

CHAPTER 1

WAI MOMI

DARKNESS FALLS QUICKLY IN THE TROPICS.

It had been a beautifully languid afternoon on the island of Oahu. Fragrant trade winds gently swayed the loulu palms along the beaches and glided smoothly over the emerald mountains, carrying with them the familiar scents of passion flower and jasmine along with the faint, sweet smell of smoke from the fires of the late-year sugarcane harvest.

Reflecting the deep cobalt blue of the brilliantly lit sky, the sea pounded ashore at Waikiki. Tourists sunned themselves on the warm sand or sipped tropical drinks on the lanai of the Moana Hotel, having made the passage from San Francisco on the Matson steamship line to escape the winter cold of the mainland, an unmistakable sign that the economic despair of the past decade was finally on the wane. Among the displays of Aloha sport shirts and colorful pareaus in the windows of the shops along King Street, Mele Kalikimaka decorations had begun to appear, featuring a Santa Claus festooned with flower leis in an outrigger canoe towed by a team of dolphins. Many hundreds of happy locals streamed past on their way to Honolulu Stadium to watch the Rainbow Warriors of the University of Hawaii face the Willamette Bearcats of Oregon in the annual Shriner Classic football game.

A few miles to the west were the cloud-topped hills of Aiea Heights, their pineapple and sugarcane fields a deep green cross-hatched by roads of red dirt, sloping gently downward to the sprawling blue lagoon that native Hawaiians called Wai Momi, or “waters of pearl.” An abundance of pearl-bearing oysters was once harvested here, one of the finest natural harbors in the world and home to the ancient Hawaiian shark goddess Ka’ahupahau. Amid its placid waters lay the silent gray battleships of the United States Pacific Fleet.

In late November, the battle fleet had put to sea for a series of training exercises in the waters surrounding the island of Maui. Those sun-washed days had been filled with tactical formation drills, the launching and recovering of seaplanes, air defense and antisubmarine exercises, and an extensive amount of gunnery practice. At night the fleet would lie at anchor off Maui’s Lahaina Roads, with the battleship crews taking their evening chow, listening to hapa haole music broadcast from Honolulu’s NBC affiliate KGU, and preparing to repeat the same series of drills the following morning.

The fleet had returned to Pearl Harbor in time for the first full liberty weekend following the US Navy’s monthly payday. As the battleships entered the anchorage the tireless harbor tugboats went to work, nudging each immense dreadnought into position to face south along the eastern edge of Ford Island in the center of the harbor, against a line of white concrete mooring quays that had become known as Battleship Row. Under the orders of Admiral Husband E. Kimmel, Commander-in-Chief Pacific Fleet, the ships were poised in this manner so as to be aimed toward the harbor entrance.

Amid a stream of messages from Washington, warning of an imminent conflict with the increasingly belligerent Empire of Japan, Admiral Kimmel wanted his capital ships to be in a position to sortie immediately should a hostile force approach the islands. From Kimmel’s offices on the second floor of the submarine base headquarters building in Pearl Harbor’s southeastern loch, a splendid view could be had of Battleship Row.

It was truly an awe-inspiring sight. To view one of these magnificent steel behemoths at rest and up close, let alone eight of them, would render speechless even the most passionate and pacifistic of isolationists. Marvels of early-twentieth-century engineering and technological innovation, they served as stirring symbols of the wealth, prestige, and power of a still-young nation. They were emblematic of the upstart agrarian republic that had grown to become an industrial giant through adventurism, toil, and conquest, to take its place among the great economic and military powers of the world.

Although there were four different classes of battleships present in Pearl Harbor that afternoon, all shared similar characteristics. Any sleek or graceful lines they possessed were there by pure coincidence, for they were of the most utilitarian design. Even their handsome clipper bows were contoured for keeping their foredecks dry while plowing through heavy seas. Modern battleships were built to fulfill a singular purpose: to locate, close with, and destroy an enemy fleet through the use of overwhelming firepower, supplied by the huge rifles with which each ship fairly bristled, weapons capable of hurling an 1,800-pound shell nearly 20 miles.

At the quay numbered Fox Three at the forward point of Battleship Row lay the USS California. First launched in 1916 and a stalwart of the Pacific battle fleet since the early 1930s, she flew the flag of Vice Admiral William Pye, the commander of Battle Force Pacific Fleet. The California was known to the US Navy as a “standard-type battleship,” and like the rest of her companions in Pearl Harbor she was over 600 feet long, nearly 100 feet at the beam, and displaced some 33,000 tons. To her crew, however, she was affectionately known as the “Prune Barge,” a reference to the enormous number of plums grown and harvested in the state of California.

Lying off the California’s stern was the Maryland, or “Old Mary” to her crew, with the truly old Oklahoma, a veteran of thirty years’ service, tied to her port side. Moored behind the Maryland was the Tennessee, sister of the California, with the “Wee Vee,” the West Virginia, standing outboard. Tied to quay Fox Seven, just 75 feet astern of the Tennessee, was the proud flagship of Rear Admiral Isaac Kidd’s Battleship Division One, the Arizona. Moored singly at the tail end of Battleship Row lay the Nevada. In Dry Dock Number One across the channel rested the Pacific Fleet flagship Pennsylvania, in the midst of an overhaul, with three of her four huge bronze screws removed.

