
  

  CHAPTER 1


  The Air Show


  For the young men of America, the air show was a glance into the future. The boys who would become the pilots and air commandos of the world’s first military airlift grew up wanting to be like the fighter pilots who won the Western Front and like the 1920s barnstormers who came in their wake.


  The boys’ hall of fame started with Eddie Rickenbacker. He was the best of all time, the only fighter pilot to survive more than a couple months with the “ace-of-aces” designation for most enemy kills. He returned home from WWI as America’s premier ambassador of airpower. In the war to come, he would not only fly, he’d fly the Hump.


  After the First World War, the pilots’ daring in the sky and their effortless cool—their leather boots and jackets, the gloves, scarves, and goggles—rubbed off on a generation of boys who biked or hitchhiked to local airfields to learn flying from the ground up. And as Rickenbacker aged out of idol status, their focus shifted to the young record breakers. Charlie Lindbergh was a former army pilot who barnstormed the country for years with his friend James Doolittle and a cohort of stunt flyers. To barnstorm meant to pioneer, to push limits and perform brave feats of aviation in a flying circus for five dollars a day. Then Lindbergh shocked the world in 1929 by completing the first solo flight from New York to Paris, and his fame abounded to a degree never seen before.


  In the watershed of Lindbergh’s trans-Atlantic triumph, the flying circuses of the early twentieth century gave way to air shows, grander assemblies of modern planes and pilots, with mock-dogfights and earsplitting exhibitions of new planes, engines, and flight techniques. Even in a lingering Depression economy, there was money to be made in aviation. Especially if the military got involved.


  Among the marquee aviators of the 1930s, Lindbergh’s close friend Jimmy Doolittle had the most direct impact on the air war to come, especially the one in the Far East. Years before he could breach Japanese airspace with a bomber squadron launched from an aircraft carrier and execute the raid on Tokyo with which his name is forever associated, Doolittle became the first pilot to conquer the overcast.


  In the 1920s, it was common for planes to crash due to dense fog or clouds. Pilots of the era were taught to “trust their guts” in cloud cover, the worst-possible advice for a disoriented pilot in a whiteout, because vertigo could make a pilot mistake his up for down. Frequent crashes due to weather meant frequent flight cancellations, which precluded regularly scheduled passenger or mail flights. This stalemate with the clouds stunted the 1920s aviation industry’s growth.


  Enter Dr. Doolittle, who was not just a famed stunt pilot but also a scholar of aeronautics at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, and who was determined to prove to the world that to fly in fog or heavy overcast a pilot should trust his instruments, never his gut. So on September 24, 1929, he had a special hood fastened over the cockpit windows of his NY-2 Husky, blinding him save for his cockpit instruments. Doolittle took off, flew around for a bit, and landed using instruments alone. This demonstration of how to fly safely in cloudy or foggy conditions turned out to be a crucial innovation for the next generation of American pilots that would save thousands of airmen’s lives in the war years to come, including many on the Hump—where the term “overcast” didn’t do justice to the heavy, unrelenting storms.
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  But Doolittle’s influence on the next air war was manifold. In the mid-1930s he consulted for Shell Oil, where he convinced executives to manufacture gasoline of significantly higher octane for aviation purposes. The demand for 87-octane aviation fuel, which was then considered high-octane, was a rare bright spot for Shell during the Depression, so the company agreed to ramp up production of 100-octane for the next generation of planes. The veteran airman climbed into cockpits himself to fire up such prototypes, proving to his growing legion of friends and admirers in the American military brass that a plane running on 100-octane could fly significantly faster and farther than a comparable plane burning 87-octane.


  Again, Doolittle’s insight proved accurate and crucial. The primary cargo American pilots would later ferry over the Hump to China was aviation gas, to fuel the high-octane-loving American airplanes that could use it to climb higher and dive faster than their opponents. Thanks to Doolittle’s foresight, American oil companies such as Shell controlled the production and distribution of aviation gas worldwide at precisely the right time, and once the war was on they joined the fight on the Americans’ side.


  But Doolittle’s gasoline innovation, like his instrument flight, was not his primary influence on the air war in Asia. That distinction, and the basis of Doolittle’s legend, was his bomber raid on Tokyo.
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  American military aviation was severely underfunded in the 1930s, at least compared to peer air forces, such as those of Germany and Japan. To the States’ fossilized peacetime generals, aviation was a misdirection of funds toward an inessential and largely irrelevant sector of the military. If planes were to be used at all, the generals held, they should be to provide reconnaissance to ground troops.


  It was a hard time to be an army airman. The American military had been weakened by internal divisions, isolationism, and post-Depression cuts in funding. The air force was gouged down to only one-twentieth of the personnel that were in aviation squadrons at the end of WWI. Throughout the early 1930s, the air forces slogged on as a minor part of the US Army, misunderstood and mismanaged by people focused on the ground.


  So other countries got the jump. The specifics of Germany’s aviation buildup were reported in excruciating detail by American freelance aviators, including Rickenbacker, Doolittle, and Lindbergh, after their separate late-1930s tours of Berlin’s airplane and armaments industry revealed a nation on the cusp of expeditionary conquest. Their vehement reports home raised alarms at the White House but prompted few effective countermoves by an inward-focused Congress. Evidence that Japan, too, was maxing out its air fleet for use against its neighbors failed to truly register in Congress. Instead, the Senate labored to constrain President Franklin Roosevelt’s authority in the ongoing political conflicts of the New Deal. But as Roosevelt wrapped up his fraught first term, he took to heart the central point of Doolittle’s report: In modern war, airpower could be determinative—and the United States was falling behind both Germany and Japan.


