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Introduction

The Pacific War, the most significant event in the modern history of the Asia-Pacific region, was both a part of the Second World War and a distinct entity within it. Of the Axis powers – Japan, Germany and Italy – Japan played the overwhelmingly major role in the Pacific: Germany and Italy were barely involved. By contrast, all the principal Allies – the United States, Britain, China, Australia, and the Netherlands – were deeply engaged, and the Soviet Union joined the war near its end. At the highest level, the Allies saw the Second World War as one conflict, in which the Pacific was just one theater. But although the Allied strategic planners had to juggle resources between theaters, the story of the Pacific War can be told separately, with the war against Germany appearing only as noises off-stage.

The Pacific War began on 7 and 8 December 1941 when Japan attacked Pearl Harbor, Malaya, and the Philippines, thereby initiating a war against the USA and Britain. Japan claimed that after the USA applied crippling economic sanctions in July 1941 it had no alternative. But the war owes its origins to Japanese expansionism and militarism over a period of half a century before 1941. Japan had been at war with China since 1937, when it invaded central China, and earlier, in 1931 and 1932, Japan had seized the Chinese territory of Manchuria. While one can argue about when the war began, however, there can be no doubt about its conclusion. It ended in August 1945 when US aircraft dropped atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki, and Japan formally surrendered in Tokyo Bay on 2 September 1945.

The war was fought over a large part of the earth’s surface. Land operations stretched from the fog-bound Aleutian Islands in the northern Pacific Ocean to the steaming tropical jungles of the Solomon Islands in the South Pacific. To the east, Japanese forces seized lonely Wake Island in the mid-Pacific; to the west, they fought in the jungle hills bordering India and Burma. Naval operations were more widespread, reaching east to Hawaii, south to Sydney Harbour and west to Madagascar, off the African coast.

It was a war of daring strategic maneuvers, generally in a maritime environment. These included Japan’s astonishing advances during the first six months, the key struggles around the perimeter of the so-called Greater East Asia Co-prosperity Sphere and the Allied counteroffensives. It was a war of great naval battles, such as those in the Coral Sea, at Midway, at Leyte, and in the Philippine Sea. It was also a war of grim jungle battles, such as in Guadalcanal, New Guinea, and Burma. There were bold and bloody amphibious landings, large-scale land operations (in Burma and the Philippines), savage guerrilla wars, clandestine operations, fearsome bombing attacks, and a bitter submarine campaign.

The Pacific War saw the application of new military capabilities and technologies, such as aircraft carriers, ship-borne air power, submarines, amphibious warfare, and signals intelligence. Finally, atomic bombs were used for the first time. The war was fought by some famous military commanders – Generals Douglas MacArthur, William Slim, and Yamashita Tomoyuki, and Admirals Chester Nimitz, William Halsey, and Yamamoto Isoruku.

It was an unusual war in that although Japan initiated it, it never had a chance of winning. The Japanese strategy was to seize south-east Asia and hope that the Allies would grow weary and allow them to keep at least some of their gains. After the ‘infamy’ of Pearl Harbor, however, the USA was never going to rest until Japan was crushed, and inevitably Japan was overpowered by American industrial might.

Although Japan was crushed, it did achieve some of its aims. Its successes splintered the invincibility of European colonial power, leading eventually to independence for the former European and American colonies: Indo-China, Burma, Malaya, Indonesia, and the Philippines. It also contributed to independence for India. Japan had hoped to find easy pickings in a weak and divided China; instead, China became unified under communist rule, except for the Nationalist bastion in the former Japanese colony of Taiwan. Japan lost its other colony in Korea, which became two separate but warring nations. And remarkably, Japan rose from the ashes to become an economic powerhouse.

Japan waged a pitiless war, including the massacre at Nanking, the brutal treatment and enslavement of prisoners of war, and the enforced recruitment of euphemistically called ‘comfort women’. This left a legacy of bitterness across the whole region, but especially in China and Korea. For those whose lives were wrecked by the war, it was little consolation to learn that Japan also treated its own civilians and servicemen cruelly. As usual, the burden of war fell heaviest on the ordinary people, with millions of deaths in Japan, China, India, and south-east Asia.

The Pacific War therefore completely reshaped political entities in Asia and changed national attitudes. Although more than half a century has passed since the end of the war, an understanding of it is still crucial if one is to appreciate the problems faced by the dynamic area now known as the Asia-Pacific.

Note: Spellings of places and people in this book are those used at the time.


Chronology

1931–32 Japan establishes puppet state of Manchukuo

1933  25 March Japan leaves League of Nations

1936  25 November Japan signs Anti-Comintern Pact with Germany

1937  7 July Beginning of general attack by Japanese forces on China (China Incident)

13 August Fighting begins between Japanese and Chinese troops at Shanghai

1939  2 July Japanese forces in Manchukuo cross into Outer Mongolia (Nomonhan Incident)

16 September Ceasefire with Soviet forces in Manchukuo

1940  17 July Burma Road closed for three months

22 September Japan granted bases in Indo-China

27 September Tripartite Pact between Germany, Italy, and Japan

1941  24 July Japanese troops land in southern Indo-China

26 July American government freezes Japanese assets in the USA; General MacArthur appointed to command US army in Far East