To serve aboard a battleship in the United States Navy was a distinct honor. With most of the world already at war, the battleship force was viewed as the primary means of fulfilling the navy’s mission of projecting American power and deterring foreign aggression. They were the core of the Pacific Fleet: The cruisers, destroyers, submarines, aircraft, and auxiliaries were all there to facilitate bringing the big guns of the “battlewagons” into position to do their deadly work. Discipline in the battleship navy was notoriously strict, and standards for performance were extraordinarily high. As a result, the battleship crews were well-drilled and fiercely proud.

On the weather decks of each battleship, lean and brown young sailors of the deck divisions labored in the bright Hawaiian sunshine. Teakwood decks were onerously scrubbed with holystones until gleaming, gun barrels were swabbed and oiled, brightwork polished, and ubiquitous gray paint daubed onto hundreds of scraped steel surfaces. Mail boats, garbage lighters, officers’ gigs, and dozens of other small craft sped back and forth between Battleship Row and the Navy Yard to the southeast, the waters of the narrow channel left heaving in their wake. Repair vessels and oilers were tied up alongside, and skilled workmen were tending to the hundreds of items that required maintenance aboard a battleship. Fuel bunkers were topped off with oil for firing the huge boilers of the ships; the Arizona alone took on 1,500 tons in preparation for another round of training exercises scheduled to begin on Monday morning.

Accommodations on Oahu were sparse and expensive, and since the relocation of the fleet from the West Coast to Pearl Harbor, very few navy men had been able to have their wives and families join them in Hawaii. Unless they occupied a billet in one of the shore installations most sailors lived aboard their ships, which were expected to be manned with the appropriate watches standing around the clock. Liberty for the crew was therefore granted by section. Sailors berthed on the port side of the ship would usually have liberty on the first day of making port, while the starboard section had the following day off.

Chief Petty Officer Joe Karb of the Arizona was one of the lucky ones. In early summer his wife and daughter had arrived from the mainland and Joe was spared from having to stand watch over the weekend while the ship was in port. Feeling guilty that the unaccompanied Chief William Tisdale had the duty while he was ashore with his family, Joe returned to the Arizona on Saturday morning.

“What the hell’s the matter? Your wife throw you out?” Tisdale teased. “We don’t want you here—get off the ship!”

Not everyone went ashore during their liberty hours. A few chose to remain aboard to write letters or catch up on their sleep after standing the grueling all-night midwatch. Signalman Robert Boulton decided that he would stay aboard and take in the movie being shown that night in the fresh air of the California’s quarterdeck, away from the stifling steel compartment where he lived. Ensign Jim Miller planned to go to bed early in his two-man stateroom aboard the Arizona. With the repair ship Vestal tied alongside to perform routine upkeep, Miller was anticipating a long work day ahead for his Third Division.

For unmarried men below the rank of petty officer second class, it was a “Cinderella liberty.” On the quarterdeck of each battleship, enlisted sailors stood inspection in their undress white uniforms before queuing up for the liberty boats, anxious to get ashore for a few hours of frivolity before having to report back on board by midnight. Taking the advice of the old salts, a few of the younger sailors stashed a dime in the square knot of their black silk kerchief, so they would not return to the ship flat broke.

Spilling out of liberty boats and across the planks of Merry Point Landing, some sailors would choose to grab their first cold beer at a nearby honky-tonk like the Pearl City Tavern or the Tin Roof. Others headed for the sound of big band music drifting across the water from the new Bloch Recreation Center, where musicians from each of the battleships were warming up for the Battle of the Bands. Seventeen-year-old Edmund Chappell looked forward to an afternoon of swimming and relaxation on the beach before having to return to the Maryland for mess duty the following morning. Ensign Everett Malcolm of the Arizona invited his girlfriend Marian to join him for a round of golf at the Ala Wai links.

Most would press on, beyond the main gate where the “Wahoo Cannonball,” the liberty bus, sat waiting along with several enterprising taxi drivers to take them into downtown Honolulu. The bus lines from Pearl Harbor, Fort Shafter, Wheeler Field, Schofield Barracks, Kaneohe Bay, and every other military installation on Oahu all ended at the Army-Navy YMCA, a handsome white three-story building at the corner of Richards and Hotel Streets. For those lucky enough to have scored an overnight pass, “The Y” promised a hot dog, a Coca-Cola, a cot, and a blanket for fifty cents. Across the bustling street was the famous and perpetually crowded Black Cat Cafe, where a porterhouse steak with mushrooms served by a sassy and voluptuous Portuguese waitress could be ordered for a dollar.

