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AUTHOR’S NOTE


Under the supervision of the Demobilization Bureau, the basic material contained in this monograph was compiled and written in Japanese by former officers … The paucity of original orders, plans and unit journals, which are normally essential in the preparation of this type of record, most of which were lost or destroyed during field operations or bombing raids rendered the task of compilation most difficult … However, while many of the important orders, plans and estimates have been reconstructed from memory and therefore are not textually identical with the original, they are believed to be generally accurate and reliable.

—Japanese Operational Monograph, JAPANESE RESEARCH DIVISION, MILITARY HISTORY SECTION, HEADQUARTERS, ARMY FORCES FAR EAST, 1946, PREFACE, P. V.



RASHOMON IS A JAPANESE TERM THAT DESCRIBES HOW DIFFERENT witnesses to the same event can shape its story differently, based on individual perception. Rashomon also applies to the history of the I-400 submarines because the memories of their officers and crew sometimes differ. As the preface to the Allied monograph on Japanese military history indicates above, many Japanese records were destroyed during or immediately after the war. As a result, I have relied primarily on first-person accounts either oral or written. When accounts differ, I have indicated the differences in a footnote.

Additionally, Japanese records show an event happening a day later than U.S. records. This is because Japanese time is 13 to 16 hours ahead of U.S. time, depending on the U.S. time zone and daylight savings. For example, the attack on Pearl Harbor happened on Monday, December 8, in Japan, but the date is emblazoned in American memory as Sunday, December 7. The fact that many Japanese records were lost, or intentionally destroyed, at the end of the war means dates can be difficult to establish. When dates are in conflict or doubt, a footnote explains the difference. Any errors are my own.

Finally, Japanese names appear in Western style, with the family name coming last. In the interest of simplicity, I have also omitted any macrons. Ages are also stated in Western terms. (Prior to World War II, Japanese children were considered one year old when they were born.) And though the Japanese do not refer to ships as male or female, I have done so throughout the text to maintain consistency with Western convention.


PRINCIPAL ACTORS


IMPERIAL JAPANESE NAVY
(IJN, OR DAI-NIPPON TEIKOKU KAIGUN)

NAVAL GENERAL STAFF (GUNREIBU)


• Cdr. Yasuo Fujimori, staff officer submarines. He was dedicated to steering the I-400 program through a hostile bureaucracy.

• Cdr. Shojiro Iura, staff officer submarines. He opposed the I-400 program, even though he wanted to bomb Oregon.



COMBINED FLEET (RENGO KANTAI)


• Adm. Isoroku Yamamoto, commander in chief of the Combined Fleet. He dreamed up the I-400 submarines as a follow-up punch to Pearl Harbor.

• Capt. Kamato Kurojima, Yamamoto’s chief staff officer. He helped make sure a resistant naval bureaucracy built Yamamoto’s underwater aircraft carriers.



SIXTH FLEET (IJN SUBMARINE FORCE, OR Dai-roku Kantai)

Submarine Squadron 1 (SubRon 1, or Daiichi Sensuitai), sometimes called Sensuikan tokugata (Special submarine), or Sen-toku for short. In some instances the I-400 submarines were also referred to as tokugata, or “special model” subs.1


• Cdr. Tatsunosuke Ariizumi, squadron commander. The British may have called him “the Butcher,” but his reputation inside the Imperial Japanese Navy was just as tough.



I-401 (SQUADRON FLAGSHIP) KEY OFFICERS AND CREW


• Lt. Cdr. Nobukiyo Nambu, commanding officer. The emotional instability of his superior officer forced him to make the toughest decision of his life.

• Lt. Muneo Bando, chief navigator. He knew how to ingratiate himself with the enemy as much as with his boss.

• Lt. Tsugio Yata, chief gunnery officer. He helped repel the enemy’s first attack.



I-400


• Cdr. Toshio Kusaka, commanding officer. His crew respected him, even though he’d massacred prisoners.



I-14


• Cdr. Tsuruzo Shimizu, commanding officer. He was as lucky as he was skilled.



I-13


• Cdr. Katsuo Ohashi, commanding officer. Last to be ready, his crew would pay the price.



631ST AIR GROUP (ASSIGNED TO SUBRON 1)


• Lt. Cdr. Tadashi Funada. One of Japan’s foremost test pilots, he came up with the Seiran’s poetic nickname.

• Lt. Cdr. Masayoshi Fukunaga, executive officer. Loved by some, he was viewed as incompetent by others.

• Lt. Atsushi Asamura, Seiran squadron leader, I-401. He would gladly give his life in support of the mission.

• Ens. Kazuo Takahashi, Seiran pilot, I-400. He questioned whether they really had what it took to succeed.

• WO (warrant flying officer) Nobuo Fujita, seaplane pilot, I-25. He was the first enemy pilot to bomb the U.S. mainland.



U.S. NAVY

COMSUBPAC
(COMMANDER SUBMARINE FORCE, U.S. PACIFIC FLEET)


• Vice Adm. Charles A. Lockwood, commander, submarine force, U.S. Pacific Fleet. His subs helped bring an end to the war with Japan.



USS SEGUNDO (SS 398)


• Cdr. James D. Fulp, Jr., commanding officer (May 1944–June 1945). His crew trusted him like no other skipper.

• Lt. Cdr. Stephen Lobdell Johnson, commanding officer (June 1945-February 1946). His seeming inexperience rattled his crew.

• Lt. John E. “Silent Joe” Balson, executive officer. Steady under the worst of circumstances, he would lead the I-401’s boarding party.

• Lt. (jg) L. Rodney Johnson. When he first saw the I-401, he thought it was a ship.

• Lt. (jg) Victor S. Horgan. He was ready to sink the I-401 the moment it was required.

• QM3c (quartermaster third class) Carlo M. “Charlie” Carlucci. He wasn’t sure whom to fear more, the I-401 or his trigger-happy crewmates.
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PART 1

PROLOGUE




CHAPTER 1

FACE-OFF

THE USS SEGUNDO (SS 398) WAS FIVE DAYS OUT OF MIDWAY heading toward Japan when her crew received news that the Japanese government had accepted peace terms. As the submarine’s executive officer, Lt. John E. Balson, noted in the boat’s Fifth War Patrol Report:


HEARD THE GOOD WORD OF THE SURRENDER—AND IN ELEVEN LANGUAGES, TOO!1



Balson was second in command of the Balao-class sub, one of the newest U.S. fleet boats. Nicknamed “Silent Joe” for his reticent manner, Balson was responsible for ensuring that the captain’s orders were carried out in a correct and timely manner. He’d been with the Segundo since before her commissioning and had served on all five of her war patrols. Twenty-eight years old and already balding, Balson was a man of sly wit if few words. His all-cap entry was an uncharacteristic display of emotion for the normally phlegmatic officer. Then again, the war with Japan was finally over.