  American public opinion was still isolationist in the late 1930s, but the president felt war was inevitable. Behind the scenes he shifted as many key sectors as he could to a wartime stance. Shell and other oil companies ramped up production and refinement of aviation gas, and the army ordered whole fleets of the kinds of planes that used it. Labor standards were relaxed, and new entries to the labor force such as women, immigrants, and people of color took on essential production jobs. Thus the American industrial labor machine screeched, grinded, and at long last chugged into motion.


  After the Japanese surprise attack on a US Navy base at Pearl Harbor, Hawaii, on December 7, 1941, aviation recruiting soared. Young American men joined the air wing to avoid infantry combat, stave off shame and dishonor among peers, or escape circumstances at home ranging from boredom to despair or abuse. Some of the fresh air cadets were college grads, and most had completed at least two years of college. But that requirement was relaxed during the early stages of the war because the need for pilots was so high. In 1942, trainees without high school diplomas were accepted into aviation squadrons by passing a basic mental exam, while civilian, commercial, and mercenary pilots were urgently pressed or paid into service.


  When the army air force opened its gates wide, some rats slipped in. Other air divisions, notably the ferry command, transferred their incompetent, deficient, or intoxicated characters out of sight and mind to the Hump, where other airmen dreaded being assigned to fly with them. It was easier than discharging people at a time in which the basic idea was to welcome in as many warm bodies as they could.


  The lemons were the exceptions, though. Most of the pilots who joined up green were solid fliers, if not aces, exactly. Top-ranked pilots chose to fly fighters, and many of the next tier were assigned to bombers. They were then sent to Europe, North Africa, or the South Pacific. The bombers had no idea when they shipped out just how excruciating their air service would turn out to be.


  Cargo transport wasn’t high on most pilots’ wish lists. And flying over the Himalayas and the Indian and Burmese jungles would never be a day in the park. It might have been an unheralded mission, but it was legitimately dangerous, and it turned boys into men. Some went on to decorated careers in the US Air Force, as it would later be named—flying combat missions and filling leadership roles in the Berlin airlift, the Korea conflict, and even the Vietnam war. But when most of these pilots started out, they were unknown American boys from the working or middle classes in need of a career and a purpose.


  Most were born between 1910 and 1925. They were all men, save for a few Red Cross and military nurses stationed with them in India. Most considered themselves white, obscuring their prism of regions, religions, ethnicities, and cultures. Most had never left their state much less the States, and few had ever flown more than paper airplanes before they joined up. Then they climbed into WWI-era biplanes for preliminary flight training.


  They were not very knowledgeable about the world, at first. But during the war to come, they would make contact with Chinese pilots, troops, and laborers; Indian troops, laborers, and refugees; Nepalese mercenaries; Burmese tribal peoples, militias, and refugees; and British, Canadian, and Australian pilots and officers. On special occasions, they might even square up with a Japanese pilot, or a saboteur. The Americans who went overseas as sheltered, provincial boys in a matter of months became clear-eyed men of the world.


  Many of the pilots chosen for the Hump heard the horror stories and pulled whatever string they could find to get sent elsewhere. But if they had no connections or clout to call upon, they steeled their nerves and headed for India.


  They took all sorts of paths to the training cockpit. Bob Binzer loved to fly but had vision problems, so his dad, an ophthalmologist, helped him memorize the charts before his exam. Binzer passed the eye test and entered training.


  Monroe Withers didn’t have a high school diploma, and he had heard that he couldn’t apply to the Air Corps without at least two years of college. “My formal education ended in tenth grade,” he said. “But I had kept up with my reading, so I decided to give it a shot.” Withers passed the mental exam and was allowed to join up.


  Carl Constein always wanted to fly, in part because pilots were paid more than soldiers or laborers. During the Depression, he and his family huddled around the one lit bulb in their flat. But when the war started, he was too young to join up before 1943, and by then, Air Corps recruiting had been so successful that new recruits were bottlenecked in training. Constein found himself in a months-long holding pattern before his eventual intake.


  Lloyd Benjamin was a civilian airline pilot who accepted a recruiter’s offer to quick-qualify him at officer candidate school. During training he got paid three times what regular cadets made, and he and the other civilian pilots ignored or laughed at the orders given to regular trainees. After thirty days, he and other civilians were pushed through as “service pilot flight officers,” essentially ready-made second lieutenants who thought very highly of themselves, but who had not been fully trained to fly combat missions in a war.


  John Susko worked part-time jobs after high school in New York to make enough cash to pay for monthly, half-hour flying lessons in a biplane at his local airfield. In between lessons, he would bike to the field and watch planes take off and land, coloring in his dream of a life in the sky.
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  Mel Hodell, Susko’s roommate starting at a training base in Reno, was born in suburban Illinois in July 1921. He grew up poor, with no father figure that he would speak of. As with Rickenbacker, Lindbergh, and Doolittle, Mel’s paternal void was a chip on his shoulder for life. By high school he was determined to rise above his roots, even if that meant flying away.


  His parents, Ethelwyn Ada Conner and Melvin Paul Hodell, gave marriage a try twice. They divorced twice. It was tough to cobble together a life in Depression-era Detroit without savings, college degrees, or stable work. Ethel and Paul, as they were called, clearly didn’t work as a couple, but they succeeded in bringing forth two children: earnest Melvin Ernest and rascally Jean Lou.


