa wouldn't think of mentioning it to his Emperor that March 29, although the clearly futile defense of Okinawa the two discussed would almost inevitably be far costlier than all previous island bloodbaths. American troops headed there rhymed “the Golden Gate in ‘48,” meaning they feared Japan's full defeat—and their homecoming—might take three more years. Although Okinawa would be the beginning of the end, the lost war was far from over for Japan, and thus for the Allies.

Yamato wasn't merely “the mightiest engine of destruction afloat,” as the U.S. Naval Institute would call her. The masterpiece of naval design and construction was also a symbol and a legend, a source of immense pride for the Japanese people. Her supremely graceful profile belied her size. Even the most recently commissioned American battlewagons of the Iowa class looked bulky by comparison. A sweeping foredeck made Yamato a marine greyhound, eager to leap upon the enemy—and able to, thanks to an innovative hull shape that helped boost her speed well above what was expected from a ship of her size and firepower. Twelve engine and boiler rooms discharged their exhaust through a single funnel that swept back at a rakish twenty-five-degree angle. With her teak weatherdeck unbroken from streamlined stem to stern—a distance almost the length of three football fields—she was a singularly elegant structure, and the crew's quarters on “Hotel Yamato,” as lesser ships’ envious sailors nicknamed her, were positively indulgent by Japanese standards.

She even had revolutionary air-conditioning in many compartments, an extraordinary luxury in a navy that valued difficult conditions for the nourishment of the commitment to self-sacrifice inherent in Yamato damashii, “the Japanese fighting spirit.” More to the point, she was not only one of the most intelligent and efficient capital ships ever built but also the most powerful and most heavily armored, fully 40 percent larger than the four ships of the same great Iowa class. With main armor of sixteen inches and protection of vital parts such as magazines by belts up to two feet thick, she was built to withstand the heaviest American naval shells and thousand-pound bombs dropped from eleven thousand feet.

Her own main armament consisted of nine 18.1-inch guns, compared to 16-inchers on the Iowa-class “wagons.” They fired shells of 3,220 pounds—30 percent heavier than America's new 16-inchers—a distance of nearly thirty miles, which meant the ship could hit the most powerful enemy vessels well before they could try to close within their range of her. Since heavier guns virtually guaranteed victory in surface battles with lesser ships, peerless Yamato seemed certain to destroy the best American battleship, even small groups of them, if she encountered them without carriers. Her armor and ingenious damage-control dispositions throughout her five decks made her nearly unbeatable and unsinkable by most surface opposition.

It said much about national priorities that such a superb vessel, with her enormous consumption of resources (including enough steel for a railroad line between Tokyo and Osaka, 250 miles apart), had been built at a time when the majority of Japanese panted to feed themselves. Only fierce ambition, matching sacrifice, and impassioned science permitted such a colossal construction project of such advanced conception, with dozens of major design and engineering triumphs and hundreds of components on the leading edge of naval technology, to be launched on such a relatively thin industrial base.

Yamato's keel had been laid in 1937, when Japanese military spending consumed 70 percent of government expenditure. The dry dock was heavily screened by bamboo matting to keep her existence secret. She and a sister ship called Musashi, begun a year later, were to be the ace in the hole in a war with America, which, the Imperial Navy believed, wouldn't build battleships too large to use the Panama Canal. American bombs had sunk Musashi in October 1944, five months before the Emperor's fatal questions to Admiral Oikawa. The following month, American torpedoes sank giant Shinano, laid down in 1939 and later recommissioned as an aircraft carrier. The submarine that made that extraordinary kill had taken time off from her lifeguard patrol for downed B-29s because no air raids on the Japanese mainland were scheduled that night. Six torpedoes hit the converted supercarrier as she was on her way in internal waters to the great naval port of Kure.

But the first of her class was intact and fit. It didn't matter to most Japanese that that was because she'd so far done little fighting. What everyone could see was that the Imperial Japanese Navy's only surviving operational battleship remained silvery and spotless. Yamato was its “lucky ship,” a survivor of the Battle of the Philippine Sea as well as Midway, and the only one to emerge from Leyte Gulf with only two insignificant bomb hits. It seemed even more natural that she remained magnificent even at that hopeless stage of the war, for she bore the national name: The Japanese often called themselves “the Yamato people,” after the ancient kingdom on the Yamato Plain on Honshu, the largest mainland island. Thus the poetic, evocative synonym for Japan rang with symbolic significance, the very kind that sustained the Japanese people as the war turned toward disaster. The pride of the fleet was thought to have a special mission.