The Segundo had been patrolling the Kuril Islands when the cease-fire was announced. She hadn’t seen much activity except for a few Russian vessels.2 Nevertheless, the Sea of Okhotsk could be dangerous. Sometimes when fog blanketed the ocean’s surface, the Segundo’s sail protruded as much as 10 or 15 feet above the cloud bank, making the sub perilously visible. Other times the water was so calm, you could hear a bird take off, which meant the Segundo’s engines could be heard as well. And it was cold even in August—so cold, in fact, that you had to recycle the boat’s vents, or the valves froze, preventing the sub from diving.3

These weren’t the only ways the Kurils could kill you. The Russians had been threatening to invade Hokkaido, and Japan was close enough that a stray mine or determined patriot could still sink the sub. But now that the war was over, there was no point remaining in the area.

On August 24, 1945, the Segundo was ordered to Tokyo Bay to represent the U.S. submarine force at the upcoming surrender ceremony. The invitation was an honor for the Segundo’s crew, but they weren’t ready to relax just yet. They were still in enemy territory, and though the cease-fire agreement specified that the Japanese military were to lay down arms, some units hadn’t got the message.

It was two weeks since the Japanese emperor had asked his subjects to “endure the unendurable,” and the Segundo was heading to Tokyo with orders to mop up remnants of the once-formidable Japanese fleet.4 Not much was left of the Imperial Japanese Navy (IJN), and what was, wasn’t expected this far north. There was isolated resistance though so the Segundo continued on a wartime footing.

So far the patrol had proven uneventful.5 There’d been one encounter with a Japanese fishing boat, but as Balson noted: “there wasn’t much fight coming from him and none from us … [so we] called it a draw and retired from the scene.”6

The Segundo had been an aggressive boat despite the diminishing number of enemy targets. Her first skipper, Cdr. James Douglas Fulp, Jr., had been assigned to the sub while she was still under construction at the Portsmouth Navy Yard in New Hampshire. Fulp had put an indelible stamp on the boat’s crew while commanding her first four war patrols. During that time, he’d sunk two Japanese warships, eight merchants, and seven sampans and earned the Segundo a total of four battle stars. These results weren’t surprising given the fact that Fulp was an experienced sub captain. Tall, athletic, and matinee-idol handsome, he radiated the kind of confidence his men had come to respect. He was 34 (old for a sub captain) and quiet by nature. But that only contributed to his command presence.

Fulp prosecuted the war with just the right balance of aggressiveness and caution. His crew knew he was somebody they could count on to sink a combatant ship and bring them home safely. They also appreciated his fairness. Some commanding officers (CO) were despots, but Fulp was even-handed when dealing with his men. He never dressed them down in front of one another, and he listened more than he spoke. Though he could be remote, that wasn’t unusual for a CO. It was better for Fulp to be distant than overly familiar, since the crew’s lives depended on his objectivity. In other words, the Segundo’s, first skipper had everything a crew liked in a sub captain: he was mature, steady, and reliable. They happily served under him.

All this had changed, however, before the Segundo departed on her fifth and final war patrol. The sub was still in Midway undergoing refit when Fulp received orders transferring him to Pearl Harbor. He had eight war patrols under his belt and was due for rotation. But Fulp had built the Segundo into a formidable fighting machine. And if it’s true that a combat submarine operates like a family, then Fulp’s departure was like depriving the crew of their father. The men were sorry to see him go.

Unfortunately, the boat’s new skipper, Lt. Cdr. Stephen Lobdell Johnson, was a different breed of captain. He was younger than Fulp with a cockiness that put his crew on edge. The first time S1c (seaman first class) Richard “Fox” Binkley saw Captain Johnson at Midway, his new skipper was shooting dice with the men. To Binkley, Johnson didn’t make a good impression. He acted more like a crew member than an officer, not the kind of captain he was used to serving under.7

Lt. (jg) Victor Horgan also had concerns about his new CO. Horgan had overheard the tall, lanky Johnson tell his officers, “When we get off this patrol, they’ll be throwing medals down our hatch.” Was this the kind of guy you could respect? Horgan wasn’t sure.8 He too had seen Johnson play dice with the men. It wasn’t how the CO of a combat submarine, not to mention an Annapolis graduate, was supposed to act.9

In fact, the more the crew saw of Johnson, the more they worried he was a “Hollywood skipper.” He may have had other capabilities, but he was noticeably lacking in Fulp’s gravitas. It almost seemed as if the Segundo was the 29-year-old Johnson’s first command. It wasn’t, it was his third. If his officers had known this, it would have worried them all the more.10

Horgan wasn’t the only one who sensed a problem. One night before the Segundo left on her fifth war patrol, he went drinking with his fellow officers at a Midway bar. While his friends drank beer and gossiped about their new CO, Horgan played a slot machine. Frustration had been building ever since Johnson’s arrival, and the beer loosened their tongues. As the night wore on, a consensus grew that it might be time to ask off the boat.

While Horgan played the slots, Lt. (jg) Lewis Rodney Johnson (no relation to Captain Johnson) called over:

“You going to stay with the boat, Vic?”11

Horgan was tired of losing to the aptly named one-armed bandit and moved to a new machine. Pulling the lever, he stood motionless as a jackpot fell into place. Not believing his luck, he switched to another machine, and the same thing happened. Trying a third machine, he again hit the jackpot. Horgan was feeling lucky.

“Yeah, I’ll stay,” he said.

“We will too, then.”

And that was the end of that.12

Lieutenant Balson remained as the Segundo’s, executive officer (XO) after Fulp left. He recognized that their new captain was different. Johnson was a smooth talker, highly polished and well dressed. Even his nickname was “Slick,” which wasn’t always a compliment.

Balson knew a change in command was nothing to worry about. He’d seen his share of sub captains, and no two were alike. Given time, most crews adjusted to a new skipper’s foibles.13 If not, the U.S. sub force was 100 percent volunteer—you could always ask off the boat.

The biggest issue Captain Johnson faced was the Segundo’s tight-knit crew. Most of the men had been aboard since the boat’s commissioning 15 months earlier, and they’d been shaped by Fulp’s command style. Importantly, Fulp had gotten them out of some pretty tight spots. Would their new skipper be as talented? A change in command was not to be taken lightly, but Balson expected the crew would come around. Time had a habit of sorting out problems.

Of course, Captain Johnson’s presumed impetuosity was less of an issue now that the war was over. The one thing the men didn’t want though was for something stupid to happen. Sailors are a superstitious lot, and now that a cease-fire was in place, they didn’t want any last-minute screwups sending them to the bottom. Home was the preferred direction.

There were still plenty of mines in Japanese waters, and tales of suicide attacks continued to circulate. The recent communiqué from Adm. Chester W. Nimitz, Commander in Chief of the Pacific Fleet, stressed the uncertainty of their situation:


MAINTAIN DEFENSIVE AND INTERNAL SECURITY MEASURES AT HIGHEST LEVEL AND BEWARE OF TREACHERY OR LAST MOMENT ATTACKS BY ENEMY FORCES OR INDIVIDUALS.14

It was another way of saying, anything could still happen.



