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Author’s Note

Time passes,” Marcel Proust once wrote, “and little by little everything that we have spoken in falsehood becomes true.”

This was certainly the case for those who flew Operation VENGEANCE on the morning of April 18, 1943. During the years following World War II, those who survived wished only to pick up the pieces of their lives, and return to some sense of normalcy. Consequently, there was little interest in revisiting the very near past with its painful memories, and events that might have been recorded with stark clarity were not. Those involved were fighting a war under the worst conditions, and had little time for journals even if they had the inclination. They were too busy staying alive to give much thought to posterity and, indeed, thinking of the future is a dangerous preoccupation in combat.

Historically, the significance of Admiral Isoroku Yamamoto’s death is staggering, and has evolved into a vicious, seventy-seven-year-old debate over who killed the architect of the December 1941 sneak attack on Pearl Harbor that propelled the United States into World War II. Tens of thousands of American lives were saved from battles that were never fought, and the deadliest conflict in human history was considerably shortened. Our present world would be greatly altered if the United States had not achieved total victory from that war, and an enormous piece of this credit belongs to one extraordinary American fighter pilot. Both Captain Tom Lanphier and Lieutenant Rex Barber were awarded partial credit for this feat, sparking a bitter feud that continues today among their various supporters. Lanphier, in particular, vociferously defended his actions because his postwar political ambitions were founded on the claim that he alone destroyed “the most hated man in America.”

Unfortunately, existing military reports, when written at all, tended toward the terse, brief style favored by men short of paper, who despised typewriters and were quite rightly more concerned with surviving another day than with composition. This left me a few solid, uncontestable points such as timing, routes of flight, and the names and characters of those involved. There was much to overcome here as various falsehoods had become “fact” in the decades following the war. Nonetheless, a number of men who were part of the mission, or in the Pacific Theater at the time, emerged to tell the truth. Men who had made peace with their ghosts and were now in a position to ultimately set the record straight. Regrettably, they were not aided by the government or military in this endeavor, as both organizations are loath to challenge, refute, or amend their own official records.

Official reality is not always the same as the truth, and this was certainly the case with the Yamamoto mission. Lamentably, as of this printing, rightful credit is still being withheld from the two men who deserve it, and the truth of the matter largely relegated to obscurity. In a land that prizes honor, especially on the battlefield, this will not suffice. Based on primary data, unpublished interviews with survivors, and substantial original research, I have summarized the historical context, accurately reconstructed the mission and the attack, and mathematically proven which pilot actually killed Isoroku Yamamoto.

My purpose for entering the situation is to ensure that those pilots who risked so much, and materially shortened the Pacific War by their actions, receive the long-overdue personal recognition and official accolades they merit for their valor. Perhaps Sophocles said it best: “The long unmeasured pulse of time moves everything. There is nothing hidden that it cannot bring to light.”

I truly hope so.

                                                       Dan Hampton

                                                       Vail, Colorado




Foreword by Rex Barber Jr. and Rex Barber III


How do you say the right thing about someone you knew as Dad or Grandpa but who also had a part in changing world history? A farm kid from Culver, Oregon, Rex Barber did what so many of the Greatest Generation did. He volunteered for service, went to combat, and just did his job.

Mission day was in all likelihood a suicide mission. I have often wondered what was going through Rex’s mind as he turned his P-38 to attack the bomber with six Zeros above and behind him, diving to attack in a desperate attempt to save Yamamoto. Then as Rex passed over the smoking bomber, three of the Zeros were on his tail, putting fifty-two bullets into his plane. I’m sure he was mad that he had to try to escape rather than fight. I’m also sure that he had confidence in his training, his plane, his skill, and his mother’s prayers. The cockpit was most likely filled with profanity, interspersed with prayer! Odd, you might say, unless you have experienced combat.

Rex’s love of flying started early, listening to his uncle Edgar’s stories about flying in France in World War I. Uncle Edgar was known to embellish a story. . . . Regardless, it planted the seed in Rex’s mind, and as a boy, he jumped off the family barn with a makeshift parachute, and broke his arm. It was an inauspicious beginning to a remarkable flying career. Having flown in a Beech Bonanza with Rex after his retirement, it was obvious that he was a part of the plane, confident in his ability, and smooth in his touch on the stick.

History is often an odd web. Yamamoto and all of Japan were hated in the United States after Pearl Harbor. Yet growing up, Rex had a Japanese American classmate, “Doc” Akiyama, whom he helped save after Doc fell and broke his back while they were fishing in the rugged Crooked River Canyon in 1940. Three years later, Doc and his family were in an internment camp and Rex was looking over his shoulder at smoke coming out of the jungle on Bougainville. In another place and time, Yamamoto would have been a friend. There were many common interests; bridge, poker and a good wager, and love of country. I believe Yamamoto would have played bridge like Rex . . . bid no-trump if you can because of the finesse required to make it work.

Whether you were lucky enough to sit in his lap at five years old and hear this account of history firsthand, or you are hearing it now, the man known as Rex, Sir, Colonel, Coach, Friend, and Hero was truly part of the Greatest Generation. Thank you, Dad, Grandpa.




Prologue

April 18, 1943

The South Pacific

A bead of sweat rolled down the fighter pilot’s face.

Gathering momentum, it furrowed a light stripe over his cheekbone, down around his mouth, and, when it could go no farther, the bead hung suspended from the end of his stubbled chin. Stretching until gravity triumphed, it dropped onto a narrow strip map on the man’s left thigh and splattered across a blue area marked “SOLOMON SEA.” Though it wasn’t yet 7 A.M., man and machine were already draped in a thick blanket of wet heat. Condensation made the metal surfaces of the cockpit clammy, and the control wheel was slick with moisture.

Cracked and taped, the patched leather seat cushion had lost its firmness months earlier and now stank of mildew and heavy jungle funk. Everything stank; smoke from the cooking fires mixed with decaying vegetation, metal from the aircraft, and occasionally a whiff from the open-air latrines. It could be worse. There was no cloying reek from dead flesh, or the acrid stench of burned hair that hung over the island when Lieutenant Rex Barber had arrived four months earlier. Three months and twenty-eight days, to be exact.

The local people called this place Isatabu, and the few maps around said it was Guadalcanal. The American military universally referred to it as “the Shithole,” or in calmer moments simply “the Canal.” Today was Easter Sunday, April 18, 1943, but Rex, along with every other man stuck here, hated the island with a passion, and was having no religious thoughts whatsoever. Pushing against the rudder pedals, the pilot raised his butt off the cushion and tugged a small lever that raised the seat a bit. Looking out at the wings, then around to the tail, he cycled the flight controls, and watched everything move. Satisfied, Barber flipped the shoulder straps across his chest with practiced ease, threaded the canvas loops through the lap belt, then locked the whole thing loosely around his midsection.

