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Dedication

For Jude—still here, still dancing




Epigraph

When will they speak, or stir? They wait for you

To recollect that, while it lived, the past

Was a rushed present, fretful and unsure.

—Richard Wilbur, “This Pleasing Anxious Being”
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Prologue

THE AMBASSADOR WOKE, stirred by some faint shift. The clock said 1:00 A.M. Half-asleep, he glanced out the porthole at the dark waters of Tokyo Bay, with Yokohama silhouetted beyond—so familiar after a week’s confinement aboard the anchored Asama Maru. A piece of driftwood slipped by, moving a bit too fast, then another moving faster.

He snapped alert: the Asama Maru was underway. After six and a half months of internment in the Tokyo embassy and a week aboard ship, the ambassador and his fellow Americans were finally headed home. The passengers included journalists, missionaries, and businesspeople, as well as diplomats, plus the few women and children who hadn’t been evacuated in the tense months before the surprise attack on Pearl Harbor. Some of the nondiplomats had been imprisoned, beaten, or waterboarded as suspected spies. One imprisoned reporter had lost his feet to frostbite and gangrene. A handful of passengers had told the ambassador that if negotiations for their release failed, they would kill themselves rather than return to land. But now Japan was disappearing in their wake.

It was June 25, 1942, ten years and nineteen days after Joseph Clark Grew first set foot in Japan as ambassador. Grew was a legend in the State Department. By the time he boarded the Asama Maru he had been in the Foreign Service for nearly forty years in fourteen posts, among them Cairo, Mexico City, Saint Petersburg, Vienna, and Berlin, where he closed the US embassy during World War I. After that he served on the peace commission to Versailles. Following a stint in Washington, DC, he became ambassador to Denmark, then Switzerland, before returning to Washington as under secretary of state at the State Department. In 1927 he was named ambassador to Turkey, a tricky post. That was where he got word in early 1932 that President Herbert Hoover wanted him as ambassador to the most difficult mission in the world at the time: Japan.

Most ambassadors remain nameless to the American public, but Grew became so well known that whenever he was home on leave people stopped him on the street. His words and photo appeared constantly in newspapers and newsreels. He was handsome and athletic, over six feet tall, with an emphatic moustache, swept-back salt-and-pepper hair, and bristling eyebrows above keen eyes. Time put him on its cover in 1934. In 1940 Life ran a long feature in which writer John Hersey, later famous for his book Hiroshima, called Grew “unquestionably the most important US Ambassador” and Tokyo the “most important Embassy ever given a US career diplomat.”

Grew spent ten years trying to preserve peace amidst assassinations, nationalist fanaticism, and plots to overthrow the government as Japan’s rabid press stoked war fever and the swaggering Japanese military provoked international crises. After each fresh typhoon, Grew tried to find some way to rebuild diplomatic relations. Now, sailing home, he comforted himself with the knowledge that he had never stopped trying to halt, or at least slow down, the momentum toward war. Mere hours before bombs hit Pearl Harbor he had driven to the home of the Japanese foreign minister at midnight with a last-minute appeal from President Roosevelt to Emperor Hirohito. “I worked for peace up to the end,” Grew wrote.

During his six months of internment he reviewed the past decade, especially the last year. He reexamined his diary and the dispatches to and from the State Department. He reread his correspondence with Roosevelt, whom he had known since their days at Groton and Harvard. He had sometimes guessed wrong, misread situations, made mistakes, but he had always been willing to correct misperceptions or flawed assumptions. Had he missed something that might have altered events?

As always he did his thinking through his fingertips, tapping away on his Corona typewriter. What came out was a thick document that recounted Japan’s rash belligerence and the replacement of civilian government with unrestrained military ambition. He noted, once again, the synchronized buildup of a massive war machine with a propaganda campaign that demonized Western nations while exhorting all Japanese to sacrifice everything, including their lives, for the glory of their divine emperor. He summarized meetings with Japan’s foreign ministers and prime ministers, the constant attempts to find terms agreeable to both nations. He described how Japan’s militarist leaders had sabotaged every prospect for peace.

But the Japanese weren’t the sole cause of the frustration marbling this document. He also catalogued what he considered missteps by the White House and the State Department, lost opportunities to avert or delay tragedy. The State Department had often ignored his reports and rejected his recommendations, especially his urgent plea in the fall of 1941 for President Roosevelt to accept the invitation of Japan’s prime minister, Prince Konoye Fumimaro, to meet somewhere in the Pacific for a last-ditch attempt to prevent war. Grew cited telegrams sent to Roosevelt and Secretary of State Cordell Hull warning that the American government was gravely misreading the mood in Japan.

“Japan may go all-out in a do-or-die effort, actually risking national hara-kiri,” he cabled on November 3, five weeks before Pearl Harbor. “Armed conflict with the United States,” he added, “might come with dangerous and dramatic suddenness.” The next day he wrote in his diary, “That important telegram is on the record for all time.”

Even as his misgivings about US policy grew, he faithfully conveyed that policy to the Japanese government. But after Pearl Harbor he felt compelled to leave a frank record of his views. When he finished writing, he followed his usual practice with important dispatches, asking close subordinates in the embassy to critique it. All endorsed his analysis.

He thought of it as his final report from Tokyo and intended to deliver it to President Roosevelt and Secretary Hull as soon as he reached America. Somewhere in the Atlantic he added a thirteen-page cover letter to Roosevelt summarizing his view that the United States government had failed to do everything possible to delay war, partly because it had disregarded his reports about the true situation in Japan. “There are some things,” he wrote to Roosevelt, “that can be sensed by the man on the spot which cannot be sensed by those at a distance.”

On August 25, two months and eighteen thousand miles after the detainees left Japan, the Statue of Liberty rose into view, lit by the morning sun. Behind it soared the skyline of New York City. Someone on board began singing “America the Beautiful.” Fifteen hundred voices joined in, many through tears.

Grew was the first passenger to debark, waving and smiling, dapper in a well-cut gray flannel suit. He talked to a scrum of reporters and spoke into a microphone for a newsreel in the accent of patrician Boston, with the staccato rhythms of the 1930s and 1940s. “To be actually standing on the soil of our beloved country again,” he said, “gives us a sense of happiness far too deep and keen to describe in words.” Then he and his personal secretary, Robert Fearey (Groton, Harvard), ducked into a black limousine that took them straight to the station, where they boarded a train to Washington, DC.

The next morning they drove from Grew’s Washington home, down Rock Creek Parkway to the State Department in the Old Executive Office Building. The ambassador carried his confidential report. A dozen reporters and cameramen awaited him in the hallway. He offered quick replies to their questions before entering the outer office of the secretary of state, where he was promptly shown in to see Secretary Hull. Fearey waited in the anteroom.

“About twenty-five minutes later,” recalled Fearey, “the Secretary’s raised and clearly irate Tennessee accent penetrated the oaken door.” Hull was notorious for his volatile temper and colorful tirades. “I could not make out what he was saying,” continued Fearey, “but it was obvious that the meeting was not going well. Soon the door opened and Grew emerged looking somewhat shaken, with Hull nowhere in sight.”