A brief and ethereal Hawaiian sunset quickly gave way to a night sky lit by thousands of luminescent stars. In the sultry air along Hotel Street, which spanned Chinatown and the downtown district, rushing streams of khaki converged with the flood tide of navy white as sailors, soldiers, and marines crowded into the local watering holes. The crew of the Arizona trended toward Smith’s Union Bar, an old sailors’ dive near Hotel Street and Nu’uanu Avenue. The Nevada men would often gather at Shanghai Bill’s, while sailors from the Maryland frequented the Four Aces Tavern. Not everyone made it into the bars. After encountering the hard, piercing glares of huge Polynesian bouncers guarding the doorways, many underage sailors felt compelled to seek their entertainment elsewhere.

The cinema offered a welcome distraction, as it had in their childhood during the Great Depression. That weekend saw the island’s premiere of A Yank in the RAF, starring Tyrone Power and Betty Grable, at the Waikiki Theater. Charlie Chaplin’s The Great Dictator was playing at the Princess on Fort Street, while the Liliha showed the latest installment of the Bing Crosby and Bob Hope Road to comedy series, with a stunning Dorothy Lamour joining them in Road to Zanzibar.

Bill Guerin was eighteen years old and striking for a gunner’s mate rating aboard the Arizona. “I had my first date with a beautiful Hawaiian-Portuguese girl that I met in the skating rink,” Bill remembered. “That was my first real date—and that was the end of it. I never saw her again.”

“There are almost no white girls whom the sailors can meet,” stated an article in the October 1940 edition of Life magazine spotlighting the US fleet in Hawaii, “and since the average of enlisted men are high school–trained, ambitious and self-respecting, they do not want to have dates with native girls or underworld whites.”

Contrary to this high-toned and bigoted rhetoric, one would have had difficulty locating an American sailor in Hawaii at the time who was willing to forsake the charms of a doe-eyed young wahine. Not many of them were above seeking the comforts of an “underworld white” either, especially after a few weeks at sea. For those wishing to get “stewed, screwed and tattooed,” as the time-honored navy expression goes, one had to look no further than that section of downtown Honolulu bordered by River and Fort Streets to the north and south, and between Hotel and Kukui Streets to the east and west.

The ramshackle buildings along these narrow streets were home to that certain variety of entrepreneurship commonly found close to military bases. There were the usual barbershops, shooting galleries, and predatory pawn shops. There were the kind of trinket kiosks that cater to servicemen everywhere, pedaling pocketknives, cigarette lighters embossed with army and navy insignia, and cheap souvenirs “from the South Seas.” Tattoo parlors featured the type of unimaginative, standard-issue artwork one might expect, that of exotic women, swooping eagles, coiled cobras, and fouled anchors. For ten cents, a sailor could have his photograph taken in the arms of a busty, grass-skirted maiden before an inexpertly rendered and horribly tacky backdrop of Diamond Head, flanked by potted palm trees. Finally, there were no fewer than twenty establishments like the Palace, the Ritz Rooms, and the New Senator Hotel; the names never fooled anyone, regardless of how dignified the proprietors tried to make them sound.

On liberty weekends, Honolulu’s red-light district did a brisk and profitable business. By early afternoon the front parlors of the various cat-houses, staffed by attractive young women recruited from mainland cities, were crowded shoulder to shoulder with men in uniform. Services were provided for ten furious minutes at the rate of three dollars, or roughly 10 percent of the monthly pay then earned by a junior enlisted soldier or sailor. In the interest of safeguarding the greater good and keeping the wandering servicemen contained in the downtown area, the Honolulu police tended to look the other way so long as the houses were kept clean, forbid the sale or consumption of alcohol on the premises, and the girls received regular examinations from a physician.

“Such liberties were the true test of health and stamina,” Ted Mason of the California would record in his memoirs. “Every block held its dangers, in the form of shore patrol, police or bouncers; merchants, bar girls, or cabbies; occasional roving bands of island toughs, or other sailors, soldiers or marines carried away by inter-ship or inter-service rivalries.”

This particular evening, however, was remembered as being rather unremarkable and quiet in Honolulu. As the Cinderella hour approached, the Shore Patrol made their usual sweep through the downtown to police-up any inebriated or disheveled personnel left behind. Not many were found, and there were only a couple of inane fistfights to break up. It seemed that few men wanted to risk arriving aboard ship after midnight and having to explain themselves at Captain’s Mast the following morning.

Years later, many who served aboard the battleships in Pearl Harbor would be hard-pressed to recall exactly where they went or what they were doing on this particular day. Robert Duncan from the Tennessee would have difficultly remembering whether he went ashore at all. Some would recall the usually festive mood of downtown Honolulu as being somewhat subdued, replaced by a certain intangible tension that hung thickly in the humid night air.

“We knew for some time that we were going to get mixed up in something, but this particular night it just felt a little uneasy,” Russell Lott from the Arizona would remember. Since Russell and his buddy had the duty the following morning, they returned to the ship early from liberty.

“Just the whole atmosphere in the town,” Lott recalled. “It just didn’t feel right.”

The date was Saturday, December 6, 1941.