Glancing around at the familiar switches, he checked that the BATTERY and MASTER SWITCH were off, set the mixture controls, and bumped both red-handled throttles a half inch forward in preparation for starting the engines. With his eyes shut the lieutenant could touch any toggle, lever, or button he wished; constant combat created that kind of intimacy. In a dogfight, there was no time for groping around the cockpit. Despite the early hour Rex already felt sweat run down between his shoulder blades and gather at his belt. The seat of his khaki pants was also damp, but he ignored all this.

This morning was too important.

Leaning forward, Rex pulled the wheel back and the control column brushed against his outer right calf. The Lockheed P-38 was the only fighter he had flown that did not have a stick, and the cumbersome column-wheel arrangement was odd in a fighter that was otherwise magnificent. Still, nothing was ever perfect. Barber normally flew number 125, which he had named Diablo, but it was down for maintenance, so today he had Miss Virginia, number 147, courtesy of Lieutenant Bob Petit. With the big wheel tucked against his chest, Rex leaned forward and checked the top of the main switch box to ensure all the lights, starters, and primers were off. The BATTERY was last in the row, and though it was obviously off he tapped it anyway.

Farthest left on the panel was a round plate with a pair of two-inch magneto levers, one for each engine, that he wriggled to make certain they were also both in the OFF position. Directly above the magnetos at the top of the plate was the rectangular MASTER switch that would, with the battery, power up all the electrical systems. It also was plainly in OFF position, but he touched it as well. Dropping his right hand down to the front of the panel, Barber ran his finger along another row of switches, tapping the two guarded covers for his generators. He did the same for the five switches mounted behind the control wheel, making certain that his cannon, machine guns, and, most important, the MASTER ARMAMENT switch, were all off. Easing the column forward Rex rolled his left forearm slightly to see the watch that he, like most pilots, wore with its face on the inside of the wrist.

0650: it was time to begin.

Leaning over the rolled-down left window he saw the crew chief looking up expectantly. No one but the pilots was supposed to know that today’s mission was anything but an ordinary combat patrol, yet everyone did know. There were more idlers standing around, and the ground crews were snappier, their eyes bright and not from the fever that raged across the island. It was, Barber knew, a chance for them to really feel like they made a difference in this war. Not that they didn’t do that every day as far as he was concerned, but today was special. Pilots got to hit back every day, killing the enemy and often being killed, but at least they got to fight. Rex had been here since December 1942 and could well appreciate the ground crew’s frustration.

The crew chief put his hands on the left prop and stared at the pilot, who raised his left arm, gave a thumbs-up, then made an exaggerated circle with his left index finger. The man pulled the prop once, then again, and stepped back about ten feet. Nodding, Barber flipped the BATTERY and MASTER switches forward to the on positions, then watched the fuel-quantity gauge needles jump, so there was good power to the plane. Glancing down at the floor left of the seat, he confirmed both fuel tank selectors were in MAIN, then Rex cycled the fuel boost pump switches just behind them. Leaning forward to the bulkhead forward of the MIXTURE controls he reset the electric propellers by depressing two small circuit breakers, then flipped back the red guarded cover over the LEFT generator switch. Directly above it, the ammeter needle instantly swung right. The electrical system was good. Turning on the booster pump, Barber glanced at his watch, saw the second hand tick upward, and knew it was time to start engines.

Rex reached to the floor between his legs, pushed the black, oval-shaped ENGINE PRIMER knob, then turned it ninety degrees left. After pumping twice, he reached around the wheel to the MAIN SWITCH BOX panel with his right hand and put a finger on the LEFT starter switch. Leaning sideways and looking down, he got a nod and thumbs-up from the chief, a young sergeant wearing ragged khaki who was waiting expectantly in front of the left engine. His eyes were fixed on the pilot, sharp and alert, even though Barber knew the ground crews had worked all night attaching a newly arrived 310-gallon drop tank under one wing, and the normal 165-gallon tank beneath the other. They were absolutely essential for today’s mission.

Nodding in return, Rex twirled his left hand above his head again then toggled the starter switch aft. The big three-bladed Curtiss-Electric propeller lurched once . . . twice . . . then began to spin. The fighter rocked as the powerful twelve-cylinder Allison sputtered to life, belching out a cloud of blue-black exhaust that slowly drifted toward the tails, and the smell of burnt fuel momentarily smothered the island’s stink. Eyeballing the vibrating engine gauges, the lieutenant adjusted the left throttle, then repeated the process to start the right engine. With both engines idling normally at 1,000 RPM, he set the parking brake and flashed another thumbs-up to the crew chief.

Smoothly advancing the left mixture control to AUTO-RICH, Rex watched the engine revolutions stabilize. As he bumped the throttle forward a half inch to hold 1,000 RPM, the vibration stopped and he exhaled. It was a good start. Miss Virginia was up and running. Quickly working his way through the same procedure for the right engine, Rex then tugged his chinstrap and wriggled the flying helmet down closer to his ears. Switching on the radio, he winced as static crackled though the earphones. Quickly turning the volume down, Rex tuned to the briefed common frequency each pilot would monitor today, though no one would speak until they reached the target some four hundred miles away. Methodically working his way around the cockpit, he tested the fuel warning light and checked gauges. Peering at the attitude indicator Rex then tapped the compass to free the needle. Outside, the crew chief had vanished. Rex knew the man was checking for any leaks and closing up panels. Glancing left and right, he saw puffs of blue smoke drifting overhead from the other fighters, and the dull roaring of thirty-six engines filled the air.

Eighteen P-38 Lightnings.

And eighteen Army Air Corps pilots, mostly young lieutenants with one captain. The only two field-grade officers were Major Lou Kittel, the 12th Fighter Squadron commander, who had agreed to split the pilots and the planes with Major John Mitchell’s own 339th Fighter Squadron, and Mitchell himself. A compactly built, intense combat veteran with eight aerial kills to his name, Mitchell was the Army’s leading ace on Guadalcanal and today’s mission commander. The sixteen primary planes, plus two spares, were divided into two groups: three flights of four fighters who would provide top cover against any Japanese fighters, and one flight of four Lightnings led by Captain Tom Lanphier, who would do the hunting. Rex was with this latter four-ship flight, and his job today was to break through whatever opposition existed, which promised to be heavy indeed, and kill the target. A target that was the solitary, vital objective of this raid, and one so critical that eighteen officers were cheerfully volunteering their own lives to destroy it: at all costs.

For a minute his eyes and hands darted around the cockpit; oil, coolant, inverters—everything was fine. With his left hand, Rex touched both four-way fuel selectors on the floor by his seat, wriggling each toggle to make certain it was locked in the RES position; he always took off and flew fifteen minutes feeding from the reserve tanks just be sure they functioned, but today would be a bit different. Today after takeoff each pilot would feed from the extra underwing tanks first to make certain they were working: five minutes from the smaller 150-gallon tank, then the rest of the inbound route from the 300-gallon tank until it was dry. The idea was to reach the target, jettison the externals, and have plenty of internal fuel for fighting and the return to Guadalcanal.

