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CHAPTER ONE
Declassified
All these years I had this nagging feeling these guys wanted their story told.
— Bill Doran
THE e-mail was from Iris Chang, author of the groundbreaking bestseller The Rape of Nanking. Iris and I had developed a professional relationship after the publication of my first book, Flags of Our Fathers. In her e-mail, Iris suggested I contact a man named Bill Doran in Iowa. She said Bill had some “interesting” information.
This was in early February 2001. I was hearing many “interesting” war stories at that point. Flags of Our Fathers had been published recently. The book was about the six Iwo Jima flagraisers. One of them was my father.
Indeed, scarcely a day passed without someone suggesting a topic for my next book. So I was curious as I touched his Iowa number on my New York telephone keypad.
Bill quickly focused our call on a tall stack of papers on his kitchen table. Within twenty minutes I knew I had to look Bill in the eye and see that stack. I asked if I could catch the first plane out the next day. 
“Sure. I’ll pick you up at the airport,” Bill offered. “Stay at my place. It’s just me and Stripe, my hunting dog, here. I have three empty bedrooms. You can sleep in one.”
Riding from the Des Moines airport in Bill’s truck, I learned that Stripe was the best hunting dog in the world and that his seventy-six-year-old owner was a retired lawyer. Bill and Stripe spent their days hunting and fishing. Soon Bill and I were seated at his Formica-topped kitchen table. Between us was a pile of paper, a bowl of popcorn, and two gin and tonics.
The papers were the transcript of a secret war crimes trial held on Guam in 1946. Fifty-five years earlier, Bill, a recent U.S. Naval Academy graduate, had been ordered to attend the trial as an observer. Bill was instructed to report to the “courtroom,” a huge Quonset hut. At the entrance, a Marine guard eyed the twenty-one-year-old. After finding Bill’s name on the approved list, he shoved a piece of paper across a table.
“Sign this,” the Marine ordered matter-of-factly. Everybody was required to.
Bill read the single-spaced navy document. The legal and binding language informed young Bill that he was never to reveal what he would hear in that steaming Quonset hut /  courtroom.
Bill signed the secrecy oath and he signed another copy late that afternoon when he left the trial. He would repeat this process every morning and every afternoon for the trial’s duration. And when it was over, Bill returned home to Iowa. He kept silent but could not forget what he had heard.
Then, in 1997, Bill noticed a tiny newspaper item announcing that vast stashes of government documents from 1946 had been declassified. “When I realized the trial was declassified,” Bill said, “I thought, Maybe I can do something for these guys now.”
As a lawyer, Bill had spent his professional life ferreting out documents. He made some inquiries and dedicated eleven months to following where they led. Then one day, a boxed transcript arrived in the mail from Washington. Bill told Stripe they weren’t going hunting that day.
The transcript contained the full proceedings of a trial establishing the fates of eight American airmen—Flyboys—downed in waters in the vicinity of Iwo Jima during World War II. Each was shot down during bombing runs against Chichi Jima, the next island north of Iwo Jima. Iwo Jima was coveted for its airstrips, Chichi Jima for its communications stations. Powerful short- and long-wave receivers and transmitters atop Chichi’s Mount Yoake and Mount Asahi were the critical communications link between Imperial Headquarters in Tokyo and Japanese troops in the Pacific. The radio stations had to be destroyed, the U.S. military decided, and the Flyboys had been charged with doing so.
A stack of papers my brother found in my dad’s office closet after his death in 1994 had launched me on a quest to find my father’s past. Now, on Bill’s table, I was looking at the stack of papers that would become the first step in another journey.
On the same day my father and his buddies raised that flag on Iwo Jima, Flyboys were held prisoner just 150 miles away on Chichi Jima. But while everyone knows the famous Iwo Jima photo, no one knew the story of these eight Chichi Jima Flyboys.
Nobody knew for a reason: For over two generations, the truth about their demise was kept secret. The U.S. government decided the facts were so horrible that the families were never told. Over the decades, relatives of the airmen wrote letters and even traveled to Washington, D.C., in search of the truth. Well-meaning bureaucrats turned them away with vague cover stories. 
“All those years I had this nagging feeling these guys wanted their story told,” Bill said.
Eight mothers had gone to their graves not knowing the fates of their lost sons. Sitting at Bill’s table, I suddenly realized that now I knew what the Flyboys’ mothers had never learned.
History buffs know that 22,000 Japanese soldiers defended Iwo Jima. Few realize that neighboring Chichi Jima was defended by even more—Japanese troops numbering 25,000. Whereas Iwo had flat areas suitable for assault from the sea, Chichi had a hilly inland and a craggy coast. One Marine who later examined the defenses of both islands told me, “Iwo was hell. Chichi would have been impossible.” Land troops—Marines—would neutralize Iwo’s threat. But it was up to the Flyboys to take out Chichi.
The U.S. tried to blow up Chichi Jima’s communications stations for quite some time. Beginning in June of 1944, eight months before the Iwo Jima invasion, American aircraft carriers surrounded Chichi Jima. These floating airports catapulted steel-encased Flyboys off their decks into the air. The mission of these young airmen was to fly into the teeth of Chichi Jima’s lethal antiaircraft guns, somehow dodge the hot metal aimed at them, and release their loads of bombs onto the reinforced concrete communications cubes atop the island’s twin peaks.