CHAPTER 2

THE PHILOSOPHER

IT WAS IN THE SUMMER OF 1886 THAT A DISTINGUISHED-LOOKING gentleman, having just arrived from his home in New York City, first ascended the steps of a stately two-story stone building that was surrounded by well-manicured lawns and overlooked the calm waters of Narragansett Bay in Newport, Rhode Island. Forty-five years old, approaching complete baldness and possessing a pair of brooding blue eyes and a neatly trimmed gray beard, he carried himself with something more of a professorial air than with the commanding presence of a naval officer. His name was Captain Alfred Thayer Mahan, the newly appointed president of the United States Naval War College.

The news of the appointment undoubtedly caused some eyebrows to be raised among the members of the navy’s officer corps, for Mahan’s career to that point had been anything but estimable. Perhaps because the newly established Naval War College had yet to earn the prestige of a highly regarded research institute and renowned center for the professional development of naval and military officers, it must have seemed like a safe place to install the hapless Captain Mahan.

Some thirty years earlier, and despite the objections of his father, a well-respected professor of civil engineering at the US Military Academy at West Point, young Alfred had applied for and was accepted to the US Naval Academy after spending two years at Columbia College in New York.

“He told me he thought me much less fit for a military than for a civilian profession, having watched me carefully,” Alfred would write. “I think myself now that he was right.” Although he graduated second in the Class of 1859, it soon became apparent that seamanship was not Alfred Thayer Mahan’s strong suit.

“I am not very smart in this sort of work,” Mahan would admit to the pages of his diary while serving aboard the screw schooner USS Iroquois. Early in his career he struggled mightily with basic navigation and ship handling, and over the years Mahan had been responsible for a number of maritime embarrassments while serving aboard various naval vessels.

Mahan was in command of the USS Wasp on its mission to chart the South American coast when the sidewheel gunboat ran aground in the Rio de la Plata estuary. On another occasion the unfortunate Wasp collided with a harbor lighter. When he neglected to inquire into the dimensions and depth of the dry dock at Montevideo, Mahan managed to get the Wasp hopelessly lodged. Captain Mahan was at the conn when his last seagoing command, the elderly screw sloop-of-war Wachusett, collided with a merchant sailing ship off the coast of Peru, badly damaging both vessels.

“Why, the Pacific Ocean wasn’t big enough for us to keep out of the other fellow’s way,” one of Mahan’s officers quipped.

Overtly vain, sanctimonious, and ill-tempered, Mahan was rather unpopular among the officers of the various wardrooms to which he belonged and with the enlisted sailors in his charge. Disenchanted and bored by the relentless tedium of his profession, he was at the same time plagued by a persistent paucity of confidence and an abundance of self‐ doubt. These factors, along with Mahan’s capacity for accidents, contributed to a serious disdain for sea duty.

“I found myself perplexed by my pretty strong conviction that the employments to which I am forced are a waste of time, and by the opposite fact that I am bound to obedience and submission,” Mahan would write. Later he would admit: “I have found myself very subject to nervousness and excitability, a frequent trouble when business presses.”

While at sea Mahan was something of an introvert; when he wasn’t performing his official duties he would often sequester himself in his cabin, where he would read voraciously. Consuming volume after volume of naval and military history, he became particularly enamored of the writings of Antoine-Henri Jomini, the French general and military theorist of the Napoleonic era. In 1883, while assigned to the pedestrian billet of navigation officer for the Brooklyn Navy Yard (his duties included supervising the inventory of signal flags), Mahan published his first book, The Gulf and Inland Waters, which examined the role of the Union Navy in the Civil War.

It was therefore the mind of Alfred Thayer Mahan, not his popularity or proficiency as an officer, that inspired Rear Admiral Steven Luce to invite him to join the faculty of the Naval War College. Luce had been commanding officer of the Naval Academy’s sailing frigate Macedonian during Mahan’s posting to Annapolis as an instructor in 1863. Admiring Mahan’s devotion to the study of history and noting their shared advocacy of naval reform, Luce thought Mahan would be ideal for a professorship in history and tactics. In June 1884, Steven Luce won approval for Mahan, then patrolling the Pacific coast of South America aboard the Wachusett, to be assigned to the Naval War College.

Mahan accepted the appointment with enthusiasm, all too happy to be relieved from his inglorious command. “I ought to go home at once and be given till at least next summer to get up the work,” he wrote to Admiral Luce.

Following the decommissioning of the tired Wachusett, Mahan did indeed return home to New York and began assembling a series of lectures on naval history. Before this task could be completed, however, Admiral Luce would accept one final seagoing command prior to reaching the age of mandatory retirement. In June 1886 Luce took over the navy’s North Atlantic Squadron, and his nominal second-in-command, Captain Mahan, replaced him as college president.

As it would turn out, Mahan’s career had only just begun, his true brilliance yet to reveal itself. In a relatively short period of time Alfred Thayer Mahan would become one of the most celebrated and influential military philosophers in world history, as much so as Sun Tzu or von Clausewitz.