IT WAS FIFTEEN minutes before midnight on August 28, 1945, when Lieutenant Johnson relieved Lt. “Mac” McLaughlin as officer of the deck. Watch officers customarily appeared early when relieving each other. Extra time was needed to conduct the handover since important information had to be exchanged. The two men huddled on the bridge as McLaughlin passed along the sub’s course, her speed, and the captain’s latest orders. When they finished, Lieutenant Johnson went to the sub’s fantail to begin his watch.15

The Segundo was on the surface about 100 miles off Honshu, heading south toward Tokyo.16 It was the fourteenth day of the cease-fire, and not one enemy warship had been sighted since her patrol had begun. It was a cold night and visibility was poor,17 but the ocean was calm,18 and Lieutenant Johnson decided to take advantage of what little moonlight there was to scan the horizon.

When he first spotted an object south of the sub, Johnson thought his eyes were playing tricks on him. But the more he looked the more certain he became that something was out there. Meanwhile Alex “Snoopy” Leitch was sipping coffee in the conning tower when a blip appeared on his radar screen. Leitch was surprised at how large the object was. Something that size should have been picked up at 15,000 yards, yet it hadn’t appeared until it was within a third of that distance.19

Leaping the few steps to get under the bridge hatch, Leitch shouted, “Radar contact; 5,500 yards!”*

At first nobody was sure what they were dealing with.20 No U.S. ships were reported in the area, and it was unlikely to be an enemy vessel this far north.21 There was no mistaking the blip, though, which was sizable and doing 15 knots.22 If it was American, fine. But if it was Japanese, they had a problem.

Captain Johnson flew up into the conning tower demanding the target’s range and bearing. Determined to take a closer look, he called for “Tracking Stations.”23 When the Segundo closed to within 3,000 yards,24 the dark silhouette materialized into the shape of a gigantic submarine.25 The sub was so big, it looked like a surface ship. It easily dwarfed the Segundo. Since the Allies had nothing remotely close in size, the sub had to be Japanese.

Before Johnson could declare battle stations sparks began flying out of the mysterious sub’s diesel exhaust.26 Clearly, they’d been spotted. As Johnson scrambled his men, the Japanese sub rabbited into the night at flank speed.27

Lieutenant Horgan was in the control room plotting the enemy’s course as the chase ensued. Horgan knew fighting was still going on in the Pacific, but he couldn’t understand why a Jap sub would run away. After all, the war had been over for 14 days. Nevertheless, the situation seemed dangerous as hell.28 Here they were chasing an enemy sub without knowing what they were dealing with. Any way you looked at it, they had a tiger by the tail.29

As the chase extended into the early morning hours, Johnson pushed the Segundo to 20 knots.30 Every time he tried drawing near, the Japanese sub pulled away. Johnson didn’t trust the enemy not to fire on them, so he settled off their stern quarter at a distance of 4,000 yards.31 He also made sure his torpedo tubes were loaded and ready. If the Jap sub tried anything funny, he’d sink her first.

The Segundo’s new captain found himself in an uncomfortable position. Had it not been for the cease-fire, he’d have let go with a spread and sent her to the bottom. But Johnson’s orders prevented him from sinking the sub unless fired upon even though fleeing could be considered a hostile action.32 Not surprisingly, he didn’t want to give the enemy that chance.33

To complicate matters, he was having trouble reaching his superiors at ComSubPac (Commander, Submarine Force, U.S. Pacific Fleet).34 At the very least, he wanted to inform them of the situation and request permission to torpedo the sub. The Segundo’s captain wasn’t going to play cat and mouse forever, but he was unsuccessful in reaching his command.35 For the time being, he was on his own.36

First one hour passed, then another. As the pursuit dragged on, the crew began speculating. No one had expected an unescorted Japanese sub this close to Tokyo, least of all one heading in the opposite direction of the main sub base at Yokosuka. The fact she’d turned tail and run only added to their curiosity.

But as dawn approached, something unusual happened. The enemy sub began slowing. Johnson wasn’t sure what she was up to. Maybe she was ready to surrender, or maybe she was getting into firing position. Fortunately, he’d reached ComSubPac, which advised him to capture the enemy if possible. If they resisted, he was free to sink them.37

Shortly after four o’clock the morning of August 29, Johnson called QM3c Carlo Carlucci to the bridge. It was Carlucci’s first war patrol. A tough kid from the Bronx whose accent was like a punch in the face, he’d been sleeping when the Segundo first spotted the Japanese sub. He was wide awake now though, as he “horsed” the cast iron signal lamp to the Segundo’s bridge.38 Rapidly flicking its shutters, Carlucci pounded out the international code for “stop.”

The enemy sub failed to acknowledge the message even though it was impossible to misunderstand its meaning. The sub may have slowed, but she showed no signs of stopping. Finally, after a few minutes, Carlucci received an affirmative reply.39 Two minutes later the enemy sub lay dead in the water.40

As dawn slowly illuminated the Japanese sub, Johnson and his men were in for a big surprise. They weren’t facing a typical submarine. It was, in fact, the largest submarine the Segundo’s crew had ever seen. Horgan thought she was huge, at least twice as big as the Segundo. Carlucci was convinced she was three times as large, and MM (machinist’s mate) Wallace C. Karnes, Jr., could have sworn she was four times bigger. Whatever her actual size, the Japanese sub loomed over the Balao-class boat.

Johnson knew they’d stumbled across something unusual. The enemy sub was big all right, but what he didn’t realize was that he faced the largest submarine in the world, a sub so huge she would remain the largest until the USS Triton (SSRN 586) was commissioned in 1959.

Johnson’s men had every reason to feel small. At just over 400 feet in length, the “Jap sub” was longer than a football field. And at 5,223 tons,41 her surface displacement was more than three times that of the Segundo’s. It wasn’t just her size that made for such a menacing spectacle; the Jap sub also bristled with weaponry. With a 5.5-inch gun on her aft deck; three triple-barrel 25mm antiaircraft guns; and a single 25mm mount on the bridge, the Japanese sub was all business. There were also eight torpedo tubes in her bow, two more than the Segundo had, and it was reasonable to assume she carried the deadliest torpedoes of the war: the Type 95, based on the “Long Lance.”† The Type 95 packed an 891-pound warhead with way more punch than the Segundo’s Mark 14s.42 Johnson wanted to avoid the Japanese torpedoes like the horns of a bull. Not only did they have a third more explosive power than his own torpedoes; they had nearly three times the range and were faster to boot.43 Whatever the boat’s weaponry, the crew of the Segundo had no doubt that they were dealing with a monster sub; a sub that not only dwarfed her in size but was armed to the teeth and whose intentions were painfully unclear.

The boat’s size and weaponry weren’t the only things intimidating the Segundo’s crew; the ungainliness of her superstructure also looked nefarious. Her monolithic sail was as high as a three-story building. It should have painted an enormous radar signature, but it appeared to be sitting on an indented base designed to reflect radar waves back into the sea. The most noticeable aspect of the superstructure though was a huge compartment running the length of her deck. The housing was more than 100 feet long and so massive, her sail had to be offset nearly seven feet to starboard to keep the sub from tipping over.

