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Foreword

In the history of World War II two things stand out. One could not call them events, because they occupied more time than that word signifies. They were policies, the results of decisions made by the authorities of Germany and the United States. They are:

The Holocaust, in which the Nazis killed six million Jews and other ethnic groups deemed “undesirable.”

The U.S. government’s firebombing of Japan, in which more than two million

Japanese lost their property, 300,000 civilians were killed and 500,000 civilians were wounded.

Both policies, by the standards of the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, are war crimes.

In the summer of 1998, a U.N. commission meeting in Rome passed a treaty to establish the International Criminal Court at The Hague, the Netherlands. The approval—120 for and 7 against—was overwhelming.

The United States was one of the seven nations that voted against establishing the court. Also casting negative votes were China, which is presently occupying Tibet; Israel, which has forcibly moved populations about, an indictable offense under the treaty; Iraq, whose treatment of minorities is indictable; and Libya, India, and Mexico. The affirmative votes for the treaty represented a rebuke to the United States, which is regarded by many countries as a bully who insists on playing under his own rules. The main U.S. objection was the creation of an independent prosecutor. The United States also wanted Americans to be exempt from universal jurisdiction.

The commission rejected the U.S. positions because of the Clinton administration’s lack of credibility. For example, the United States has not re-joined the International Court of Justice, decades after withdrawing, because that court ruled the mining of Nicaraguan harbors in peacetime as illegal.

The International Criminal Court will be able to try anyone, anywhere for crimes against humanity. If Americans are charged, the United States will have to persuade every veto holder on the Security Council to vote to dismiss the case. As an example of what could go wrong, U.S. officials say that actions could be brought against the U.S. peacekeeping force in Korea. But critics aver that the U.S. objection is more far-reaching; that the establishment of the court jeopardizes the position of the United States as a superpower that is above international law.

This view is supported by the blithe rejection by Washington of complaints about the 1998 bombing of a pharmaceutical factory in Khartoum, Sudan, on the premise (unproven) that it was part of an international terrorist conspiracy. Former U.S. president Jimmy Carter’s call for an investigation of the bombing was also rejected by the Clinton White House. It is conceivable that this case could still be brought to the International Criminal Court.

Several times since the end of World War II, the United States has intervened in the affairs of other nations. One most flagrant attempt was an attempt to destroy the North Korean government in retaliation for that country’s attack on the Republic of Korea in 1951. The U.S. effort, led by General Douglas MacArthur under the cloak of the United Nations, came to naught when China intervened and fought the war to a stalemate.

The most recent intervention has been in the form of NATO’s campaign in Yugoslavia to force President Slobodan Milosevic to accept a NATO-imposed peace plan that would give the people of Kosovo independence in three years.

Kosovo is setting a new standard for international intervention that extends beyond the U.N. Charter and far beyond the principle, sacrosanct until recently, that no government should intervene in the domestic affairs of another state. What the NATO powers have said now is that a nation’s performance on human rights supersedes its right to sovereignty. “We are building toward world legal order,” said Jane Holl, director of the Carnegie Commission on the Prevention of Deadly Violence.

Perhaps, but the United States is dragging its feet, and reminding the world that it is the single superpower and self-appointed police officer of the world.

In the past decade much has changed in the world. New treaties and ethnic crises in many areas (Tibet and Kosovo, for example) have brought about sweeping revisions in law and policy. At the top of the list is the antigenocide convention, which dates back to 1948. The United States did not sign it until 1986 and it was not until two years later that then-President Ronald Reagan signed a law making genocide a crime in the United States. The humanitarian principles embodied in that convention prompted the U.S. military interventions in Somalia, Bosnia, Haiti, and on behalf of Kurdish refugees in northern Iraq.

All the more reason to be perplexed about the U.S. rejection of the treaty to establish the International Criminal Court. One can only assume that this rejection represents another aspect of the two-faced American attitude toward law: one law for the United States, and one law for the rest of the world.

The purpose of the International Criminal Court is to assure that serious crimes against humanity do not go unpunished. After World War II, the Allies attempted to establish international justice in the Nuremberg and Tokyo War Crime Trials. What they produced, it is generally acknowledged half a century later, was nothing more than “victor’s justice.” To have produced real justice, the victors’ war crimes as well as those of the vanquished would have had to be addressed; they were not.

Principal among those Allied excesses were the destruction of Dresden and the firebombing of Japan. If these occurred today, the perpetrating government leaders could be brought before the International Criminal Court. They might go unpunished, as they did in fact half a century ago. But the military leaders would have had to defend themselves against the serious charges of crimes against civilians. The vanquished would have had their day in court.