In a series of now-famous lectures delivered to the Naval War College, Mahan would declare that it was essential to the survival and prosperity of any nation-state geographically positioned on a seacoast to develop a thriving maritime trade and build a strong navy to protect it. “The ships that thus sail to and fro must have secure ports to which to return,” Mahan would write, “and must as far as possible, be followed by the protection of their country throughout the voyage.”

Using the history and development of the British Empire as an example throughout many of his lectures, Mahan stressed the importance of the establishment of overseas territories and trade routes for the export of manufactures and the import of critically needed resources. The navy, rather than functioning solely as a protector of its own shores and harbors, must assure free and unfettered navigation of the seas for the “peaceful commerce and shipping from which alone a military fleet naturally and healthfully springs, and on which it securely rests.”

The mission of protecting seaborne trade should be supported by advanced bases and fortified coaling stations for the battle fleet in ports acquired along commercial shipping lanes, Mahan would advocate. These bases would also serve as a means for the navy to project power abroad and expand the nation’s sphere of influence in a given region. Between those bases “there must be reasonably secure communication, which will depend on military control of the intervening sea,” Mahan would explain. “This control must be exercised by the navy, which will enforce it by clearing the sea in all directions of hostile cruisers, thus allowing the ships of its own nation to pass with reasonable security.”

In time of war, this robust network of advanced bases would serve not only as a “defense in depth” but also would aid the fleet in carrying the fight to the enemy, far from the shores of its home country. A concentrated fleet of modern battleships working in concert with numerous cruisers and destroyers, augmented by an adequate force of auxiliaries such as colliers and ammunition vessels, would then destroy the enemy’s fleet and its seaborne commerce through superior firepower. The mere presence of such a formidable naval force, Mahan further theorized, would likely discourage a potential enemy from starting a war in the first place.

Mahan’s argument for a strong navy to fulfill the mission of assuring safe navigation of the seas not only resonated strongly with officers attending the Naval War College, it also served as the doctrinal basis for the US Navy’s efforts to re-man and modernize an aged and anemic fleet suffering from two decades of neglect following the Civil War.

Mahan’s influence, however, would soon spread far beyond the Navy Department. In 1890, Mahan’s lectures were published in the book The Influence of Sea Power upon History, which immediately found an enthusiastic audience among expansionists intent on establishing American hegemony in the Western Hemisphere and the Pacific, and for whom the concept of “Manifest Destiny” did not stop at America’s shoreline.

“My dear Captain Mahan,” Theodore Roosevelt would write. “During the last two days I have spent half my time, busy as I am, in reading your book; and that I found it interesting is shown by the fact that having taken it up I have gone straight through and finished it.”

In part, it had been Mahan’s strategic vision that inspired President Benjamin Harrison, along with his progressive Navy Secretary Benjamin Tracy, to launch the United States Navy into the age of steam and steel. The first move toward a “new navy” was the Naval Appropriations Act of 1891, which saw the authorization of three modern battleships, the Indiana, Massachusetts, and Oregon. Although modernization of the US Navy would briefly stall during the second administration of Grover Cleveland, it would resume with great vigor after the election of William McKinley in 1897.

Mahan and Roosevelt first met in 1888, when the young politician had been a guest lecturer at the Naval War College following the publication of his book The Naval War of 1812. It had been the start of an intellectual collaboration between the two men that would continue long after Roosevelt’s appointment as Assistant Secretary of the Navy under McKinley.

“We need a large navy,” Roosevelt would state, echoing Mahan’s principles, “composed not only of cruisers, but containing also a full proportion of powerful battleships, able to meet those of any other nation.”

During his brief tenure in that office, Roosevelt often consulted with Mahan through confidential correspondence. As war with Spain drew near, Roosevelt allowed the president of the Naval War College to study the navy’s deployment plan for the anticipated campaign in the Caribbean. Upon receiving Mahan’s comments, Roosevelt replied: “There is no question that you stand head and shoulders above the rest of us! You probably don’t know how much your letter has really helped me clearly to formulate certain things which I had only vaguely in my mind. I think I have studied your books to great purpose.”

Victory in the Spanish-American War of 1898 saw the establishment of American naval facilities in Cuba’s Guantanamo Bay, Puerto Rico, Guam, and the Philippines. Efforts to annex the Hawaiian Islands as a United States territory and secure Pearl Harbor as a permanent naval base, the benefits of which Mahan and Roosevelt had discussed at length, would come to fruition the following year. Mahan would lend his by-then considerable influence with policy makers to the argument for a trans-isthmus canal in Central America, and during Roosevelt’s presidency the United States would take over the failed Panama Canal construction project.

More than anything else, the modern US Navy would come to represent the “big stick” in Roosevelt’s famous aphorism regarding American foreign policy. “I wish to see the United States the dominant power on the shores of the Pacific Ocean,” the president announced.

In 1907 Roosevelt would send the “Great White Fleet” of sixteen new battleships and their supporting vessels, each painted a sparkling white, on a grand tour that circumnavigated the globe and visited over twenty foreign ports in a prodigious display of American sea power. By that time the United States Navy had risen from its decrepit state to become the third-largest battle fleet in the world behind those of Britain and France.