It wasn’t hard to guess what the cavernous structure held, because a catapult stretched from a gigantic, bulbous door toward the bow. This was a plane-carrying sub. But what kind of plane was carried inside such an enormous hangar? The Japanese sub fleet was known to carry scouting planes, biwinged “put-puts” strictly for reconnaissance. This sub was more like an underwater aircraft carrier.

If Captain Johnson felt alarm at the enemy sub’s contradictory behavior, he didn’t show it. But you could never underestimate the ferocity of the Japanese military even in defeat. If Johnson misjudged the situation even slightly, the Segundo was in for trouble. To ensure that didn’t happen, he brought his bow torpedo tubes to bear on his adversary and ordered his helmsman to close the distance.44

As Johnson aimed his binoculars at the Japanese sub a short distance away he could detect nothing wrong with her. In fact, she looked to be in good condition.45 He could make out five figures atop her sail, at least two of which were staring at him through their own binoculars. It appeared to be a Mexican standoff.

By all rights the Japanese sub should surrender. But her decision to flee and her reluctance to stop, especially after being chased, suggested they didn’t intend to give up easily. Yes, they were flying the black surrender flag and her deck guns were pointed downward. Yet nothing else in the sub’s behavior indicated that Johnson should take the flag seriously. After all, she still flew her naval ensign, the Asahi, with the red and white rays of the rising empire.

One thing was for sure—nobody in the United States Navy had ever seen a sub like this. For the submarine the Segundo now confronted was the I-401, the largest, most powerful class of sub built by Japan during World War II. She had been designed for a mission so secretive that the U.S. military didn’t know anything about it, a mission that Admiral Yamamoto, the architect of the attack on Pearl Harbor, had planned himself, a mission so audacious that the Imperial Japanese Navy saw it as a way to change the course of the war in their favor.

As Captain Johnson watched the sub float menacingly in the distance, he carefully considered his options. Depending on what happened next, a resumption of hostilities was likely. If the Japanese refused to follow his orders, he’d have no choice but to blow them out of the water.

What Captain Johnson didn’t appreciate was just how reluctant the I-401 was to surrender. Not only was the sub part of a top secret squadron of underwater aircraft carriers, it was the flagship that carried the squadron commander, Tatsunosuke Ariizumi.

Commander Ariizumi had been involved with the development of the I-400 subs almost from their beginning. Some people considered him their father.46 He certainly knew they’d been designed to attack the U.S. mainland. Why, only a month previously, the planes stored in the sub’s enormous on-deck hangar had been painted to resemble American aircraft, to help slip past U.S. air defenses.

Given her pedigree, the I-401 wasn’t going to surrender without a fight. In fact, surrendering to the enemy would be more than unacceptable to Commander Ariizumi; it would be an embarrassment and a disgrace. It went against all his years of training as a loyal subject of the emperor and a commander in the Imperial Japanese Navy.

And so, much to their surprise, the men of the USS Segundo were about to learn that World War II wasn’t over quite yet because, along with their unproven skipper, they found themselves in what promised to be the last great shooting match of the Pacific war.


* Alex Leitch, the Segundo’s radar operator on duty, recalled spotting the I-401 at a distance of only 3,000 yards, while the Patrol Report says the sub was spotted at 5,500 yards. Since the Patrol Report indicates that the Segundo closed to within 3,000 yards of the target, it’s more likely that the I-401 was spotted 5,500 yards out; otherwise there would have been no distance to close. See Segundo, Fifth War Patrol Report, August 28, 1945, 2353; Alex Leitch, “The Chase, Capture, and Boarding of a Japanese Submarine,” Polaris, December 1985, http://​home.​earthlink.​net/​~richandannie/​id71.​html.

† Rear Adm. Samuel Eliot Morison was the naval historian who came up with the nickname “Long Lance.” Another term popularized by the West rather than the Japanese was kamikaze. According to M. G. Sheftall, Blossoms in the Wind: Human Legacies of the Kamikaze (New York: NAL Caliber, 2006), p. 60, the Japanese used the term tokko to describe their suicide tactics. The term kamikaze, for suicide attack, came into fashion only after the war and largely because American media and historians popularized it.




CHAPTER 2

THE I-401

LT. CDR. NOBUKIYO NAMBU STOOD ON THE I-401’S BRIDGE, squinting through his binoculars at the American submarine 400 yards off their starboard side. He’d done nothing to antagonize the enemy. Nevertheless, the American sub seemed insistent on a showdown.

The I-401 was one of the last survivors of the Sixth Fleet, the submarine arm of the Teikoku Kaigun, the Imperial Japanese Navy. It was a testament to Captain Nambu’s skill, forbearance, and luck that he’d survived this long, especially since his combat career had begun at Pearl Harbor. But the I-401 was an offensive weapon and Nambu a successful and aggressive skipper. He didn’t like being challenged.

Nambu was fiercely proud of his command. Not only was the I-401 the world’s largest submarine; she could travel one and a half times around the globe without refueling. She had a top surface speed of 19 knots (six and a half submerged)1 and could dive in 56 seconds,2 no small feat for such a large sub. Finally, she could remain on patrol for 120 days,3 twice as long as the Segundo’s typical voyage.

But the I-401’s most unusual feature was her three state-of-the-art special attack planes, carried in her watertight hangar. Purpose-built to bomb New York City and Washington, D.C., the Aichi M6A1 planes were so secret, the Allies didn’t know about them until after the war. This means, the I-401 wasn’t just a major offensive weapon in a submarine fleet forced to play defense—she was an underwater aircraft carrier designed to hold three of Japan’s most secret and technologically advanced torpedo bombers, built to attack the U.S. mainland.

As Nambu watched through his binoculars, the American sub acted as if she were in a western quick-draw contest. It didn’t help that Commander Ariizumi stood beside him expressing unhappiness with the situation. Both men had been reluctant to accept the emperor’s surrender announcement when it was broadcast on August 15.4 They’d been overhearing Allied radio programs all week5 indicating that Japan was about to give in. Nambu had dismissed them as propaganda and carried on as if nothing were wrong.6 But it was hard to ignore the Taikai Rei, or Imperial Rescript, when it finally arrived. Even though its language was so archaic they had trouble understanding it,7 Nambu threw his hands up in anger when he read “endure the unendurable.” He knew it meant surrender.

“Could they really do something this stupid?” he cried.8

Everyone knew the war was going badly. Nobody expected to return home alive. But what were they supposed to do after five long years of fighting? Surrender to the enemy? What was command thinking?

Squadron Commander Ariizumi was so incensed by the news, he didn’t even finish reading the decree.9 Neither Ariizumi nor Nambu informed the crew that Japan had surrendered.10 Instead, they submerged the sub and continued on their deadly mission.

When the I-401 next surfaced, it was the evening of August 16, and a flood of communiqués deluged the radio room.11 The orders were so contradictory, it was hard to understand their mission status. Order number 114 confirmed that peace had been declared and a cease-fire was about to be signed.12 But the order also stated: “All submarines shall execute predetermined missions and attack enemy if discovered.”13 Clearly, the I-401 was being told to complete her mission despite the cease-fire. Subsequent orders suggested otherwise.