Finally, he flipped the gunsight on, adjusted the rheostat to full bright, then turned it off. Reappearing from beneath the right wingtip and angling backward to avoid the spinning prop, the crew chief stopped just past the nose. Catching Barber’s eye, he nodded and flashed a thumbs-up, which he held until Rex returned the gesture. Glancing at the bottom right of the panel, the pilot checked the hydraulics then stuck both arms out sideways from the cockpit and fluttered his hands. Nodding again, the chief squatted down on the steel matting to watch as Rex cycled the flight controls. Looking left and right at the ailerons, he then turned around and checked each rudder. Satisfied, Barber sat back in the seat. Smoothing out the map on his right leg, he eased the kneeboard on his left leg into a better position. It was a good place to be, here in the cockpit of a fighter he knew so well. The powerful throbbing from both engines was comforting; everything was set as he liked it; he was ready.

Jeeps bounced past, a few with pilots riding on the hood, but most carrying ground crewmen to other fighters dispersed around the field. Now there were P-40 Warhawks of the 68th Fighter Squadron, P-39 Airacobras of the 67th Fighter Squadron, and the 339th Fighter Squadron’s remaining Lightnings. The pilots were dressed haphazardly; a few wore one-piece coveralls, and others were in various bits of khaki—all were thin, and their shoes were caked with mud. Mud was everywhere, even now, but Rex knew it had been much, much worse back in August 1942, when the first planes arrived.

There had only been one airfield then, and it was the primary reason for the American invasion. Henderson Field, as it was quickly named, lay less than two miles away to the east on the relatively flat ground of the old Lever Brothers plantation.* Fighter Two, where Rex now sat, was also known as Kukum Field and was the northernmost of Guadalcanal’s three airstrips. Just west of Lunga Point directly on the coast, it was framed on the northeast side by the Lunga River, on the southwest by the Ilu River, and to the north by the Sealark Channel. As the name implied, Fighter Two was built for fighter aircraft, with construction continuing unabated during the ground battles, naval bombardment, and sniper attacks.

When Rex had arrived on the Canal four days before Christmas 1942, the field was nearly completed. It was opened for aircraft in January. The 6th Naval Construction Battalion had built this strip, some 4,000 feet long and 150 feet wide, properly: a metal tray layered with crushed coral, topped with gravel, and finally surfaced with pierced steel planking known as Marston matting. The ten-foot-by-fifteen-inch, 66-pound steel planks were punched with holes to keep the weight down, and fastened together with hooks and slots. Pilots loved Marston mats, and Rex was no exception. Without it there was only mud, or at best, gravel on forward airstrips. Henderson had been like that during the fall of 1942, so operating an Army P-38, which weighed at least twice as much as the Navy F4F Wildcat, on a soggy, cratered surface was problematic.

Engine noises around him changed to a higher pitch, and Rex saw the first Lightning, with a faded “110” stenciled on the nose, ease forward from its revetment and jolt slightly as the pilot tested the brakes. John Mitchell had been on the Canal since early October 1942, and survived the ugly early days under some of the worst conditions. Like most pilots, Mitch, as he was known behind his back, had named his plane, and as it taxied slowly past, the word Squinch was plain to see above the number. Though the runway was covered with matting, some of the taxiways were not, and Mitchell’s habit was to keep the engine revolutions low to avoid throwing up rock and coral. One by one, three other fighters crawled forward in the order Mitchell briefed; Lieutenant Julius “Jake” Jacobson was Mitchell’s wingman with Lieutenants Doug Canning and Delton Goerke flying as Numbers Three and Four.

Rex held his arms straight up then gestured with both thumbs out for the crew chief to pull the wheel chocks. A second man yanked out the big wooden blocks from both main tires and scurried sideways from under the left wing. Holding the brakes with his feet, Barber watched the neighboring P-38 lurch ahead, the nose bobbing slightly as Captain Tom Lanphier in Phoebe, number 122, tapped his brakes and pulled out to follow Goerke.

With his left hand on the throttle, Rex twirled his right forefinger in the air above the cockpit. Backing up slowly, the crew chief nodded, and waved him forward with both arms. Nudging the throttle levers up slowly, Miss Virginia crept ahead and Rex felt the coral crunching slightly under the steel matting. After checking the brakes, he swung into line after Lanphier and trailed the others west down the taxiway. Lieutenants Jim McLanahan and Joe Moore, the other two Lightnings in the Killer flight, pulled out behind him, followed by two more flights of four. Though Barber couldn’t see them, he knew from the brief that two spares flown by Lieutenants Besby Holmes and Ray Hine were at the end of the line.

Coconut trees separated the beach from Fighter Two, and they were swaying in the constant breeze as the P-38s taxied to the west end of the runway. The weather was clear now, but Rex Barber knew very well that this would likely change in the afternoon. Looking across to the south side of the runway, he could see the hillside next to the jungle where he and the others lived: Strafer Heights, they called it, in honor of the early Army P-400 fighter pilots who saved countless Marine lives by strafing the Japanese near the Lunga River. Doug Canning, who had been part of it, said they strafed so much that the rifling in the .50-caliber guns wore out and the bullets made a wild, circular pattern on their way down.

With its tricycle-type landing gear, taxiing the P-38 was considerably easier than the other “tail dragger” planes he had flown. Visibility was perfect from ten feet above the ground, and there was no need to S-turn just to see ahead. Barber set the aircraft clock with his own watch, which had been synchronized with Major Mitchell’s at the morning brief. At the top of the control yoke he twisted the aileron trim to neutral, then reached down to the left bulkhead and rolled the elevator trim to zero. Up ahead, John Mitchell’s fighter swung sideways next to the runway, tail facing the beach, and the others all followed suit.

Pulling up next to his flight lead, Rex set the parking brake and looked to the right. Lanphier’s Phoebe was beautiful, like all the Lightnings; four Japanese flags stenciled on her nose just beneath the guns. Nearly thirty-eight feet from nose to tail, the long, tapering twin booms and graceful nose gave it the unmistakable look of a dragonfly. A dragonfly with a deadly sting, compliments of the four nose-mounted Browning M2 .50-caliber guns and single Hispano 20 mm cannon. As the three stenciled Japanese flags on Barber’s own Diablo proudly proclaimed, they were the last things many of the enemy ever saw. Miss Virginia sported two such flags for Rob Petit’s air-to-air kills, and the outline of a Japanese ship that he sank.