Not only would the work of Alfred Thayer Mahan help to inspire an American naval renaissance, it would receive significant critical acclaim from a global audience. Mahan would be received by Queen Victoria of England, honored with degrees from Oxford and Cambridge, and celebrated by British navalists for the soundness of his strategic doctrine and the eloquence of its presentation. The highly impressionable Kaiser Wilhelm II, according to historian Barbara Tuchman, was “bewitched by Mahan,” seeing an expansive naval construction program as a means to achieve parity with what he conceived to be Germany’s most dangerous rival, Great Britain. After he had “devoured” Captain Mahan’s book, the Kaiser ordered a copy to be placed in the wardroom of every German warship.

The Influence of Sea Power Upon History would, in fact, become required reading for the officers of many foreign navies after being translated into several languages … including Japanese.




CHAPTER 3

RISING SUN

IN 1869, LIEUTENANT COMMANDER MAHAN WAS SERVING AS EXECUtive officer of the USS Iroquois on her cruise to the Far East when the American warship called upon several ports in Japan, including Yokohama and Nagasaki. At that time the island nation was in the final throes of a vicious civil war, which brought an end to the feudal Tokugawa shogunate and saw the restoration of imperial rule.

As he sought to consolidate his power and establish political control over the Japanese Home Islands, Emperor Meiji would turn to the West for assistance in modernizing his nation’s infrastructure, including port facilities, railroads, mines, factories, and telegraph communications. Having borne witness to the subjugation of China and Korea by Western empires and determined that Japan should never become the vassal state of a European power, the Meiji government adopted the phrase Fukoku kyōhei as a national byword, meaning “Enrich the Nation, Strengthen the Military.”

It was the destiny of the Empire of Japan, they believed, to become the dominant economic and military power in Greater East Asia. This would require an assertive foreign policy to counter the encroachments of Britain, France, and Russia, backed by a highly trained and disciplined army equipped with the latest weaponry. A modern navy powerful enough to contend with the Asiatic squadrons of Western nations would also be needed, not only to protect mainland Japan from invasion but also to support the expeditionary forces of the army.

Until the military and industrial base of Japan could be developed to challenge that of rival nations, however, the expertise, technology, and resources required to establish a modern army and navy would have to be imported from those very same rivals. The British Royal Navy, master of the seas for well over a century, would provide the template for the organization and doctrine of what would become the Imperial Japanese Navy.

In 1873, a British delegation led by Sir Archibald Douglas trained the first class of thirty Japanese naval officers. Douglas would remain in Japan until 1879 as an instructor at the new Naval Academy in the Hiroshima Prefecture. Several of his graduates would in turn journey to Great Britain to study engineering, gunnery, propulsion, naval architecture, and other technical disciplines. In 1888, the Japanese would establish their own naval war college in Tokyo’s Tsukiji district.

For the construction of its first modern warships and naval bases, the Empire of Japan would turn to the French as well as the British. French engineers would design four major naval stations in the port cities of Sasebo, Maizuru, Yokosuka, and Kure. For fiscal as well as strategic reasons the Japanese would at first adhere to the Jeune École, or “young school” concept of naval defense, which advocated the use of fast protected cruisers and numerous small, speedy torpedo boats to perform deadly hit-and-run attacks on an approaching enemy fleet, a system that the French Navy had employed with some success in past conflicts. Since the Japanese did not yet possess the technical ability or industrial capacity to produce state-of-the-art warships, the keels of these first combatants were laid in French and British shipyards. The Imperial Japanese Navy would accumulate a dozen protected cruisers and some two dozen torpedo boats by 1894, when it steamed into combat for the first time.

The Battle of the Yalu would see the new Japanese Navy soundly defeat the Beiyang Fleet of China’s Qing Dynasty. Even though the Chinese possessed two ironclad battleships and theoretically had the advantage, the superb training and discipline of the Japanese crews, the higher quality and condition of their warships, and their clearly superior tactical command and gunnery carried the day. While half of the ships of the Japanese Combined Fleet sustained considerable damage, five Chinese ships were sunk and over eight hundred Chinese sailors lost. This decisive action was the knockout punch required for the Japanese to gain control of the seas surrounding the Korean peninsula, contributing greatly to their overall victory in the First Sino-Japanese War.

Although wounded himself, Lieutenant Tetsutaro Sato had assumed command of the steam gunboat Akagi after her captain was killed by a Chinese shell during the Battle of the Yalu. After the war Sato was sent to Great Britain and the United States to study naval tactics and strategy, and upon his return he reported to the Naval War College to serve as an instructor. In 1901 Sato wrote a position paper for the Navy Ministry entitled On the Defense of the Empire, applying several lessons from the work of Alfred Thayer Mahan to the strategic situation faced by Japan in the early twentieth century. Specifically, Sato argued that it was not enough for the navy to maintain command of the seas close to the Home Islands; it must also be able to project a superior offensive capability abroad. The best way to safeguard the Empire, Sato wrote, was to be able to destroy an enemy fleet long before it reached Japan.