Nambu recognized the confusion as the death throes of the empire.14 What he didn’t appreciate was just how chaotic things were. At Kure, Japan’s second-largest sub base, Sixth Fleet junior officers had broken into the armory, commandeered weapons, and requested permission to continue the war.15 Meanwhile six Japanese subs intent on attacking the enemy had put out to sea of their own accord.16

Things were no better at the Sasebo sub base. One sub captain sent a defiant telegram to Admiral Tadashige Daigo, commander in chief of the Sixth Fleet, proclaiming: “Though defeated in war, Japan will never die. We will fight to defend our country until the last soldier. We depart … today to attack the enemy.”17

The Imperial Japanese Navy had never planned on surrender, and since individual initiative wasn’t highly prized, many commanders didn’t know what to do. The situation was unprecedented.

Nambu had been taught that when torn between surrender and death, it’s best to choose death,18 yet deep in his heart he wished to return to his family. Though he’d never admit to such feelings, Nambu was as human as the next man. He was also reluctant to surrender. The reason was more than just pride—it was belief in the entire imperial system. To surrender would be shameful; to die for the emperor, glorious.

Such thinking wasn’t unusual for a Sixth Fleet sub captain. But Nambu was different in other ways. Over six feet tall with an erect bearing and a handsome face, Nambu had a full head of hair that he brushed straight back from his forehead. Despite his modest upbringing, he’d demonstrated intellectual acumen at an early age.19 His parents had high aspirations for their only son, hoping he’d go into medicine, politics, or the military; the only routes for advancement in a stratified society. But Nambu and his sister were orphaned at an early age, curtailing their options. Fortunately, when it came time to take the naval academy’s famously difficult entrance exam, Nambu’s precocity paid off. He was one of only two boys from his prefecture to be admitted.*

What really differentiated the 34-year-old sub captain was his command philosophy. Nambu took a different approach when it came to his crew, and the results showed. Thoughtful, deliberate, and always in control, he had his men’s welfare at heart, and they trusted him because of it. He didn’t have to command respect, he earned it.

Ariizumi, by contrast, couldn’t have been more different.

Raised in a well-to-do family with a history of naval service, Arizumi had had a comfortable upbringing. Loyalty to the emperor and filial piety were so ingrained in him that he probably had taken it for granted that he’d attend the naval academy.

The commander’s family traced their roots back to samurai, but the difference between Ariizumi and Nambu extended beyond upbringing. Ariizumi had at least ten more years of experience in the Imperial Japanese Navy. He’d not only captained submarines—he was the Naval General Staff’s senior submarine officer when the war began. He’d also planned the midget sub attack against Pearl Harbor and had participated in the development of Yamamoto’s I-400 subs. In other words, Ariizumi knew his way around the halls of the Navy Ministry, while Nambu was still a line officer. Ariizumi set policy; Nambu carried it out. Though this understates Nambu’s command ability, naval roles left little room for deviation. They may have had their share of disagreements, but Ariizumi was Nambu’s superior officer, period.

Ariizumi’s rank didn’t make him good-looking though. Best described as roly-poly, he had a round, pudgy face, shiny skin, and limp black hair that he parted neatly on the left. When standing side by side, Ariizumi and Nambu looked more like a bowling ball and a tenpin than a superior officer and a subordinate.

The differences weren’t just cosmetic though; they were stylistic as well. Ariizumi was a forbidding autocrat with a reputation for being meticulous and demanding. He also had a temper. Sometimes he even struck his men—not an uncommon practice in the Imperial Japanese Navy. Admirers described him as tough. Detractors called him ruthless. Unsurprisingly, the I-401’s crew were intimidated by Ariizumi. Some even feared him.

About the only thing Ariizumi and Nambu had in common, besides their loyalty to the emperor, was their mustaches. Ariizumi preferred his thin and clipped, while Nambu’s was almost luxuriant. The crew so admired Nambu’s mustache, they said it made him look like a movie star.20 But Nambu wasn’t vain; he was straightforward and predictable. Ariizumi, on the other hand, was volatility personified.

The surrender announcement had shaken both men to the core, especially since neither was the type to give up. And now that an American submarine menaced them, they were faced with an important decision. Nambu was responsible for a top secret, state-of-the-art sub, as well as the lives of its 204 crew. He also had a commanding officer with no intention of allowing a despised enemy to capture his flagship. But Nambu’s thinking had evolved since his first pained acknowledgment of Japan’s surrender. The more he thought about the emperor’s edicts, the more he realized they were being called home to help rebuild the nation. That meant returning his men safely to Japan.

Ariizumi disagreed.

Nambu knew their fate depended on how he managed the commander, but he could not go against his superior officer. Ariizumi was responsible for all the aircraft and submarines in SubRon 1 (Submarine Squadron 1), not just the I-401. Since the war’s end, however, SubRon 1 lay sunk or scattered. Additionally, Nambu had purposefully kept the I-401’s whereabouts secret, despite repeated calls from Sixth Fleet headquarters to disclose their location.21 Both men were determined to operate on their own terms, and both were desperate to complete their self-appointed missions.

Still, the change in circumstances had muddled the I-401’s command structure. The crew only took orders from Nambu, but Ariizumi commanded the squadron. It was possible he might cross the line and begin issuing orders himself, especially if Nambu wouldn’t. Ariizumi’s unpredictability didn’t help matters. If he began telling Nambu’s crew what to do, would they obey him?

Ironically, they’d been only ten hours from their final destination when they crossed paths with the enemy. And they wouldn’t have stopped if their port engine hadn’t broken down.22 But now that they faced an American submarine, all bets were off.

Ariizumi wasn’t ready to surrender, especially outside Japanese waters. Unfortunately, the American sub wasn’t giving him much alternative. As Nambu saw it, they only had three choices: to run, to attack, or to surrender. If they repaired their engine in time, they could try to run, but the American submarine was likely to sink them before they got very far. They could attack the U.S. sub, using the few resources they had left, but Nambu well knew they were at a disadvantage. Finally, they could surrender, but neither Nambu nor Ariizumi wanted the loss of face. It was the perfect doomsday scenario, each option leading to catastrophe.

There was one option, though, that Nambu hadn’t considered—one he’d completely overlooked. Unfortunately, it was the one option that Commander Ariizumi presented to him, and he did so as a fait accompli. They would scuttle the I-401 with all hands on board. Everyone would die for the emperor.

Ariizumi’s decision made sense on one level. The I-401 was his flagship, and he didn’t want it captured by the enemy. It was also an honorable way to die. But Ariizumi’s option made Nambu ache with regret. Here they were, the war finally over, practically in sight of their homeland, and the commander wanted to bury them at sea. Yes, it avoided the ignominy of capture while preserving the honor of the Imperial Japanese Navy, but it wasn’t the fate Nambu wanted for his men.

Nambu knew the lives of his crew depended on what he did next. Unfortunately, in all his years as a naval officer, he’d never faced such a dilemma. Would he violate the command structure he’d sworn to uphold? Would Ariizumi even stand down if confronted?

Nambu had to do something, and he had to do it quickly—otherwise Ariizumi would act in his place. Time was running out. He had to act now.