  Mel was a sickly child with a weak constitution. He said he was “susceptible to all kinds of kid diseases.” The family moved from Chicago to Detroit when Mel was age four, and his best memories from that time are of weekend camping getaways with Ethel and Jean, who he nicknamed Stinky. “We started on a Saturday afternoon and drove till we were tired out,” he said. “Then, regardless of where we were, we would stop and spend the night. The idea was to get lost and not know where we had halted.” The next morning Mel and Jean would have to locate themselves on a map using the topography around them and then chart their route home.


  After the second divorce, Ethel wrote Paul out of her children’s lives. She intercepted his letters, hung up on telephone calls, and confiscated gifts. Eventually Mel, too, gave up on a relationship with his dad. “I have no father,” he wrote in a high school essay. Paul was not mentioned in any of his son’s letters home from the war, whereas Mel addressed several directly to Avis, his mother’s steadfast companion.


  In Detroit, Ethel did hair. The family rented a pair of rooms in the back of the salon where she worked, and it was there, behind all the tubs and washbasins, where the family, including Ethel’s mother, Ethelda, and sometimes Avis, hunkered down for the long Michigan winters.


  Mel and Jean curled up on cots in the tiny single bedroom. Ethel and Ethelda slept on bed mats on the kitchen floor. The family used one lamp, a single bulb over the kitchen table that they would turn on for a few hours each night while they ate dinner and listened to the radio. There was little ventilation in the salon, especially in the cold months when every degree was precious, so the family’s clothes and skin began to smell like the chemicals for dyeing and straightening hair.


  Mel left these quarters early in the mornings and was on the move all day. He knew Detroit as only a city kid could, hawking newspapers and creeping around the Detroit Tigers’ dormitory building with a baseball to collect autographs from the players. A second set of shoes was impossible, but there were plenty of empty boxes for beauty products at the salon, so each morning in winter Ethel would cut out cardboard soles to slip into her kids’ shoes. As Mel and Jean marched through the black snow, the soles would soak through and fall apart—but it would take a few hours. “By the time I got home at night, the holes were back in my shoes,” he said.


  Little Mel found odd jobs in Detroit but was always drawn to newsrooms. He delivered papers and hawked them on street corners, soaking up ink along the way. When he had a reason to be in the newsroom he lingered, watching the interplay of reporters and editors. He wanted to start as a reporter for City News in Chicago, or some other paper that did the news right, and then become successful enough to buy and publish a paper of his own. Newspaper work was prestigious in the first half of the twentieth century—good money, stable work, lots of opportunities for growth. It’s all Mel could see himself doing when he grew up.


  Still, he feared he would never get past his class or his father’s shabby example. So wherever their little family moved in Detroit and its surroundings, Mel kept working for newspapers. He swept out print rooms, sold ads to local businesses, and updated the classifieds. He did odd jobs to help his mother pay bills and keep Jean in shoes without holes, and along the way he learned what it meant to be a member of the press. He held to his plan: He would go to Northwestern for undergrad to study journalism, work on the school’s renowned daily newspaper, then get his master’s at Medill (Northwestern’s journalism school) and find a big-city reporting job.


  Some of Mel’s dreams would come true. Others would fall apart in thin air.


  He did get into Northwestern. It was a stretch to pay tuition, though. One semester he didn’t have the cash to cover it, but he was determined to stay in college, so he stowed his pride and sought out his estranged father, Paul, to ask for a loan. Mel reported that his father denied him the money. Paul’s reasons are lost to history, but his son came to see this denial as a last straw, and it made the chip on his shoulder permanent. Mel finally wrote off Paul for good that day, and he would shun him until his father’s death in 1957.


  This severed relationship profoundly affected who Mel became as a man. After his father departed the second time, Mel was mostly surrounded by women who he wanted to protect and make proud. And as for the tuition money, he found it inside Northwestern. He made a friend in the university’s administration, J. Jay Gerber, who helped him navigate the funding maze and get his tuition paid for. Gerber became Mel’s trusted friend and mentor for life, and their relationship filled some of his paternal void.


  When he returned to campus in early 1943, the Daily Northwesterner chose Mel to be managing editor, but by then he had one boot out the door. He completed his BA in June and began his military training in July before going active-duty in February 1944.


  As a second lieutenant Mel was paid $1,800 a year, plus another $900 in flight pay. It felt like a bonanza. Most of his flight training was in rural areas, so he stayed on base and sent almost all of his money home, where it paid for Jean’s tuition and expenses at Michigan State and for treatment on his mother’s injured arm. He asked Ethel to use whatever was left of his earnings to buy up T-bills and war bonds, in preparation for his life after the war.


  While Mel served overseas, his nest egg grew and compounded. The war might be his family’s ticket out of poverty, if he could get through it in one piece.



  

   CHAPTER 2


  Dwarf Bandits


  No individual uniquely embodies or represents the China-Burma-India (CBI) airlift project of World War II. Only one man was there from start to finish, and he wasn’t exactly on-site directing air traffic. Dozens of military leaders served as the pillars and boards in the Hump structure, and thousands more men (and a few women) acted as the bricks: privates, corporals, sergeants, first and second lieutenants, laborers, mechanics, nurses, and administrators—all of whom bore a unique and essential weight during the war. The tale of the Hump is in fact a collage of these stories, and none are quite alike.