Her narrower one that first week of April, the planned foray to Okinawa, was supremely hazardous. For despite Yamato's crushing power, she was on her way toward obsolescence the moment she was quietly commissioned, several days after Pearl Harbor—which, ironically, ended the battleship's reign as the king of naval power. The attack's triumph forever laid to rest the notion that surface ships would fight it out for control of the Pacific, with victory going to the behemoths with the biggest guns and toughest armor.

One of the old campaigners who best knew that was the “Japanese Nelson” who'd planned the tactically and technically masterful Pearl Harbor strike. Isoroku Yamamoto was also called the “reluctant admiral” because he'd long opposed war against the United States. “Do not uncover the teapot and release a typhoon,” he warned when a staff officer first suggested the attack on Pearl Harbor. Yamamoto also vigorously opposed the building of the superbattleships. Asked how aircraft could possibly sink the new titans with their prodigious antiaircraft armament, he replied prophetically that “the fiercest serpent can be overcome by a swarm of ants”—just as the Pacific War would repeatedly confirm. As much as Yamato's officers loved her, numerous sinkings of great capital ships by planes since 1941 led some to classify the vessel with the Great Wall of China and the Pyramids as “the world's three great follies, prize examples of uselessness.”

Japanese admirals knew the new dominance of air power better than anyone. One of the most prominent was Minister of the Navy Mitsumasa Yonai, who was among the minority of senior admirals who had tried to avert war with America. Now Yonai regretted that the skeptics had allowed themselves to be convinced, against their better judgment, that quick, smashing defeats would persuade comfort-loving Americans not to make the sacrifices required for a lengthy struggle. The minister had become so appalled by the course of the war and his own complicity in extending it to America that he, a former prime minister, was holding secret talks, in fear for his life, with a few like-minded officers who hoped against hope to find a way to end hostilities.

Yonai was now less concerned with the debate over plans for Yamato than with trying to replace the present prime minister with someone who would permit a more open pursuit of peace. He felt obliged to work for the survival of Japan herself, not the fate of just one battleship, or even of a fleet. Still, he leaned against Yamato's mission to Okinawa because it would be useless, even harmful, to the existence of the country as a whole.

The Navy's senior staff cleaved into factions. Many knew as well as Yonai that the war was lost but were afraid to say so. Others yearned for immediate action no matter what the odds or consequences. Better that the remnants of the fleet make a glorious final charge than they be sunk at their moorings by carrier-based American planes now hitting homeland bases, with the insufferable humiliation to naval and national self-respect. Although the proportion of “mystical” firebrands was distinctly smaller than in the Army, they used the same kinds of emotional appeal to honor and glory, to the Japanese spirit, and to obligations to the Emperor. “Even if the odds were only 10 percent in favor, the effort would be worthwhile,” argued Captain Shegenori Kami, the Combined Fleet's chief of operations. “A true samurai doesn't ask whether his efforts pay. He merely seeks the opportunity to sacrifice himself.”

Much lower in the command chain, the skipper of Yahagi, a light cruiser that would anchor Yamato's screen, disagreed. Captain Tameichi Hara, one of the distinguished fighting officers who went against the grain of that Japanese appeal for sacrifice and more sacrifice, pointedly told his men that they should not hesitate to return alive. “Our mission appears suicidal and it is,” Hara addressed his crew. “But I wish to emphasize that suicide is not the objective…. You are not to be slain merely as sacrifices for the nation.” That that opinion had to be ventured said a good deal about the grip on the country by those who preached the value of precisely such sacrifices. “If the ship should be damaged or sunk, don't hesitate to save yourself,” went Hara's key order—which he himself would follow in a rare reversal of the canon that Japanese commanding officers must go down with their ships.

Other skippers argued that the overriding consideration was the simple duty to fight. The Navy's commander in chief was swayed by one argument, then another. Of course the Imperial Navy must not lose more face, but which alternative offered more certainty of that? This time the Combined Fleet's staff did not ignore Naval Chief of Staff Oikawa. They interpreted the Emperor's questions to him as a reproach. It would have been impossible for the Navy not to carry out what His Majesty appeared to have suggested with characteristic Japanese indirectness: that surface ships must join the sacrifice of the kamikaze pilots. Even to admit to him the tiny number of fighting ships left would have been an intolerable loss of face.

It would be an exaggeration to say that at this stage of the war, the entire Yamato nation was preparing to do what Yamato had been ordered to at Okinawa, or that the same obligation to make the ultimate sacrifice would be expected of the Japanese people as a whole when the home islands were invaded. But the parallels were strong. When nothing was left but a supreme gesture of sacrificial defiance against an overwhelming force, that gesture had to be made. As a senior officer on one of Yamato's escort ships remembered it, Hirohito's questions “implied essentially this: ‘Others are dying. Kamikaze pilots are dying gloriously. Why are you doing nothing? You too should die!’”