27 July Japanese troops start occupying French Indo-China

17 October General Tojo becomes Prime Minister of Japan

7–8 December Japanese attack Malaya, Pearl Harbor, and the Philippines

10 December Prince of Wales and Repulse sunk; main Japanese landing in the Philippines

14 December Japanese start invasion of Burma

17 December Japanese land in British Borneo

24 December Wake Island captured by Japanese

26 December Surrender of Hong Kong

1942  23 January Japanese forces attack Rabaul

30 January Japanese forces attack Ambon

31 January Defending forces in Malaya withdraw to Singapore Island

15 February Singapore Island surrenders

19 February Japanese bomb Darwin

19–20 February Japanese forces land on Timor

27 February Naval battle of Java Sea

28 February Japanese forces land in Java

8 March Japanese troops enter Rangoon; Japanese land in New Guinea

17 March MacArthur appointed to command South-West Pacific Area

5 April Japanese carrier-borne aircraft attack Colombo

9 April American forces on Bataan surrender

18 April Doolittle raid on Tokyo

5–8 May Battle of the Coral Sea

6 May American forces on Corregidor surrender

20 May Allied forces withdraw from Burma

31 May Attack on Sydney Harbour

4–6 June Battle of Midway Island

7 June Japanese land in Aleutian Islands

21 July Japanese land at Gona area, Papua

7 August Americans land in Solomons

8–9 August Naval battle of Savo Island

25–26 August Japanese land at Milne Bay

17 September Japanese drive over Owen Stanley Range halted at Imita Ridge

12–15 November Naval battle of Guadalcanal

1943  23 January Organized Japanese resistance in Papua ends

7 February Last Japanese withdraw from Guadalcanal

13 February First Chindit operation into Burma

2–4 March Battle of the Bismarck Sea

18 April Death of Admiral Yamamoto

11 May American forces land on Attu in Aleutian Islands

30 June Americans land on New Georgia

1 August Japanese declare Burma independent

4 September Australians land near Lae, New Guinea

16 September Australian divisions enter Lae

7 October Mountbatten takes command of South-East Asia Command

14 October Japanese declare independence of the Philippines

1 November American troops land on Bougainville, northern Solomons

20 November American forces invade Makin and Tarawa in Gilberts

15 December Americans land on New Britain

1944  9 January Allied forces overrun Maungdaw on Arakan front in Burma

31 January Americans invade Marshall Islands

15 February New Zealand forces invade Green Island

29 February Americans invade Admiralty Islands

2 March Second Chindit operation launched into Burma

15 March Japanese Imphal offensive from Burma begins

22 April Americans land at Hollandia and Aitape

24 April Australians enter Madang

27 May Americans land on Biak Island

5 June Start of Japanese withdrawal from Kohima

15 June Americans invade Saipan in the Marianas; American strategic air offensive against Japan begins from China

19–20 June Battle of the Philippine Sea

2 July Americans land on Noemfoor

18 July General Tojo falls from power as Japanese Prime Minister

21 July Americans invade Guam

30 July Japanese begin withdrawal from Myitkyina, Burma

15 September Americans land in Palau Islands (Peleliu) and on Morotai in the Halmaheras

10 October US Third Fleet attacks Okinawa

20 October Americans land on Leyte

23–26 October Naval battle of Leyte Gulf

24 November Superfortresses attack Japan from bases in the Marianas

1945  3 January Allies occupy Akyab in Burma

9 January American forces land on Luzon

22 January Burma Road reopened

19 February American forces land on Iwo Jima

9 March Japanese seize control in French Indo-China

9–10 March First fire-bomb attack on Tokyo

10 March American forces land on Mindanao

20 March British capture Mandalay

1 April American forces land on Okinawa

1 May Australians invade Tarakan

3 May British troops capture Rangoon

10 June Australians land at Brunei Bay

1 July Australians land at Balikpapan

7 August Atomic bomb dropped on Hiroshima

9 August Atomic bomb dropped on Nagasaki; Soviet troops invade Manchukuo

14 August Emperor Hirohito announces Japanese forces’ unconditional surrender

15 August VJ-Day; all offensive action against Japan comes to an end

17 August Sukarno announces Indonesia independent

2 September Japanese sign instrument of surrender in Tokyo Bay


Background to war

The expansion of Imperial Japan

The Pacific War was caused by the expansionist ambitions of Imperial Japan and the train of events that led to it can be described fairly easily. It is much harder to explain why Japan initiated a war against the one country that had the power to crush it – the USA. The answer is perhaps found in Japan’s unique culture and history. Having not experienced defeat for a thousand years, and believing in the superiority of their race, culture, and spirit, the Japanese could not conceive of defeat. Somehow, trusting in the living-god Emperor, they would win, even if many would die in the process.

The origins of the war therefore lie in Japan’s emergence after more than two centuries of isolation from the outside world. To protect itself from foreign influences, in the early seventeenth century Japan had expelled all foreigners and had severely restricted foreign access. This isolation was shattered in 1853, when four American warships appeared in Tokyo Bay and their commander, Commodore Matthew Perry, began negotiations that led eventually to a commercial treaty between the USA and Japan.

Thereafter the Japanese moved rapidly to modernize their country. The power of the feudal warlords collapsed and in 1868 the new Emperor announced a policy of seeking knowledge from around the world. Japan adopted a vaguely democratic constitution with an elected parliament or Diet. Compulsory education was introduced, although with heavy emphasis on obedience to the Emperor. Asked by their teachers
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