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PREFACE 

The label "turning point" is often abused and certainly-

overused. There is little argument, though, that the Pearl 

Harbor attack was a dramatic event which in the space of a few 

hours plunged the United States into the most destructive war of 

the twentieth century and changed forever the way most Americans 

viewed the world around them. It might be argued that even 

without Pearl Harbor the U.S. would have become an active 

combatant in World War II. True, perhaps, but the particular 

nature of the attack precipitated such a fierce commitment to 

victory that the conduct of the war and the peace which followed 

might have been quite different had America been drawn into the 

war in less dramatic circumstances. Indeed, the far reaching 

mobilization of American resources- military, economic and 

psychic- set in motion by the Japanese attack remains .a force in 

shaping national policies and attitudes nearly half a century 

later. 

More than one million visitors a year to the USS Arizona 

Memorial at Pearl Harbor testify to the compelling nature of the 

events of December 7, 1941. The interpretive theme of the USS 

Arizona Memorial encompasses the attack on Pearl Harbor and other 

installations on Oahu, the career of the battleship Arizona and 

her crew, post-attack salvage work at Pearl Harbor, and the 

immediate impact of the attack on. Hawaii's civi lian. popula tion 
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and military defenders. 

This study focuses on the central events of Sunday, December 7, 

1941. It opens with a brief background survey of pre-war contact 

and rivalry bteween Japan and the United States. A detailed 

examination of Japanese-U.S• relations is beyond our scope, but 

this subject is canvassed to establish the context of the 

national policy decisions which led to war and to the military 

deployments prior to the attack. It should be noted also that 

this study does not deal with archeological sites associated with 

traditional Hawaiian uses of Pearl Harbor, nor does it treat the 

U.S. acquisition and development of the harbor as a naval base. 

The extensive historiography of the Pearl Harbor attack makes 

it one of the most thoroughly examined military actions ever 

fought, but this historic resource study does nonetheless break 

some new ground. First, the attention to U.S. military 

perceptions of Hawaii's Japanese community makes it clear that 

the authorities' suspicion and lack of understanding of this 

group was a major, if not the single most important, factor in 

U.S. unpreparedness. Second, the examination of U.S. Army and 

Havy efforts to locate and engage the Japanese fleet in the hours 

after the attack highlight many of the shortcomings of the 

command structure in Hawaii. Third, the treatment of the 

post-attack preparations to defend Hawaii from a Japanese 

invasion is an attempt to invoke a sense of the intense and very 

real- fear that prevailed as the islands braced for seige. 
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In addition to these thematic treatments, the study-

incorporates the recollections of many individual actors whose 

experiences are presented here as part of a full length study for 

the first time. This material is taken for the most part from 

personal interviews and the holdings of oral history programs. 

Particularly interesting are the stories of George Nakamoto, the 

civilian tug captain, and Malcora Reeves, the Northampton scout 

plane pilot. 

For American scholars, journalists and the general public the 

Pearl Harbor attack has sparked controversy and accusations of 

incompetence and worse. Any study of the topic demands some 

examination of the factors which led to U.S. forces being taken 

by surprise, and it is impossible to ignore the attitudes, 

assumptions and judgements in both Hawaii and Washington which 

resulted in disaster. In the wake of the attack and for years 

afterward the U.S. commanders in Hawaii were pilloried for their 

supposed negligence. By the same token their supporters have 

attacked the actions and motives of officers and officials at the 

Washington command echelon. This study reviews mistakes made at 

both ends of the chain of command, but finds no credible evidence 

to support charges of flagrant dereliction of duty or a 

conspiracy to "set up" U.S. forces in Hawaii and withhold warning 

of an impending attack on Pearl Harbor. 

This study relies as much as possible on contemporary documents 
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and first hand personal accounts of the Pearl Harbor attack. In 

some instance the stress of battle, the torrential rush of 

events, and (in the case of oral history interviews conducted 

many years later) the passage of time have combined to produce 

sources marred by factual errors. Taken as a whole, however, 

they are largely in agreement and present a remarkably detailed 

and accurate picture of the Pearl Harbor attack from the American 

perspec tive. 