When reports of the Imperial briefing reached the Combined Fleet's staff later the same day, the debate was resolved. Operation Ten ichigo— Heaven Number One—was assured, and Yamato was as good as sunk.


The time has come. Kamikaze Yamato, be a truly divine wind!

—Yamato's executive officer

These days the entire nation shares the fate of having death on the doorstep.

—Ensign Mitsuru Yoshida of Yamato

Now came the first sextet of dive bombers from the Bennington under Lt. Cmdr. Ed De Garmo…. The Dauntlesses … came out of the clouds on radar and dove after the big battleship. The heavy bursts of flack were about one thousand feet short and below the altitude of the oncoming planes.

“In pairs!” De Garmo screamed into his JV. “Let's get the big bastard!”

—Lawrence Cortesi, Valor at Okinawa



Another circumstance helped explain the naval chiefs’ urge to act, even at the certain cost of the Navy's last and finest jewel. The destruction of Japan's major cities distressed them even more than the enemy's imminent landing on Okinawa. Operating from new bases on Saipan, Tinian, and Guam, those islands of the earlier bloodbaths, state-of-the-art American aircraft were virtually erasing urban targets. Night after night, the industrial centers and their civilian populations were being blasted by hundreds of B-29s loaded to their unprecedented limits with high-explosive and incendiary bombs. The awe-inspiring Superfortresses were commanded by Major General Curtis LeMay, father of the new strategy of saturation bombing. LeMay, who'd arrived from Europe in January to take over the 21st Bomber Command, promised to beat Japan “back into the Dark Ages.” The shift from precision bombing of strategic sites to the destruction of entire cities led a Yokohama observer to report that looting presented no problem after a raid because nothing was left but rubble.

Tokyo's biggest turn had come three weeks before Oikawa's briefing of the Emperor, while American landing forces for Okinawa were en route on troopships or being assembled on staging islands. During the night of March 9–10, 334 warplanes incinerated the capital's central districts with ten times the tonnage of the Luftwaffe bombs that had caused “the Great Fire of London” in September 1940. Tokyo's Great Fire Raid, as it became known in turn, roasted residents on the streets and in their homes as if entire city blocks had been shoveled into ovens. The horror in those congested sixteen square miles of wood and bamboo was unequaled anywhere on the home islands. By the count of the charred corpses, even the forthcoming atomic devastation of Hiroshima and Nagasaki would be lesser events.* Measured by numbers of torturous deaths or decibels of human pain, that tragedy would be exceeded only by what awaited the Okinawan people.

That night's strong wind whipped the flames of American incendiary bombs into a wall of fire roiling hundreds of feet in the air. A quarter of a million buildings were consumed. Before daylight, nearly a fifth of Tokyo's industrial areas and 63 percent of its commercial districts had disappeared. The heat ignited hordes at a distance; people running from the flames as fast as they could burst into balls of fire. Others jumped into canals for salvation and were boiled alive there. It was probably the greatest one-night disaster, with the largest sum of suffering, endured by any city in world history. When senior naval personnel debated the pros and cons of Yamato's sortie three weeks later, the Navy Ministry's windows remained caked in black from the smoke and volunteers were cremating the last piles of carbonized corpses.

Kure, on the Inland Sea about two-thirds of the way from Tokyo to mainland Japan's southernmost city of Kagoshima—and about twenty miles from Hiroshima—had so far been spared major devastation, although it was home to Japan's largest naval base, including the yard where Yamato had been launched three years earlier. Kure's turn for destruction would come six weeks later, during the battle for Okinawa's Sugar Loaf Hill. Meanwhile, its food rations were approaching the starvation level, and cadets at the Naval Academy on the tiny island of Eta facing the port were jokingly dubbed moles because they were too busy digging caves and tunnels for refuge from the awaited bombing to learn much seamanship.

While the enemy fleet's last pre-invasion salvos were pounding Okinawa, Yamato was awaiting routine repairs in Kure. Moored to an outer buoy, the great ship seemed to a twenty-two-year-old ensign named Mitsuru Yoshida “like a gigantic rock commanding all around her.” Within hours of the American landing on Okinawa, some six hundred miles south, the rock was ordered under way. A detailed chart of Okinawan waters on the chart table showed an arc representing the range of Yamato's big guns to the landing beaches. She didn't sail directly there, however, but to a safer anchorage behind an island some fifteen miles from Hiroshima while the plans for her sortie were made.

