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Preface

“It Will Be All-Out”


If war with the Japanese does come, we’ll fight mercilessly. Flying Fortresses will be dispatched immediately to set the paper cities of Japan on fire. There won’t be any hesitation about bombing civilians—it will be all-out.

—PRESS CONFERENCE OF GENERAL MARSHALL, NOVEMBER 15, 19411



WHEN GEORGE MARSHALL, U.S. ARMY CHIEF OF STAFF, made his views known to a small group of prominent American journalists just weeks before Pearl Harbor, there was no prospect that the Boeing B-17 “Flying Fortress” could reach any target in the Japanese home islands. The motives for such a piece of bravado are difficult to fathom, unless Marshall hoped that a more indiscreet member of his small audience would let Japanese leaders understand the threat they faced if they risked war. Bombing of civilians was widely condemned by American opinion, including President Roosevelt, Marshall’s titular commander in chief. The reference to “paper cities” showed a casual racism common to many Westerners when they confronted Japan’s apparently exotic culture. As it turned out, bombing of Japanese cities, nearly all of them, could happen only after almost four years of a bitterly fought struggle across the South and Central Pacific. Marshall’s claim that the bombing would be “all-out” was the one promise redeemed. In 1945, Japan experienced the three most deadly bombing attacks of the war—on Tokyo, Hiroshima, and Nagasaki. Almost two-thirds of Japan’s “paper cities” were destroyed by fire and blast, the “rain of ruin” promised by President Truman in August 1945. Why that happened and with what consequences is the subject of this short book.

American military leaders had long thought about how Japan might be defeated if a Pacific war ever materialized between the two major naval powers in the region. Bombing was late on the scene because no available airplane could reach Japan from war-torn China or the southern Pacific until the advent of the B-29 “Superfortress” in summer 1944. It was inevitable, however, given the large-scale commitment to strategic bombing in the European theater, that the Army Air Forces would plan to degrade the Japanese war effort as they were doing against Germany. Strategic bombing was a central element in the Western strategic armory—where it was largely absent for its Soviet ally—because waging this kind of indirect, economic warfare matched a strategic conception that saw pressure on the enemy home front as a legitimate and effective use of air power. The British had pursued this strategy ruthlessly in Europe and hoped to join the American air forces for the campaign against Japan once Hitler was defeated. The result for Japan was the firebombing campaign from March to August 1945 and the climactic nuclear attacks in the penultimate week of the Pacific war. These are often treated as different subjects, but they were complementary operations directed at destroying Japan’s cities and will be treated as such in what follows. The British Mission to Japan, whose purpose was to compile a report on the bombing, observed the link between the two: “the incendiary raids of March undoubtedly paved the way for the collapse of morale that followed the atomic bombs.” Japanese peace feelers in June 1945, the report continued, followed these raids, “and the atomic bombs of August ripened but did not plant them.”2

The United States Army Air Forces, which carried out both conventional and nuclear raids, liked to think that air power had delivered the Japanese surrender a few days after the bombing of Hiroshima, and that has remained a conclusion endorsed by many historians. If there were ethical issues raised, the answer was military necessity against a savage enemy: bombing Japan into surrender saved untold numbers of American lives, an outcome that was regarded then and now as a higher moral imperative than concern for hundreds of thousands of Japanese civilians. “But to worry about the morality of what we were doing—Nuts,” announced Curtis LeMay, commander of the bombing campaign, twenty years after the event. “If we accomplished the job in any given battle,” he continued, “without exterminating too many of our own folks, we considered that we’d had a pretty good day.”3 Those were, and have remained, central arguments on one side of the postwar debate over the effectiveness and morality of the bombing campaign.

With the passage of time, these assumptions about the bombing seem much less clear-cut, raising as many questions as they answer and spawning a vast historical literature. Why did the American air forces adopt a strategy of indiscriminate firebombing of Japanese cities when the same air forces commanders in Europe had been critical of British “area bombing” of Germany with incendiaries designed to burn down city centers? What prompted the development of nuclear weapons and secured the decision for their use? Did the bombing, both conventional and atomic, provoke the Japanese surrender or are there other explanations that put the bombing into a context where the claims of air power have to be scaled down? Were the nuclear weapons designed as a cynical demonstration of American power and technical accomplishment to intimidate the Soviet Union as the two states rapidly approached the Cold War confrontation? Finally, the question that remains open to this day: Was the bombing morally justified and justifiable or an unpunished war crime? To each of these questions there have been a great many answers. No single subject in the history of the United States war effort has prompted so much historical, political, and philosophical writing. No set of surviving records has been subjected to so much close forensic scrutiny.