That is, if the Segundo didn’t sink them first.


* Nambu graduated with Etajima’s sixty-first class in November 1933.





PART II

PREPARATION




CHAPTER 3

BIRTH

ON CHRISTMAS EVE 1941, LESS THAN THREE WEEKS AFTER THE attack on Pearl Harbor, Adm. Isoroku Yamamoto, commander in chief of Japan’s Combined Fleet, gathered his senior officers to discuss their next move.

Yamamoto’s attack on Pearl Harbor had gone better than planned. Though he hadn’t destroyed any aircraft carriers, he’d succeeded in knocking the United States out of the Pacific for six months, buying Japan the time she needed to continue her southern advance and consolidate territorial gains. Yamamoto was wise enough to know Japan stood little chance of defeating the United States in a protracted war, so the challenge remained: what to do next?

Yamamoto understood his enemy well. He’d first visited America in 1919 as a naval representative. During this time he read Life magazine,1 attended Harvard University,2 and visited the U.S. Naval War College.3 When he returned again in 1923, he made it a point to tour Detroit’s auto factories and Texan oil wells.4 He’d even lived in Washington, D.C., the seat of American power, when he was later appointed naval attaché to the Japanese embassy. Yamamoto’s time in America meant he understood that the country’s natural resources and industrial capacity far outstripped Japan’s. He knew what he was up against.

Japan needed a large geographic empire if she was going to take her place among the first-rank colonial powers; an empire with sufficient resources to support and strengthen the Japanese military machine. Her expansion into China, Burma, Indochina, and the Dutch East Indies had been made with this goal in mind. But Yamamoto needed time; time to establish a defense perimeter that would allow the Japanese Army to complete its southern advance and gain more than just a foothold in recently conquered territories. He also needed a way to make the war so painful for the United States that the American people would protest its continuation and demand that their leaders sue for an early peace. Japan’s best chance for expanding her empire lay in forcing the United States to the negotiating table.

Many Japanese leaders were convinced that Americans were decadent and weak. They not only lacked the Japanese fighting spirit, they didn’t have much tolerance for pain. Materialism had made them flabby.

Unfortunately, Japan didn’t have the resources to fight a prolonged war. That wasn’t the plan, however. The plan was to conquer those Pacific nations with the most vital commodities and to consolidate these gains behind a strong southern defense perimeter. Japan didn’t need to defeat the United States outright; she just had to hold America off long enough to secure her footing in Asia.

And Yamamoto was off to a good start. After her defeat at Pearl Harbor, the United States faced a two-ocean war, with much of her Pacific fleet damaged or destroyed. Now the admiral needed to find a way to take the war directly to the American mainland. The question was how?

No one knows the exact date when Yamamoto first came up with the idea of an offensive squadron of underwater aircraft carriers, but from Japanese accounts,* he was toying with the thought in December 1941.5 After his carrier task force returned from Oahu, Yamamoto held a gathering of his senior commanders aboard his flagship, Nagato. His officers must have been impressed as they filed into the teak-paneled cabin, which looked more like the first-class saloon on a luxury ocean liner than a wardroom where officers met.6 The battleship’s 16-inch guns, thick armor plating, and acclaimed speed made her one of the most powerful warships of the day. In spite of the opulent setting, the Combined Fleet’s commander in chief cared little for pomp and circumstance. He was famous within the IJN for being direct to the point of rudeness, an attribute appreciated by those Americans he’d met. As one colleague remarked, Yamamoto was a man who “succeeded in upsetting preconceived notions of the typical Japanese.”7 This trait was in contrast to the IJN, which preferred a more collaborative decision-making approach.

In spite of his diplomatic experience, Yamamoto disliked obfuscation, which was one reason Americans warmed to him. In addition to being a maverick, he also had a tough streak. (You didn’t get to be CINC of the Rengo Kantai without one.) He also had a surprisingly mischievous side.8 It wasn’t unusual for the commander in chief to do a headstand at a party, as an ice-breaking trick.9 Though he didn’t drink (he’d learned as an ensign that he couldn’t handle alcohol),10 he had a sweet tooth11 and a penchant for geisha houses. He also wrote mediocre poetry.12 None of this was unusual for an Imperial Japanese naval officer, except perhaps his inability to drink. Etajima, Japan’s naval academy, prided itself on turning out renaissance men, and Yamamoto was no exception.

Standing five feet three inches, Yamamoto was shorter than the average Japanese.13 He had a prominent nose, a strong chin peppered with scars, and a shaved head. Besides his surprisingly thick lips, his only distinguishing feature was two missing fingers on his left hand. He’d lost them during the 1905 Russo-Japanese War, when the barrel of an overheated deck gun exploded. Yamamoto had been serving aboard the Nisshin when the accident happened, and his body bore its scars for the rest of his life. One story has it that geishas teasingly nicknamed him “eighty sen”—two fingers, or 20 sen less than the 100 sen cost of a manicure.14 He accepted the name with characteristic good humor.

What Yamamoto enjoyed most of all was gambling. Whether it was shogi, go, mah-jongg, billiards, roulette, or bridge, Yamamoto lived for games of chance.15 As an accomplished gambler, he was willing to take a risk so long as the odds were calculable. Pearl Harbor had been a risk, and he’d won. Now he was looking to make his next big bet—which was why he’d gathered his senior officers.

Though Yamamoto could be bold, he was also realistic. When invited to discuss the chance of victory in a war against the United States, he’d told Prime Minister Fumimaro Konoe, “If we are ordered to do it, I can guarantee a tough fight for the first six months, but I have no confidence as to what [will] happen if it went on for two or three years.”16

The recent successes at Pearl Harbor, the Philippines, and Malaya had so exceeded expectations that the Japanese were feeling sensho-byo, or victory fever. Yamamoto remained calm despite the excitement over Japan’s initial victories and counseled his officers to do the same.

“This is an all-night game of mah-jongg where you play until someone collapses,” he warned. “Just because the wind was in our direction … doesn’t mean we can relax.”17

Clearly, Yamamoto’s gambling instinct had resulted in victory at Pearl Harbor. By taking the battle to the enemy’s doorstep, he’d achieved unprecedented success.† His strategy ran contrary to two of the IJN’s strongest tenets: that a decisive naval battle should be conducted at sea, and that the bigger the battleship the better. Pearl Harbor had involved aircraft carriers, not battleships, and the decisive battle had taken place in the sky over the enemy’s home anchorage, not at sea. Now it was time to take his logic one step further.

The United States had already boasted that if it came to war, it would reduce Japan’s wood and paper cities to ashes.18 American cities might have been made out of concrete, but Yamamoto thought the strategy had merit.19 As he told his commanders that day aboard the Nagato, “If we send a submarine aircraft carrier to the U.S. mainland and drop bombs like rain over their major cities, the American people will surely lose their will to fight.”20

Naturally, the right target selection was key to achieving the desired effect. The cities had to have enough political, economic, and symbolic importance to persuade Americans that continuing the war would be too painful. Certainly bombing Washington, D.C., and New York City fulfilled these criteria. Yamamoto had visited both places and knew the important role they played in America’s self image.