Grew suggested an early lunch at the exclusive Metropolitan Club, where he was a member, two blocks away. Once seated there, Grew described how he had presented the gist of the report, then asked for an explanation about what bothered him most—the government’s rejection of Prime Minister Konoye’s proposal for a peace summit with Roosevelt. Hull hadn’t received any of this well.

“If you thought so strongly,” Hull said to Grew, “why didn’t you board a plane and come to tell us?”

Grew answered that he had sent a blizzard of urgent telegrams on the subject and often wondered if anyone even read them. He didn’t respond to the absurd idea of abandoning his post during a crisis for a long trip to Washington and back.

As Hull skimmed the report, his face grew progressively more “hardened and flushed.” He abruptly flung the pages back across the desk. “Mr. Ambassador,” he thundered, “either you promise to destroy this report and every copy you may possess or we will publish it and leave it to the American people to decide who was right and who was wrong.”

Stunned, Grew said that destroying the report would violate his conscience and perhaps the historical record. Publishing it while the country was at war, however, might damage the public’s trust in the administration, an offense against Grew’s deep sense of patriotism. Hull told him to return with a decision tomorrow at ten o’clock. He didn’t show the ambassador to the door.

The next morning Grew and Fearey drove back to the State Department. Grew disappeared behind the big oak door. This time Fearey didn’t hear Hull’s raised voice. After thirty minutes the two men walked out, smiling and exchanging cordial goodbyes. Grew again suggested lunch at the Metropolitan. Fearey asked what had happened. Nothing much, said Grew, then added that neither he nor Hull had even mentioned the report, a statement difficult to believe after the previous day’s fireworks. He offered nothing more. Fearey was too junior to pry.

Years later Grew gave his papers to his beloved alma mater, Harvard. His archive comprises many thousands of pages that include his diary (kept since 1911, including 6,000 pages during his Tokyo years alone), letters, speeches, dispatches, synopses of important conversations, and news clippings. His final report, with all the supporting addenda attached, had grown to 276 pages. It is labeled “Dispatch No. 6018,” with the dateline “Tokyo, February 19, 1942.”

But the original document is missing. A typed note inserted by Grew into the bowdlerized version explains, “Upon submission of the despatch in its final form, pages 13 to 146 inclusive are eliminated.” Grew evidently complied with Hull’s command to destroy all copies of the final report, but his typed insert makes clear he did so under protest. He also decided that his cover letter to Roosevelt was technically separate from the report and therefore outside Hull’s order. The letter survives in the archive. At the top of it, handwritten in Grew’s scribble, is the notation “not sent.” At the point in the letter where he mentions the final report, he penciled in the margin, “destroyed at Mr. Hull’s request.” Grew obeyed his superior’s order but refused to clean up the crime scene.

No copies of the original report have ever turned up. Fearey, who had read it, searched for years. Yet Grew documented so much of his experience and thinking in other places—his diary, his letters, thousands of dispatches to the State Department, his memoirs Ten Years in Japan and Turbulent Era—that the final report survives like a palimpsest. So does its enticing, wrenching question: What if?

Grew knew the question was unanswerable. This book is about how he came to ask it—about the experiences of the man on the spot during ten years of intrigues, provocations, and failed negotiations that preceded December 7, 1941. Grew is a lens into a decade of world-shaking history.




1

The Mission Begins

ON MAY 15, 1932, as Joseph Grew was traveling across the United States toward his new post, nine young Japanese naval officers in full uniform visited the Yasukuni Shrine in Tokyo to honor the nation’s war dead. Armed with revolvers and daggers, they took two taxis to the official residence of Prime Minister Inukai Tsuyoshi. They burst in to find the diminutive seventy-six-year-old premier with his wife and pregnant daughter-in-law. A week earlier Inukai had dared to give an anti-militarist speech, an insult to the glorious destiny of the Japanese empire and its divine monarch.

Inukai lit a cigarette and tried to reason with the officers. “If we could talk,” he said, “you would understand.”

They shot him in the neck and stomach. Then they turned themselves in, serene in the conviction that they had done their patriotic duty. The assassins had coconspirators in the navy, the army, and right-wing patriotic societies bent on killing capitalists and politicians affiliated with what they considered the plunderbund exploiting Japan. Also slated for assassination were several palace advisors accused of influencing Emperor Hirohito toward the West and away from Japan’s ancient traditions. The plotters hoped to sow chaos and terror that would embolden the army to impose martial law. Grew was on the kill list, too, and not for the last time, but wouldn’t arrive in Japan for three weeks.

The next day at the Chicago train station Grew saw a headline: JAPANESE PREMIER SLAIN—SERIOUS REVOLT—PALACE IN PERIL. Inukai was the second prime minister assassinated in eighteen months. Grew knew the premier’s death was the most recent stain on a history of bloody turmoil.

In September 1931 a bomb blew up some tracks on a railroad owned by Japan in Manchuria. Japan’s Kwantung Army, stationed nearby, blamed the explosion on Chinese terrorists and invaded the province to protect Japanese interests. In fact the army had planted the bomb as an excuse to occupy Manchuria, a territory bigger than Texas, New Mexico, and Oklahoma combined. The army did so without consulting the Japanese government, though with the tacit consent of the army general staff and the war minister. The Japanese press quickly uncovered the ruse, but most preferred the army’s lie and printed it with nationalistic fanfare. Newspaper sales boomed, and the Japanese press, almost without exception, made the fateful choice of profits and jingoism over truth. The Japanese people wouldn’t learn the facts about Manchuria and many other military actions until after World War II.

The army had usurped the government’s power, but Japan’s civilian leaders felt boxed in by the fait accompli of the invasion and the public’s enthusiasm. Politicians huffed and clucked but didn’t dare punish the responsible officers. Neither did the army, which renamed the occupied territory Manchukuo and installed a puppet government on the pretext of protecting Manchukuo’s new “autonomy” from the Chinese majority in this Chinese province. The army coveted Manchuria’s natural resources, especially its coal, which Japan needed for the massive military buildup envisioned by its military leaders. The army and its supporters also wanted Manchuria as a colony to relieve Japan’s overflowing population of 65 million.

The invasion violated international treaties signed by Japan after World War I. The United States, Britain, and other countries objected. Japan called them hypocrites for condemning what Western imperialists had always done. American secretary of state Henry Stimson declared that the US government would never recognize the legitimacy of a territory seized by force, and the Japanese press retaliated with furious anti-Americanism.

In February and March of 1932 more violence erupted in Tokyo. An ultranationalist society called the League of Blood (or Blood Brotherhood) murdered a former finance minister and the director general of a Japanese zaibatsu (business conglomerate) because the two men opposed the military’s expansionist ambitions. Then on May 15 Prime Minister Inukai was murdered.

As the boat carrying Grew; his wife, Alice; and their youngest daughter, twenty-year-old Elsie, docked at Yokohama on June 6, 1932, basic elements of Japan’s parliamentary democracy were eroding—civilian control of government, a justice system willing to punish sedition and political assassination, respect for international agreements and territorial sovereignty.