Rhythmic throbbing suddenly changed to a powerful roar as Lanphier ran up his engines for a final check. All down the line the fighters did the same, each nose compressing from the combined force of nearly 3,000 horses trying to pull the wings off. Leaning forward, he held the yoke in the crook of his right arm, then nudged the left throttle forward until the white RPM needle reached 2,300 at the top of the gauge. Manifold pressure and oil temperature were both solidly in the green and the electrical system checked good, so, leaving the throttle where it was, he reached around to the magnetos. In the BOTH position they stuck out like wings, and he clicked the left switch up, which turned off the right magneto. Just as they should, the revolutions on the left engine dropped a hair and Rex did the same for the second mag before carefully switching back to the BOTH position. He then checked the propeller governor, pulled the left throttle back, and repeated everything for the right engine.

Eyes flickering around the cockpit, Rex was satisfied that everything was ready. Cranking up both side windows, he checked that the ratchet locked them in place and looked left at Jim McLanahan’s Lightning. The other pilot was also looking left down the line, waiting for the thumbs-up to be passed back up the line from the last aircraft. McLanahan suddenly twisted right and raised his fist; Rex nodded, turned to his right, and passed the signal to Tom Lanphier. When it reached Mitchell he pulled his four P-38s onto Runway 06, heading northeast, and waited for the tower signal. All eighteen fighters were ready, and each man sat in his compact, confined little world with a few moments for thought. Each time was different, and each time could be the last. Fighter pilots fly, fight, and die alone without the close luxury of an infantry platoon, or hundreds of buddies on a ship. Whether air-to-air or some sort of ground attack, the fighting is very personal, directed at each pilot and plane.

At precisely 0710 a green light began flashing from the midfield control tower. Flares, though common enough in peacetime, were not used here since the Japanese shot off flares before they attacked. Normally there would be some radio calls, but not today. The major had briefed absolute radio silence, and for good reason. There were too many listening ears. As Mitchell released his brakes, rolled forward, and accelerated down the runway, Rex checked that his flaps were up, the coolant and oil shutters were open, and, from long habit, switched on his weapons. Around here, anyone could be jumped by a Japanese pilot at any time, though that was becoming rare this close to home. Following Lanphier to the end, the last thing Rex did before taxiing onto the runway was pull the canopy down and lock it. Wriggling down in the seat, Barber swung the fighter left, rolling slowly ahead as his leader’s plane surged down the runway. Twin dust clouds billowed back, and as Lanphier picked up speed Barber slid his own throttles forward. Both Allisons roared and he felt the familiar mix of excitement, pride, and slight touch of fear that came with every takeoff. Rex moved his feet reflexively to keep Miss Virginia pointed straight down the runway, just as he would on any other routine flight, but he knew that this mission was very, very different. This time they were going to kill a man. The most hated man in America.





Part One

“. . .  it is not enough that we take Guam and the Philippines, nor even Hawaii and San Francisco. To make victory certain, we would have to march into Washington and dictate the terms of peace in the White House.”


ADMIRAL ISOROKU YAMAMOTO




One

Cauldron

One hot day in the summer of 1928, a stocky, dark-haired eleven-year-old boy balanced carefully on the roof of his family’s barn and peered cautiously over the edge. Rex Theodore Barber had purposely chosen the back of the barn, facing away from the house and its surrounding poplars, to avoid being seen by his mother or sisters. Here, east of the looming Cascade Mountains, a flat river valley stuck up like a green thumb into the Columbia Plateau. Small hamlets followed the Deschutes River to the north, where it collided into the fast-flowing Columbia just east of the Dalles.

The barn, the boy, and the roof were on a hundred-acre farm just outside the tiny town of Culver in central Oregon. About midway up the Deschutes Valley, the town was framed between Round Butte to the north, Juniper Butte to the south, and to the east by the vast, open Columbia Plateau. It is beautiful, open country laced with racing, icy streams filled with trout, steelhead, and salmon. Adventurous youngsters could find duck or geese along the rivers, with ample pheasant and quail out on the Marginals to the east.* As they had for generations of Paiutes, Modoc, or Umatilla Indians, the wide skies fostered superb eyesight for Rex and other boys who roamed the canyons, sagebrush, sweeping plains, or lonely mountains. East of the river the broken hills and thick forests were ideal for exploring, camping, and, if one knew where to hunt, for elk, deer, and even an elusive bighorn sheep.

Rex and his friends often rode horses across the flats and down into the narrow, dangerous gorge west of his house. The Crooked River flowed fast, deep, and cold through its gorge, but the boy never hesitated. He knew all the ways across, every splashing path through the clear water then up the rocky bank on the other side. There was steep ground here, but he could cut through a saddle in the cliffs and be on the banks of the Deschutes in no time. In the summer, Rex often vanished alone into the rough wild country west of the river for days on end, camping, hunting, and exploring. This type of life bred stamina, self-reliance, and a resolute fearlessness that remained with him all his life.

It was the perfect place to be a boy.

This day was warm for Oregon, and dry: perfect for tending his family’s wheat fields, which is what he was supposed to be doing, and was quite deliberately avoiding with characteristically stubborn mischievousness. But at this moment, Rex Barber was completely focused on the job at hand: he was going to fly. Well, float, actually, from the roof of his family barn to the grass thirty feet below, but he would be in the air and that was what counted. His uncle Edgar’s solemn tales of piloting biplanes and the Great War always thrilled the boy, and now it was his chance to be free of the ground, even if just for a few seconds, and to fly! Carefully constructing a parachute from a pair of his mother’s sheets, Rex carefully reinforced them by stitching the corners together.

Fortunately, his father, William Chauncey, disdained the use of modern farm equipment and harbored a special hatred for tractors, so there were coils of leather plow lines in the barn. Rex, like all boys, was an expert with knots; he used his best at each corner, tightly securing the leather traces, and had completed what he considered a fully functional parachute. Tying all four ends to his belt, two per side, Rex carried the parachute over his shoulders up and through the hayloft. This, he decided, was not nearly high enough, so he continued on up through the rafters and out a vent onto the roof. Though quite fearless, he was also methodical, and thoroughly checked his knots one final time. The boy glanced at the weathervane atop the nearby cupola, then he took a deep breath and jumped into the wind.

It didn’t work out quite the way he had imagined.

The sheets caught the breeze all right, and thanks to the unbreakable knots successfully yanked the boy completely off the gabled roof. Unfortunately he didn’t glide; he didn’t even float. But he did fall, and learned a brief, valuable lesson about gravity in the process. A broken arm did not dampen his enthusiasm for flying, but twelve years would pass before he had the chance to fly again, this time under vastly different circumstances. Twelve years that saw events unfold that led to the Second World War; a global cataclysm altering millions of lives, including Rex Barber’s, that shaped the course of human history as we know it today.