  The foundations of the airlift were laid by Doolittle, Rickenbacker, Lindbergh, and other early leaders of American aviation. They prepared the field. But the Hump itself had operational cornerstones. Four leaders, three of them American generals, created and perfected what no one in the world had ever attempted before: a wartime military airlift in a combat zone.


  The man who would become the head cornerstone of the Hump, the only one who would be there from start to finish, was not an American general. He was the son of a Peking salt merchant. And when his father died young, it gave him a chip on his shoulder.


  To understand why American pilots and planes were in East Asia during World War II, it helps to understand Chiang Kai-shek (now Jiang Jieshi) and the upstart nation that shaped him.


  The idea of a single nation of China emerged at the start of the twentieth century, in the power vacuum after the dissolution of the Manchu empire. The warlord tribe of northeastern China and Manchuria had ruled a loose federation of Chinese peoples since 1644, and in the dynasty’s twilight years its leaders were best known for lavish tastes and sadistic cruelties. To cross the regime in any way meant imprisonment, torture, and execution, not just for the individual charged but for their entire family. China’s growing discontent with the Manchus’ ever-bloodier rule came to a head in 1908, when the Empress Dowager’s death uncorked a decade of bloodletting before a stutter-step revolution.


  Modern China’s founding father, Sun Yat-sen, was a charming doctor from Kwantung Province who took a dozen shots at revolution. He failed at the first eleven but emerged with his head still attached for his twelfth try. Sun became China’s first elected national leader for a month in 1910 before a strongman forced him to resign, and then he was elected again in 1916, for the last nine years of his life. Sun was in ill-health by his late forties, when he took power, so he immediately began to groom a cohort of younger leaders who he hoped would succeed him and perpetuate the principles of his revolution.


  An unexpected candidate fulfilled and frustrated that destiny.


  Chiang Kai-shek lost his father at a young age. He left his mother’s side at age nineteen to spend three years studying at the Shimbu Gakko military school in Tokyo, where he made crucial connections among China’s revolutionaries and militants.


  After breaking the seal on centuries of global isolation in 1850, Japan had modernized its society and military forces much faster than its neighbors. For a talented young militarist like Chiang there was a lot of war-making knowledge to soak in. In Shimbu Gakko he vowed allegiance to the Green Gang, Shanghai’s powerful opium overlords, and when he returned to China from Japan he led a street squad under the gang’s godfather, Du Yuesheng. Du helped Chiang become Sun’s chief of security, and Sun put his young protege in command of China’s largest military academy at Whampoa, which would become the headwaters of nationalist military power for decades to come.


  The charismatic young militarist often disagreed with his mentor, especially on the issue of relations with China’s communists. Sun believed in negotiation with the Chinese Communist Party’s (CCP) two most prominent leaders, Zhou Enlai and Mao Zedong, to develop a coalition government that might keep China unified long-term.


  But Chiang held a different view. He saw Bolshevik communism as a scourge and threat to China, and he thought the CCP would inevitably be co-opted by the Soviet Union. Biographer Pichon Loh unearthed a telegram that Chiang wrote in 1923 to a Kuomintang party colleague: “The Russian Communist Party, in its dealings with China, has only one aim: to make the Chinese Communist Party its chosen instrument.” Over the next quarter-century of civil and world war in China, he would believe, often with plenty of new evidence, that he had been proven to be right all along.


  Sun died in March 1925. His most promising heirs besides Chiang were assassinated, at least one of them by the Green Gang under Du’s command. Three candidates emerged as Sun’s likely successors. The candidate of the left was assassinated; the candidate of the right was blamed for it, even though he had been the victim’s lifelong friend; and the centrist candidate withdrew in the face of what were clearly credible threats. An ensemble cast had orchestrated an opening for Chiang, who then won the Kuomintang Party election and climbed into Sun’s shaky throne.


  As China’s leader in 1926 and 1927, the young generalissimo eliminated enemies and consolidated power. He double-crossed China’s communists in Shanghai after promising Mao he would protect them, allowing Green Gang militias and Whampoa academy troops in plainclothes to murder hundreds of strikers and protesters with impunity, in what came to be known as the Shanghai Massacre. More than 300 prominent communist leaders and intellectuals were killed that week, with many dragged into the streets and beheaded.


  Mao would never forgive or forget Chiang’s betrayal. The two preeminent Chinese leaders’ split slowly widened into a civil war in which Chiang was responsible for the lion’s share of the atrocities. From Whampoa he was able to summon thousands of brown-shirt-style foot soldiers (in blue shirts, as it happens) at a moment’s notice. He used Green Gang affiliates for extralegal purges of communists and warlords who didn’t swear adequate allegiance or provide enough conscripted troops.


  In Nanjing, Chiang converted a pair of domestic agencies into his personal secret police forces: the Military Bureau of Investigation and Statistics and the Kuomintang Party’s Central Bureau of Investigation. Both forces conducted purges, political executions, and extortions at Chiang’s behest, or to his benefit. Most of all, these secret police killed communists as well as innocent people accused of being communists, both of which accelerated the civil war.


  Chiang waged five separate “campaigns of extermination” against the communists in the late 1920s and early 1930s. He drove one entire ethnic group out of their tribal homelands in southern China in 1934, sending them on a “Long March” to remote Shenai Province in China’s northwest. That forced relocation backfired because it pushed the communist heartland north, farther from Chiang and closer to the Soviet sphere of influence, where they were courted as future allies and armed to fight Chinese nationalists.