Yamamoto also knew that an air raid was unlikely to cause substantive damage—Japan couldn’t muster enough resources for that. But the psychological effect would be devastating, especially since there’d be no trace of the attacker. Yamamoto would not only hit a proud country in her two most important power centers, he would demonstrate yet again what the Japanese people were capable of. American leaders had badly underestimated Japan once before. Would Americans tolerate a second such mistake?

Obviously, long-range bombers were required for an attack, but Japan was too far away to launch a successful air strike. Since they’d never slip another carrier task force past the United States without being discovered, Yamamoto’s commanders discussed alternatives. The only IJN weapons platform that carried planes besides surface ships were submarines, but no submarine had ever been built with the capabilities Yamamoto required. Such a sub would need a long range to reach America’s east coast and return without refueling, a journey of nearly 38,000 nautical miles. The sub would also have to be large enough to carry at least two bombers and serve as a stable platform for launching the planes.

Though IJN subs had been carrying aircraft for more than two decades, and nearly 20 percent of all Japanese subs were equipped to carry seaplanes, none of the Sixth Fleet’s aircraft were suited for the task. The most common sub-borne plane, the Yokosuka E14Y1 floatplane, was used for reconnaissance. Its cruising speed was only 90 mph, making it easy pickings for enemy fighters. Besides, its bomb payload was tiny. Sending the Yokosuka to attack New York would be like sending a gnat to sting a bear. Importantly, IJN subs carried only a single plane, hardly enough to inflict psychological damage on a major U.S. city.

As they worked through the requirements, it soon became apparent that neither the right kind of plane, nor the right kind of submarine, existed in the Imperial Japanese Navy. That meant both weapons had to be designed from the ground up. This was asking a lot, given the competing demands the IJN faced for men and materials. Building these weapons would not be easy.

But Yamamoto was an innovative thinker. He appreciated novel ideas. He’d been one of the IJN’s first officers to see the potential for naval aviation, at a time when most of his colleagues put their faith in big guns and super-size battleships.21 Yamamoto was not a submariner though. He’d had little direct experience with the submarine force and virtually no exposure to the design and construction of submersibles. He had a limited understanding of what could be achieved.

Sometimes, a lack of preconceived notions can lead to an unexpected breakthrough. As commander in chief of the Combined Fleet, Yamamoto had every right to ask whether an underwater aircraft carrier could be built with enough range and cargo space to carry and launch attack planes against the east coast cities of the United States. When it came to the answer, Yamamoto turned to his senior staff officer and chief confidant, Kamato Kurojima.

The relationship between Yamamoto and Kurojima was an unusual one. Taciturn by nature, Yamamoto did not confide in many people. Kurojima was one of them. Yamamoto trusted his personal staff officer more than his own chief of staff. When the Navy Ministry’s Personnel Affairs Bureau tried replacing Kurojima with a new officer, Yamamoto refused the change. This was highly unusual, given the rigid nature of IJN personnel decisions, yet Kurojima remained in place while Yamamoto’s chief of staff turned over many times.22

Kurojima’s special relationship with his boss caused jealousy among his peers. It didn’t help that Kurojima’s ideas could be as unconventional as Yamamoto’s. Because of his unorthodox thinking, Kurojima was nicknamed the “Weirdo Officer,”23 but there is little doubt he was a fierce advocate for Yamamoto. Together they presented a formidable front that IJN personnel both respected and resented.

One story avidly repeated in the Navy Ministry concerned how the Naval General Staff (NGS) had originally opposed Yamamoto’s Pearl Harbor attack.24 Yamamoto grew so frustrated with their conservative thinking, he sent Kurojima to tell the NGS officers he’d resign if they didn’t support his plan. That got their attention, and NGS approval followed shortly thereafter. It’s not surprising that when Yamamoto wondered whether an underwater aircraft carrier could be built, he sent Kurojima to find out.

Given Yamamoto’s triumph at Pearl Harbor, NGS staff officers had to take Kurojima seriously. This time when he appeared, they paid attention. On January 13, 1942, less than a month after Yamamoto had raised the idea aboard the Nagato, the NGS had “studied the plan” and arranged for a meeting with the Bureau of Naval Construction to discuss specifics.25

The NGS staff officer in charge of submarines was Lt. Cdr. Tatsunosuke Ariizumi. Ariizumi would eventually command the I-400 subs, but his job, for the time being, was to explore the idea with the IJN’s foremost sub construction expert, Ariki Katayama.26 Ariizumi and Katayama eventually agreed on specifications, yet what emerged was daunting. Yamamoto’s sub would have to travel nearly 40,000 nautical miles without refueling. By comparison, the farthest cruising range for an existing IJN submarine was 20,000 nautical miles, with a more typical range of 15,000, or less than half. A U.S. Balao-class sub like the Segundo had an average range of 11,000 nautical miles, so Yamamoto’s sub would have to have nearly four times the range of an American submarine. Clearly, Yamamoto was talking about a sub of an order of magnitude bigger than anything ever built.

A sub this size would require 1,750 tons of fuel to circumnavigate the globe as well as enough provisions for four months at sea.27 (The average U.S. sub patrol was only 45 days.) Additionally, the sub would need room to carry two attack planes with a range of 600 miles, enough to reach the United States while carrying a single aerial torpedo, or the largest bomb in the naval aviation arsenal.28 The plane also had to be fast enough to evade enemy aircraft and be capable of the steep dive necessary for attack.

Finally, the sub would need a watertight hangar on its deck big enough to house two aircraft. The hangar alone would have to be at least 100 feet long, have a big enough diameter to accommodate the diameter of an airplane’s propeller, and be made of material thick enough to withstand not only the crushing pressure of the sea but machine-gun bullets from enemy planes.29 As if this weren’t enough, a powerful pneumatic catapult would have to be designed for the heaviest weight ever launched from the deck of an IJN sub.30 And a collapsible deck crane capable of lifting a ten-ton airplane31 was also needed to recover the attack planes and load them on board.

Despite its large size, the sub would have to be fast underwater. Seven knots‡ was almost as fast as a U.S. fleet sub,32 while her safety depth of 330 feet was slightly better than the “official” safety depth of a Gato-class boat.33 In addition to its plane-carrying responsibilities, the sub would have to carry offensive armament, including 27 Type 95 torpedoes and room to berth a crew of 147 to operate it.§ 34 (This number would later be increased to 157.)35 By comparison, U.S. fleet boats carried only 80 men.36

Yamamoto’s new submarine would ultimately top out at 400 feet, 3 inches long and displace 6,560 tons submerged.37 This was three times the displacement of the largest boat in the American sub force at the time. Longer than a destroyer, Yamamoto’s sub was essentially the size of a small cruiser. It wasn’t an exaggeration, then, to say that Yamamoto was asking for something akin to a small underwater aircraft carrier.