Though the war physically commenced in Poland on September 1, 1939, a more accurate beginning, at least for Europe, could be fixed during the final days of June 1919, with the signing of the Treaty of Versailles. The official end to the Great War, the treaty forced territorial concessions in conjunction with vast, punitive reparations: 133 billion marks to be paid to the victors.

Perhaps worse for the proud Germans was Article 231, the so-called War Guilt Clause, which read: “The Allied and Associated Governments affirm and Germany accepts the responsibility of Germany and her allies for causing all the loss and damage to which the Allied and Associated Governments and their nationals have been subjected as a consequence of the war imposed upon them by the aggression of Germany and her allies.”

It was a humiliating and shortsighted clause written to appease France in return for a reduction of reparations. This national insult, as it was perceived in Germany, coupled with crippling payments, military emasculation, and a faltering economy, contributed greatly to the rise of National Socialism and Adolf Hitler.

A similar grievance festered in Japan. The Empire was in its Taishō period, a brief span from 1912 through 1926 when an attempt at democracy occurred. If such a system produced the British Empire, the French Third Republic, and the United States, then perhaps it could also work for Japan. Though there was no doubt in the Japanese mind that their culture was superior, the struggle to reach technical parity with the West was at least a half-century old by that time, and led primarily by the military, which for centuries has been closely intertwined with Japanese life, government, and society, so to understand the Japanese one must grasp this aspect of Imperial culture.

For more than twelve hundred years various factions of the samurai class and their daimyo overlords fought interminably, resisted contact with the West, and ruled Japan as they wished. The daimyo, like Western dukes and earls, controlled huge tracts of land named “Domains” backed by personal armies of loyal samurai, or knights, who owed military service and allegiance in return for their own lands. At the top of this feudal food chain was the shogun, which translates as “Commander in Chief of the Expeditionary Force Against the Barbarians.” This supreme military ruler, created during the Heian period in 784, became a hereditary position that relegated the emperor to figurehead status.

By 1846, when American commodore James Biddle anchored the USS Vincennes at the mouth of Edo Bay, power resided with the 15th Tokugawa Shogun. Biddle was contemptuously rebuffed and sailed away empty-handed, which reinforced Japanese’s supreme confidence in their ability to deal with the West. The fallacy of this attitude was starkly revealed during the summer of 1853 when Commodore Matthew Perry, a very different type of naval officer, and his four “Black Ships” steamed into Edo Bay.* With his eight-inch Paixhans guns trained on the nearby town of Uraga, Perry gave the Tokugawa Shogunate its first taste of American-style gunboat diplomacy backed by shockingly superior technology. Brooking no nonsense behind the guns of the USS Susquehanna, Perry refused to leave, and blatantly conducted surveys of the port and coastline. The Japanese, who long regarded their warrior caste as invincible, were profoundly shaken by their complete inability to prevent this, so, with Perry’s threat to return hanging over their heads, they reluctantly agreed to his unequivocal terms.

Within Japan, rival factions seized this opportunity to challenge the Shogunate and restore direct control of the nation to the emperor. This led to the seventeen-month Boshin Civil War between the Imperial samurai, mainly in the south and west, and Shogunate samurai in the north. The Shogunate lost, and the emperor was restored as head of state in June 1869. Prince Mutsuhito, born the year before Perry’s Black Ships arrived, ascended to the Chrysanthemum Throne as Emperor Meiji and immediately embarked on widespread reforms. This included the official dissolution of the samurai class, and an unprecedented period of military modernization, especially for the newly created Imperial Navy.*

Beginning with a four-gun yacht, courtesy of Queen Victoria, and an armed Dutch-built paddle wheel steamboat, the Imperial Navy received its first modern warship from the United States. In 1869 the USS Stonewall, a former Confederate ironclad armed with a 300-pounder Armstrong cannon, was delivered along with French naval experts who constructed the Yokosuka dockyard. The French also taught the Japanese how to design and build modern steel vessels, and over the next twenty years the Imperial Navy ordered more warships than any other force except the British Royal Navy.* There was suddenly a desperate need for men, who were available in large numbers as ordinary sailors, and especially for officers.

Following Meiji’s reforms, many samurai, by virtue of their better education, became military officers and administrators. But those in the rural north, the former Shogunate, had fewer opportunities. Many of them became teachers. Sadayoshi Takano, a schoolmaster descended from the Echigo samurai clan, was such a man, and on a spring day in 1884 his wife, Mineko, gave birth to their sixth son in the tiny hamlet of Kushige along Honshu’s northeastern coast. Sadayoshi named the child Isoroku, or “Fifty-Six,” which was his age when the boy was born. The family soon thereafter moved to the larger city of Nagaoka in search of better opportunities.

Isoroku grew up so poor he wore straw sandals and cotton kimonos all year round, even when winter brought snow and freezing Russian wind across the Sea of Japan. The boy could not afford textbooks for school, so he laboriously hand-copied them under the feeble heat of a little charcoal brazier. A somewhat aloof and distant father, Sadayoshi Takano nonetheless taught Isoroku calligraphy and encouraged his visits to a local Christian missionary who taught the child basic English. During summers, the boy learned the sea: how to sail, handle a boat, and fish for mackerel or octopus.

Male children also took part in large-scale military maneuvers, which often involved upward of ten thousand boys divided into opposing forces and led by regular army officers in mock attacks. Several decades of the Meiji Restoration had seen unprecedented military growth in Japan as the empire strove to make up lost centuries of progress in a matter of years—and it did. Following victory in the 1895 First Sino-Japanese War, Tokyo capitalized on a national wave of pro-naval enthusiasm by further expanding its fleet of available warships. Aware that as a potential world power the empire might have to contend with lethal Western navies, the Japanese created and funded a “Six-Six Fleet” with six modern battleships and six new armored cruisers.

By 1900, at the age of sixteen, Isoroku Takano had discovered a lifelong passion for athletics, particularly gymnastics, and American-style baseball. Given his family’s samurai heritage and having grown up fishing, swimming, and sailing, he naturally gravitated toward the navy. Scoring second out of three hundred applicants in December 1901, young Takano gained admittance to the prestigious Imperial Japanese Naval Academy on Etajima Island in Hiroshima Bay. Modeled after the harsh standards of Britain’s Royal Navy, the Japanese academy emphasized gunnery, technical studies, and learning the sea rather than just ships. Women, tobacco, and alcohol were banned for cadets, and each summer culminated in a thirteen-hour swim. At least 10 percent of each class dropped out every year.

