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	Pearl Harbor's Sunday was a day devoted to worship, leisure, and recuperation. Sailors recently returned from sea exercises enjoyed shore leave, and many were nowhere near their vessels when catastrophe struck. Others were sleeping off a night in Honolulu, stirring only slowly into the morning. There were uniforms to be pressed, lockers to be straightened, letters home to be composed. Yet as Marine Private Art Wells would later remember, "many would die with a shoe still in hand, or with thoughts of how to word the next sentence in a letter, or with mouths open as they began the next sea story."

	When the attack began, most of the early risers were preparing for Sunday services — some of the first to fall were men aboard church boats making their way toward the dock. Others had duties that no day of rest could suspend. As the lead planes thundered over Ford Island, baker Dale Augerson had just slid a tray of apple pies into the oven aboard the West Virginia. Chocolate cakes he had already baked sat cooling nearby when the PA system erupted with the order: "Fire and Rescue report to Ford Island." Aboard the Nevada, the ship's band had come to attention, ready to play "The Star-Spangled Banner." The opening notes had barely sounded when a plane dropped low and strafed the deck. Not a single marine was struck, yet within moments they stood beneath a torn American flag hanging limply at half-mast.

	Lewis Shaw, a Pharmacist's Mate aboard the minelayer Oglala, was in the shower when the bombs fell. On the battleship Utah, Robert Swift was quietly writing Christmas cards to his family in Tennessee. The attack was so sudden it denied men even the choice of what to wear into battle. Some fought in their pyjamas, others in slippers. Mickey Ganitch, aboard the Pennsylvania, reported to general quarters still dressed in his football uniform.

	Ninety minutes after the first bomb fell, 2,403 American servicemen lay dead among the debris or drifting in the harbour waters. Of the 301 aircraft on the island that morning, only 52 remained operational. The eight great battleships sat crippled in burning water. Flames poured skyward from hangars, airstrips, docks, and stricken planes. Dense, acrid smoke filled the air while the sea itself burned with fuel oil pouring from ruptured tanks. Pearl Harbor and Oahu's airfields had been struck by one of the most devastating surprise attacks in recorded history — and this despite the official declaration that Oahu was "the strongest fortress in the world," a place that could never fall. America had drifted, eyes half-closed, into Pearl Harbor.

	A Waking Empire

	When the First World War ended, the major central powers — Germany, Austria-Hungary, and Turkey — had been stripped of their empires, while the victorious Allied nations were left drained and deeply war-weary. A widespread revulsion toward armed conflict swept across the globe, prompting nations to pursue mutual limits on military strength. America, for her part, sought to step back from international entanglements entirely. President Wilson threw himself into the Versailles Treaty negotiations only to return home and watch the Senate reject it in 1919. That same year, America chose not to join the newly established League of Nations. Two years on, she nonetheless took a central role in the Washington Naval Conference of 1921–22. Through shrewd intelligence work, America outmanoeuvred Japan and pushed through an agreement that placed firm constraints on Japanese imperial ambitions, fixing the American, British, and Japanese naval fleets at a ratio of 5:5:3. Japan chafed at this subordinate standing and came to regard America as an obstacle to her territorial goals. The simultaneous American desire to disengage from world affairs while antagonising Japan proved a volatile and ultimately dangerous combination.

	Tensions in the Pacific

	Japan had no intention of retreating inward. She launched her post-war expansion by invading Manchuria in 1931. International condemnation prompted her withdrawal from the League of Nations but did nothing to blunt her ambitions. China fell under Japanese attack in 1937, drawing fresh protests and sharp criticism from America. It was only when Japan moved into French Indochina in 1940 that Washington concluded its own interests were genuinely at risk. President Roosevelt swiftly halted all exports to Japan of goods with potential military application. By early 1941, it had become apparent to American leaders that Japan intended to seize both the Philippines and the Dutch East Indies. Roosevelt ordered the reinforcement of American forces in the Philippines in response. On 25 July 1941, America took the severe step of freezing all Japanese assets held within the United States. Japan responded with a warning that her empire would be compelled, in order to survive, to secure the resources of the South Seas by whatever means necessary. Within a week, President Roosevelt went a step further short of open war by imposing an embargo on oil exports to Japan, hoping this would force a Japanese retreat. But Japan's dependence on oil was so acute that she was resolved to seize the Dutch East Indies regardless of the cost. Only one obstacle stood between her and that objective: the American Pacific Fleet.