In 1999 NATO engineered an indictment against Yugoslav President Milosevic for war crimes. But the war crimes in NATO’s war against Serbia were not all on the Serbian side. NATO’s targeting of civilians for bombing, as attested by Spanish airmen who participated, qualifies as a war crime. Will charges be brought against NATO commanders? That will be the acid test of real justice.




Introduction

B-25s to B-29s

One windy day in the spring of 1942 the skies above Japan were filled suddenly with the sounds of strange aircraft that appeared out of nowhere. Sixteen twin-engine bombers with U.S. markings bombed Japan. The B-25 medium bombers of Lieutenant Colonel Jimmy Doolittle, launched from the USS Enterprise, were raiding Japan in retaliation for the December 7, 1941, attack on Pearl Harbor. The bombing did virtually no damage, but the shock to the Japanese people was enormous. They had been told that it was unthinkable that enemy aircraft would ever violate the skies over Yamato. But the unthinkable had happened.

Those living in Japanese cities asked the city governments what they were going to do about civil defense. Some recalled that the London underground transportation system had been used as an air-raid shelter during the Blitz. Could the Tokyo subway system be put to the same use?

No, said civil defense authorities. The Tokyo subway system was too shallow to give protection against high-explosive bombs. Civilians were told that they must build their own air-raid shelters. Newspapers began printing plans for simple shelters; civil defense authorities supplied buckets and flails and shovels and advised people to build cisterns on their property. The newspapers also announced plans to spray wooden houses with fire-retardant chemicals. But the chemicals were not available, so the houses went unsprayed. Civil defense authorities set up block programs involving all people, young and old. Each morning from 5 to 7 o’clock, training sessions were held in various districts.

New factories were built outside the cities, but the old factories remained. The new factories were constructed of steel and reinforced concrete; the old were built of wood, many in cities so crowded that housing districts were intermingled with the factory sites. The Home Ministry informed company managers that they would be responsible for their employees. Company officials made plans to build air-raid shelters, and through neighborhood associations told their employees that they would have to dig their own shelters, either in their garden or under the house.

But for the large part, most of these plans were ignored, because the central government never admitted that it was possible for the enemy to raid Japan’s cities. This was official government policy until the summer of 1944.

After the bombings in early 1942, Japanese Navy officers made plans to invade Midway Atoll and the Aleutian islands, from where they thought the U.S. bombers had come. Soon enough, the Japanese learned that the Doolittle raid had been launched from an aircraft carrier six hundred miles off the Japanese shore, but they were committed to the Aleutians invasion and carried it out. In fact, the Americans had considered using the Aleutian bases as a springboard for bombing Japan, but rejected the plan because the weather was so bad.

For a year Japanese and Americans battled in these northern wastes until the Japanese suddenly withdrew. During that year, engineers and technicians at the Boeing Aircraft Company in Seattle, Washington, developed the new superbomber, with which they proposed to carry out an air war against Japan. The development was closely followed by the Japanese high command through leaks in the international press.

When the new superbombers were ready in 1943, they were sent to India and western China. China, as it turned out, was too long a haul for the new superbombers, and the raids were confined to Manchuria and the tip of Kyushu, the most westerly of the Japanese home islands. They did remarkably little damage to the Japanese war effort.

The first B-29 raid on Japan was against Yawata Steel Works on Kyushu, which produced 27 percent of Japan’s rolled steel. Seventy-five B-29s conducted that raid, coming in at high altitude (30,000 feet). Fifteen planes bombed visually, thirty-two bombed Yawata by radar, and the rest bombed other targets. It was not a very successful raid, but psychologically it was important. For the first time since Doolittle’s raid, Japan had been bombed.

In December 1943, a Japanese military writer predicted that victory in the Pacific would come through air power. The Americans began searching for a new base for B-29 operations. Less than a year later, they found their new base, in the Mariana Islands.

The first B-29 mission was flown from Saipan in the Mariana Islands on November 24, 1944. Seventeen planes aborted but most of the planes bombed targets in Japan. Although it was difficult to see from 35,000 feet how much damage had been done, Washington claimed that “Tokyo’s war industries have been badly hurt. No part of the Japanese Empire is now out of range.” That statement was only too true. And Japan’s air defenses were not equipped to combat this new threat.

Three days later the B-29s returned to Tokyo. The bombing was dreadfully inaccurate; the real damage was to the morale of Tokyo’s citizens. Their worst fears were being realized.

At about this time Motoyuki Manabe had his first look at a B-29. He had been a soldier in the Imperial Army in Manchuria, but was discharged and had come to Tokyo to edit and write for Shosen magazine. He was standing on the street near the magazine office in Kanda one November day when he heard the air-raid sirens and, looking up, saw a large silver airplane high in the sky—so high it was leaving contrails behind it. So he had met B-san! It was a sight to remember.