At five feet three inches, Isoroku was small, even for a Japanese male, but excessively tough and resourceful. Graduating seventh in his class in November 1904, he was just in time to join the armored cruiser Nisshin and fight under Admiral Togo during the Battle of Tsushima Strait, the decisive climax of the Russo-Japanese War. In May 1905, three hours before a formal declaration of war was delivered, Japanese naval forces attacked Russia’s Far East Fleet at Port Arthur in southern China. The Russians promptly dispatched a major part of their Baltic Fleet, including eleven battleships, to destroy the upstart Asiatics. Admiral Zinovy Rozhestvensky chose to bring his forty-two-ship armada through the East China Sea en route to the Sea of Japan via Tsushima Strait, and it was here that Togo pounced.*

At the end of the battle, the Russian fleet had lost nine of eleven battleships, with 4,480 sailors killed in action and another 5,917 captured. Against this the Imperial Navy lost three torpedo boats, 117 dead, and 583 wounded, including Ensign Takano. When Nisshin’s forward eight-inch gun barrel overheated during the battle, the weakened metal burst, and the flying fragments severed the index and middle fingers from Isoroku’s left hand.* He spent two months in the hospital, then was granted medical leave for the summer with his proud family. The following decade was spent on training cruises throughout Asia, Australia, and the west coast of the United States. As the Great War in Europe approached, Isoroku’s father died and according to tradition he was adopted by a fellow samurai who had no sons of his own. When the thirty-year-old newly promoted lieutenant commander took up a posting at Naval Headquarters, he formally assumed his new stepfather’s surname and became Isoroku Yamamoto.

Tokyo declared war against Germany on August 23, 1914, just as the German First Army crashed into the British Expeditionary Force along the French-Belgian border near Mons. Though it was allied with Great Britain and on relatively good terms with the United States and France, Japan’s motives for joining the fight were largely opportunistic. Already seeking to expand and perennially short of resources, the Empire snatched up Germany’s Pacific possessions in the Caroline, Marshall, and Marianas islands. Rightly figuring Berlin, London, and Washington were too far away and too disinterested for intervention, Japan then landed troops on the Shantung Peninsula in mainland China. It was a gamble, to be sure, but with devotion to the emperor and the absolute conviction of cultural superiority, gambling was also a Japanese national trait.

Despite its motives, the Empire did make material contributions to the Great War. At London’s request, the Japanese took on any German or Austro-Hungarian naval raiders in Chinese waters, and even aided the British in suppressing a mutiny by an Indian Army unit based in Singapore.* In February 1917 the Imperial Japanese Navy also dispatched the Second Special Squadron, which included three cruisers and fourteen destroyers, to the Mediterranean for transport duties and antisubmarine patrols. These actions earned the Empire a permanent seat in the League of Nations, and there was little doubt in Japan that they were, at last, a Great Power on par with the West.

This opinion was definitely not shared by Britain, France, or the United States. Though there was no denying Japan’s impressive rise from feudalism to modern industrialism, this meteoric ascension was also quite troubling given the weakness of other Asian nations and, more important, the vulnerable concentration of European colonial resources in Asia. The Malay Peninsula, dominated by Britain and protected by the great colonial bastion of Singapore, contained over half the world’s supply of tin, and nearly 50 percent of its rubber. The Dutch East Indies was a rich treasure trove of quinine, essential for combating malaria, and some 20 percent of the world’s oil. It was, in fact, these very resources that Japan desperately needed, but it dared not openly challenge the combined might of the Europeans and Americans.

Not yet, at least.

As with Germany, Japan’s reasons for eventually risking war can be traced to the turbulence and confusion of the 1920s. Jazz, styles of dress, movies, and other aspects of American culture were eagerly adapted by the more cosmopolitan and educated Japanese, yet this assimilation was viewed as an erosion of traditional values by many of their traditional countrymen. Though impressed by Western technology and some of its cultural attractions, there were many who distrusted Europe and especially the United States. Asia, Japanese imperialists fervently believed, should be controlled by Asians—specifically by Japan.

Despite Japan’s participation in the Great War and impressive leap forward from medieval feudalism, the prevailing belief in military circles was that the West did not view Japan as a partner, an equal. Added to this were long-standing racial tensions, on both sides certainly, but better publicized in the United States. The discovery of gold in California triggered a heavy, late-nineteenth-century influx of Asians, predominantly Chinese, to California and the Pacific Northwest. The perceived racial threat posed by this prompted America’s first immigration laws in 1882, and the formation of a Japanese and Korean Exclusion League just after the turn of the century. By 1906, the situation was so polarizing that the city of San Francisco segregated all Asian children attending public schools, and this caused great offense in Japan. To alleviate the tension, President Teddy Roosevelt worked out a so-called Gentleman’s Agreement, through which Tokyo refused passports for unskilled Japanese laborers in return for California rescinding its school segregation policy.

As with most diplomatic solutions, this did not solve the fundamental issues, but merely delayed the inevitable reckoning. By 1917, the United States had entered the war in Europe, and Congress, overriding President Woodrow Wilson’s veto and citing national security concerns, passed the most restrictive immigration legislation to date. Some of the conditions were quite sensible: entry was banned for anyone who could not read at least thirty words in their native language; criminals, prostitutes, anarchists, and persons with contagious diseases were also denied entry.* But the act also created an Asiatic Barred Zone, which excluded anyone from a country on or adjacent to Asia and not owned by the United States. This manifestation of anti-Asian sentiment added fuel to the smoldering Japanese fire as it was viewed as prejudicial and discriminatory. Unfortunately, this would also provide the Empire with superficial justification to act as Asia’s protector.*

By this time Yamamoto had graduated from the Naval War College and received a promotion to lieutenant commander. In 1917, the Germans began unrestricted submarine warfare and by April the United States was in the war. Yamamoto, now thirty-three, began thinking of marriage and, as these events unfolded, 4,900 hundred miles east across the Pacific, Rex Theodore Barber entered the world in Culver, Oregon, on May 6, 1917. No one, not the boy’s parents and certainly not the Japanese officer, could conceive of a time when their lives would eventually overlap.

But it was coming.

Arguably, Japan’s split with the West and the Empire’s march toward war began with the Washington Naval Treaty of 1922. As a good part of the world enjoyed a post–World War I euphoria and the naïve hope of peace offered by the League of Nations, efforts to limit the arms races that contributed to the war seemed attainable. Naval power had yet to be eclipsed by airpower, so limiting the number of capital ships seemed quite logical.* A ten-year “holiday” was declared on new construction, and a ratio of capital ships was agreed upon for the navies of Great Britain, the United States, Japan, France, and Italy; for every five built by America or Britain, the Japanese were allowed three.

Tokyo agreed to the terms for several reasons. Initially, the treaty sustained inclusion into postwar, Great Power affairs, which appealed to Japanese national dignity and created a politically advantageous position. Second, Tokyo quite correctly reasoned that the Home Islands were a long, long way from Europe and America, so there was very little that could be done if Japan acted independently of the treaty. Finally, Tokyo had insisted in Article XIX that the Allies would neither build new Pacific bases, nor fortify their existing possessions. Weary from the last war and regarding future conflicts as unlikely, especially in the Pacific, the Allies agreed. This was a huge strategic win for Japan, and would have dire consequences for Britain and the United States in less than two decades.