En route to Tokyo, Grew had written in his diary that of all his fourteen posts, Japan “promises to be the most adventurous of all.” Over the next decade that promise was one of the few Japan kept.

The prospect of adventure had drawn Grew to the Foreign Service. Born in 1880, he was the third and youngest son of Edward Sturgis Grew and Annie Crawford Clark. The Grews had been Bostonians since before the Revolution. Edward made his fortune in wool. The family lived on Beacon Hill. They spent some weekends at their estate in Hyde Park outside Boston and summers at another home in Manchester-by-the-Sea on the North Shore. Young Grew’s life was privileged but not always soft. At age twelve he was sent off to Groton, where he got a rigorous education and was instilled with the principle of service. During his teen years he spent most vacations outdoors, camping, canoeing, sailing, fishing, and hunting for elk and caribou, from Maine to Wyoming to Canada.

Male Grews were predestined for Harvard, followed by sober moneymaking careers in Boston business or banking. Grew’s older brothers, Randolph and Henry, conformed to the mold. (Grew also had a younger sister, Eleanor.) Grew eagerly followed his brothers to Harvard, where he played football, ran track, and rowed, with enthusiasm but without distinction. He was an editor of the Crimson and a member of the Fly Club. He later wrote that these activities were the highlights of his college career, “with lecture rooms a poor fourth!”

After graduating in 1902 he balked at the foreordained next step. “Banking held no more allure for this particular young man than walking a treadmill,” he wrote. His head was filled with Kipling and Stevenson, not ledgers. His alarmed father agreed to fund a year of dillydallying abroad, but only if Grew trod the proper Boston path upon returning to America.

The usual tourist spots didn’t interest Grew. He spent fifteen months roughing it across the East, climbing mountains and hunting big game in Kashmir, Baltistan, India, Malaya, Singapore, Tasmania, New Zealand, China, and Japan. He got malaria in the forests of the Malay Peninsula and had to be carried out in a hammock. The fever returned savagely in Bombay. The United States consul general came to check on the ill American and took charge of his care for a month. The man’s selfless dedication to serving his country in a faraway place influenced Grew’s path.

Near the end of his trip Grew hunted China’s famed Amoy tiger. Guides tracked one to a small cave. Grew belly-crawled through a tight tunnel, dragging his rifle behind him. When the guides pushed long bamboo torches through crevices to light the cave, Grew saw the tiger lying four feet from his head. He inched the rifle up to his hip and fired. The blast blew out the torches. The tiger roared and leaped around the dark cave. Grew fired twice more, blindly. The dead tiger measured ten feet, six inches from nose to tail.

In December 1903 Grew’s father met him at Boston’s train station. Grew delivered bad news. His travels had not only extinguished all interest in banking, but he now wanted to join the Diplomatic Service (forerunner of the Foreign Service)—State Department, not State Street. His father was appalled. The occupation was neither serious nor situated in Boston. They reached a desperate compromise. If his father could find him a position, Grew would enter a field that was at least minimally respectable and could be practiced in town: publishing.

While waiting, Grew did two things that would change his life. First, he took a touch-typing course. He was a natural left-hander, throwing and golfing as a southpaw, but his father had forced him to learn penmanship laboriously with his right hand. Typing freed him. He became a maestro of the Corona, composing everything directly on it for nearly sixty years. Second, he went to a dance where he met his future wife: Alice de Vermandois Perry, the twenty-year-old daughter of Boston Brahmins Thomas Sergeant Perry, a Harvard scholar, and Lilla Cabot Perry, an artist who had spent ten summers in Giverny, France, occasionally painting with her friend and neighbor Claude Monet. Alice was also the great-great-great-granddaughter of Benjamin Franklin and the great-grandniece of Commodore Matthew Perry, who “opened” Japan to the West in 1853. Alice had just returned from three years in Japan, where her father had been teaching literature. She spoke some Japanese, which later became useful. Japan had captivated Grew. Alice’s connection seemed like kismet. She was lovely and poised, as well as sharp-minded and quick-tongued, formidable at bridge and poker. She also turned out to be remarkably adaptable to a roving life. They made a striking couple.

Since a position in publishing hadn’t materialized, Grew went to live with a family in France to perfect his French, then the international language of diplomacy. There, he got a wire from one of his former professors. The US vice consul in Cairo was looking for a private secretary at six hundred dollars per year. Grew wired back that he needed two weeks to think about it—that is, to rush home and seek his father’s consent. Then he took an agitated walk, “wrestling with a stubborn New England conscience which assured me that to stray from the ancestral fold of State Street was to be damned to all eternity.” After four hours of pacing, he chose damnation. He wired back, “Accept unconditionally.”

The position in Egypt was paid for by the vice consul and wasn’t part of the Diplomatic Service. Congress hadn’t yet funded career positions for diplomatic officers, so the service was filled with political appointees—cronies from college or business, or cronies’ indolent sons, wealthy amateurs interested in soirees, not diplomacy. The service had a deservedly poor reputation among the general public. Grew believed wholeheartedly in the concept of “foreign service” and its importance to the nation, but in 1906 the service was still a club for the connected rich. Grew needed a political sponsor, and after two years in Egypt he still hadn’t found one. Meanwhile he had married Alice in October 1905 and required an occupation.

Enter Alford Cooley, family friend and part of President Theodore Roosevelt’s “Tennis Cabinet.” Cooley often mentioned Grew to the president, but Roosevelt scorned diplomats as effete exemplars of corruption. No young man of substance would aspire to join them. One day Cooley told Roosevelt about the Amoy tiger. That changed everything. Here was a young man who embraced the strenuous life. The next day, March 1, 1906, Grew was appointed third secretary to the embassy in Mexico City. Four years later, in 1910, he published a book about his youthful adventures called Sport and Travel in the Far East, with an introductory note by Roosevelt.

Congress eventually funded a professional class of diplomatic officers, but the spoils system would live on, to Grew’s consternation. He championed these reforms and became known as one of the fathers of the modern Foreign Service. He sometimes joked to new diplomatic officers that they had entered the service merely by passing an exam. “I,” he told them, “had to shoot a tiger.”

On June 7, the day after reaching Tokyo, Grew was introduced to imperial Japan. A minion of the grand master of ceremonies at the palace called to say the emperor would accept the new ambassador’s credentials on June 14. At precisely 10:20 that morning, five imperial coaches pulled by imperial horses and escorted by imperial cavalry passed through the embassy gates. The plumes on the coachmen’s hats drooped under hard rain. Grew wore full ambassadorial regalia: dark swallowtail coat, starched white shirt with wingtip collar, white bow tie, striped pants, white gloves, top hat. He was comfortable in the getup and looked good in it.