The same, unfortunately, is not true of Japanese sources. Most 

Japanese military documents were destroyed during World War II ox 

when Japan capitulated. Many, if not most, of the Japanese 

participants in the attackwere killed at Midway or in subsequent 

battles. As a result, this study relies heavily on published 

sources for the Japanese version of events. Some of the 

principals survived the war and have written about their 

experiences. The Japanese Self-Defense Agency's War History 

Research Section has undertaken a multi-volume (more than 100 

volumes to date) history of World War II utilizing surviving 

documents and drawing on the memories of participants. The 

volume on the Pearl Harbor attack, Hawai Sakusen, is an 

indispensable source. Dr. Gordon Prange's A_t Dawn We Slept is 

also valuable. Prange spent decades studying the Pearl Harbor 

attack, and in the course of his studies befriended and 

interviewed dozens of important Japanese and American 

par tic ipants. 

- 4 -



A body of . folklore has . developed around the Pearl Harbor 

attack, with stories and "facts" being passed from source to 

source with little critical examination. This study addresses 

some of that ^folklore in an attempt to separate fact from 

fiction. First and most important is the role of Hawaii's 

Japanese-Americans. Soon after the attack wartime rumor and many 

official reports had it that an enormous pool of fifth columnists 

had provided vital aid to the attackers. 

Official investigations completed shortly after the war 

revealed that espionage had been limited to the staff of the 

Japanese consulate. The' Niihau incident with its unusual 

attendant circumstances was the only instance of actual aid to 

the enemy. The canard of disloyalty has been thoroughly 

discredited by scholars and investigators who have examined 

Hawaii's Japanese community, but it is a persistent myth. A 

reading of transcripts of oral history interviews with Pearl 

Harbor survivors, for example, reveals several instances of 

perfectly sincere belief in swarms of Japanese-American spies and 

saboteurs. Questions and comments of visitors to the USS Arizona 

Memorial also indicate a widespread belief that Hawaii's Japanese 

were instrumental in the success of the attack. 

For years stories have circulated to the effect that divers 

were killed in salvage operations aboard the Arizona wreckage. 

The most common version holds that explosive gases trapped inside 

the hull were ignited by a cutting torch. A close examination of 
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contemporary records- particularly the Pearl Harbor Naval 

Shipyard war diary- fails to confirm these accounts. The diving 

operations at Pearl Harbor were indeed hazardous and there were 

casulaties, but none apparently occured on the Arizona 

operations. 

The explosion which sank Arizona has been the . subject of 

conflicting accounts. Some, including eyewitness reports, say 

that it was ignited by a bomb which went down her stack. 

Subsequent reports suggest that the uptake armor gratings were 

intact when inspected later by salvage divers, making it 

impossible for a bomb to have traveled down the battleship's 

funnel, but the evidence is inconlusive. It has been 

established, however, that regardless of whether a bomb went down 

the stack, the fatal damage was caused by the explosion of her 

forward ammunition magazines, not the ship's boilers. The 

question of whether a bomb went down the funnel remains 

unanswerable in light of our present knowledge of the Arizona 

wreckage. 

This work would have been impossible without the assistance and 

encouragement of others. I am grateful for the funding provided 

by the Arizona Memorial Museum Association, the cooperating 

asociation of the USS Arizona Memorial. The National Park Service 

staff of the USS Arizona Memorial, especially Superintendent Gary 

Cummins and Chief Ranger John Martini, contributed many valuable 

suggestions. NPS Chief Historian Edwin Bearss and Western 
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Regional Historian Grodon Chappell furnished guidance and 

encouragement. The divers of the Submerged Cultural Resources 

Unit made the observations used to document Arizona's present 

condition. Captain Thomas Kimmel, USN (ret.), was kind enough to 

provide me with personal papers of his father, Admiral Husband E. 

Kimmel. Professor Franklyn Odo of the University of Hawaii Ethnic 

Studies Program and Professor Gary Okihiro of the University of 

Santa Clara gave me important insights into the history of 

Hawaii's Japanese community. 