Diplomatic victories aside, being permitted three warships for every five available to the United States or Britain was viewed as a deliberate slight by Tokyo, and Japan’s growing militarist faction was quick to demonize the treaty terms. They were aided by the 1924 passage of America’s Johnson-Reed Act, which sought to plug the immigration loopholes of the 1917 law. Essentially, it restricted immigration by imposing a 2 percent quota derived from existing foreign nationalities already in the United States. This quota was based on the entire U.S. population, not just those who were foreign born and, most significant, it barred all Asians. The Japanese, in particular, were incensed, as they considered themselves racially superior to all other Asians, and had concluded the previously mentioned Gentleman’s Agreement with the administration of Teddy Roosevelt.* This, combined with widespread perceived discrimination and the onset of the 1929 global financial depression, provided the Japanese military with leverage to gain control of the Empire and widen the chasm with the West.

For Yamamoto the 1920s had been good. He married a local farmer’s daughter who, at five feet four inches, was deemed too tall for a Japanese man, but Yamamoto, never insecure, was not bothered a bit by her height. Soon after this, he left for the United States and a two-year course at Harvard University to perfect his English. As befitting an officer in this position, he made many friends, and learned all he could about America and Americans by traveling extensively. He also added poker to his natural gambling skills, and studied economics, particularly the industrial capacity of the United States.

During his summers at Harvard, Yamamoto hitchhiked southwest across America, and toured oil fields in Texas and Mexico to gain firsthand knowledge of modern production methods. Following the West’s prosecution of World War I, he became entranced with the potential of airpower and, though a surface warrior by training and experience, Yamamoto grasped the changing nature of naval warfare. Eugene Barton Ely flew an ungainly Curtiss Pusher off the bow of the USS Birmingham in 1910, then became the first pilot to land an aircraft aboard ship a year later on the USS Pennsylvania.* However, it was the British Royal Navy that converted a merchant ship into an aircraft carrier, HMS Ark Royal, in 1914, then launched HMS Furious, a true aircraft carrier, during September 1918. Yamamoto, a full commander now, noted each aviation development with extreme interest. Aircraft carriers, he was certain, could control the enormous areas of the Pacific upon which Japan wished to build her Empire.

Returning home from the United States, he secured command of the air training center at Kasimigaura, where, at age thirty-nine, Yamamoto learned to fly. Sent back to America in 1926, he served two years as naval attaché in Washington and continued mentoring the next generation of progressive officers. “Mix with American students as much as possible,” he advised. “Do not speak Japanese . . . travel by subway or bus; no one ever found out much about any city by riding in taxis . . .” Whether out of admiration, personal interest, or simply military professionalism regarding a potential enemy—probably all of these reasons—Yamamoto noticed everything, and came away from Washington convinced that the days of battleship dominance were over. Based on his now extensive knowledge, Yamamoto was also considering how he would defeat the United States if ever ordered to do so. While Rex Barber was jumping off his barn with his homemade parachute, Yamamoto did a brief stint on the Naval General Staff then went back to sea commanding the cruiser Isuzu followed by the aircraft carrier Akagi. Another naval conference was convened in 1930, this time in London, and Japan again ranked third after the United States and Great Britain in terms of allowable warship construction.*

By 1931 ultranationalists within the military had had enough, and were determined to put Japan back on the right path, as they defined it. Westernization, except for military technology, was scorned for traditional values. In violation of the Treaty of Versailles, Chinese Manchuria was invaded, conquered, and occupied by the Imperial Japanese Army.

The proffered justification was railroad rights to the South Manchuria Railway granted to Tokyo by the Treaty of Portsmouth, which ended the 1904–1905 Russo-Japanese War. For three decades the extent of these rights had been in dispute, but China was in no position to contest them until 1931, and following a national conference Chinese leaders reasserted their rights over Manchuria. This was something Tokyo would not allow; Manchuria, and the Japanese puppet state of Manchukuo, were a war prize. Japan had constructed schools, hospitals, power plants, and rail lines all through northeastern China. Glass, sugar, flour, steel and, above all oil, were transported from the interior to Port Arthur for shipment to Japan. The resources were absolutely essential; the Home Islands could not produce enough food for their population of 60 million, nor did they possess enough natural resources to power a modern, industrial society. Manchuria was to Japan what the Indian subcontinent was to Britain: a breadbasket, a source of labor, and a bottomless mine of materials. It had to be retained at all costs, so when China began posturing for control, Japan acted.

Late in the evening of September 18, 1931, Lieutenant Suemori Kawamoto detonated a small bomb near the South Manchuria Railway tracks at Mukden. Entirely prearranged by a small clique of hot-blooded, nationalistic army officers acting independently of Tokyo, the explosion did no damage despite Japanese claims that “a detachment of Chinese troops destroyed the tracks.” The fact that the regularly scheduled southbound train arrived on time in no way dissuaded the Imperial Japanese Army from invading and occupying Manchuria. Prime Minister Inukai Tsuyoshi, rightly viewing the incident as a usurpation of his legitimate authority, attempted to rein in Japanese army and naval adventurism, and on May 15, 1932, was assassinated for his efforts.

Following Mukden, Japan’s descent into what has been aptly termed the “dark valley” by historian Ian Toll accelerated now that the military controlled the government, economy, and all foreign policy through the Imperial General Staff. Army and navy factions within this body were bitterly opposed to each other, suspicious, and territorial, which created a dysfunctional construct that would continue through the next world war. The Imperial Army favored Hokushin-ron, expansion of Japan’s Empire into Siberia and Manchuria, and viewed the Soviet Union as their greatest threat. Conversely, the Navy fervently believed the path to imperial success lay in acquiring the rich colonies of Malaya and the Pacific Islands. This policy of Nanshin-ron, or “southern expansion,” was viewed as risky since it would certainly provoke the Western powers. China was less dangerous, and the generals in Tokyo judged that neither Britain nor the United States would intervene effectively on its behalf.

The Mukden Incident led to condemnation by the United States, which openly supported Generalissimo Chiang Kai-Shek’s Nationalists, and an investigation by the Earl of Lytton on behalf of the League of Nations. “If [the Japanese] will only consent to adopt the world’s way I believe they could get all they really want and have peace at the same time.” Lord Lytton wrote in 1932, but the hypocrisy of any other Great Power condemning Japan for its expansionism infuriated Tokyo, and provided additional fuel for smoldering nationalistic fires. In Geneva the following year, the League of Nations condemned Japan’s Manchurian occupation, and after reviewing the Lytton Report recommended a troop withdrawal.