The coaches left at precisely 10:35 A.M. They clattered across the pebbled Imperial Plaza and over the double-arched stone bridge spanning the palace’s moat, dug in the fifteenth century. Branches of ancient pines brushed the moat’s quiet green water. The coaches passed through massive wooden doors ornamented with a golden sixteen-petaled chrysanthemum, symbol of the imperial family. To a bugler’s fanfare, they entered the palace grounds, 280 acres in the center of Tokyo. The grand master of ceremonies greeted Grew with a bow, then led him and the others to a reception hall decorated with exquisite screens.

At 11:00 A.M. sharp Grew was summoned to the emperor’s presence. Following protocol, Grew bowed as he entered the room, bowed again halfway through his approach to Hirohito, and bowed a third time upon reaching him. The emperor, as always, was elevated above the floor. Grew read his speech, which was translated for Hirohito, then presented his credentials. Hirohito, in a high singsong voice, speechified back, his words translated for Grew. Still following protocol, the emperor “asked two or three of the usual formal questions,” wrote Grew, “which I did my best to answer intelligently in spite of hearing only one word in four,” partly because he was deaf in one ear from childhood scarlet fever, but also because the translator was forbidden from raising his voice in the emperor’s presence. Protocol next directed Grew to present his staff. They entered one by one, triple-bowing forward to the emperor, triple-bowing backward to exit.

Grew had ample time to study Hirohito. He wore the resplendent formal uniform of the Japanese military. Braided gold epaulets encrusted his shoulders. Ornamental gold cords dangled. Two columns of gold buttons ran the jacket’s length. Gold embroidery swirled down each arm. Colorful sashes belted and crossed him. A row of ribboned medals spangled his upper left chest. Below them four oversize medals effloresced like golden fireworks. Around his neck hung a collar of circular medallions made of gold and green enamel, evoking the blossoms and leaves of chrysanthemums. Suspended from this collar, encircled by more golden blossoms and green leaves, was the Supreme Order of the Chrysanthemum, a four-pointed spray of white enamel sunbeams flaring from a red garnet—the rising sun of Japan.

The uniform outshone the man. Hirohito’s thin moustache and soft features made him look younger than his thirty-one years, an impression reinforced by rimless glasses. Grew noticed that he had “a sort of tick [sic], he is never still and his face and body are continually jerking.” He looked more like a geek who spent his free time studying marine organisms—which he did—than like a divinity.

For Grew the labyrinthine task of understanding Japan’s culture, politics, and psychology began with the emperor. The Japanese believed the first emperor had been sent from the heavens by the Sun Goddess herself. This divine connection, according to the story, stretched unbroken for twenty-six hundred years. The story itself, however, had been invented less than a century earlier. Nevertheless, the Japanese embraced it as foundational truth. Not only was their ruler the Son of Heaven, but the whole Nippon race sprang from his line, starting with the first emperor. Every Japanese citizen contained a fragment of divinity, linking all of them by blood to their celestial ruler, the patriarch of his obedient children. Absolute loyalty to the emperor was expected of all citizens unto death. Ultranationalists extended the idea of Japan’s heavenly origins even further, asserting that Japan had a special destiny to free Asia’s lesser peoples from the dominion of the imperialist white race, and bring them under the guidance of the emperor.

Tributes to the emperor took many forms. Newspaper stories about the imperial family had to appear at the top of the front page. Every school displayed the emperor’s photograph, which received frequent bows. Citizens riding streetcars bowed as they passed the palace. Soldiers bowed toward the palace when leaving for war, and bowed again if they returned. No one was permitted to look down upon the emperor. At public events or private dinners and conferences, he was elevated above all others. Few of his subjects had ever heard his voice. On the rare occasions when he left the palace grounds, the streets on the route were closed and cleaned. Anything that might offend the imperial gaze was removed. Bumps or potholes that might jolt the imperial person were smoothed. All buildings along the route were ordered to draw curtains and lower blinds above the first story so no one could view the emperor from above. Crowds gathered in hopes of glimpsing the crimson motorcycles escorting the emperor’s crimson Rolls-Royce limousine—only royalty could have crimson vehicles. Police commanded onlookers to remove their overcoats as a sign of respect, even in freezing temperatures. When the emperor held formal occasions outdoors in winter, Grew learned to wear several layers of thermal insulation beneath his swallowtails.

Worship of the emperor had profound consequences on Japanese politics. Japan’s feudal shogunate government had ended in 1868 with the restoration of Emperor Mutuhito and constitutional monarchy. This structure was modified in 1889 by the Meiji Constitution, which created Asia’s first parliamentary government. The new constitution also enshrined the emperor as Japan’s spiritual leader, head of state, and commander in chief. Yet as a god he was above politics and infallible. To ensure this infallibility, he wasn’t allowed to make any decisions, nor could he be held responsible for decisions made by others. He had all power yet no power, all responsibility yet no responsibility.

This wasn’t Eastern mysticism, it was confusion. The root problem was the constitution. It put the cabinet and the Diet (the parliamentary assembly) in charge of civil government, with the military separate under the emperor. The intention was to minimize the military’s clout in politics, a sensible aim undermined by dangerous constitutional flaws.

The most powerful person in civil government was the prime minister. He wasn’t elected by the people or appointed by the majority political party but chosen by the genro, a group of retired elder statesmen and palace advisors whose recommendation to the emperor was invariably approved. The prime minister then picked a cabinet—except for the ministers of war and the navy, who were appointed by the army and navy respectively. This gave the military disproportionate political leverage. If they disliked the genro’s choice of prime minister or the prime minister’s proposed cabinet—say, a foreign minister friendly to Western nations—the army or navy could refuse to appoint a war or navy minister and cause the cabinet to fail. Similarly, if the prime minister adopted policies the military disliked—budget cutbacks or resistance to territorial ambitions—the minister of war or the navy could resign and bring down the cabinet. Japanese cabinets fell like cherry blossoms. During his ten years in Japan, Grew dealt with twelve prime ministers and seventeen foreign ministers.

In effect, the prime minister served at the pleasure of the military. Instead of minimizing the military’s clout, the constitution put it beyond civilian control. Further, the military pledged loyalty to the emperor, not to the constitution. From this a dangerous logic unfolded. Since the military devoted itself to carrying out the emperor’s will, any action it took was motivated by loyalty to the divine ruler and therefore was patriotic by definition.

Three other centers of power influenced the nation’s politics. First, there were the palace courtiers, most importantly the lord keeper of the privy seal, chief political advisor to the emperor. The second extra-governmental influence was the genro. By the time Grew got to Japan, the genro had dwindled to one man, eighty-two-year-old Prince Saionji Kinmochi. Hirohito would never consider appointing a new prime minister without seeking Saionji’s advice and approval, and the prince’s influence throughout government was substantial.

The final locus of political influence was a wild card—the Japanese people. Japanese society was rigidly hierarchical. Centuries of tradition had trained the public to obey their leaders. The public had little power, but when their anger and fears were directed, they became a potent force. Like Hitler and Goebbels in Germany, the Japanese ultranationalists understood this and fed the public an unending stream of fake news and propaganda designed to incite fear, resentment, and hatred.