I owe a special debt to the many participants in and witnesses 

to the Pearl Harbor attack who took the time to recount their 

experiences. These interviews often occured during their 

vacations to Hawaii, and recalling the events of December 7, 1941 

was a stressful interruption for many. I wish particularly to 

acknowledge five Pearl Harbor veterans who also provided me with 

documentary material: Mr. Heijiro Abe (Soryu pilot), Captain 

Nathan Asher, USN (ret.) (Blue) , Captain James Daniels , USN 

(ret.) (Enterprise pilot), Mr. Robert Hudson (Oglala) , and Rear 

Admiral Malcom Reeves, USN (ret.) (Northampton pilot). 

In conducting doumentary research the staffs of many archival 

agencies rendered important assistance. At the Naval Historical 

Center's Operational Archives Dr. Dean Allard and his staff were 

patient, helpful and knowedgable. In the National Archives Mr. 

John Taylor of the Modern Military Headquarters Branch and Mr. 

Frederick Pernell of the Modern Military Field Branch provided 
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invaluable asistance. The same holds true for the staffs of the 

Office of Air Force History, the Office of the Chief of Military 

History, the Marine Corps Historical Center, the Defense 

Audiovisual Agency, the Smithsonian Institution, the Hawaii State 

Archives, and the Hawaii War Records Depository. Professor Ron 

Marcello, director of the North Texas State University Oral 

History Program, made available the hundreds of transcripts of 

Pearl Harbor survivor interviews he. has conducted. Thanks are 

due, too, to librarians at the University of Hawaii's Hamilton 

Library, the Library of Congress and the Pearl Harbor Naval Base 

Library. I also wish to thank Mr. Mark Smith, who prepared the 

maps accompanying the text. 

Throughout the text times and dates given (unless otherwise 

noted) are local. Geographical names are given in their 1941 

forms. The Dutch East Indies later became Indonesia; French 

Indochina was divided into Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia; and Malaya 

formed part of what is today Malaysia. This study mentions both 

Japanese-Americans and Japanese nationals, and to avoid confusion 

all names are rendered in the Western style, with given names 

preceding family names. The term "Japanese" is generally 

reserved for references to Japanese nationals. Occasionally it 

is used here as an adjective encompassing Japanese-Americans and 

Japanese communities in Hawaii or the mainland U.S. In such cases 

it should be clear from the context that the term is being used 

as an ethnic descriptor and carries no connotation of citizenship 

- 8 -



or loyalty. The term "Hawaiian" properly refers to the 

Polynesians whose ancestors inhabited Hawaii before its first 

contact with the Western world in 1778. In cases where the word 

is part of proper noun or term of long established usage (e.g., 

Hawaiian Department, Hawaiian waters) it is used here, but in 

other cases the word Hawaii is used in adjectival form. 

Finally, this study describes the condition of the wounded and 

the handling of dead resulting from the Pearl Harbor attack. 

These descriptions may be disturbing to some. They are included 

not out of disrespect for those who suffered or a desire to 

sensationalize, but in order to portray as completely as possible 

the events of December 7, 1941. No historical account can include 

every detail, but to eliminate these descriptions would be to 

sanitize the narrative. Historians have a special obligation to 

present the whole truth, and that responsibility surely applies 

to recording the sufferings of those killed and wounded in 

battle. 
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CHAPTER 1 

The Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor is perhaps the most dramatic 

event in the history of Japanese-American relations. It left an 

indelible imprint on both countries and it continues to exercise 

an important influence on the consciousnesses of both nations. 

It did not, needless to say, occur in an historical vacuum. The 

attack climaxed nearly a century of political and economic 

developments which drew the destinies of both nations together 

and ultimately into conflict. It is impossible to understand the 

significance of Pearl Harbor without some idea of 

Japanese-American relations*up to December 7, 1941. 