The object of this short book is to set out these issues clearly and to indicate how they might be answered with what we now know eighty years after the event. Two elements are introduced here to expand what is often a very American narrative. First, the Japanese side of the history is now much better known than it was a generation ago and is integrated as fully as possible in the discussion of both kinds of bombing and their effects on Japan’s leadership and wider population. Understanding the Japanese view of surrender shows why it was so difficult to achieve—indeed it was never called a surrender but “termination of the war.” Second, there is more here from the British side of the history, because Britain was also a major belligerent in the war against Japan but often overlooked in accounts of Japanese defeat because British forces were bogged down in Southeast Asia. Both Winston Churchill and Harry S Truman gave the nod to the use of the two atomic bombs. British bomber squadrons were poised to arrive in the Pacific just at the point at which Japan capitulated. A team of top British scientists arrived at Los Alamos in 1944 to help engineer the bombs, but they have often been airbrushed out of the narrative as if they contributed nothing of significance.4

The text that follows owes a good deal to the wealth of current scholarship, to which I am very much indebted. The issues raised in this history are often presented in terms of judging the past, particularly in this case where writers on the one hand think that it would have been better morally not to firebomb Tokyo or to submit Hiroshima and Nagasaki to atomic attacks, and writers on the other hand assume that the Japanese deserved what they got for failing to give up. The object in this book is not to judge the past but to try to understand it better in its own terms, as all good history should. Living today in a renewed age of crisis, in which civilian populations are once again subjected to indiscriminate bombardment, there are certainly lessons to be learned from this history.

Richard Overy
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CHAPTER 1

Defeat of Japan


Plan Orange: General Concept: Phase III. “A campaign directed towards the isolation of Japan through control of all waters surrounding Japan, through the equivalent of blockade operations, and through the capture and occupation of all outlying Japanese islands, intensified by an air war over Japanese territory.”

—PLAN ORANGE, GENERAL CONCEPT, 19231



IN 1906, THE AMERICAN JOINT ARMY AND NAVY BOARD authorized limited contingency planning for a possible future war with Japan, now a potential rival in the Pacific after Japan’s defeat of Russia in 1905. The putative enemy was code-named “Orange”; the United States bore the color “Blue.” From then until the final years of the Second World War, American navy and army planners thought about the most effective ways to defeat Japan. The plan was modified as time went by, but the 1923 version, cited above, prompted by sudden fear that Japan might threaten the Philippines, established the main lines to be pursued if conflict did break out: a state of siege established by naval blockade, and then, after the capture of nearby islands, an air war against the Japanese homeland. Although the eventual war fought between 1941 and 1945 was larger and longer than the one envisaged in Plan Orange, the final defeat of Japan followed very closely the speculative scenario drafted in 1923.

The place of air power in Plan Orange was a novelty introduced after the First World War, during which a small United States air force had participated in the final year of fighting under the control of the Army Expeditionary Force. Despite the army’s hostility to the idea of independent air strategy, Plan Orange was updated to a full war plan in 1928 to include “intensive air attacks” designed to wreck the Japanese economy from bases captured in the island chains near to Japan. This was assumed to be an essential component of any blockade strategy, and it was designed to make a ground invasion of the Japanese home islands unnecessary. The planners who worked on Plan Orange assumed throughout the interwar years that Japan itself was “almost invulnerable” to amphibious assault because of the problems of supply across the Pacific and the ferocious resistance likely to be met. When U.S. Army planners were asked to speculate about possible invasion sites, they reluctantly suggested the southern Japanese island of Kyūshū and the Tokyo plain on the main island of Honshū, the very same destinations later chosen in 1945 when the U.S. Army was at last able to plan a real invasion. The bombing strategy was not updated again throughout the 1930s, but it remained in place to be absorbed by fresh strategic plans drawn up between 1939 and 1941 to cope with multiple threats.2 The so-called Rainbow Plans (merging the different color codes used in United States contingency planning) included Rainbow Plan 3, essentially a version of Plan Orange. Rainbow 5 came to be preferred for a possible war in Europe first, which seemed a more likely possibility, but plans for a war with Japan continued to rely on the outlines prepared years before.