All these groups tussled for position. Japan differed from Germany and Italy in that there were clusters of power but no central control, tiers of authority but no one in charge. For a diplomat looking for the levers of power and influence, the Japanese political system was a maze.
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Settling In

IN GREW’S FIRST weeks, protocol required that he make formal calls, in full regalia, on six of the seven ambassadors in Tokyo. He could skip the seventh because the United States government hadn’t yet recognized the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics, formed in 1922. Next he had to receive at his embassy all thirty-two of the ambassadors, ministers, and chargés d’affaires stationed in Tokyo. Then he had to reciprocate their courtesy by calling on all of them. That added up to sixty-four appointments and visits. The imperial princes, who numbered fifteen, also expected calls.

“A thoroughly cruel infliction,” wrote Grew. “Thus does an ambassador get into harness—by the sweat of his brow.” At the end of June, as temperatures rose, he was still slogging around town to fulfill diplomatic obligations. Protocol could be tedious and irksome, but it mattered. It signified tradition and respect, and it was the first step toward friendships that might be useful later.

The United States was Japan’s primary trade partner, accounting for 40 percent of Japan’s exports and 30 percent of its imports. Tokyo was crowded with American businesses, trade associations, and cultural groups, as well as US–Japanese consortiums. All of them wanted the new ambassador’s ear or his presence. In his first three weeks, in between diplomatic calls and embassy appointments, Grew also gave nine speeches, for the American Association, the American Merchants Association, the Oriental Culture College, the American School, and the Kojunsha Club, among other organizations.

Grew’s most important early speech was at a welcoming dinner on June 21 at the America-Japan Society. This prominent group had been founded in 1917 in reaction against the anti-Japanese movement in California. The society promoted friendship between the countries and hosted speakers who drew large audiences from both nations. The US ambassador was the honorary president, and the welcoming dinner typically confined itself to speeches larded with platitudes delivered to dignitaries in tuxedoes, gowns, and kimonos.

But these were not typical times. Viscount Ishii Kikujiro, former ambassador to the United States, rose to address the audience of 250, including Prime Minister Saito Makoto. Speaking in English, he noted “the criminal propaganda deliberately attempting to create suspicion and fear” between their two countries. Neither country wanted war, of course, but if the United States prevented Japan from expanding, “then indeed a grave situation would be created.” The western Pacific was Japan’s sphere of operation, he said, and the United States could avoid trouble by not interfering there. The crowd looked stunned. But the Western nations needn’t worry about their investments in China, he continued, because Japan would always honor the “open door”—a policy established at the turn of the century by the United States, European powers, and Japan to ensure equal trade opportunities in China and, with less emphasis, support for China’s sovereignty.

The audience acted shocked, but not Grew. “While the tone of it was distinctly inflammatory,” he wrote, “we could hardly take exception to the substance” because “after all he told the truth.”

Grew’s reaction exposed a crack between his views and the State Department’s. Japan’s invasion of Manchuria certainly violated international law, but unlike Stimson and others in the State Department, such as Stanley K. Hornbeck, chief of the Division of Far Eastern Affairs, Grew recognized Japan’s legitimate concerns. Japan was exasperated by China’s constant violation of Japanese rights in Manchuria. The warlord chaos throughout China also worried Japan. In Grew’s view, Western scolding about Manchuria was self-righteous posturing that damaged relations now and lessened America’s influence down the road. Japan was the dominant power in East Asia, economically and militarily, so Grew didn’t agree with Stimson and Hornbeck that Japan was unreasonable to expect some deference in the Eastern Hemisphere, just as the United States did on the other side of the Pacific. Grew also sympathized with Japan’s anxieties about its future. Overpopulated, with few natural resources, Japan would shrivel into irrelevance unless it found ways to sustain its economic expansion. But the worldwide depression had caused countries to slap tariffs on Japanese goods and put high export fees on raw materials crucial to Japan’s growth.

So when Grew stood to give his speech, he ignored Viscount Ishii’s provocations. He flattered the Japanese for their ancient culture and dished up the usual tropes about cooperation and friendship. He meant them. His main job, he said, was “to interpret each country to the other.” But nice words wouldn’t suffice. Serious problems existed and needed to be solved, he continued, preferably “during the next few months.” After that remark it was probably superfluous to add, “I am an optimist both by nature and conviction and I firmly believe in the ability and the intelligence of man to overcome and master the difficulties which are now besetting the world.”

That captured his temperament and diplomatic creed. He had faith that rational, well-intentioned people would choose compromise over conflict. He believed in nurturing personal relationships to build trust. He was certain that nations linked by business, cultural exchange, and mutual political benefit would be guided in their dealings by logic and enlightened self-interest. He needed to believe in these things, because they were the fundamentals of diplomacy. Without them diplomacy failed.

“The staff decidedly needs jacking up in the matter of office hours,” wrote Grew within days of arriving. They were “simply going through the routine motions and obeying instructions when received but with no initiative at all, so far as I can see.” The code filing system and general security also were “sloppy beyond belief,” and he ordered immediate fixes. “Very likely our telegrams are all read,” he noted, “but we don’t need to hand them around on a platter.” A stickler for grammar, precision, and organization, he made clear that from now on reports and dispatches would be better written and cleansed of typos and misspellings.

His management style matched his personality: warm, hyper-attentive, collaborative. He also wanted to infuse the staff with his own energy for the mission. He encouraged them to drop in whenever they had suggestions or useful information. Gathering intelligence was one of an embassy’s most vital tasks, so he asked the staff to be his eyes and ears as they circulated among Tokyo’s diplomatic, political, commercial, and military sectors. He wanted to hear gossip and rumors picked up at clubs or dinners, news carelessly spilled at sake-fueled geisha parties. Any tidbit might shine a light or clarify a picture. Two weeks later he noted, “I have the staff pretty well stirred up now, and they are on tip-toe to bring me information, comments, suggestions for telegrams, etc., so that a continual stream of people, either outside or inside of the Embassy, continually come and go.”

He also encouraged the correspondents from the New York Times, New York Herald Tribune, Chicago Tribune, United Press, Associated Press, and other newspapers and news services to drop by to exchange information. Hugh Byas of the Times and Wilfrid Fleisher of the Herald Tribune and the Japan Advertiser became frequent visitors. By the end of 1933 Grew had the reputation of being the best-informed member of Tokyo’s diplomatic corps. Ambassadors and ministers sought him out to ask what he knew about various matters, and Grew pumped them in return.

That summer rumors drifted into the embassy about radicals planning to kill the emperor or move him to the ancient capital of Kyoto. The Italian ambassador told Grew, “Anything can happen at any time.” A member of the Metropolitan Police Board blurted to Grew’s military attaché, “When something serious will occur it is very hard to say. It may happen at any time. The young Army officers are out of hand. . . . The whole place is full of malcontents.” Six Japanese policemen guarded the embassy against possible attack and doubtless reported everyone who went in or out. Grew quickly understood that “the military are distinctly running the Government and that no step can be taken without their approval.”