The Opening of Japan and the Meij i Restoration 

From the early 17th to the mid-19th centuries the ruling Tokugawa 

shogunate (samurai government) enforced a calculated policy of 

isolating Japan from contact with other nations and maintaining 

an agrarian-based feudal social and economic system. The 

Tokugawa system encouraged the development of insularity and 

xenophobia among Japanese at all levels of society. It also 

served to put Japan at a hopeless disadvantage in the inevitable 

confrontation with the rapidly expanding industrialized nations 

of the West. 

The beginning of the end for the shogunate occured in 1853 when 

the U.S. Navy's Pacific Squadron, commanded by" Commodore Matthew 
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C. Perry, appeared in Tokyo Bay. Perry demanded that Japan 

conclude a treaty with the United States regularizing relations 

between the two countries and opening Japanese ports to American 

vessels (most of which were engaged in the expanding trade with 

China). 

The feudal shogunate acquiesced, for it had little room for 

maneuver when faced with Perry*s steam warships and cannons. The 

opening of Japan set in motion a chain of events which led to the 

fall of the shogunate. Dissatisfied elements of Japanese 

society, led by younger samurai seized control of the 

government. In 1868 they abolished the shogunate and proclaimed 

the "restoration" of the Meiji Emperor.[1] 

The Meiji restoration had an urgent and clearly defined goals 

the preservation of Japanese sovereignty. The new leaders of 

Japan feared their nation might suffer the fate of China, forced 

by Western military superiority to yield many of the prerogatives 

of national independence. In looking at the international system 

of the late 19th century they concluded that only the development 

of a strong military force equipped with modern weapons could 

guarantee that Japan would not fall victim to Western expansion. 

The development of a strong Japanese army and navy, they 

realized, depended on developing a modern industrial economy.[2] 

In a remarkably short period the-Japanese, with extensive use of 

Western advisors, developed an efficient military arm and an 
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integrated industrial base to support it. 

Japanese Industrialization and Expansion 

Japanese policy goals quickly became more complicated than simple 

survival. A modern industrial society needs raw materials and 

mass markets to sustain high production volumes. Japan was poor 

in natural resources, especially oil. The intensive capital 

investment required for industrial development precluded the 

growth of domestic consumption on a scale to support her 

industries. Japan's leaders looked to foreign conquest to supply 

needed raw materials and -mass markets. The nation's industrial 

policies demanded full integration into the international system, 

and the international system in the late 19th and early 20th 

centuries was imperialism at its zenith. 

It would be an oversimplification to explain Japandse 

expansionism in strictly economic terms. Bushido, the samurai 

ethic, survived and flourished after 1868, and Japanese were as 

eager as other peoples to enter, for reasons of national 

prestige, the ranks of the imperial powers. 

That entry was accomplished with spectacular rapidity. In less 

than a generation Japan had grown from a backward nation of 

peripheral consequence to a major power dealing on equal terms 

with Russia, Great Britain, and the United States. In 1894-95 

Japan fought and defeated China. The creaking Quing dynasty was 

forced to sue for peace and yield the island province of Taiwan 
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to Japan. In 1902 Japan became a factor in the pre-World War I 

treaty system when she concluded an alliance with Great Britain. 

In 1904-05 Japan fought Russia in a bloody war for domination of 

northeast Asia. To the amazement of the world, Japan defeated the 

Czar's forces. The spoils of war included an important voice in 

the affairs of Manchuria (still nominally part of China) and 

outright annexation of Korea. 

One of the more intangible- but not the least important-

results of the Russo-Japanese War was the diraunition of White 

prestige in the eyes of Asian peoples. The myth of Western 

invincibility underlay the colonial system where small numbers of 

Europeans dominated millions of nonwhite subjects. That myth was 

severely shaken by the victory of an Asian nation over a major 

European power, an event which encouraged subject nationalities 

from India to the Philippines. 

While Japan was emerging from isolation the United States was 

expanding westward across the Pacific. In the 1880's the Hawaiian 

Kingdom leased Pearl Harbor to the U.S. for use as a naval base. 