  The Long March also set up a new base for Mao’s sphere of influence in a region far removed from nationalist power. He established the new CCP capital in Yan’an, in China’s northwest, and he recast the Long March from a desperate retreat into a legendary exodus and story of renewal. Once he established firm control in Yan’an, the communist leader began pulling together and training his Red Army for battle with nationalist armies to the south.


  Japan’s invasion and occupation of Manchuria, beginning in 1931, turned the Chinese civil war on its head. In the mid-1930s, Chiang had struggled to match Mao’s charisma and elocution, not to mention the superior level of governmental services his party apparatus provided for the people of his region. But once China was under invasion from Japan, who Chiang derided as “dwarf bandits” to mock their shorter stature, Chiang’s ethos of anti-Japanese nationalism began to galvanize Chinese public opinion in his favor. He knew that the modernized Japanese military was superior to his own across the board, so he refused to squander the elite troops he had commanded in early battles against Imperial armies in Manchuria or northern China.


  Chiang was a Confucian militarist who knew the value of patience. Before the war arrived on his doorstep, he saw it coming and began the gargantuan task of migrating China’s industrial sector west, away from the threatened eastern seaboard. Then, instead of contesting early Japanese occupation in northern China with his inferior arms, he allowed Japan’s Manchurian encroachment to fester and spread, trading space for time. Chiang used that time to seek international alliances and pitch boycotts of Japanese goods while building up and training his nationalist air and ground forces.


  In 1935, China under nationalist rule became the single largest purchaser of weapons from America. Up until then, most of the nationalists’ arms and equipment came from Russia, which was the country’s primary military patron until Stalin cut off their flow of arms.
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  Three disparate currents within Japanese culture merged to form the Imperial approach to World War II: the ultraviolent, no-surrender ethos of the Bushido samurai code; the indoctrination of racial supremacy that dehumanized all other peoples; and the chaotic power sometimes called “gekokujo,” leadership from below, in which comparatively low-ranking officers conspired to undertake deceptive or false-flag operations that dramatically reshaped Japanese policy and jump-started its wars.


  Gekokujo was the basis of what the West called the “Manchurian incident,” which had set the Japanese war machine in motion six years earlier. Two hawkish Japanese officers stationed on the China side of the East China Sea hatched a plan in 1931 to sabotage a railway in Mukden, the seventeenth-century Manchu capital in central Manchuria, and then blame it on their Chinese hosts in hopes of coaxing a military response from Tokyo.


  Lieutenant Col. Kanji Ishihara and Col. Seishiro Itagaki of the Kwantung Army set the scheme in motion by covertly damaging the Mukden railroad tracks. They didn’t tell their superior officers or generals about their sabotage until the next day, after Japanese troops in Mukden slaughtered most of a Manchurian regiment in response to the railway damage. The incident was a bombshell in Japan’s press and government, where China took all the blame. At the Imperial military’s behest, Japan’s prime minister sent two new armies to Manchuria, ostensibly to protect Japanese residents and troops. The Kwantung Army ballooned with reinforcements in 1932 as it set up a puppet state to forcibly occupy Manchuria for the next thirteen years.


  The officers who hatched the Mukden incident rose quickly through the ranks, and one was later named Japan’s deputy war minister. For the wave of young and indoctrinated Japanese officers who would next cross the East China Sea in 1937, the Mukden saboteurs were living examples of the power of gekokujo. A series of prime ministers or cabinet members in the 1930s who questioned the costs or wisdom of the Manchurian occupation were assassinated or otherwise cowed into submission by military hard-liners, which shut off debate.


  Japan thought of itself as a constitutional monarchy but was more of a militarist khakistocracy, in which a nation’s military colludes with industrial elites to build a ruling culture of using force to implement policy at home and abroad. Though the supreme command of Japan resided with Emperor Hirohito, who the Japanese people called Showa, the emperor’s official powers were limited to the approval and disapproval of his government’s actions. Operational power was split between the military and war minister on one side and a prime minister and the rest of his cabinet on the other. But the war minister could resign at any time, and by statute his resignation dissolved the cabinet and deep-froze the government. Thus the Imperial military, via the war minister, held an effective veto over Japanese governmental action and policy.


  Japanese invasions of East Asia arose in part from Tokyo’s fear of the Soviet Union. Japan and Russia had already fought a war in 1904–1905 in Manchuria and Korea that was decided by the guns of the Imperial navy, and this seminal victory, long-exalted in Japan and just as long-rued in Russia, was the backdrop for the larger Asian war to come. Over the half century that followed, Japan’s premier army occupied three major forward territories in East Asia that they viewed as land buffers protecting them from the Soviets. They annexed Korea in 1910, Manchuria in 1931, and large parts of China starting in 1937. These vassal states also possessed key material resources that Japan used to wage its expeditionary wars of conquest.


  Japan had one more good reason to fear the Soviets: the ideological momentum of communism in the early twentieth century. The USSR’s growing economic might under Bolshevism, combined with Stalin’s willingness to purge more than eight million of his own citizens by 1937, worried not just Japan and China, but also Great Britain and the United States.


  As Tokyo prepared for its long-awaited rematch with the Soviets, militarist leaders committed Japan to Western-style capabilities, especially in air and naval power and light infantry. Despite the US imperial toehold in the Philippines, Japan did not expect America to be a major player in any war in China. Hirohito and the prime minister, Konoye Fumimaro, predicted the Soviet Union would send troops and weapons to support the Chinese communists, which could prompt one or both Western powers to join the war in China on the Japanese side. In that alternate scenario, the world’s three greatest navies would have together ruled East Asia and fought global communism on the seven seas.