“Japan will oppose any attempt at international control of Manchuria,” stated Yosuke Matsuoka, Japan’s representative with the League. “It does not mean that we defy you, because Manchuria belongs to us by right.”* He then riposted, quite accurately, with “Would the American people agree to such control of the Panama Canal Zone; would the British permit it over Egypt?” This hypocrisy from the West rankled then, just as it does now, as the Great Powers considered imperialism and colonization their province alone. A Japan ascendant would bear close watching, yet most Americans and Europeans were dismissive of any potential threat. It was one thing, professional military officers believed, to defeat the Chinese, Koreans, or even the Russians, who were all regarded as substandard militaries; a Western opponent was quite different, and there was little to fear from Japan.

This miscalculation would cost the Allies dearly in the years to come.

So, with his retinue in tow, Matsuoka stalked from the hall and Japan permanently withdrew from the League. U.S. ambassador Joseph Grew later wrote, “Nobody could miss the political significance of Japan’s decision to quit the League of Nations. It marked a clear break with the Western powers and prepared the way for Japan’s later adherence to the Axis.” Now free of international constraints and firmly controlled by its own military, Tokyo embarked on a path of Imperial expansion throughout Asia and the Pacific. Alarmed by this and with only a year remaining on the 1922 Washington Conference, a second London meeting was called in 1935.

Yamamoto, now a vice admiral, was chosen as chief delegate representing Japan. He had personally opposed the 1931 invasion of Manchuria, so the admiral’s position was politically and physically dangerous. Ultranationalist factions believed that military conquest was the only way to solve the empire’s economic issues, and the Black Dragons, Heaven Spade Party, and Blood Fraternity had no hesitation utilizing assassination to achieve political goals. Yamamoto understood that any sign of weakness would be seen as capitulation to the West, and could very well be his death warrant.

“Japan can no longer submit to the ratio system,” Yamamoto announced to the British press in perfect English on Southampton’s dock. “There is no possibility of compromise by my Government on that point. I am smaller than you but you don’t insist I eat three-fifths of the food on my plate.” The conference was a nonstarter for the Japanese, though the admiral strengthened his personal prestige by gaining parity on submarine construction, and his strong stance against Western limitations of Japanese military expansion made him quite popular with ordinary Japanese.

Returning home to a parade, Yamamoto was appointed vice minister of the navy under Mitsumasa Yonai, and became a member of the Council of Admirals. Interestingly, he never evidenced regret for shattering the 1922 Washington Conference agreement, and this is highly instructive. Despite his deep familiarity with the United States, his cosmopolitanism, and his obvious polish, Isoroku Yamamoto was, above all else, a member of the samurai caste and a product of the Japanese Imperial system. Personal misgivings aside, he was first, last, and always a loyal, dedicated serving line officer who would do anything in his power to protect his country.

As he himself would write: “To die for Emperor and Nation is the highest hope of a military man. After a brave hard fight the blossoms are scattered on the fighting field. But if a person wants to take a life instead, still the fighting man will go to eternity for Emperor and country. One man’s life or death is a matter of no importance. All that matters is the Empire.”

Abrogating the treaty in 1936, Japan became unabashedly militaristic. The Imperial Army invaded China again, and all through the Pacific Mandate islands airfields, ports, and roads were constructed with an eye toward future military use. The Imperial Army, modeled in many respects after the German Wehrmacht, strove relentlessly for nationalistic control just as Hitler had done, while the Imperial Navy clung to Meiji’s belief in civil control of the military. The parallels between Germany and Japan are interesting and, with the benefit of hindsight, a road map to war. Both nations claimed grievances with the West, perpetuated deep-seated racial prejudices, and held an unshakable belief in the righteousness of their respective causes. They also shared a common enemy in the Soviet Union. Japan had long feared its colossal northern neighbor, and the Imperial Army regarded Russia as its principal antagonist in the fight for Asian dominance. To this end, Japan and Nazi Germany signed the Anti-Comintern Pact in 1936, pledging to defend each other’s common interests, and to make no separate political agreements with the Soviet Union.*

Firmly under military control now, Japan quite naturally drifted closer to National Socialist Germany, a trend the army fervently desired. Revolutionary political change orchestrated by the generals would permit a modern version of the Shogunate, and Yamamoto vehemently opposed this. The navy remained committed to Meiji’s dictate that the military was subordinate to civil leadership, and this created powerful enemies for the admiral, including Vice Minister of War and future Prime Minister Hideki Tojo. With the Soviet Union now between two threats by mid-1937, Tokyo felt secure about further expansion into China, though technically the 1933 truce was still in effect. Japan had no interest in peace and, like Germany, viewed conquest as essential for the future. Land, food, and mineral resources were all necessary for national survival, so acquisition was viewed as a “right,” and thus for Japan, holding China under its heel was the solution.

During the night of July 7, 1937, a Japanese soldier of the China Garrison’s 1st Infantry Regiment went missing during maneuvers outside Peking. His unit commander, Major Kiyonao Ichiki, insisted on searching the little of town of Wanping, but the Chinese military refused. Tensions escalated and shots were fired. Though another truce was declared, the Japanese had the pretext they needed for “pacification” efforts deeper inside China, ostensibly to protect their commercial interests. By the end of the month, the IJA 20th Division had attacked Peking, and the city fell in early August, leaving all of north-central China defenseless. On the southern coast Japanese units then crossed the Bazi Bridge into Shanghai on August 8, and nine days later three additional divisions were landed thirty miles north of the city. The port was vital, and with it in Japanese hands China was effectively cut in half below the Yangtze.

A bloody, three-month siege ensued that eventually involved nearly one million men, and though Shanghai inevitably fell on November 26, the casualties involved should have given Japanese military leaders pause regarding the widely touted superiority of their soldiers. This miscalculation would cost the Japanese as dearly as racial prejudice cost the Allies, and while Shanghai was taken, the latest Brussels Conference failed to resolve the Chinese conflict, so the Japanese pushed farther west toward Nanjing. Fighting a war of attrition, the Chinese believed that the enormous depth of their country would buy time until the Western powers intervened. This Fabian strategy generally avoided pitched battles while interdicting supply routes and lines of communication. Yet by December 1937, the Shanghai Expeditionary Force’s 10th Army was closing on Nanjing, the capital of the Republic of China, and the stage was set for the first armed confrontation between Japan and the United States.

Most of the foreigners had vacated by this time, but a few businessmen and missionaries stayed by choice, and a handful of diplomats remained out of duty. Americans here were under the protection of the Yangtze Patrol, a division of the tiny U.S. Asiatic Fleet based in the Philippines. Formed in 1921 to safeguard American property, interests, and lives along the 1,325-mile river, by 1937 the Patrol consisted of eight flat-bottomed, shallow-draft gunboats, including the USS Panay, which was anchored at Nanjing by early December. Nearly 200 feet long and displacing 474 tons, when ordered to Nanjing on September 21, she covered hundreds of miles in a
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