In 1898 the United States annexed Hawaii outright, and in the 

same year acquired Guam and the Philippine Islands as a result of 

her victory over Spain. These events brought Japan and the United 

States into competition for influence in Asia at roughly the same 

time. 

In World War I Japan fought on the Allied side and as one of 
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the victors was awarded a mandate over German posessions in the 

Marianas, Caroline, and Marshall Islands (known collectively as 

Micronesia). Just as importantly, Japan took advantage of the 

world's peroccupation with the war in Europe to enhance her 

influence in China. The chronic instability of Chinese politics 

made that nation an irresistable attraction for Japanese 

expansionists in the early 20th century. In 1915 Japan forced 

the Chinese government to accede to a set of twenty-one demands 

which, if enforced, would have made Japan pre-eminent in China. 

Collapse of the World Order 

This development alarmed the Western powers, particularly the 

United States, which viewed itself as China's protector. 

American protection took the form of the "open door" policy, 

which was predicated on maintaining the nominal independence of 

China and granting equal access to Chinese markets and resources 

to all powers. Since the predominance of any single foreign 

power in China was threat to the open door policy, Japan's 

activities there were a direct challenge to American policy. The 

acceleration of chronic civil war and social disintegration in 

China worsened the situation and made it increasingly difficult 

to maintain the open door policy. 

The First World War provided a further series of blows to the 

international order. Japan felt deprived of her just# share of 

rewards at the Paris peace conference. The Western confrerees' 
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rejection of a racial equality clause in the treaty added insult 

to injury. 

In a futile attempt to inject a measure of stability into 

international relations in the Pacific Japan, Great Britain, and 

the United States agreed in 1922 at the Washington Naval 

Conference to limit naval armaments. The agreement called for 

Japan to limit capital ship tonnage to 607. of the tonnage of each 

of the Anglo-Saxon countries. This so-called 5-5-3 ratio was 

deemed by many Japanese as yet another Western attempt to impose 

inferior status on their nation. 

Japanese Militarism 

The onset of the worldwide Great Depression of the 1930's brought 

acute suffering to Japan. Starvation was not uncommon in rural 

areas, and the crisis produced sharp changes in Japanese 

politics. Until the late 1920's a system of civilian party 

government had been emerging in Japan. The depression shattered 

that fragile system, and the army stepped into the vacuum. 

Junior army officers were deeply affected by the tales of 

recruits and draftees who had experienced the nation's bitter 

plight at first hand. Those younger officers attempted in the 

early and mid-1930's to take a direct hand in politics to 

alleviate the situation. They were guided by vaguely defined 

goals of establishing a military government founded on a uniquely 

Japanese mixture of ultranationalism, quasi-fascism, and 

- 15 -



Confucian social ethics. 

In 1931-32 Japanese Army officers acting without authorization 

from Tokyo provoked fighting between Chinese and Japanese troops 

in Manchuria which led to the area's incorporation into the 

Japanese political system. The Manchurian incident was followed 

by unsuccessful army mutinies in Tokyo in 1932 and 1936. After 

the suppression of the 1936 mutiny senior army officers were in 

firm control. Not only had they curbed their idealistic 

subordinates, but they dominated the terrified civilian 

pollticians. 

In 1937 conflict erupted once more between Chinese and Japanese 

troops, this time near Beijing's Marco Polo Bridge. It is 

uncertain whether the clash was inadvertant or an engineered 

provocation, but it served as a pretext for further Japanese 

aggression. The military-dominated government in Tokyo elected 

to respond with.a heavy handed policy that evolved into a full 

scale war with China. This second Sino-Japanese war was destined 

to be among the bloodiest in history and drag on inconclusively 

until Japan's final defeat in 1945. 

The World Crisis 

Events outside Asia were to draw the isolated conflict between 

China and Japan into a larger conflagration. The outbreak of the 

Second World War in Europe in 1939 inaugurated a stunning 

succession of German victories. . Germany quickly defeated France 
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and the Netherlands and imposed a virtual state of siege on Great 

Britain, These events altered Japan's options, because Britain, 

France, and Holland were the principal colonial powers in Asia. 