  In Manchuoko, the puppet state Japan set up in Manchuria, the Kwantung Army fortified their railway-based supply lines between Korean ports and Manchurian natural and human resources, and they established a base and transit hub for their seemingly inevitable push south into China. Leaders in Tokyo such as Konoye and his eventual war minister, Tojo Hideki, believed that nationalist forces cobbled together from China’s loose federation of regional kingdoms would prove far inferior to Imperial troops. They believed Chiang was corrupt, Westernized, and weak, so he would fold early, and they expected Chinese armies to flee at the first gunshot.


  The generalissimo was in fact some of the things Japan believed him to be. He was corrupt, in that he was dependent on the opium dollars of the Shanghai criminal underworld. And as leader of China’s federation, he was at both the helm and the mercy of a warlord-based patronage system. But Chiang’s character was not weak—not even close. He wasn’t even really Westernized, despite his baptism and Wellesley-educated wife. He was a cunning militarist who had come to detest both Japan and communism. As a wartime commander he proved to be creative and cold-blooded, willing to sacrifice anyone for his regime’s survival. He faced a colossal challenge in just governing a fractured Chinese nation, much less leading that young nation into war against a great military power. And yet when Japan brought open war to China, he rose to the occasion.


  Mid-ranking officers in the Kwantung Army provoked and exploited a succession of violent incidents along China’s eastern seaboard in 1937 to lead the two nations to open war. Japan’s leaders referred to each new battle and eventually the whole war in China as an “incident” to avoid triggering treaty obligations or Lend-Lease donations by Western powers. But it was war, and with the advent of portable cameras and a press with global reach, Japan couldn’t fool the world for long with semantics.


  The Japanese officers staged the first incident at Lugouqiao Bridge near Peking (now Beijing), which Westerners call the Marco Polo Bridge. It was another example of gekokujo in that Akira Muto, chief of the Kwantung Army’s Operations section, conceived the scheme without the approval of his superiors.


  Muto generated false reports of a missing Japanese soldier in the Peking suburb of Wanping, leading to shots fired at the Lugouqiao Bridge. Though the Imperial soldier in question was later found unharmed, and the shots the Chinese troops initially fired in response were blanks, Japanese troops used Muto’s ruse as a provocation to attack a nearby Chinese garrison with live rounds. A Japanese regimental commander who would go on to a major role in the coming ground war in Burma and India, Renya Mutaguchi, ordered his troops to fire at the Chinese troops, who were mowed down by Japanese machine guns. Only four Chinese soldiers in the defending regiment survived the attack, while almost 300 were killed, including injured troops executed on the battlefield.


  Once again, Japan expressed its outrage at this “provocation” by Chinese troops. Konoye bowed to military hard-liners in Tokyo, citing imminent dangers to Imperial troops and Japanese residents as he formally invoked the Boxer Protocol of 1901, which allowed certain nations including Japan to station troops in China, and sent in three more Japanese armies. This was the official beginning of what Japan called “the China incident,” which the Chinese still call “the war of resistance against Japanese aggression” and “the antifascist war.”


  Japan surrounded Peking on July 7, 1937. The Kwantung Army took the city quickly, and, as Tojo had predicted, Chinese defenses wilted at the first blow. Japanese leaders rode high with their easy win in Peking and another in nearby Tianjin, as the Imperial Japanese Army rolled south toward the country’s most cosmopolitan city and busiest port, Shanghai. That’s where Chiang finally deployed his best, German-trained divisions to draw the line.


  The generalissimo knew the eyes of the world would be on Shanghai. It was a photogenic port city with a lively media and a vibrant international sector. But the Chinese military was green, and its air forces were barely worthy of the name. When Chiang sent Chinese pilots to hit the Japanese warship Izumo in Shanghai harbor, their bombs instead found the Palace Hotel and parts of the International Settlement, killing a thousand civilians on what came to be called “Black Saturday.”


  The urban combat in Shanghai was fierce and novel. Chiang’s Central Army soldiers blended into the city, and it was difficult for Japanese forces to identify and target them in an urban maze. Chinese forces fought a guerrilla-style war, picking off small groups of Imperial troops and then melting back into the warren. Facing unexpected casualties and Chinese resistance, the Kwantung Army began to burn whole city blocks and bomb residential districts from the air, generating news photographs that shocked the world. In one of the world’s first instances of what has come to be known as modern urban warfare, a house-by-house and district-by-district battle gave way to mass executions of prisoners as the Imperial army and air forces turned China’s most famous city into a smoldering ruin.


  Chiang knew from the start that he might lose Shanghai. The point was to resist. He wanted to show the world the truth of Japanese atrocity and Chinese courage. In speeches he began to tout a long “war of resistance,” and he made a point to regularly quell rumors of any surrender or settlement with Japan, saying China would never capitulate to a foreign invader. His rhetoric united disparate regions and cultures of the Chinese nation on an anti-Japanese crusade. His “war of resistance” formulation of the conflict has endured in China even into the twenty-first century.


  More than a half-million nationalist troops fought in Shanghai, the largest troop action by a Chinese government to that point. A staggering 187,000 Chinese soldiers were killed or wounded in the first three months of the war, including 30,000 of Chiang’s German-trained elite troops. None of Mao’s communist troops participated.