In the decade that followed, Tetsutaro Sato would continue lecturing at the Naval War College between tours of sea duty, all the while developing a thesis for yet another groundbreaking document that would greatly shape the future of Japanese naval doctrine. While the strategic tenets discussed in The Influence of Sea Power Upon History and subsequent writings by Alfred Thayer Mahan would remain central to Sato’s work, he would examine and draw conclusions from a number of significant events that would occur in the opening years of the new century.
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Just before midnight on February 8, 1904, four Japanese destroyers launched a surprise torpedo attack against the Russian battle fleet anchored in Port Arthur, Manchuria, the opening salvo in a war fought over the conflicting imperial aspirations of both nations in the Far East. The attack—initiated three hours prior to a formal declaration of war by Japan—heavily damaged two Russian battleships and a protected cruiser.

By this time the Imperial Japanese Navy, having dispensed with Jeune École concepts in favor of a strictly offensive Mahanian philosophy, had grown well beyond a plucky coastal defense force. At the center of the Japanese Combined Fleet under Admiral Heihachiro Togo was a squadron of six modern steel battleships, each constructed in British shipyards and displacing between 12,000 and 15,000 tons, powered by coal-fired triple-expansion steam engines and armed with main batteries of 12-inch guns. Although the following morning the Japanese were driven off by Russian shore batteries, they managed to keep the Russian ships bottled up in Port Arthur and maintained the initiative over the following seventeen months of the conflict.

The Russian Pacific Squadron would make several unsuccessful attempts to break the Japanese blockade of Port Arthur. The final attempt was made on August 10, 1904, and resulted in the Battle of the Yellow Sea, a fourteen-hour-long pitched battle between two fleets of armored steamships, the first in world history. When the smoke had cleared all six of Togo’s battleships were damaged and over three hundred of his men were dead, but the Russians, having suffered a similar number of casualties, were forced to return to Port Arthur.

Czar Nicholas II then ordered the Russian Baltic Fleet under Admiral Zinovy Rozhestvensky to set sail for the Pacific from its base at St. Petersburg, with the mission of relieving Port Arthur. The decision was made at the urging of the instigatious Kaiser Wilhelm II, who implored his cousin Nicholas to destroy the “Yellow Peril” that threatened the existence of European colonialism in Asia. Rozhestvensky’s orders would change in January 1905, while the Baltic Fleet was still en route to the Far East. Port Arthur had fallen. The destruction of the Russian Pacific Squadron had come, ironically, at the hands of the Imperial Japanese Army, after they seized the heights overlooking Port Arthur and directed artillery fire onto the anchorage below.

Rozhestvensky’s fleet finally arrived at Cam Rahn Bay in French Indochina on the last day of March, after an arduous 16,000-mile voyage around Africa’s Cape of Good Hope. Exhausted after seven months at sea, suffering from rampant sickness and near-mutinous morale, the Russians spent the entire month of April in Indochina taking on coal and attempting to reorganize, to the great annoyance of the French colonial government. Rozhestvensky’s fleet finally departed on the first day of May with the new mission of joining forces with the Russian naval squadron in the port of Vladivostok and then finishing the Japanese once and for all. As the Russian vessels passed in column through the Tsushima Strait on the afternoon of May 27, 1905, they found the Japanese Combined Fleet lying in wait.

The previous night two Russian hospital ships, not observing blackout conditions like the warships they were trailing, had remained illuminated “like bright stars” as they neared the tip of the Korean peninsula. In another historical first, the wireless telegraph would greatly affect the outcome of a naval engagement, when alert Japanese pickets relayed the position of the Russian armada to Admiral Togo.

From the bridge of his flagship Knyaz Suvorov, Rozhestvensky signaled his twelve battleships to form a line abreast, but the maneuver was so lamely executed that the fleet commander abandoned the attempt and countermanded the order. The result was two ragged, parallel columns of Russian vessels steaming northeast toward the Japanese, who were 7 miles ahead and in a single column moving west. At eight minutes after two o’clock, the Suvorov opened fire at a range of 7,000 yards and the Japanese were soon enveloped in a withering barrage from the Russian fleet.

The Japanese were down to four battleships, having lost both the Hatsuse and the Yashima to Russian mines off Port Arthur on May 15. Their absence would have little effect on the outcome of the battle, other than to underscore the brilliance of what would be a very one-sided Japanese victory. In an act that would earn him the nickname “the Japanese Nelson,” Heihachiro Togo sent the signal “[T]he Empire’s fate depends on the result of this battle, let every man do his utmost duty,” and ordered his flagship Mikasa to turn sharply to port. The remainder of the Japanese battle line followed in Mikasa’s wake, making a countermarch to the east in front of the Russian vanguard, effectively “crossing the T” of the enemy columns. This allowed the Japanese vessels to fire broadsides at the oncoming Russians, who could bring only their forward-facing gun turrets to bear. Only then did Togo hoist the signal to open fire.