Manabe continued to work for the magazine and experienced a number of air raids. It was hard to maintain his concentration on a manuscript with bombs falling all around, but he managed to do quite well. On November 24, 1944, he was reading galley proofs when the air-raid siren began to blow. He continued to read.

An old man from the accounting department was sitting across from him. “Air raid,” the old man blurted out, and leaped out of his chair.

Manabe continued to read, neither moving nor changing his expression. It turned out, as it frequently did, to be a false alarm.

“When the air-raid siren blew, because you were supposed to leave your desk we always ended up getting behind in our work, and we could not meet regular publication deadlines,” Manabe recalled.

“I became quite audacious. One day that month, for the first time in my life I witnessed an air battle. For five days we had been called out time and again by false air-raid alarms. A young girl in the office had her desk next to mine. This day she suddenly began to flutter around and went to the window and pressed her face to the glass.

“‘Manabe san,’ she called in an excited voice. ‘Come quick! Come quick! B-29s—ten—twelve . . .’

“I went to the window and looked out,” Manabe said. “Down in the street people were lined on both sides of the road, standing under the eaves of the buildings, looking up. The air-raid sirens were blowing. Japanese fighter planes were coming to attack the bombers. An air battle was about to begin.

“As we stood with our noses pressed against the glass, Japanese fighters attacked, and it seemed that they shot down a B-29; but we could not be sure, because the air fight passed out beyond our depth of vision.

“So it was all over. I went back to my desk and resumed reading proof,” he said.

These air raids were remarkable because they began in 1944 as attacks on military targets, but in the spring of 1945 changed into an attempt to destroy the economic and social structures of Japan.

By 1944 the war was going badly for Japan. Early successes in 1941 and 1942 had brought a euphoria that was not justified. The Japanese people had begun to believe that their military forces were invincible. The Imperial Navy carefully concealed the major U.S. victory at the battle of Midway. The long battle for Guadalcanal and the ultimate Japanese defeat were minimized. As the U.S. military steadily made its way across the Pacific, the Japanese government claimed it was waiting for the right moment to strike back and destroy the U.S. fleet.

In reality, General H. H. Arnold, commander of the U.S. Army Air Forces, was committed to the strategic bombing of Japan that had been carried out more or less successfully by the British Royal Air Force and the Allies against Germany. So far the strategic bombing campaign in the Pacific had scarcely gotten off the ground.

By the end of 1944 the United States, with its air bases on Saipan, Tinian, and Guam, was ready to carry out a full-fledged bombing campaign against Japan. What was needed now was a tough, assertive, ruthless commander. He was found in the person of Major General Curtis LeMay, a professional Air Force officer who had earned his stars while serving in Europe with the 8th U.S. Army Air Force.

LeMay came in the middle of a great debate within the American military community, concerning the morality of bombing civilian populations. The debate had begun years earlier, when the Japanese began bombing civilian populations in China. The bombing of Shanghai had shocked the international community. Pictures of a Chinese child sitting, crying amid the rubble of the Shanghai railroad station, had appeared in newspapers throughout the world.

But since that time, the world had become hardened; in 1940 Germany set out to destroy London, Britain retaliated with raids on Berlin and other German cities, and the air war escalated. In 1943 the United States joined the battle and with the RAF the 8th U.S. Air Force destroyed Hamburg and Dresden by fire. One of the architects of this policy had been a young general: Curtis LeMay.

One of LeMay’s early observations, after the city of Hankow, on the Yangtze River, was burned, was that Asian houses burned easily. This flammability was particularly true of Japanese houses, which were constructed largely of paper and wood.

The raids from the Marianas in late 1944 were conventional high-altitude raids. The bombers came in at 20,000 to 30,000 feet, bombed, and turned back for the Marianas. As late as March 4, 1945, 150 B-29s in four sections flew over Tokyo and bombed from high altitudes, knowing that the Japanese did not have antiaircraft guns that could reach above 25,000 feet and that Japanese fighter planes were not equipped for high-altitude interception. The bombers began at 8:30 in the morning. Their high explosive bombs did some damage, and their incendiaries started some fires. But in two hours the vigilant Tokyo firemen had extinguished the flames.

The American bombing strategy was about to undergo a radical change. On February 25, 1945, LeMay sent a bombing mission against Tokyo loaded with incendiaries. The weather was cloudy and the bombing was not assessed by photographs for several days. When the photos came in, they showed that one square mile of Tokyo had been almost obliterated. And this bombing had been done from high altitude.

What would happen if the same sort of bombing were done from low altitude?

To find out, General LeMay sent a training mission against Kito Io, a Japanese-held island in the Marianas. It was a small place with a jut of land that was very like one in Tokyo. The bombers were to go in at fifty feet above sea level to drop their bombs. The result: all the buildings on the island were obliterated.

