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    Introduction



    As Americans of the 1930s glanced across their Pacific and Atlantic
    barriers, they found that the insulation afforded by their cushioning
    oceans suited them just fine. For a nation that had been dealing with
    unemployment rates of 25%, the Great Depression was enough travail for its
    citizens to deal with, and the Americans embraced their neutrality. While
    it was unfortunate that, following the fall of France, Great Britain was
    left to fight alone against the Nazi aggression and genocide of Adolf
    Hitler’s Germany, it was Europe’s battle, and Americans had no wish to take
    part. On the Pacific side of the nation, Japanese aggression against the
    Chinese was likewise unfortunate, but Americans wanted no part of someone
    else’s war.



    President Franklin D. Roosevelt was no isolationist, and he realized, as
    the citizens of the nation he had led since 1933 did not, that there would
    be no shelter from this war. America provided support to Great Britain,
    Free France, the Republic of China, the Soviet Union, and other Allies
    through the Lend-Lease program which provided food, oil, and material,
    including warships, warplanes, and weapons, from 1941 to the end of the war
    in August 1945. In exchange for the items, the U.S. received leases on army
    and naval bases located in Allied territory during the war years.



    FDR would have liked to do more, but the Neutrality Act of 1939 limited the
    scope of the assistance that could be offered. American aversion to being
    engulfed by foreign war required that FDR had to balance his far-sighted
    vision for the conflict with the nearsighted perspective of the nation.
    With a Gallup poll taken before the war showing that 88% of Americans were
    against becoming involved in the war in Europe, FDR’s 1940 re-election
    campaign vowed, “I have said this before, but I shall say it again and
    again and again: Your boys are not going to be sent into any foreign wars.”



    Americans, when they did think of the war, were aware that the nations in
    Europe were falling like low-hanging fruit to the Nazis. They knew that
    Japan had invaded China and seized Manchuria. They were aware that their
    government was negotiating with the Japanese government, which wanted the
    U.S. to end the sanctions that were depriving the Japanese of oil and
    necessary goods. But until December 7, 1941, none of this was sufficient
    reason for the Americans to enter the war.



    That ended when President Roosevelt addressed a joint session of Congress
    on December 8, the day after the attack. December 7, 1941, was, he
    declared, a day which would live in infamy. First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt
    had already prepared the nation for the news in her radio broadcast the
    night before when she stated, “whatever is asked of us we shall accomplish
    it; we are the free and unconquerable people of the U.S.A.” For his part,
    her husband regarded the attack on Pearl Harbor as the most serious crisis
    that any presidential Cabinet had had to deal with since the Civil War.



    With only one dissenting vote, Congress voted to go to war against the
    Empire of Japan an hour after FDR’s speech. The dissenting vote was cast by
    Rep. Jeannette Rankin of Montana. Having flung off its neutrality, the
    Americans reacted angrily to her pacifism. A mob that followed her as she
    left the Capitol after her vote forced her to hide in a telephone booth
    until the Capitol police came to her rescue. America was out for vengeance
    and was in no mood for peace until it came on American terms.



    Germany and Italy declared war against the United States, but America had
    no more thoughts of avoiding the conflict. The attack on Pearl Harbor was
    the linchpin to the grenade that launched America into a global conflict
    for the second time in the twentieth century. But World War II would see a
    very different result from what World War I had brought, as the United
    States and its military, rising out of the burning ashes of Pearl Harbor,
    would emerge as the dominant power, one possessed of a terrible new weapon
    capable of wreaking destruction on an unfathomable scale.



Conclusion



    The American war with Japan that began at Pearl Harbor ended at Nagasaki
    when the United States dropped a second atomic bomb upon the civilian
    population. But before that grim resolution in 1945, the Japanese were
    initially able to exploit their success following the attack on Pearl
    Harbor.



    Not long after the attack, the Japanese controlled much of the Pacific
    including the Philippines, Burma, Dutch East Indies, Singapore, Hong Kong,
    Wake Island, and Guam. But within six months, the tide was slowly beginning
    to turn. That turning point was the Battle of Midway, fought from June 4 to
    7, 1942. Described by military historian John Keegan as “the most stunning
    and decisive blow in the history of naval warfare,” the engagement of the
    Americans at Midway was part of Japan’s effort to trap U.S. aircraft
    carriers and, by achieving victory, extending Japan’s defenses. The
    Japanese went to Midway in response to the raid that Lieutenant Colonel James
    Doolittle had flown over Tokyo. The raid did little damage except to
    Japan’s martial pride and, convinced that the raid had been launched from
    Midway Island, the Japanese intended to teach the Americans a lesson. But
    the U.S. Navy had discerned the time and place for the attack and was not
    surprised when it came. All four of Japan’s aircraft carriers were sunk. It
    was not as easy for Japan to replace its lost aircraft carriers and pilots
    as it was for the Americans.



    By 1945, the war against Japan had come down to the Battle of Iwo Jima and
    Okinawa. Iwo Jima, considered the fiercest battle in the Pacific Theater,
    saw the U.S. Marines sustain casualties to approximately 33% of their
    fighting force. During the 82-day Battle of Okinawa, the Americans lost
    more than 50,000 troops. Bad as that was, it was worse for the Japanese,
    who lost 100,000 troops. By July 1945, 64 of Japan’s cities had been
    greatly or partially destroyed by bombing. The Japanese military was nearly
    impotent, and the country was almost out of oil. Food shortages loomed. The
    Japanese people were suffering and tired of war. But when the Potsdam
    Declaration required unconditional surrender from Japan, the Japanese
    refused. It seemed as though the Japanese would go on fighting even in the
    face of defeat.