The WWII Flyboys were the first to engage in combat aviation in large numbers. In bomber jackets, posing with thumbs up, they epitomized masculine glamour. They were cool, and they knew it, and any earthbound fool had to know it too. Their planes were named after girlfriends and pinups, whose curvy forms or pretty faces sometimes adorned their sides. And inside the cockpit, the Flyboys were lone knights in an age of mass warfare.
In the North Pacific in 1945, the Flyboys flew the original “missions impossible.” Climbing into 1940s-era tin cans with bombs strapped below their feet, they hurtled off carrier decks into howling winds or took off from island airfields. Sandwiched between blue expanses of sky and sea, Flyboys would wing toward distant targets, dive into flak shot from huge guns, and drop their lethal payloads. With their hearts in their throats, adrenaline pumping through their veins, the Flyboys then had to dead-reckon their way back to a tiny speck of landing deck or to a distant airfield their often-damaged planes never made it to.
The Flyboys were part of an air war that dwarfed the land war below. In 1945, the endgame in the northern Pacific was the incineration of Japan. This required two layers of bombers in the sky—huge B-29s lumbering high above with their cargo of napalm to burn cities, and smaller, lower-flying carrier-based planes to neutralize threats to the B-29s. My father on Iwo Jima shared the same mission with the Chichi Jima Flyboys: to make the skies safe for the B-29s.
Japanese military experts would later agree that the napalm dropped by these B-29s had more to do with Japan’s surrender than the atomic bombs. Certainly, napalm killed more Japanese civilians than died at Hiroshima and Nagasaki combined.
Most of the Chichi Jima Flyboys fought and died during the worst killing month in the history of all warfare—a thirty-day period in February and March of 1945 when the dying in WWII reached its climax. If you look at a graph charting casualties over the four years of the Pacific war, you will see the line jump dramatically beginning with the battle of Iwo Jima and the Flyboys’ assaults against mainland Japan. And few realize the U.S. killed more Japanese civilians than Japanese soldiers and sailors. This was war at its most disturbing intensity.
It was a time of obscene casualties, a time when grandparents burned to death in cities aflame, and kamikaze sons swooped out of the sky to immolate themselves against American ships. It was the time of the worst battle in the history of the United States Marine Corps, the most decorated month in U.S. history, a valorous and brutish time of all-out slaughter.
By February of 1945, logical, technocratic American military experts had concluded that Japan was beaten. Yet the empire would not surrender. Americans judged the Japanese to be “fanatic” in their willingness to fight with no hope of victory. But Japan was not fighting a logical war. Japan, an island nation, existed in its own moral universe, enclosed in a separate ethical biosphere. Japanese leaders believed that “Japanese spirit” was the key to beating back the barbarians at their door. They fought because they believed they could not lose.
And while America cheered its flyers as its best and brightest, the Japanese had a very different view of those who wreaked havoc from the skies. To them, airmen who dropped napalm on defenseless civilians living in paper houses were the nonhuman devils.
This is a story of war, so it is a story of death. But it is not a story of defeat. I have tracked down the eight Flyboys’ brothers and sisters, girlfriends, and aviator buddies who drilled and drank with them. Their relatives and friends gave me photos, letters, and medals. I have scoured yearbooks, logbooks, and little black books to find out who they were and what they mean to us today. I read and reread six thousand pages of trial documents and conducted hundreds of interviews in the U.S. and Japan.
The families and friends of the Flyboys could only tell me so much. Their hometown buddies and relatives had stories of their youth and enlistment. Their military comrades had remembrances from training camp up until they disappeared. But none of them—not even the next of kin or the bunkmates who served in the Pacific with them—knew exactly what happened to these eight on Chichi Jima. It was all a dark hole, an unfathomable secret. 
In Japan, some knew, but they had kept their silence. I met Japanese soldiers who knew the Flyboys as prisoners. I heard stories about how they were treated, about their interrogations, about how some of the Flyboys had lived among their captors for weeks. I met soldiers who swapped jokes with them, who slept in the same rooms.
And I ventured to Chichi Jima. Chichi Jima is part of an island chain due south of Tokyo the Japanese call the Ogasawara Islands. On English maps the chain is called the Bonin Islands. The name Bonin is a French cartographer’s corruption of the old Japanese word munin, which means “no man.” These islands were uninhabited for most of Japan’s existence. They literally contained “no peoples” or “no mans.” So Bonin translates loosely into English as No Mans Land.
I hacked through forest growth in No Mans Land to uncover the last days of the Flyboys. I stood on cliffs with Japanese veterans who pointed to where they saw the Flyboys parachute into the Pacific. I strode where Flyboys had walked. I heard from eyewitnesses who told me much. Others revealed a great deal by refusing to tell me anything.
Eventually, I understood the facts about what happened to Dick, Marve, Glenn, Grady, Jimmy, Floyd, Warren Earl, and the Unknown Airman. I comprehended the “what” of their fates. 
But to determine the “why” of their story, I had to embark upon another journey. A trip back in time, back 149 years, to another century. Back to when the first American military men walked in No Mans Land.