After a few more failed high-altitude missions, LeMay switched to low-altitude incendiary missions against residential areas. He knew what this would do: change the focus of the bombing from military targets to civilian. No longer would the B-29s attack aircraft, tank, and engine factories. Now they would concentrate on burning up Japan.

On March 7, civilians in Tokyo and other Japanese cities braced themselves for another visit by B-san, the big silver bombers they had come to recognize. But only four B-29s appeared in Japanese skies that day; one bombed Okayama, and two bombed Shikoku. A fourth B-29 appeared over the Kanto plain, but did not drop any bombs. When the sirens wailed, the people took to their bomb shelters. Most families by this time had built private bomb shelters, usually nothing more than a pit covered for protection from splinters. But on this day in Tokyo no bombs were dropped.

On March 8, the Tokyo newspapers reported that B-29s had conducted reconnaissance flights over the area, nothing more. The average Japanese civilian was only dimly aware of the latest development regarding B-29s and the desperate fighting that was occurring on Iwo Jima. They didn’t realize that the United States wanted Iwo Jima for an airfield to house fighters capable of escorting the B-29s to Tokyo and back.

The Japanese newspapers on March 9 were filled with stories about the heroic Japanese airmen who battled the B-29s. One of these heroes was Lieutenant Heikichi Yoshizawa.


Lieutenant Yoshizawa, who shot down two B-29s and damaged several others in a series of B-29 raids on Tokyo, also damaged another B-29 when the enemy attacked the Kanto district. Although his plane was damaged by enemy gunfire, he deliberately launched a ramming attack on another enemy plane and downed it, thereby meeting a glorious death.



Then came March 9, 1945, and a revolutionary development in the air war over Japan.

General LeMay undertook to burn up the nation.

This book is the story of that horrifying campaign, in which the civilian population, rather than the military, became the target on the theory that parts for aircraft and other weapons were being manufactured in Japanese homes.

Some of the material in this book appeared in The Night Tokyo Burned (St. Martin’s Press: New York, 1987). But the emphasis of that book was on the bombing. The emphasis of this book is on the bombing’s effect on the people and government of Japan and the long-range effect this campaign had on warfare.
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Firestorm

The high-altitude precision bombing campaign was not getting the job done in Japan. That much was apparent to General Curtis LeMay after the raid March 4, 1945, on the Musashimo Tama plant near Tokyo. Bad weather caused the bombers to miss their target, hitting instead the Tokyo urban area; this eighth raid on the Musashimo Tama plant left it virtually untouched.

But the February 25 raid on Tokyo, in which many of the bombs were incendiaries, was much more successful: 450 tons of firebombs had burned a square mile of Tokyo, destroying or damaging 28,000 buildings.

General LeMay called his wing commanders to meet at his Quonset hut headquarters on Guam. He showed them the results of the Tokyo firebomb raid and said he was encouraged: the Americans could burn the heart out of Japan’s twenty largest cities, using M-69 firebomb clusters. His XXI Bomber Command was going to switch to night raids.

Moreover, they were going to change their entire tactics. No more high-altitude raids. They would go in low, five thousand to six thousand feet, and the crews would be reduced to save weight for more bombs. Anticipating objections, LeMay said that some of his flak experts believed such raids would be suicidal, but he disagreed. Japanese antiaircraft defenses were nothing like the German, LeMay knew from his European Theater experience. He anticipated losses due to flak would be only 5 percent. Seeing the quizzical looks on the faces of his audience, he went on.

Only two aircraft had been lost to flak to date because the Japanese relied on searchlights and radar, while the German flak batteries were controlled electronically. Initially, the low-level attackers would have the advantage of surprise in Japan.

What about fighters? somebody asked.

That would not be a problem. The Japanese had only two groups of night fighters in all the home islands, LeMay said. That’s why I’m sending in the B-29s without machine guns or ammunition.”

Major General Emmett “Rosie” O’Donnell, commander of the 73rd Wing, gave a low whistle. The others sat, stunned.

“Frankly,” LeMay said, “I’m removing the ammunition because I’m afraid that the crews will be shooting at each other more than at the Japs. Then, too, we’ll save three thousand pounds, which will give us another ton and a half of bombs.”

That meant a 65 percent increase in bomb capacity.

He knew that the crews had not been trained for night missions but night missions it would be. “It is my hope,” the general said, “that night missions will reduce losses at sea, because returning B-29s will be over Iwo in daylight.” Iwo Jima had been captured, at great cost in Marine lives, a few months before, specifically to house emergency landing facilities for the B-29s.

General LeMay ended the meeting with a few remarks about the coming invasion of Okinawa. The B-29s would mount an all-out effort before that invasion, he said, beginning with a series of strikes on Japan’s largest
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