The lands they ruled- particularly the East Indies (present 

Indonesia), Indochina, Malaya, Singapore, and Burma- were rich in 

the natural resources Japan so desparately needed. The 

preoccupation of the proprietary powers with events in Europe 

presented Japan with an opportunity for easy pickings. 

U.S. policy during this period was ambivalent. President 

Franklin D. Roosevelt wished to block the expansion of Japan and 

Germany, but many Americans espoused a policy of isolationism and 

wanted the United States to avoid involvement in the wars of 

Europe and Asia. Despite the domestic political opposition of 

isolationists, the United States rendered important financial and 

material aid to the countries at war with Germany and Japan. 

Hoping to keep the U.S. neutral with the threat of a two ocean 

war, Germany (with her European partner, Italy) and Japan 

concluded the Axis, or Tripartite, Alliance in September 1940.[3] 

In July 1941 the Japanese government made the momentous 

decision to secure guaranteed access to the natural resources of 

Southeast Asia by occupying the area, even though that course 

might well mean war with the United States.[4] It was a decision 

made in desparation. Senior Japanese officials had little 

confidence in Japan's ability to defeat the formidable coalition 

of Western powers, but felt their nation had little choice. 
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Admiral Osami Nagano, chief of the Naval General Staff expressed 

the mood when he told the Emperor, "The government has decided 

that if there were no war, the fate of the nation was sealed. 

Even if there is war, the country may be ruined. Nevertheless a 

nation which does not fight in this plight has lost its spirit 

and is already a doomed nation."[5] 

Wasting little time once the decision had been made, the 

Japanese Army seized southern French Indochina that same month 

(they had occupied northern Indochina a year earlier). American 

reaction was swift and drastic. President Roosevelt proclaimed 

an embargo on the shipment of oil to Japan. The colonial 

government of the Dutch East Indies, dependent on American 

support, followed suit. It is difficult to overstate the 

importance of oil in Japan's 1941 policy decisions. Military and 

naval authorities calculated that Japanese industry and military 

forces would grind to a halt in a matter of months if the flow of 

oil were not restored. Japan depended almost entirely on 

imported oil, and the nation's leadership interpreted the embargo 

as tantamount to an act of war.[6] 

Negotiations to settle differences between Japan and the United 

States were intensified in the waning months of 1941, but both 

countries refused to budge from their fundamental positions. 

Japan demanded a free hand in China and the lifting of the oil 

embargo. The U.S. refused to restore the flow of oil unless 

Japanese forces withdrew from China. With neither side willing to 
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make any meaningful compromise, war seemed a forgone conclusion. 

On December 2, with a Japanese carrier force already en route to 

Hawaii, the Japanese government made a final confirmation of its 

decision to go to war with the United States.[7] 

1. Japanese emperors are referred to not by personal names, but 
by the names chosen for their reigns. The personal name of the 
Meiji Emperor (r. 1867-1912) was Mutsuhito; the current 
sovereign's reign name is Showa (r. 1926- ). 

2. For treatment of the relationship between Meiji industrial and 
military policies see: E. H. Norman, Origins of the Modern 
Japanese State (New York: Random House, 1975), 225-34. 

3. For analyis of the effect pf the Axis pact on American policy 
and opinion see: Paul W. Schroeder, The Axis Alliance and 
Japanese-American Relations, 1941 (Ithica: Cornell University 
Press , 1958) , passim. 

4. U.S. Congress, Hearings Before the Joint Committee on the 
Investigation of the Pearl Harbor Attack, 39 pts., 89th Cong. 1st 
sess., 1946, 20:4018-19 (hereafter PHA). 

5. Paul S. Dull, _A Battle History of the Imperial Japanese Navy 
(1941-1945) (Annapolis: U.S. Naval Institute Press, 1978), -3. 

6. Hiroyuki Agawa, The Reluctant Admiral: Yamamoto and the 
Imperial Navy (Tokyo: Kodansha International, 1983), 226; Gordon 
W. Prange, with Donald M. Goldstein and Katherine V. Dillon, At 
Dawn We Slept: The Untold Story of Pearl Harbor (New York: 
McGraw-Hill, 1981), 169. 