He put all these concerns into dispatches to the State Department, but rumors couldn’t impede his enjoyment of Japan, starting with the embassy itself. The walled compound, built in 1930, occupied two acres on a terraced hill in central Tokyo. The walls enclosed four buildings of vaguely Moorish design, featuring bright white stucco with black doors and ironwork trim. The chancery offices sat on the lower terrace, flanked by two buildings with apartments for junior officers. The ambassador’s residence perched at the top of the hill and overlooked the city. In clear weather Mount Fuji was visible.

The L-shaped residence was perfectly designed for entertaining while simultaneously cultivating sources of information in groups large or intimate. On one wing, a loggia led to a ballroom or reception hall. The other wing housed a petite salon, a dining room that seated fifty, and a grand salon whose tall windows overlooked a sunken garden with a circular fountain. Beyond these a wide lawn made a lovely site for outdoor receptions. Grew especially liked the cozy library, with its walnut paneling, fireplace, abundant bookshelves, and deep cupboards, “where at last I shall have space enough to file and store, separate and catalogue to my heart’s content.” Upstairs: seven bedrooms and four bathrooms. His commute down the hill to the chancery took him through a Japanese rock garden into a grove, past a marble swimming pool and a reflecting pool, and finally through flower gardens and lawns to whatever the new day brought.

Grew and Alice ran a newspaper ad inviting all Americans in Tokyo to the residence for a July 4 celebration. Foreigners typically weren’t included when an embassy celebrated a national holiday, but the Grews invited everyone from every diplomatic mission, plus the Japanese Foreign Office. Three hundred fifty people showed up, including Premier Saito. The Grews served champagne, punch, and a buffet. Some guests wandered the terraced lawns, others danced in the ballroom to a small orchestra. Afterward a dozen guests sat down to a late supper on the terrace beneath Japanese lanterns and moonlight.

The State Department covered a small portion of this expense, but not for a drop of alcohol. Prohibition wasn’t repealed until the end of 1933, and besides, the department was cheap. Ambassadors were expected to entertain but were given minimal funding. That tended to limit the ambassadorial pool to the wealthy. Grew’s salary was $17,500 per year, a good wage during the Depression, and his housing was free. But his expenses were high because he considered entertaining a key part of the job. He trawled social networks for influence and intelligence, and alcohol was a social lubricant. Besides, there was his own delight in crisp Riesling and mellow whisky.

Grew’s comfortable inheritance allowed him to afford embassy gatherings, and he didn’t stint. Before leaving Istanbul for Japan he ordered liquor sent to Tokyo, starting with fourteen dozen bottles of Italian wine from a dealer in Rome (he later asked to be reimbursed for four broken bottles). From a London liquor shop he ordered six 12-bottle cases of blended Scotch whisky (and later asked to be reimbursed for one missing bottle). From Fortnum & Mason in London he ordered ten dozen bottles of rum, ten dozen bottles of sherry, four dozen bottles of port, two dozen bottles of fifteen-year-old brandy, and six bottles of green Chartreuse. He put in similar orders several times a year. He also shipped his large collection of French and German wines.

The serious entertaining couldn’t begin until fall, when “informative contacts” and “useful Japanese” returned to Tokyo from seasides and mountains after escaping the torrid span from mid-July to mid-September.
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Temblors

THE SUMMER WEATHER stunned the Grews. The rainy season started in mid-June, followed by slamming heat and humidity. The combination was the worst they had ever experienced, topping Egypt, Mexico, and Turkey. It rained at some point every day. By 7:00 A.M. the temperature was already in the upper eighties. Mold grew everywhere. Grew and Alice began each day with a cooling swim in the embassy pool. “We take cold shower baths and change our clothes several times a day,” he wrote.

He felt his first earthquake on June 16. Tremors were common. Two weeks later he was already a bit blasé, noting that he had forgotten to mention that the previous week’s quake had broken a glass lantern by the reflecting pool.

The city outside the embassy’s walls excited him. He loved the attention to aesthetic detail in gardens and Shinto shrines, laid out to delight strollers—shaded paths that curled through palettes of flowers and skirted ponds decorated with goldfish and water lilies. At tiny shelters, priests in white robes offered tea. A night of Kabuki and Noh theater was fascinating but strange. The music’s frenzied discordance gave him, a connoisseur of classical music, a headache.

By late July, Grew, Alice, and Elsie couldn’t stand Tokyo’s heat any longer. They rented a Japanese-style house in the mountain resort of Karuizawa, three and a half hours north by train. The days there were pleasant, the nights cool. The wooded mountains offered serenity and spectacular views. In the distance, volcanic Mount Asama occasionally puffed, lightly showering Karuizawa with ash. Karuizawa became their summer retreat for the rest of their time in Japan. Grew swam in a cold stream-fed pool, played tennis, hiked, picnicked, and indulged his passion for golf. He played every day, rain or shine, with other vacationing diplomats and Japanese, anywhere from eighteen to forty-five holes per day. His enthusiasm for golf outran his skill. Despite playing at least twice a week year-round, he rarely broke one hundred for eighteen holes.

Grew’s athletic life in Karuizawa energized him. “One feels like a giant up here, full of pep all day,” he wrote to his daughter Anita. He was fifty-one years old.

Political tensions forced Grew’s return to Tokyo. The Japanese press had exploded with attacks against Secretary of State Stimson because of a speech on August 8 about aggression in the Far East. On August 13 Grew sent Stimson a dire memo. “The Japanese Army is making extraordinary preparations for war,” he wrote. Airplanes, ships, and tanks were being churned out day and night, made possible partly by the government’s huge purchases of American machine tools. “The people of the cities are being urged to buy and man anti-aircraft equipment; anti-aircraft practice goes on daily in Tokyo.”

Grew’s memo included a section on “Psychological Preparations,” in which he reported rafts of articles intended to “incite war fever.” He quoted one in particular written by the war minister himself, General Araki Sadao. “The Imperial Principle of the Japanese nation,” wrote Araki, “. . . must be propagated over the seven seas and extended over the five continents. Anything that may hinder its progress must be done away with even by the use of force. . . . The countries of Eastern Asia are made objects of oppression by the white peoples. This is an undeniable fact and Imperial Japan should no longer let their impudence go unpunished.”

The military was preparing the public for war. Subscription drives asked everyone, including schoolchildren, to raise funds to buy planes, tanks, armored cars, and anti-aircraft equipment. Grew reported that the murder of Premier Inukai had neutered the civilian government and handed power to the military, whose only remaining opponents were the palace advisors. This small group was under threat of assassination or forced removal. “On the other hand, when we look for indications of a peace-seeking or conciliatory nature,” wrote Grew, “we find nothing tangible.”

Militarists and nationalists were the strongest forces in Japan, but they weren’t unopposed. Many moderates (sometimes called liberals, a misnomer anywhere except in Japan) favored good relations with Western countries and were dismayed by right-wing threats to Japan’s peace and prosperity. The moderates’ predecessors had shaped modern Japan by pushing the country from primitive feudal isolation to world power in less than fifty years, one of the most astonishing transformations in history. They had accomplished this by importing Western technologies and ideas and applying them in business, industry, education, government, and the military. Many of these moderates went to colleges in Britain or the United States and later sent their sons there too. Promising army officers went to Germany for extra training. The navy sent exceptional officers to the US Naval Academy or Britain’s Royal Naval College. In 1921 Hirohito visited Europe, the first crown prince ever to leave Japan. He became an Anglophile who ate a full English breakfast almost every morning.