More threatened by the prospect of Japanese ambitions in East Asia and the South Pacific was the British Empire. After the abrogation of the 1902 Anglo-Japanese Alliance in 1922, relations between the two naval empires deteriorated. British hopes rested on naval power. In the early 1920s, it was decided to build a major naval base at Singapore, which would serve as a deterrence to Japan and protection for the Asian empire. It was hoped that the sight of a major base, to be reinforced swiftly by units of the Royal Navy Home and Mediterranean Fleets in the event of a crisis, would be enough to keep Japan from its own imperial adventures. Like Plan Orange, British thinking from the early 1920s onward focused on the possibility of long-distance blockade, cutting Japanese trade from the Indian Ocean or across the South Pacific by using a global network of checkpoints to prevent imports reaching Japan. Invasion of the Japanese home islands was ruled out, as it was by the U.S. Navy, as beyond strategic reach. The “Singapore Strategy,” fixed by 1923, remained the center point of British plans for a war with Japan and defense of the empire.3 The Singapore base was completed at great cost by 1938, its colossal main guns famously pointing out to sea at the expense of any defense from attack mounted against Singapore Island from the rear. As relations with Japan reached a crisis point in 1940 and 1941, the British tried to get the United States to share the “Singapore Strategy” by basing the U.S. Pacific Fleet there, but the Americans eventually rejected a plan that would leave the eastern Pacific completely exposed while protecting chiefly the British Empire.4 Later, in May 1941, British planners expressed the hope that the United States might still serve British interests by threatening to bomb Japanese cities. Royal Air Force plans for the bombing of Japan did not materialize until late 1943, once the American pursuit of the equivalent of Plan Orange in the Pacific promised to bring air bases within range of the home islands. In the end, the RAF arrived too late in 1945 to participate. Intensive air bombardment, fixed in United States planning from at least 1928, remained an American monopoly.

The reality in the interwar years differed widely from the thinking in Plan Orange. The U.S. Army was hostile to the idea that its Air Service (renamed the Army Air Corps in 1926) would engage in anything other than support for the land war or the defense of the continental United States. In 1926, the U.S. War Department dictated that air forces were created “to aid the ground forces to gain decisive success.”5 In the 1930s, any suggestion that the Army Air Corps might contribute its own air strategy based on long-range bombing was suppressed. In 1932, the air corps possessed only ninety-two light bombers. The firmest opponent of independent air force operations was the U.S. Army assistant chief of staff in the mid-1930s, Brig. Gen. Stanley Embick. Aircraft, he claimed, not altogether wrongly, “cannot occupy nor control permanently either land or sea areas, they are impotent and helpless in flight. . . . They are fragile, vulnerable to the smallest missile, inoperable in bad weather, and exceedingly costly.”6 When the army established a small GHQ Air Force in 1935, its purpose was to supply a reserve of aircraft to support army operations and to counter attacks from an enemy air force. Strategic air power did not appear in any army plans in the late 1930s, while the navy wanted long-range aircraft under naval control for the coastal defense of the Western Hemisphere. The one army aircraft that had the range to play a strategic role, the Boeing B-17 four-engine bomber, produced in prototype in 1935 to an air corps specification, was scrapped by the War Department in late 1938 in favor of larger numbers of battlefield bombers for army support.7 A few early production models of the B-17 remained, but there was effectively no air component remotely capable of bombing Japan or indeed anywhere else. Strategic air power in the United States survived by the very slenderest of margins.