    The United States had a second, secret option to end the war. Since 1940,
    after a warning by Albert Einstein that the Nazis were researching nuclear
    weapons, the Americans had been developing an atomic weapon. Military
    advisors had warned President Harry Truman that if American forces invaded
    Japan, the American casualties would be terrible. Therefore, Truman made
    the decision to unleash the most terrible weapon the world had ever known.



    On August 6, 1945, the Enola Gay flew over Hiroshima and dropped a five-ton
    bomb on the city. The blast, the equivalent to 15,000 tons of TNT,
    instantly killed 80,000 people and destroyed four square miles of the city.



    Fourteen-year-old Tomiko Matsumoto was late for school and was running to
    catch up to the other students who were already in line. “I felt as if the
    sun had dropped on me. Then the blast, strong blast, attacked me. I was
    under the rubble of the school. I was in the darkness. I couldn’t see
    anything. No one was there. About 320 girls and ten teachers were on the
    playground but there was nobody . . . my skin was peeling off and hanging
    down from my neck and then my clothes. My back was burnt. Pieces of glass
    were speared into my head.” Tomiko was picked up by the military and, along
    with other survivors, taken to shelter. There she saw some of her
    classmates and a teacher. But by the following morning, she was the only
    one of her schoolmates who was still alive. During the following weeks,
    thousands more died, victims of radiation poisoning and wounds.



    Japan would not surrender. On August 9, the Americans dropped a second
    bomb, this one on Nagasaki. Almost 40,000 people died. On August 15, Japan
    surrendered unconditionally. General Douglas MacArthur, appointed as
    supreme commander of the Allied Powers arrived in Tokyo on August 30, and
on September 2, Japan signed the terms of surrender aboard the USS    Missouri. MacArthur was in charge of the occupation of Japan with
    the intention of transforming the country into a democratic nation. But
    first, the starving Japanese needed food. With the cities in ruins and the
    government in a state of collapse, Japan needed immediate relief. MacArthur
    set up a food distribution network.



    Then MacArthur, who refused to allow Emperor Hirohito to be tried as a war
    criminal, obtained the monarch’s good will and set about the goal of
    rebuilding the nation’s political structure. The occupation ended on
    September 8, 1951. Japan was once again in charge of its own sovereignty.



    The United States would be forever changed by its role in World War II. The
    isolationist nation that had existed before December 7, 1941, would emerge
    as a powerful world leader, its might undiminished by World War II. A new
    enemy would appear as the Soviet Union, and communism became the bitter foe
    of the Americans. Japan would become an American ally. The two nations,
    each having inflicted a deadly surprise attack on the other, would find
    common ground in the post-war years, growing through alliances in trade and
    a shared sense of partnership.



    But even with the passage of time, the memory of the 1,177 who died on the
    USS Arizona did not fade. In 1962, the USS Arizona Memorial was
    built to commemorate the sacrifice of the sailors who died upon the ship
    when the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor. The memorial is above the sunken
    hull of the ship. The memorial attracts two million visitors a year who
    come to pay their respects to those who died.



    Respects are also due to those who survived. Donald Stratton was one of the
    survivors. As the USS Arizona was sinking, he and five others
    aboard the death ship were rescued by a young sailor who risked his own
    life to save them. Joe George was the sailor, and his military record
    confirmed his action. But because there was no eyewitness account of what
    he had done, and no senior officer on his ship, the USS Vestal, he
    could not be awarded a medal. There seemed to be another problem; George
    had been ordered to cut the line connecting his ship with the burning
    battleship. Disregarding the order, he threw a line to the six surviving
    sailors instead of casting off as he had been told to do.



    Randy Stratton, Donald Stratton’s son, knew the story of his father’s
    rescue, and he was convinced that Joe George, who died in 1996, should get
    a medal for his deed. Randy Stratton got in touch with George’s widow and
    promised the family that he would do his best to see that their father and
    husband was recognized for his bravery. Letters to politicians, contact
    with other Pearl Harbor survivors, and telephone calls to anyone who would
    listen were all part of his campaign. He enlisted the political influence
    of Arkansas Senator Tom Cotton, Colorado Senator Cory Gardner, and Arizona
    Senator Jeff Flake. The Navy found the logbook that had belonged to George;
    the record included the commendation he received for saving the six sailors
    who would have died had he not thrown them a line. There was no reason now
    to deny the dead hero a posthumous medal.



    On December 7, 2017, Joe George was awarded the Bronze Star for Valor. The
    ceremony took place aboard the USS Arizona Memorial. His daughter, Joe Ann
    Taylor, received the medal for her father. Attending the ceremony were
    95-year-old Donald Stratton and Lou Conter, aged 96 and also one of the
    survivors of the USS Arizona. For these men and the others who
    died on that infamous day, the history was personal. The same was true for
    the Japanese who perished on August 6 and August 9 when the United States
    dropped atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki.



    For the United States and Japan, the war in the Pacific was bookended by
    the two surprise attacks, the first on Pearl Harbor and the second with
    atomic bombs on Japan, which sent the two nations on a perilous journey
    that neither country can ever forget.