Business interests tied Japan closely to the West as well, especially to the United States and Britain. Western music, movies, food, and fashion became wildly popular in Japan. American-style bars and dance halls were common. American-style restaurants served waffles. Theaters offered Hollywood movies and popcorn. Frank Lloyd Wright’s byzantine Imperial Hotel opened in 1923 and became a hub for Western-Japanese interactions (and for the Japanese police surveilling them). The houses of wealthy Japanese often included a “Western room” with couches and chairs instead of mats and low tables. Japanese businessmen wore tailored Western suits or complemented their kimonos with fedoras and straw boaters. Many shuffled in their wingtips, which they bought several sizes too big for easy off-on when entering Japanese homes or restaurants. Women in kimonos and wooden clogs strolled the retail Ginza district alongside fashionistas in tight skirts and cloches atop bobbed hair. At news stalls in ancient lanes, Japanese lanterns cast shadows on posters of American movie stars.

Japanese nationalists, meanwhile, viewed these Western influences, including parliamentary government, as corruptions of the imperial way. They also nursed long resentments over Western slights, often with good reason. Japan had entered World War I on the side of the Allies and afterward was invited to the table at Versailles as a world power. In the covenant for the new League of Nations, Japan wanted to guarantee immigration rights by including clauses about racial and religious equality. Those hopes were torpedoed, partly through the machinations of US president Woodrow Wilson. Then in 1924 the United States passed the National Origins Act, more bluntly called the Exclusion Act, which prohibited Asian immigration. Some Western states in America also prohibited Japanese residents from becoming citizens or owning land, laws upheld in the early 1920s by the US Supreme Court. Japan had strict immigration laws of its own against other nationalities, but the American laws against them stung.

After World War I, Japan tried to claim what it considered its rightful spoils in Siberia, Sakhalin, and China. When the Western imperialist powers objected, Japanese nationalists smelled hypocrisy and racism. They complained that the “have” nations wanted to shut out the “have-nots.” Then came the worldwide depression. Japanese exports suffered from tariffs. The silk industry collapsed, and the country’s farmers and factory workers endured desperate hardship. The divide between rich and poor widened. As in Germany, Italy, and other European countries, economic hardship led to political paralysis at the top of society and boiling anger everywhere else.

This was fertile ground for ultranationalism and xenophobia, and for appeals to a glorious past. In Japan, as in Germany, membership in patriotic societies skyrocketed, and these groups forged links with criminals and like-minded factions within the military and the police. Their anger needed targets. In Japan the easy scapegoats were Western powers and their elite moderate friends. Assassinations followed. Fear pushed some moderates into silence, leaving a widening space to the right wing.

That concerned the genro, Prince Saionji, and his private secretary, Baron Harada Kumao. Harada was Saionji’s worker bee. Because of the genro’s standing, Harada could buzz into every sector of Japanese power and gather information. High military officers, government officials, and palace advisors spoke to him eagerly in hopes of influencing the genro or learning his response to some development. Harada’s direct line to Saionji gave him influence as well, and he didn’t hesitate to tell military leaders or cabinet ministers how they should proceed.

In August he spoke with Prince Chichibu Yasuhito, the younger brother of Hirohito, at the Imperial Palace. Chichibu had attended Oxford. His wife, Princess Chichibu Setsuko, was born in England and graduated from Sidwell Friends School in Washington, DC, while her father was ambassador to the United States. This worldly couple was popular among foreigners in Tokyo, including the Grews. Chichibu and Harada were worried about the unpredictable zeal among young military officers and the effects of letting insubordinate officers escape justice.

“The trouble lies in the fact that these groups of men have the idea that what they think will be good for the nation,” said Chichibu.

“In the final analysis, it is against the law,” said Harada, “and if it does not comply with the Army regulations all must be punished whether the motive is just or not. Otherwise the trust we have in laws cannot be maintained.”

Grew was unaware of such conversations, but he spoke often to moderates such as Harada, Chichibu, and Count Kabayama Aisuke (businessman, politician, graduate of Amherst College). They assured Grew that, despite appearances, Prime Minister Saito was reining in the army and that moderates were reclaiming power. Grew didn’t buy it. He telegrammed Stimson that moderates in Japan “carry little or no weight” and that nothing could stop the government’s program in Manchuria except outside force. He was dismayed that sensible Japanese could disregard facts and logic by vehemently arguing that 27 million Chinese in Manchuria had joyously rejected China and embraced the puppet government forced upon them.

“After a careful study of the situation,” he wrote, “I can find no approach by which the present Japanese intransigence might be overcome or modified.” His optimism in June that relations between America and Japan could be repaired in a few months had vanished. He now grasped the complexity and unpredictability of his task. Still, whatever was coming, he felt confident that diplomacy could manage it.

Meanwhile, he caught the evening train to Karuizawa.
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A Rash of Espionage

FOR SEVERAL DAYS in early September 1932, the skies above Osaka buzzed with aircraft practicing defensive maneuvers against imaginary fighter planes. On the ground, soldiers drilled citizens in tactical responses to incendiary bombs, a terrifying threat in a nation of flimsy wooden homes with paper walls.

These frenetic activities put an officer in the Kempeitai, Japan’s military police, on high alert. His vigilance had been amplified by a popular new movie, Bombing Squadron of the Pacific, the panicky Japanese title given to an American film called Hell Divers, starring Wallace Beery and Clark Gable. The movie focused on cocky dive bombers from an American aircraft carrier off Panama and featured dramatic footage supplied by the US Navy of thrilling takeoffs, landings, and aerial sequences performed by Curtiss F8C-4 Helldiver planes.

So when the Kempeitai officer saw someone from a foreign company taking photographs of buildings in downtown Osaka, he detected suspicious reconnaissance. He ordered the photographer to stop and filed an apprehensive report. The press blew the story up into what became known as the National City Bank affair. “The matter would be ludicrous if it were not serious,” wrote Grew.

The bank’s headquarters in New York had asked its branches throughout the Far East to send photos of emerging business areas that were good candidates for new branches or business loans—standard market research. The Kempeitai officer and the press, however, smelled espionage. Newspapers shouted that the photographs had been taken to show American planes what to bomb. Calls rose for Japanese bank officials to resign from the American bank or be branded as traitors. Gangs from patriotic societies visited the bank to intimidate employees into quitting.

The initial rumor set off a rash of others. The press reported that the United States was building air bases in the Aleutians (false), that three American aircraft carriers were lurking off the Kuril Islands north of Japan (false), that the US fleet was in the Pacific (true—thousands of miles away in California). Paranoia went viral. The Kempeitai in Kagoshima began investigating four fishy Americans, including one suspiciously named Stimson, who they claimed had climbed a mountain and taken photographs “for a certain purpose.”