The absence of a bomber force did not prevent Army Air Corps officers from developing the doctrine for bombing operations if they should ever become a possibility. The outspoken William “Billy” Mitchell, assistant chief of the Army Air Service in the mid-1920s, developed the idea of bombing an enemy’s “vital centers”—transport, industry, cities—by day and by night using a mix of high-explosive bombs, incendiaries, and poison gas. Like the Italian air strategist Giulio Douhet, whose Il dominio dell’aria [Command of the Air] appeared in 1921, Mitchell thought an air campaign might end a war on its own.8 Mitchell’s influence was profound. American airmen came to accept that “bombardment is the basic arm,” even when the army told them otherwise. The commander of the GHQ Air Force in 1935, Maj. Gen. Frank Andrews, paid lip service to the doctrine of ground support while privately encouraging the doctrine of independent air operations against factories, oil refineries, power plants, and urban centers of population.9 His views were elaborated by a generation of young officers at the Air Corps Tactical School (who later served in senior commands in the Second World War) attracted by the idea that air power could prove itself only by independent campaigns against an enemy’s “national web” or “social body.” Assaulting the home front, according to one of the tactical school’s lectures, meant attacking “where the enemy is weakest”; the economic network and the fabric of enemy society were the Achilles’ heel of any belligerent power.10 Japan as a putative enemy was regarded as particularly vulnerable, “an ideal objective for air attack,” as one student paper claimed. In September 1939, Lt. Col. Carl Spaatz, later in summer 1945 overall commander of strategic air forces in the Pacific, proposed to the Army Air Corps chief of staff, Gen. Henry “Hap” Arnold, a plan for an air offensive against Japan that would make invasion unnecessary and produce results more rapidly than blockade.11 The doctrinal shape of the future bombing campaign against Japan was already developed long before there was any capability of achieving it.

The air corps was rescued from the prejudices of the army by President Franklin Roosevelt. After the Munich Conference in late September 1938, Roosevelt told his cabinet that bombing of Germany might have prevented capitulation to Hitler’s demands. In January 1939, he reversed the War Department’s decision to scrap the B-17 by calling for a program of heavy bombers. In March 1939, he established an Air Board, which came out strongly in favor of a major program of B-17 production. The board also approved the development of a larger aircraft, with long range and heavy payload, which allowed Boeing to begin development on what became the B-29 very heavy bomber, used for the later bombardment of Japan.12 Although the president appealed in early September 1939 to the belligerent powers not to bomb undefended civilians, he regularly supported the development of American bombing capability in the years that followed. The same month, Roosevelt appointed a new army chief of staff, Gen. George Marshall, who shared his view of air-power potential. Marshall helped draw up new regulations for the exercise of air power. Air forces now enjoyed the strategic function of defeating an enemy through “the destruction of his means of waging war or by overcoming his will to resist,” both of which might be achieved by the exercise of independent air campaigns. “Air power,” wrote Marshall, “is based upon the offensive fire power of the bombardment aeroplane.”13 By 1940, the air corps was now in a position to begin gathering intelligence for a possible air offensive against the most likely enemies—Germany, Italy, and Japan, but also the Soviet Union.

WHEN WAR WITH JAPAN broke out on December 7, 1941, with the Japanese aircraft carrier raid on the naval base at Pearl Harbor, there was still no possibility of a bombing campaign against the home islands of Japan. Any potential air bases in the Pacific were swiftly overrun by the Japanese armed forces as they captured the Philippines, Guam, Wake Island, Malaya, the Dutch East Indies, and a string of South Pacific islands. The only available long-range bomber, the B-17, lacked the range to reach Japanese industrial cities even if the bases had been saved. Priority was given to the war in Europe against the strong objections of the U.S. Navy, and it was here that the first American bombing offensive was established with the posting of the Eighth Air Force to British bases in 1942. The Pacific war became divided between the U.S. Army and U.S. Navy, the former campaigning in the Southwest Pacific toward the recapture of the Philippines under Gen. Douglas MacArthur, the latter under Adm. Chester Nimitz undertaking the capture of a string of islands across the Central Pacific, a strategy anticipated in Plan Orange. The result was to leave the Army Air Forces (successor in 1941 to the Army Air Corps) with no prospect of a strategic role in the Pacific until there were bases near enough to Japan and an aircraft with a sufficient range to reach Japanese targets. Instead, the air forces had to be content with tactical support of MacArthur’s campaigns, while naval aviation supported the advance through the Pacific islands. Although there was a major bombing offensive in Europe, Arnold, now a member of the American Joint Chiefs of Staff, chafed at the bit that the air forces could not play a significant role against an enemy understood to be uniquely vulnerable to assault from the air.