  After Shanghai’s fall, Japan trumpeted its great victory domestically. But leaders such as Konoye were disturbed by how long it had taken the vaunted Imperial army to subdue just one Chinese port city, not to mention all that the supposed triumph had cost Japan in troops, resources, morale, and reputation. Japan lost 42,000 of its most experienced troops as casualties in Shanghai, only a quarter of what China endured, but the losses hit Japanese troops and commanders hard. They began to act even more brutally in China as they left the devastated city and headed west.


  Chiang emphasized the tenacity of Chinese troops at the battle of Shanghai to shore up Chinese morale and instill courage and pride. He got his message out through domestic and international journalists and diplomats, who emphasized Imperial atrocities and attempted to organize a coalition of nations to shun Japan and contribute to China’s defense. The generalissimo’s strategy foretold the larger story of the war to come, when China’s best weapon was the global media, and when their only real military advantage was the sheer number of warm bodies they could shuffle to the front.
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  During the battle for Shanghai, the Imperial air force began a regional campaign of bombardment that often targeted residential areas. It wasn’t the first time the Japanese had targeted Chinese civilians with bombs: During the Kwantung Army’s initial push into Manchuria in 1932, Japan unleashed one of the world’s first aerial bombardments of civilians in Shanghai, killing thousands of residents. It was the worst air massacre of civilians in world history to that point, with a death toll even higher than the April 1937 Luftwaffe bombing of a marketplace in Guernica, Spain, which was immortalized by Pablo Picasso.


  When the Japanese army turned to air assaults in the fall of 1937, China’s civilian death toll rose exponentially. Japan faced no real opposition in Chinese airspace, so they had air supremacy from the beginning. Imperial air forces used that edge to strafe and bomb fifty-eight Chinese cities in nine of its thirty provinces between August and October of 1937, a wave of terror conducted with utter impunity.


  The Kwantung Army pushed west toward Nanjing (then Nanking) in September 1937. But in another theme of the war to come, Japanese military leaders who had been enthralled with blitzkrieg-style lightning attacks failed to develop adequate supply lines behind them in order to equip their expeditionary armies with food, medicine, or shelter, much less military police to enforce discipline. This combined lack of supply and supervision prompted Japanese troops to hunt and gather from civilian homes and businesses, resulting in widespread arson, rape, and murder.


  Japan also failed to supply enough ammunition to its expeditionary soldiers, who were ordered to keep killing anyway. So instead of firing precious bullets, troops set blazes indiscriminately and used bayonets or swords on any civilians they found on the street. By the winter of 1937, Imperial armies “controlled” twenty-one of the thirty Chinese provinces, though their dominance was limited to urban centers and rail corridors.


  After Shanghai, as they approached Nanjing, Japanese troops systematically killed every Chinese man they encountered, in case they were soldiers out of uniform. The expeditionary army was commanded by Gen. Matsui Iwane, but once again lower-ranking officers set the tone. Troops began to use mass arson in towns and villages to deny Chinese soldiers ambush locations, which meant they looted and set fire to every structure they passed.


  Years later, Capt. Kojima Takeo described his experience as an Imperial officer marching west toward Nanjing.


 
    “We couldn’t tell farmers from soldiers, so our orders were to kill any men we came across,” he said. “We traveled through the night, and by dawn we were approaching the combat area. Also at dawn, farmers were leaving their homes and heading for the fields. My men killed them. Some were cut down with swords, by soldiers on horseback. If we saw farmers working in the fields, we shot them . . . We would pick out villagers at random, both old and young, and torture them to get information on where arms were hidden or being made. Then we would kill them.”




  Takeo said none of his soldiers were haunted by their consciences, during or after the war. “When we were doing these things, we had no sense of guilt or of doing anything wrong.”
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  The first direct combat between Japanese and American military forces occurred on the Yangtze River on December 12, 1937. The USS Panay, an American river gunboat, received Japanese approval to conduct an evacuation to help a group of diplomats, journalists, and other foreigners escape from Nanjing. But not long after the refugees were packed onto the Panay, three primitive Japanese bombers attacked and sunk the ship. They also sank three Standard Oil tankers trying to evacuate Chinese civilian employees from Nanjing. Four of the Western evacuees aboard the Panay were killed, including prominent Italian journalist Sandro Sandri, and forty-eight other Westerners were wounded in the attacks. Survivors cowered under light brush on the riverside as a squadron of nine Japanese 95-class fighters returned for almost an hour to blow more holes in the sinking ships and to strafe the wooded banks.


  It took three days for US forces to evacuate the Panay’s wounded to British and American ships. Two filmmakers among the survivors, Norman Alley and Eric Mayall, gathered live footage of the incident for coverage in the international press, igniting a firestorm of criticism. Japan apologized and paid an undisclosed sum to the United States as reparations as the incident played out on the world’s newspapers’ front pages, displacing the news of genocide emerging from Nanjing.


  Imperial ground forces encircled the city, which then housed more than half a million residents. Most civilians had not fled because they had nowhere else to go and may not have been aware of Japanese forces’ barbaric conduct in Shanghai. On the eve of invasion, Chiang and his government fled Nanjing for Wuhan, but four-fifths of the city’s people remained.


  The ensuing battle and massacre are infamous in world history, in no small part because of the systematic and widespread rape of Chinese women, girls, and some boys, first in a frenzy in the streets and then in a cold, entitled rampage, neighborhood by neighborhood and house by house. Young, old, pregnant or infirm: All were targeted. An unenforced Imperial army policy that forbade rape prompted many troops to kill their victims after assaulting them, so no tales could be told.