Grew believed the military had engineered the uproar to intensify anti-American feelings. A bit wearily he sent his military attaché to Kempeitai headquarters to ask for a statement absolving the bank of this nonsense. The officers laughed. The bank’s president appealed to the vice minister of foreign affairs, who seemed sympathetic until asked to announce an official exoneration. After some silence the vice minister said, “Well, how can we prove to our satisfaction that the action of the bank was not open to suspicion?”

The Los Angeles Times covered the story under the headline AMERICA AGAIN FLAYED IN TOKYO. The article quoted the Japanese paper Kokumin—the mouthpiece of military ultranationalists—blaming the United States for the entire incident. “Unless the United States abandons her selfish and tyrannical attitude,” lectured Kokumin, “it is impossible that Japanese feeling should resume tranquility.”

Japanese press coverage died down after about a week, and Grew decided to drop the issue instead of pursuing a formal apology. If he got one, the whole debacle would roar back to life and the Foreign Office would be accused of bowing to Western demands. It was a matter of saving face. A short-term win about a trivial matter wasn’t worth the long-term damage to his relationship with the Foreign Office.

Grew already understood the importance of face in Japanese relations. Elaborate manners and the intricate equivocations of the Japanese language were expressions of the necessity to maintain face, a combination of dignity and social respect. Criticisms and disagreements were best approached aslant, to leave room for face-saving compromise. Sharp disapproval often triggered aggression, not self-analysis. Face was fused to honor. To lose one was to lose the other. The only way to preserve both under direct confrontation was to attack. “Saving face,” Grew told Stimson prophetically, “is the most dangerous factor in the whole situation. If the military clique finds that its program is being impeded and is likely to fail, whether from internal or external influences, it is quite capable of plunging the country into any kind of disaster rather than give in to the saner and more moderate elements in the country and acknowledging the defeat of their plans.”

The vitriolic press and impending crises didn’t reduce Grew’s regular diplomatic duties. He threw himself into the teas, dances, and golf outings that helped him build the intricate relationships essential to his job. His days and evenings were packed with callers and activities, often ceremonial. Obligatory luncheons and dinners were a constant. “If we don’t earn our salary in any other respects,” he wrote, “we certainly do it by eating our way through the winter.” And drinking. He once remarked that diplomacy was “hell on the head but double hell on the liver.” Invitations would keep them busy seven nights a week if he and Alice hadn’t agreed long before to take two nights off every week.

On those evenings Grew usually read history or murder mysteries, or did double-crostics, or listened to classical music with Alice, or answered letters. His correspondence for 1932 included thank-yous to a man who sent him Japanese stamps, to someone asking for his autograph, and to seven Japanese clubs for offering him honorary memberships. (The Japanese never allowed him to pay for golf or caddies or theater tickets.) No one was ignored: “Thank you very much indeed,” he wrote, “for sending us that delicious celery.”

October 14 was a typical ambassadorial day. First a speech at a conference for English teachers. Then the Argentine chargé d’affaires called at the embassy at 10:00 A.M., followed at 11:00 by an Anglican bishop who had come to Japan as a missionary in the early 1900s. At noon Grew received the president of the Corn Products Refining Society, and at 12:30 he had “the usual chat” with journalist Wilfrid Fleisher to trade information. That evening Grew and Alice gave a going-away dinner for Debuchi Katsuji, who was returning to Washington, DC, as ambassador. Half of the twenty-two guests were Japanese, a typical ratio for the Grews. The Japanese Advertiser published the guest lists of diplomatic dinners, and Grew noted with perplexed amusement that most of his colleagues never invited any Japanese.

In his view, the near perfection of Japanese hospitality—the food, wines, flowers, service—often “was ruined by the blinding glare of unshaded electric lights.” He was charming and gregarious, but when the customary seating put him between two Japanese women, he struggled. “As usual I had terribly uphill work in dinner talk because the Japanese women, with few exceptions, won’t help to keep the ball of conversation rolling; it dies after each remark, and even when they make an observation it is whispered and I have to get my ear down into their plates to hear.” Because of his partial deafness Alice sometimes had to help him get his own volume right, especially in public speeches. A finger to her ear meant too soft, to her mouth meant too loud.

Most of the time he admired the precision and beauty of Japanese social events. At the emperor’s birthday lunch seven or eight hundred high officials and diplomats in formal gold-laced uniforms or dress suits were served dozens of dishes. The emperor, elevated on a dais at the front of the room, ate alone at a red-lacquered table. His waiter placed each dish gently on the table’s edge and slowly pushed it into the imperial view. After lunch Grew rushed to the embassy to change into his swallowtails for a speech at the fiftieth anniversary celebration of a Japanese Methodist school.

A few days later came the biggest event of the autumn social season, the imperial chrysanthemum garden party in the palace’s Shinjuku Gyoen Garden. Nine thousand invited guests sat at tea tables outdoors, “all in perfectly ordered formation so as not to interfere with the magnificent vista from the Emperor’s seat.” Despite the cold, no one wore overcoats out of respect for the imperial presence. Afterward, half-frozen, Grew and Alice hurried home to drink hot rum punch in front of a fire. They went to bed wondering who would win that day’s American presidential election and what it would mean for their future.

Grew had abandoned many aspects of starchy conservative Boston, but not its allegiance to the Republican Party. Five of the six presidents he had served were Republicans. Because of the Depression almost everyone expected Hoover to get crushed in 1932 by Franklin Delano Roosevelt, and that was what happened.

Grew and Roosevelt knew each other from Groton and Harvard, where Roosevelt had been two years behind. At Harvard they were connected through the Fly Club and the Crimson. They called each other Joe and Frank but weren’t close. Now Frank was Joe’s impending boss—unless Frank replaced him with a fellow Democrat. Grew hoped to stay. The job was unfinished and too complex to award to a wealthy amateur. The new president was a question mark. Grew confided to his diary, “I have very little knowledge of Frank Roosevelt’s potential capabilities . . . or whether he has both the wisdom and the courage to formulate sound policies and see them through regardless of the desires of the party hacks.”

Grew took indirect steps to keep his job. “Dear Frank,” he wrote to Roosevelt a few days after the election, congratulating him and wishing his administration success. “Harvard, Groton, and The Fly are tremendously proud—and they have good right to be.” On December 5, following tradition, he sent Roosevelt an official letter offering to resign. But he added that the president could count on his “wholehearted support and cooperation in the great work which lies ahead.” Grew wouldn’t learn his fate under the new administration until March.

Throughout the autumn and early winter, rumors of violent plots constantly circulated. The targets were moderate leaders, including Prime Minister Saito and palace advisors. The atmosphere felt tense. In mid-November when Grew went to the train station to see Debuchi off to Washington, a squad of police rushed the Japanese ambassador aboard at the last minute to foil potential assassins. As Grew began to leave the station, two pairs of waiting police fell in before and behind him and escorted him to his car. “Probably our servants have instructions
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