Marshall’s assurance in November 1941 that Japanese cities would be bombed “all-out” was a strategic fantasy when war came a month later. The order sent out only hours after the Pearl Harbor attack to undertake “unrestricted air and submarine warfare against Japan” was hope rather than expectation.14 This did not deter Arnold from authorizing the preparation of target folders on Japanese cities as early as February 1942.15 Arnold fretted over the development of the B-29, the only aircraft with the necessary range, whose innovative engineering was plagued with design and development problems. Not the least of those was the Wright R3350 engine, which regularly caught fire, killing Boeing’s chief test pilot on the B-29 prototype’s second flight. Production of the engines was constantly interrupted by design changes—a total of 6,247 during the war—and by sudden alterations in the air force production program, which left factories having to retool at short notice.16 Without the aircraft arriving on time and in quantity, strategic air power in the Pacific war was not a possibility, yet it remained a central ambition for an air force hoping to break away from the overall control of the army to establish its independence. The devastating effect that independent strategic bombing on its own might have was regularly used as a justification for greater air force autonomy. Arnold told the Territorial Committee, set up in 1943 by the State Department to discuss the future of Japan and its empire after the war, that “ultimately our aerial operations in the Pacific must call for bombing Japan with complete havoc—bombing to assure the total destruction of the enemy on his own soil.”17

Roosevelt shared Arnold’s impatience. The Doolittle Raid on Tokyo on April 18, 1942—a handful of aircraft launched from an aircraft carrier, under the command of the aeronautical pioneer Lt. Col. James Doolittle—was a token gesture but not enough to satisfy the president. Roosevelt had been briefly persuaded by a proposal sent to him in February 1942 to use bats to carry small incendiary bombs to Japanese towns, where they would find “dark crevices” to nestle in, starting fires inaccessible to the fire services. This fanciful project continued to be funded down to March 1944. Less favor was shown to a later proposal to create artificial floating islands from which 1,000 bombers could attack Japan’s cities.18 The hope that Japan might be bombed from bases in Siberia foundered on Soviet rejection of an operation that not only violated the neutrality pact signed with Japan in April 1941 but also invited numerous logistic and security problems.

Not until spring 1943, after the end of the Battle of Guadalcanal and the first retreat of Japanese forces, did the Army Air Forces begin planning for the possible future bombing of Japan, even though thousands of miles of ocean still separated the nearest airfields from the Japanese home islands. By this stage, Roosevelt had already taken two decisions that were to have fundamental significance in shaping the last stages of the war against Japan. First, in December 1941, he approved an American research program to investigate the possibility of an atomic bomb, followed in June 1942 by authorization of a project under army control to try to produce one (later in September 1944 he agreed with Winston Churchill in a meeting at the president’s Hyde Park estate that the bomb, now a feasible product, might “after mature consideration” be used against Japan).19 Second, in January 1943, after discussion with State Department officials and with Churchill’s casual approval, he announced at a press conference concluding the Anglo-American Casablanca Conference that the three Axis states would have to surrender unconditionally. Roosevelt did not live to see the fruit of these two decisions, but he never wavered from either of them.

Roosevelt also intervened in the debate about how or when the conventional bombing of Japan might be possible. Eager to support the Chinese war effort more directly, he shifted the focus of a possible bombing campaign against targets in the Japanese Empire from bases in China. In early March 1943, he wrote to Marshall that not enough attention had been paid at the Casablanca Conference—convened to agree upon Anglo-American high-level strategy—to the issue of attrition against Japan by air action from China, including “the occasional bombing of Japanese cities.”20 Marshall summarized the arguments for the Joint Chiefs of Staff some days later for a highly destructive campaign against Japanese targets from Chinese bases, including “Japan proper,” which would “seriously complicate” Japan’s war effort.21 The same month Arnold asked the American Committee of Operation Analysts, set up for the war in Europe, to begin discussion on Japanese priority targets. By May 1943, the Army Air Forces’ Air Warfare Plans Division began work on the target requirements for a bombing campaign to be launched against Japanese targets from bases in China, though the planners hoped the campaign could ultimately be conducted from island bases captured in the Pacific.22