With frightening accuracy, Japanese gunfire soon decimated the Russian battle line. Within minutes the Suvorov was a blazing wreck, hundreds of her crew were dead, and the ship’s captain and Rozhestvensky were badly wounded. A fire aboard the Borodino quickly spread to an ammunition magazine; a young able seaman would be the sole survivor of her 728-man crew when the battleship blew up and sank. Her sister ship, the Imperator Aleksandr, was lost with all hands after she sustained several direct hits, took on water, and capsized. The battleship Oslyabya was holed by dozens of shells and plunged to the bottom of the Tsushima Strait an hour into the battle. The onslaught continued throughout the night, as Japanese destroyers and torpedo boats pressed home repeated, aggressive torpedo attacks on the beleaguered Russians. After losing two more battleships and two cruisers, the remnants of the Russian fleet surrendered the following morning.

Over four thousand Russians had died and nearly six thousand were taken prisoner. Twenty-one Russian warships had been sunk. Seven vessels, including four battleships, would end up in the hands of the Japanese. A half-dozen ships fled to neutral ports, where they were interned along with their crews for the duration. Only three ships of the Russian fleet escaped the slaughter to arrive safely in Vladivostok. Against this, the Russian Navy destroyed but three Japanese torpedo boats and inflicted some seven hundred casualties.

The Battle of Tsushima Strait would be a national humiliation for Imperial Russia, contributing greatly to the eventual downfall of Czar Nicholas II. Facing a rising tide of social and political unrest at home following Russia’s stunning defeat, Nicholas would welcome the offer of American president Theodore Roosevelt to negotiate a peace treaty with Japan.

During the battle, Tetsutaro Sato had served on the staff of Vice Admiral Kamimura aboard his flagship, the armored cruiser Izumo. In 1906 Sato would return to the Naval War College to resume his work, armed with a wealth of new information and lessons learned from the Russo-Japanese War. The experience at Tsushima Strait served to validate a number of strategic precepts taught by Alfred Thayer Mahan as well as the operational planning of the Japanese Navy General Staff. Japan had benefited greatly from its investment in ships of high quality and in new technologies such as modern optics and range-finding equipment, wireless telegraphy, and improved munitions.

The enemy had been completely outclassed by Japan’s efficient fleet maneuvering and superior gunnery, disciplines that could only be maintained through relentless drill and fleet exercises. The attrition strategy of night attacks by destroyers and torpedo boats against a much larger enemy fleet had proven to be highly successful and would become a mainstay of Japanese tactical doctrine.

In his 1902 work Retrospect and Prospect, Mahan wrote that one of the fundamental principles of naval warfare was “that defense is insured only by offense, and that the one decisive objective of the offensive is the enemy’s organized force, his battle fleet.” Considered incontrovertible in the halls of the Naval War College in Tokyo, adherence to this Mahanian catechism had been the key to Japanese victory. Admiral Togo had courageously sought the all-important kantai kessen, the decisive battle, where the enemy fleet had been soundly beaten by the superior gunfire of Japanese capital ships. Thereafter, the Japanese would view the decisive fleet engagement as the single most critical objective in naval combat, with an emphasis bordering on obsession. It would dominate strategic thinking in the Imperial Japanese Navy for the remainder of its existence.

Even as Tetsutaro Sato began a new series of lectures at the Naval War College using these examples to expand upon his earlier work, another momentous event occurred that not only would be a major turning point in the development of sea power—it would also have far-reaching geopolitical effects and touch off a massive naval arms race in the years leading up to the First World War.




CHAPTER 4

DREADNOUGHT

AT PORTSMOUTH DOCKYARD ON FEBRUARY 10, 1906, THE ROYAL NAVY launched the powerful HMS Dreadnought. The brainchild of First Sea Lord Admiral Sir John “Jackie” Fisher, in a single stroke the British established an entirely new standard for capital ship design and rendered obsolete every other battleship afloat.

At over 500 feet long and 80 feet at the beam, she displaced just over 18,000 tons. The Dreadnought was the first battleship to be propelled by steam-driven turbines, making her capable of an impressive 21 knots and thus the fastest battleship in the world. The importance of speed was just one of the lessons Jackie Fisher and the Dreadnought’s design team gleaned from the reports of British naval officers who had observed the Battle of Tsushima Strait and noted just how quickly Togo had outmaneuvered the slower ships of the Russian fleet.

The Dreadnought would be known as the first “all big gun” battleship, mounting five turrets of double 12-inch guns utilizing the latest fire control technology and capable of a range of over 20,000 yards, all but assuring that the Royal Navy would dominate any decisive fleet encounters like Tsushima in the foreseeable future. For protection against enemy shells and torpedoes, much of the Dreadnought’s Krupp-designed armor was nearly a foot thick. So revolutionary was her design that future battleships incorporating these advanced features became known as “dreadnoughts,” while the now-antiquated battleships that came before her would be referred to as “pre-dreadnoughts.”

The design and launching of the Dreadnought had come after the first of
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