  Chiang had begged the Soviets for antiaircraft guns to deploy in the city, but Stalin demurred because he was aware of Chiang’s fractured control over China and skeptical of his longevity as commander in chief. The Soviet leader had already curtailed arms shipments to the nationalists. And besides, he cautioned Chiang, if Russia were to support China militarily, then Great Britain and the United States might throw in their lot with Japan.


  So for now, Chiang was on his own. He commanded Nanjing be defended to the death, and, to the detriment of those who remained, it was.


  Nanjing is a historical touchstone for another disturbing innovation as well: the mass executions of unarmed, bound civilians and POWs. In the end, hundreds of thousands of them. The Imperial army unleashed a three-sided ground and artillery assault on Nanjing paired with an unopposed aerial bombing campaign that targeted civilian neighborhoods day and night on an unpredictable schedule, with a ferocity intended to prompt a surrender from Chiang.


  But the generalissimo was not on hand to witness the devastation as General Iwane unleashed tens of thousands of Japanese soldiers on the city’s streets with orders to take it by force. They were not given guidance or boundaries on how to accomplish this task. Imperial troops were advised that Chinese soldiers often changed out of their uniforms, only to fight again later, so they had grounds to suspect every man they came across, from young teen to village elder. Those who were suspected faced torture and execution.


  Many Chinese soldiers deserted during the fighting and sought refuge in the city’s international zone. They did not find it there. Japanese soldiers finally attacked that sector too, rounding up male prisoners and holding them in pens watched over by guards with machine guns. Japanese troops separated groups of 50 to 200 Chinese men at a time—men grievously weakened by bombings, beatings, starvation, and thirst—and asked them to allow their hands to be tied temporarily for the security of their Japanese guards. Once they were bound, they were marched to the outskirts of town, to a promised encampment where they were told they would be given water, food, shelter, and work. By the time the men rounded the corner, entered the clearing, smelled the mass grave, and saw the line of Imperial soldiers with bloody bayonets standing beside it . . . it was much too late.


  One of the rare survivors of this pogrom, a young Chinese man from Nanjing who hid beneath another’s body and played dead while being bayoneted, said Japanese commanders at the clearing set up killing games beside the mass graves as training exercises and morale boosters. He said troops competed in timed competitions of how many bound Chinese captives they could kill with a bayonet or a sword, in one minute or sometimes two. Triumphant reports of these blood sports and the names of the “victors” appeared in Japanese newspapers for almost a week during the Nanjing campaign, even bearing each player’s kill score. Copies of those newspapers made it out of Japan eventually, just as photos and witness accounts of the Nanjing genocide slowly trickled out to the rest of the globe.


  By the end of the massacre, as many as 300,000 Chinese bodies rotted in and around Nanjing. The nationalist government moved its military headquarters west along the Yangtze to Wuhan, and then even farther west on the same river, into Sichuan Province and the sleepy backwater town of Chongqing.


  Back home, Japan trumpeted the battle of Nanjing as a great victory. But the rest of the world—even some airplane-obsessed teenage boys in America—saw a very different picture: Japan had wet its bayonets with the blood of innocents.



  

   CHAPTER 3


  A Secret War


  The United States did not officially enter the war in Asia until December 1941, but it became involved in the Japan-China conflict much earlier. Two of the Americans who would later lead the Allies’ war efforts in the China-Burma-India theater, which Americans called ‘the CBI,’ were in China well beforehand, one as the military attaché to the American embassy and the other as the mercenary pilot in charge of China’s air wing.


  The military attaché was Joseph Stilwell, an infantry strategist who Roosevelt would appoint commanding general of American forces in the CBI. The mercenary pilot was an air-war proponent named Claire Chennault, and his road to fighting China’s war was a longer story.


  Chiang put his wife, Song Meiling, in charge of reforming China’s decrepit air forces in 1935. Madame Chiang, as she was known in the West, was more than the generalissimo’s wife. Ambitious and attractive, she was sent to the United States for high school and college, attending first Wesleyan College in Georgia and then Wellesley College in Boston. Her Dixie-accented English and silver-screen charisma made her a sensation, and she drew both acclaim and resentment from the start. She returned to China after graduating and reconnected with her sister Ching-ling, who had become Madame Sun Yat-sen, and fittingly it was at Sun’s house in 1921 that Song Meiling met and floored a handsome but rough-cut young militarist.


  Chiang vowed to make her his wife. He was already married at the time, but he pushed that wife to the provinces (she would re-emerge later, during the war, bearing his child and recapturing his attention) and cleared the path for Song. They married in 1927. At her behest, Chiang was baptized in 1930, making him a more palatable recipient of donations from prominent Methodist businesses and individuals in the American South. Song became his partner in some aspects of governing, and she brought a lot to the table. She had an international audience and an extensive Western network in business, diplomacy, and government. As part of Song’s governing responsibilities, Chiang assigned her to do as she saw fit with the nationalists’ air wing, long plagued by corruption, lack of equipment, and poor training.


  Song saw fit to clean house. China put out an international call for new airmen. Song promised extra cash and luxury lodging for pilots with any kind of aviation experience who could get to Nanjing in a hurry, and on they came. Dozens of new airmen from the United States, Canada, and some European countries made their way to China to replace the louche Italians and Germans in charge of the original air force. The first leader of Song’s new group of international aviators died of a heart attack; at the funeral, she asked the Western airmen in attendance if they knew of a suitable replacement, and a few suggested Chennault, a former US Army airman who had become persona non grata among military leadership due to outspoken demands for the creation
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