The China option was approved by Roosevelt and Churchill when they met at the Inter-Allied Conference in Quebec in August 1943 (code-named Quadrant). Neither of them fully appreciated the strategic challenge such a decision entailed, though they may well have been misled by Arnold, who made a lurid presentation at the conference of the destruction and level of casualty a bombing campaign would create. This was an argument already familiar to Churchill from the regular promises by Air Marshal Arthur Harris, commander of RAF Bomber Command, that city bombing would soon knock Germany out of the war. In November, Roosevelt wrote to Churchill that the project for heavy bombing from China was under way and asked him to help get bases constructed in India from which supplies could be flown to the Chengdu area of China, northwest of the Chinese capital Chongqing, from which the new heavy bombers would launch their operations. “This is,” he wrote, “a bold and entirely feasible project” that would cripple Japanese military power “and hasten the victory of our forces in Asia.” The request was passed on to the British Supreme Commander Southeast Asia, Lord Louis Mountbatten, who replied that if the United States supplied the equipment, the bases could be completed by May 1944.23 A few weeks later, at the Cairo Conference between Roosevelt, Churchill, and the Chinese leader, Marshal Chiang Kai-shek, the American Joint Planning Staff elaborated its ideas about a bombing campaign launched initially from China, but once the Mariana Islands were captured, from Guam, Saipan, and Tinian. The air forces member on the Joint Planning Staff, Haywood Hansell, suggested that bombing might be decisive in the defeat of Japan, a possibility that the army and navy planners were reluctant to accept but which Hansell inserted surreptitiously in the final staff report. The Combined Chiefs of Staff approved on December 2, 1943, a strategy in which invasion of the home islands might not be necessary if Japan could be defeated “by sea and air blockade and an intensive air bombardment,” the main thrust of the original Plan Orange.24

The intention to bomb Japanese targets in China, Manchuria, and the home islands was still anything but feasible. Japan controlled a vast area of northern and eastern China so that bombing of Japan from Chinese bases would mean long-range operations at the limit of the B-29’s radius. Nevertheless, Arnold was keen to exploit the opportunity provided by Roosevelt to employ the B-29 in operations even before its technical teething troubles had been eliminated. Both men were aware that American public opinion, informed about the new “super bomber,” was impatient to see bombs dropped on Japan, but aspiration ran far ahead of capability. A new air force was activated for the purpose on November 20, 1943, the Twentieth (it ought to have been the Sixteenth, but twenty was thought to be a more memorable number), commanded by Brig. Gen. Kenneth Wolfe but under the area command in China of the acerbic Gen. Joseph “Vinegar Joe” Stilwell, American adviser to Chiang Kai-shek.fn1 To avoid the danger that the B-29s might be sidetracked to support the tactical needs of the army, Arnold took the unusual step in April 1944 of placing the Twentieth directly under his control in Washington, where the headquarters operated many thousands of miles away from the site of operations. The bombing campaign, first code-named Operation Twilight for Stilwell’s plan to operate from bases around Changsha in south-central China, was renamed Matterhorn when Chengdu in western China, further from the Japanese area of occupation, became the favored site. The operation worked to the same concept and wording as the Casablanca Directive to the bomber forces in Europe drawn up earlier in the year: “the progressive destruction and dislocation of the Japanese military, industrial, and economic systems, and the undermining of the morale of the Japanese people to the point where their capacity for armed resistance is fatally weakened.” Stilwell was given a list of priority targets to achieve these aims, drawn up by the Committee of Operation Analysts and the Air War Plans Division. The emphasis was on the precision bombing of key industrial locations to match United States practice in the European bombing war. The priority targets were the coke ovens that fed Japan’s steel industry in Manchuria, Korea, and Japan, the main Japanese shipping centers, and the Japanese aeronautical industry. The list also included Japanese “industrial and urban areas,” a target borrowed from British practice in the European air war, and one that eventually opened the way to the massive urban destruction meted out to Japan in 1945.25

Nothing could be done until the bases at Kharagpur (near Calcutta) and in Chengdu were completed and the necessary stores and fuel in place. The RAF hoped to be able to join the campaign from India only later but expected there to be a “combined effort” once Germany was defeated.26 In the interim, the British authorities in India relied on the United States to supply most of the equipment for the new bases. The plan was to bring the B-29s to India, fly them over the Himalayas to China (a route known as “the Hump”), and there to supply them by air with oil, bombs, and stores flown over the same long route by 2,000 converted Consolidated B-24 bombers. But the B-24s could not be spared from the European war, and the B-29s were left to provide their own supply. The Combined Logistics Committee and the Joint War Plans Committee both rejected the plan as unworkable, but Arnold with Roosevelt’s backing persisted. The result was that eight flights across the Hump by the B-29s were needed to supply just one B-29 operation.27 For every seven gallons of fuel expended in the supply effort, only one gallon was available for the bombers, a logistic outcome that made no operational sense. It was calculated that during the first nine months of B-29 deployment to Asia, only 14 percent of flights were actually directed at the enemy. The bases prepared around Chengdu had crude runways, too short for the heavy bombers to take off and land safely, poor facilities for the crew, many of whom were short of training time on the new aircraft, and a shortage of engineering staff to cope with the regular technical problems plaguing the B-29 engines. By early 1944, only sixteen B-29s were operational out of ninety-seven delivered by the Boeing factories, though eventually 3,760 would be produced at a final cost of almost $4 billion. The first aircraft available after extensive modification were sent on to India in March along a complex route from bases in Kansas through Newfoundland, Morocco, Egypt, and Karachi. By May, 130 had reached India, and after flying on to China they undertook on June 5, 1944, the first raid from Chengdu bases against the railway yards in Bangkok, capital of Thailand. Of the ninety-eight bombers sent off, only eighteen found the target, and five of the expensive aircraft were lost through mechanical causes.28 It proved an inauspicious birth for a campaign supposed to cripple the Japanese military and economic war effort.