7. Nobutake Ike, ed., Japan's Decision for War: Records of the 
1941 Policy Conferences (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 
1967), 283. 
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CHAPTER 2 

U.S. Buildup in the Pacific 

U.S. policy makers were not oblivious to Japanese political 

developments and were well aware- that Japan's leaders 

increasingly considered war with the United States as 

inevitable. They responded to the increasing tensions in the 

Pacific by increasing American military strength and presence in 

the region. 

The Philippines 

In the Philippines American and Filipino ground forces under the 

command of General Douglas MacArthur were expanded into a 

formidable (at least on paper) army. More importantly, the air 

forces under MacArthur's command were greatly augmented with the 

addition of the new and powerful B-17 bomber. The B-17, with its 

long range and heavy bomb load, gave American forces the 

capability of striking directly at important Japanese bases on 

Taiwan.[1] So confident was MacArthur that his increased strength 

would permit him to defeat any Japanese assault that he said on 

December 5, 1941, "Nothing would please me better than if they 

would give me three months and then attack here."[2] 

Pacific Fleet to Pearl Harbor 

The most powerful American piece on the Pacific chess board was 
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not the force in the Philippines, but the U.S. Pacific Fleet. 

Normally, the fleet was based on the West Coast and made a 

training cruise to Hawaii each year. Hawaii, with its vital 

Pearl Harbor naval base, was the principal American bastion in 

the Pacific. Its geographical location, more than 2,000 miles 

from the American mainland and roughly halfway between the West 

Coast and forward Japanese bases in the Marshalls, made this 

strategic center the natural choice for the Pacific Fleet's 

advance base in any war against Japan. 

The Pacific Fleet, commanded by Admiral James 0. Richardson, 

left the West Coast for Hawaii as scheduled on April 2, 1940. 

Richardson planned to keep the fleet in the Hawaiian area until 

May 9, when it would return to the mainland. Less than a week 

before his departure, though, Richardson received a dispatch from 

Admiral Harold R. ("Betty") Stark, Chief of Naval Operations, 

altering the fleet's schedule. The change created such a bitter 

disagreement that it eventually cost Richardson his job. Stark's 

message read: 

In view of the possibility of Italy becoming an 
active belligerent in May, you may receive instructions 
to remain in Hawaiian waters with the ships of the 
fleet then in company with you. Changes in scheduled 
movements individual units prior nine May not 
contemplated. Utmost secrecy is desired for the 
present. Acknowledge.[3] 

The implications of Stark's message encapsulate American policy 

and strategic concerns in 1940-41. They also illustrate the 

global nature of the world crisis with which the Roosevelt 
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administration was attempting to deal. The movement of the 

Pacific Fleet might seem remote from events in Europe, but U.S. 

officials perceived a vital interdependence between events in 

different parts of the world. President Roosevelt and Secretary 

of State Cordell Hull were convinced that the positioning of the 

fleet closer to Japan would have a restraining influence on 

Japanese expansionism. That restraint, they felt, would decrease 

the chances of war in the Pacific. As a result, Britain and her 

allies could concentrate their resources on the fight against 

Germany and American resources would not be diverted from the 

programs of aid to the Allies.[4] 

Richardson Objects 

As it became apparent that Washington intended that the fleet 

remain in Hawaii indefinitely Richardson made it clear that "he 

could not disagree more strongly with the decision. On May 22 he 

complained to Stark that facilities in Hawaii were inadequate to 

maintain and provision the ships, crews, and equipment of the 

Pacific Fleet.[5] Stark replied five days later that these 

logistical considerations were secondary, that the purpose of 

basing the fleet in Hawaii was "the deterrent effect your 

presence may have on the Japs going into the East Indies."[6] 

Richardson pressed his argument with Secretary of the Navy Frank 

Knox and with the President himself in a personal meeting in 

October 1940. 
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Richardson's principal objections centered on the decreased 

efficiency of the fleet resulting from Pearl Harbor's inadequate 

facilities, and he noted the danger of the port's exposed 

position 2,000 miles closer to Japanese bases as an 

afterthought. When he spoke with Roosevelt he countered FDR's 

deterrent argument by stating that the military complexion of the 

Japanese government equipped those leaders with the professional 

expertise to detect the military disadvantages of basing the 

fleet in Hawaii.[7] Richardson's vehement exceptions to 

administration policy led to his dismissal shortly after his 

confrontation with his commander-in-chief. 