Combined Fleet headquarters' order to launch her unique operation came in Fleet Signal 607 to Vice Admiral Seiichi Ito, commander of Task Force II, as the 2nd Fleet battle group to be led by Yamato had been designated. Ito, a graduate student at Yale in the late 1920s, had opposed the mission from the start, certain that it held no hope without air cover. Although Combined Fleet headquarters had stopped communicating with its 2nd Fleet, perhaps out of embarrassment, it sent its chief of staff, Ito's classmate and close friend at the Naval Academy, to fly in to reassure him. Since no naval or military argument could accomplish that, the classmate used moral suasion: Task Force II was being requested to die gloriously, heralding the death of all Japanese who preferred that to surrender. “Sooner or later, it will come to a special [suicide] attack by the entire nation, the hundred million of us.” Ito was asked to “die admirably” as a model for the hundred million.

The admiral agreed, but not all his captains did when summoned to a conference. After sometimes heated hours of discussion, the commander of the single cruiser among Yamato's escorts told his crew they were participating in “a suicide mission pure and simple … but unlike those our Air Force is carrying out [the kamikazes], ours hasn't got the slightest chance of destroying an important target.” The admiral in command of the entire nine-ship screen—that light cruiser plus eight destroyers—protested that “without air protection, we'll needlessly sacrifice the lives of five thousand sailors…. I'd gladly die at this very moment if I thought my death would help save our honorable homeland. But … the [screening ships’] officers believe they can accomplish more if allowed to go out alone as raiders to attack American ships. I agree with them.” “This isn't even a kamikaze mission,” the admiral in command of the squadron of the eight destroyers would add several days later, “since that implies the chance of chalking up a worthy target.”

But in the end, Task Force Commander Ito broke a long silence at the conference by reflecting that all were being given an appropriate opportunity to perform their highest duty. “A samurai lives so that he is always prepared to die,” he said. That unchallengeable declaration—although it skirted the salient question of whether that was the best time to die—ended the argument at the command level. “Orders are orders,” a captain observed. “We must make the best of the situation.”

As for Yamato's officers, many were also aware—even while hoping otherwise—that the mission could only be a suicidal display of useless courage. Few knew precisely that there were fifteen American fleet carriers in Okinawan waters, plus a dozen smaller escort carriers and the help, if needed, of five more of the Royal Navy's best, which were operating nearby. But even a majority of the junior officers recognized the foray as an exercise in fantasy. With a casualty rate of over 90 percent among Naval Academy graduates, they accepted that little life remained for them too. It wasn't going to their deaths but going pointlessly that disturbed some of them. They wanted to die in a battle that might inflict damage on the enemy.

American air reconnaissance, they said in confidence among themselves, was too thorough for the ship to avoid being detected far before her surface guns were in range to fire a single shot. And once she was spotted, American air power was too overwhelming, just as American submarines had become too prevalent and efficient, for her to escape destruction. “Which country showed the world what airplanes could do by sinking the Prince of Wales?” an ironic voice asked. And even if Yamato did manage to reach Okinawa, so many enemy battleships and heavy cruisers would be waiting for her that she'd have no hope against their combined might.

Against that, the chief argument remained what it had been at higher levels: the duty, glory, and joy of dying for Emperor and country. At least one officer said aloud that their deaths would find purpose by contributing to defeat rather than victory. “How else can Japan be saved except by losing and coming to its senses? … We'll die as harbingers of Japan's new life. That's where our real salvation lies, doesn't it?”

But the expedition's operational plan was of course rooted in quite different notions, even if it was uncharacteristically ambiguous for Japanese practice. Task Force II's primary task was to serve as a decoy for weakening enemy defenses against a forthcoming mass kamikaze attack by luring away American carrier-based interceptors. The ships were to survive as long as possible and shoot down as many enemy planes as possible, after which any that managed to reach Okinawa were to charge a large enemy anchorage offshore at daybreak on April 8. Yamato's huge guns would devastate enemy naval and shore targets, perhaps sinking enough transports and causing enough shock to force an American withdrawal from the island. Finally, the ship would beach herself and continue firing until all ammunition was expended, whereupon surviving crew members would disembark to fight on land.

During the ceremonial drinking of sake the evening before the sailing, the ship seemed overwhelmed by the immensity of her mission and possible tragedy. The men performed their roles like actors trapped in a morality play. A young ensign at one of the solemnly gay “drinking jamborees” dropped a glass raised to
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