The same month the Japanese Army launched a major land campaign against the American air bases in eastern China, Operation Ichi-Gō. The operation succeeded in overrunning six American bases used by the tactical air force under Gen. Claire Chennault in the Changsha area scheduled initially for the bombers, but progress along the Yangtze toward Chengdu was brought to a halt. Instead, Japanese aircraft occasionally bombed the B-29 bases, destroying a small number of aircraft, but the threat remained that the area might be subject to what the Joint Intelligence Committee in an earlier warning had called “a strong raiding column.”29 Japanese air and antiaircraft defenses against the B-29 were limited. There were occasional hits by antiaircraft fire against planes flying at very high altitude (about 30,000 feet) and only intermittent fighter success. Japanese aircraft, scant in number in mainland China, lacked the firepower and speed to destroy the B-29s and in most cases could not fly high enough to engage in combat at altitude. At night, the few Japanese night fighters, chiefly the more effective Kawasaki Ki-45 “Dragon Killer,” lacked nighttime radar to locate aircraft away from searchlight illumination. By December 1944, some Japanese pilots resorted to ramming oncoming bombers in line with the official approval of suicide tactics.

For most of the campaign from China, B-29 losses were caused more often by atrocious weather conditions or mechanical failure. The first raid against Japan was undertaken on June 15, 1944, against the coke ovens of the iron and steel works at Yawata on the island of Kyūshū. Flying at night in loose formation, the aircraft made a round trip of 3,200 miles. Out of sixty-three B-29s taking off, forty-seven located the target, but the damage they caused was minimal. Of the seven aircraft lost, only one was to enemy action. In a further raid against Yawata on August 20, Japanese resistance was heavier, but out of fourteen bombers lost, only four were felled in combat.30 Out of 125 losses of B-29s for the Twentieth Bomber Command, 96 were to noncombat causes, chiefly the persistent problem that the engines regularly caught fire and burned through the wing. Nor were the overall statistics on sorties flown and bombs dropped impressive by the standards expected from the new force. Only 11,244 tons of bombs were dropped in 3,058 sorties (6.7 percent of the bomb tonnage later dropped on Japanese targets) over the ten months from June 1944 to March 1945, when the Twentieth Bomber Command was deactivated.31

Arnold remained frustrated with results from the China operations, which in the end contributed very little to the eventual defeat of Japan. By mid-1944, the American joint chiefs had decided that invasion of the home islands was the most probable option once the island chains on the approach to Japan had been captured. At the Inter-Allied Conference in Quebec in September 1944 (code-named Octagon), the Combined Chiefs of Staff agreed to an integrated strategy of blockade, bombing, and invasion. Intensive air bombardment was to be part of the campaign, and perhaps the involvement of the Soviet Union if Joseph Stalin decided to abrogate the pact with Japan, but based on the record from China, the effectiveness of air power in the final defeat of the enemy was still in the balance. Operation Matterhorn was continued as much for political reasons as for military. Arnold wanted to demonstrate the power of strategic air operations as a prelude to air force independence; Roosevelt wanted to redeem his promises to Chiang Kai-shek of American assistance; and the early bombing was designed for psychological effect on the home population in Japan, whose previous inviolability was now punctured.

For the Twentieth Bomber Command, the campaign was a rude awakening to the gap between political incentive and operational reality. When the young Maj. Gen. Curtis LeMay was sent from the Eighth Air Force in Europe to take over the command in August 1944, he later recalled his initial reaction to “an utterly absurd
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