Though Yamamoto was talking about building the largest submarine the world had ever seen, those involved realized that the conning tower, bridge, and deck hangar couldn’t be so big that they’d hinder the sub’s ability to dive or maneuver underwater. These goals were mutually exclusive, however. A submarine big enough to carry and launch two planes would have to be so big, its dive time would be compromised. And though size gave the sub an advantage when storing and launching its planes, it also made her a sitting duck.

The IJN had always built the largest possible weapons to offset treaty limits imposed by America, Great Britain, France, and Italy. For example, Japan built World War II’s largest battleships (Yamato and Musashi), aircraft carrier (Shinano), and heavy cruisers. Constructing the largest sub was a natural step.

Clearly then, Yamamoto’s submarine would have to break the conventional mold. And though some IJN officers saw it as an eccentric experiment, it wasn’t a crazy idea, because the Sixth Fleet had more experience loading aircraft onto submarines than any navy in the world. In fact, repurposing inherently defensive sub-borne aircraft as offensive weapons was new strategic territory. It was the same kind of unconventional thinking that had enabled Yamamoto to conceive of carrier-borne aircraft taking the decisive naval battle to the home anchorage of the U.S. Pacific fleet.

Yamamoto wanted his follow-up punch to Pearl Harbor to be a knockout. The resulting plan called for building 18 monster subs carrying a total of 36 attack planes.38 Original forecasts estimated it would take two years before the first sub was ready. This wasn’t fast enough, and Kurojima lobbied to shorten the construction period. Though no one knew how the Pacific conflict would progress, it didn’t matter. The sooner Yamamoto’s Sensuikan Toku squadron (“Special Submarine,” abbreviated as Sen-toku)39 was ready, the sooner it could force America to the bargaining table.

Things moved quickly after Ariizumi’s meeting with Katayama. Specifications for the sub’s hull, engines, and armament were hammered out. Meanwhile the Air Technical Bureau began working on the plane design. The NGS insisted the program be treated with the highest possible security consideration,40 the same classification given to the Imperial Navy’s other superweapon, the battleship Yamato.41 Nobody except a few NGS officers including Ariizumi knew anything about the project.

By March 1942, the preliminary design for Yamamoto’s monster subs was complete.42 After further refinement, the Naval General Staff reviewed the proposal on April 27,43 a technology subcommittee meeting was held the next day, and the design was accepted on May 17.44 It was an exceptionally fast turnaround,45 especially in the consensus-building culture of the NGS. Yamamoto’s sub was a top priority.

The IJN’s Fifth Replenishment Plan–Revised, or Kai Maru–5, was issued in June 1942, with orders to build 18 of Yamamoto’s gigantic subs. Officially referred to as the I-400 class, the order shows the sub series numbered from I-400 through I-417. Construction of the first five subs was to begin in January 1943. Not surprisingly, Katayama was assigned to supervise their construction since he’d been involved with their design from the beginning.

Admiral Yamamoto’s follow-up to Pearl Harbor, a plan intended to change the course of the Pacific war, was now under way.


* Both Fujimori, Naval General Staff’s First Division chief, and Sato, Ariizumi’s staff officer, credit Yamamoto as coming up with the idea for an underwater aircraft carrier. Though this is not conclusive proof, it is certainly substantive evidence, given both men were well positioned to know firsthand. It is important to note, however, that both Lt. Cmdr. Tatsunoke Ariizumi and Yamamoto’s senior staff officer, Kamato Kurojima, have also been cited as potentially responsible for the idea. Clearly, both men played a crucial role in the development of the underwater aircraft carriers. Nevertheless, until definitive proof appears, it is the author’s belief that Yamamoto was responsible for the idea behind the Sen-toku squadron. Less conclusive, though still appealing, is the sense that the innovative yet unorthodox nature of the underwater aircraft carriers has Yamamoto’s personality stamped all over it.

† Though at the time, the Japanese viewed the attack on Pearl Harbor as a success, certain miscalculations would later come back to haunt them. Chief among them was the fact that the attack united rather discouraged a U.S. population reluctant to go to war as well as its failure to destroy the sub pens, repair shops, and fuel storage tanks at Pearl Harbor. These oversights enabled the U.S. Pacific Fleet to bounce back faster than it might have, had essential resources such as oil and repair facilities been eliminated.

‡ Nambu says the I-401 could do 7 knots underwater, while Western sources, such as Polmar and Carpenter, Submarines of the Imperial Japanese Navy 1904–1945, and Bagnasco, Submarines of World War II, cite 6.5 knots as the maximum underwater speed.

§ According to Nambu, the interior configuration of the I-401 was slightly different given her flagship status. Differences included living quarters for her squadron commander and a strategy room (among others).




CHAPTER 4

NAMBU

THE DESIGN FOR YAMAMOTO’S UNDERWATER AIRCRAFT CARRIERS was working its way through Tokyo’s naval bureaucracy when Lt. Nobukiyo Nambu arrived in the glassy waters off San Diego. It was the morning of February 21, 1942, and Nambu was excited to find himself off the continental United States once again.

The man the IJN High Command would eventually select to captain the I-401 was still an executive officer. It would be another three years before he captained the Sen-toku flagship. For the time being, he was second in command of the I-17, a frontline combat sub commissioned 11 months previously. The I-17 was the newest generation of Junsen-class sub, a Type B with a floatplane in her watertight deck hangar and a range of 14,000 nautical miles—longer than that of a U.S. sub.1 The added range was important. It allowed the I-17 to reach the west coast without refueling, an essential feature for attacking the American mainland. Nambu’s experience aboard a plane-carrying sub would prove useful when he took command of the I-401. In the meantime, he was still learning the ropes.

This was Nambu’s second war patrol aboard the I-17. His first had been at Pearl Harbor. Nambu’s sub had been stationed in the middle sentry arc north of Oahu when December 7 dawned. As the I-17’s executive officer, he was thrilled to find himself facing American territory for the first time. Though he was on the opposite side of the island from the air attack, he expected that many enemy ships would pass through his crosshairs as they fled the aerial bombardment. He was confident he’d sink at least one American battleship and maybe an aircraft carrier. But as the attack unfolded, not one ship had appeared.

The Imperial Japanese Navy deemed Pearl Harbor a success, even though the Sixth Fleet sub force contributed little to the effort. Not only had His Imperial Majesty’s submarines failed to sink an aircraft carrier, they didn’t sink a single capital ship. But Nambu didn’t have to wait long for a chance to redeem himself. Shortly after the attack was over, the I-17 was sent to the American west coast with orders to prevent naval reinforcements from reaching Hawaii.

It was December 16, 1941, when Nambu saw the U.S. mainland for the first time. Moved by the beauty of Oregon’s snow-capped mountains, he couldn’t believe he was so close to the enemy. It was surprising, though, how unprepared the Americans seemed. One of Nambu’s colleagues in an I-boat off Long Beach saw “hundreds of people sunning themselves beneath colorful umbrellas.”2 Another said car lights on shore were so bright, he could have read a book at night.3 The consensus among I-boat crews was clear.

“They certainly don’t act like there’s a war going on.”4

Nambu sunk his first ship, the SS Samoa, 15 miles off Cape Mendocino early on the morning of December 18. The I-17’s second victim came two days later, when
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