	Yamamoto Thinks the Unthinkable

	The architect of the Pearl Harbor attack was Admiral Isoroku Yamamoto, Commander in Chief of the Japanese Combined Fleet. As a young officer he had witnessed the Battle of Tsushima in 1905, when Japanese naval forces comprehensively destroyed a Russian fleet in the first major engagement between steel-hulled warships — a battle Japan won decisively. After the First World War, Yamamoto refined his understanding of aircraft and carrier operations until he had grown confident enough to deploy these weapons at an unprecedented scale. Pearl Harbor, situated on the island of Oahu in the Hawaiian Islands, was to be the proving ground for his doctrine of mass aerial assault.

	In one respect Yamamoto's plan ran against military convention, since he proposed to strike the enemy at his point of greatest strength. His reasoning, however, was that Japan had no real alternative. Without American oil, Japan faced either abandoning her territorial expansion or seizing oil from elsewhere — a course that would almost certainly provoke war with the United States, a war Japan could not win. Unless, that is, she first neutralised the American Pacific Fleet. It was the gamble of a man driven to extremity by the strains of Japanese overextension in late 1940. A single blow would hand Japan control of the Pacific and leave her free to absorb the resource-rich territories of the Pacific rim. Yamamoto also believed, as an added benefit, that the destruction of the US Pacific Fleet would leave Americans so demoralised that they would accept Japan's conquests rather than fight to reverse them.

	Yamamoto Begins to Plan

	Yamamoto's serious planning got underway in February 1941. The proposal was audacious by any measure, and the obstacles were formidable. Oahu was ringed with air bases that defended both the island and the Pacific Fleet. Yamamoto would face no shortage of targets — but equally, if Oahu received advance warning, he would face no shortage of defenders.

	The harbour's configuration and the arrangement of the moorings presented the greatest challenge for an aerial assault. No matter the angle of approach, planes would find no clear, unobstructed run toward their targets. The battleships' mooring pattern — positioned in pairs — created a further problem, since the vessel on the inside of each pair would be unreachable by torpedo. Most problematic of all, however, was the harbour's depth: a mere 40 feet. It was common knowledge that air-launched torpedoes plunged between 50 and 100 feet before levelling off to their attack depth. Released in such shallow water, they would simply bury themselves in the harbour bed and lie there, useless.

	Targets and Priorities

	The structure of Yamamoto's plan was relatively simple. A large formation of aircraft would strike at dawn, hoping to catch the island's defences asleep. Their primary targets would be the airfields at Ford Island, Wheeler Field, Hickam Field, and Kaneohe Bay, along with several smaller strips not included in his formal target list. Once American aircraft had been eliminated on the ground before they could respond, the attacking planes would shift their attention to the ships at anchor. Pilots were given clear orders to concentrate on high-value targets; torpedoes and bombs were not to be squandered on lesser vessels, though any ship near the harbour entrance was to be sunk in the hope of blocking the exit channel. One unintended consequence of Yamamoto's decision to ignore the smaller ships was that they accounted for a disproportionate share of Japanese aircraft lost — though since overall Japanese losses were so light, this made little difference to the outcome. More significantly, not a single aircraft was assigned to destroying the fuel storage facilities or the repair workshops, an oversight that would prove costly to Japan's long-term strategic position.

	There were other predictable weaknesses in the Japanese plan. Sinking warships
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