Ironically, while Richardson was more concerned with the 

logistical disadvantages of basing the Pacific Fleet in Hawaii 

than with its exposure to Japanese naval power in the Central 

Pacific, his superiors in Washington worried about the danger of 

a surprise attack. On November 12, 1940, less than a month after 

the Richardson-Roosevelt meeting, British torpedo bombers 

attacked the Italian fleet anchored in the harbor of Taranto. The 

resulting destruction sent a wave of unease among those in 

Washington who contemplated the possibility of a similar strike 

against the Pacific Fleet in Hawaii. On November 22 Stark wrote 

Richardson suggesting the placement of anti-torpedo nets in Pearl 

Harbor. Richardson responded, "torpedo nets within the harbor are 

neither necessary nor practicable."[8] 

The problem was soon out of Richardson's hands. He was 
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relieved of command by Admiral Husband E. Kimmel on February 1, 

1941. Kimmel was a hard-driving officer who demanded results, 

not excuses, from his subordinates. When confronted with 

incompetence his temper sometimes got the better of him, but he 

possessed the leadership needed to command the Pacific Fleet 

under adverse conditions. One of his senior staff remembers the 

loyalty Kimmel inspired as well as his "boiling rage" at failure 

to complete an assignment on time.[9] Kimmel was no more 

enthusiastic than his predecessor about basing the Pacific Fleet 

at Pearl Harbor, but he was less prone to argue the matter with 

the president. He applied himself to making the best of a poor 

situation by making the fleet as ready as possible to execute 

American war plans from its base in Hawaii. 

U.S. War Plans 

The Pacific Fleet's plan, WPPac-46, was subsidiary to the overall 

strategic plan, Rainbow 5, prepared jointly by American and 

British military staff officers. Rainbow 5 decreeed that if the 

war became a worldwide general conflict involving both the United 

States and Japan, the defeat of Germany was to be given top 

priority. The strategy in the Pacific was to be essentially 

defensive. WPPac-46 set the fleet's primary objective as defense 

of the Malay Barrier (the geographical swath formed by Malaya, 

the Philippines, and the Dutch East Indies). The presence of 

thousands of miles of Japanese controlled waters between the 

Pacific Fleet and the Malay Barrier, plus the prospect of most 
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resources going to the European theater, made it necessary to 

adopt a strategy of indirection to accomplish that goal. The 

task set for the Pacific Fleet, then, was not to steam into an 

encounter with the Japanese Navy on unequal terms, but to harrass 

the Japanese with diversionary tactics . in the Central Pacific. 

The fleet was to divert Japanese strength eastward by: 1) capture 

and control of the Caroline and Marshall Islands; 2) disruption 

of Japanese trade routes and protection of allied shipping; and 

3) defense of Guam, Samoa, Hawaii, and the western 

hemisphere.[10] 

Although the plan called for the assumption for a strategically 

defensive position, it did not mean a passive role for the 

Pacific Fleet. The fleet would be committed over a vast area of 

the world's largest body of water and would take the tactical 

offensive against Japanese posessions in the Central Pacific. 

Kimmel's task, especially with the steadily increasing chances of 

war between the United States aad Japan, was to hone his fleet to 

a sharp edge in expectation of an assault against Japanese 

forces, while he himself could expect little in the way of 

reinforcements. 

Japanese Plans 

Kimmel's conterpart on the opposite side of the Pacific was 

Admiral Isoroku Yamamoto, commander-in-chief of Japan's Combined 

Fleet. Yamamoto had inherited a strategic doctrine which, in many 
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