CHAPTER TWO

Civilize-ation

When others use violence we must be violent too.

— Yukichi Fukuzawa, quoted in Japan: A Modern History

IN the nineteenth century, the United States transformed itself from thirteen tiny colonies hugging the eastern seaboard to a continental giant stretching from sea to shining sea. America accomplished this with a government policy of ethnic cleansing. As ethnobiologist Melvin Gilmore later observed: “The people of the European race in coming into the New World have not really sought to make friends of the native population, or to make adequate use of the plants, or the animals indigenous to this continent, but rather to exterminate everything they found here and to supplant it with plants and animals to which they were accustomed.”

Alexis de Tocqueville, the perceptive chronicler of early America, noted that he often heard fine Christian Americans casually discuss the extermination of Indians:

 

This world here belongs to us, they add. God, in refusing the first inhabitants the capacity to become civilized, has destined them in advance to inevitable destruction. The true owners of this continent are those who know how to take advantage of its riches. Satisfied with this reasoning, the American goes to the church, where he hears a minister of the Gospel repeat to him that men are brothers and that the Eternal Being, who has made them all in the same mould, has imposed on them the duty to help one another.

 

There was a sense among white European Christians of themselves as civilized and “Others” who were not. The slaughter of these Others brought little hand-wringing—it was, after all, the normal course of things in the nineteenth century, the original era of Darwinian thought. In his book The Descent of Man, Charles Darwin predicted, “At some future period, not very distant as measured by centuries, the civilized races will almost certainly exterminate, and replace, the savage races throughout the world.” Teddy Roosevelt, who often wrote of the winning of the West, observed, “Of course our whole national history has been one of expansion. . . . That the barbarians recede or are conquered, with the attendant fact that peace follows their retrogression or conquest, is due solely to the power of the mighty civilized races which have not lost the fighting instinct, and which by their expansion are gradually bringing peace into the red wastes where the barbarian peoples of the world hold sway.”

Teddy, like so many of his countrymen, found nothing wrong in even the most barbaric American actions. In December of 1864, an audience in a Denver theater applauded wildly as on stage an ordained Methodist minister displayed the results of the latest encounter between the civilized races and the Others. The minister’s name was John Chivington—Preacher John. Preacher John was a volunteer in the cavalry. Days earlier, he had led an attacking party to Sand Creek, Colorado, where they had surprised and massacred at least 150 Indian children, women, and old men. The braves had been away hunting.

What elicited the roars of approval from the Denver theater audience was not just Preacher John’s tale of “victory” but the grisly evidence. A pile of hacked Indian penises brought laughter. Applause greeted American soldiers who displayed hats over which they had stretched the vaginal skin of Indian women.

None of Denver’s civilized residents saw much wrong with this. No one was ever charged with any wrongdoing. The grateful people of Denver made Preacher John a deputy sheriff, a job he held until he died peacefully in his sleep forty-eight years later at the age of seventy-one.

Teddy Roosevelt not only approved of this atrocity, he thought it was one of the single great moments in American history. About the Sand Creek massacre he said, “In spite of certain most objectionable details . . . it was on the whole as righteous and beneficial a deed as ever took place on the frontier.”

Almost the entire West was ethnically cleansed of Indians in the same manner, by American soldiers acting on government orders to remove the Red Devils from their land by imprisoning them on reservations or killing them. As Teddy said, “I don’t go so far as to think that the only good Indians are dead Indians, but I believe nine out of every ten are, and I shouldn’t like to inquire too closely into the case of the tenth.”

The extermination and confinement of the Indians won America only part of the continent. Much of the West was held by Mexicans, people whom Senator Thomas Corwin of Ohio called a “half-savage, half-civilized race.” Colonel Stephen Austin, who dealt with Mexicans for years, informed his government that “they want nothing but tails to be more brutes than the Apes.” Unitarian minister Theodore Parker said that Mexicans were “a wretched people; wretched in their origin, history and character,” a race destined, regardless of American policies, to “melt away as the Indians before the white man.” American expansionists felt they had a “Manifest Destiny” to bring Christian civilization to Mexican lands. Or, as Walt Whitman, America’s greatest poet, put it: “What has miserable, inefficient Mexico—with her superstition, her burlesque upon freedom, her actual tyranny by the few over the many—what has she to do with the great mission of peopling the new world with a noble race? Be it ours, to achieve that mission!”

President James Polk fomented a conflict Americans called “the Mexican War” (later, “the Mexican-American War”). The Mexicans referred to it as “the U.S. invasion.” Ulysses S. Grant, later a general and president, fought in the war as a young man and wrote in his memoirs that “we were sent to provoke a fight” and that the war was “one of the most unjust ever waged by a stronger against a weaker nation.” Mexico was unprepared for the invasion and after two years of slaughter ceded her vast territories of California, New Mexico, and what is now Nevada, Utah, Colorado, Wyoming, and parts of Arizona in the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo.

On February 2, 1848, just as diplomats from the United States and Mexico were about to sign the treaty, one of the Mexicans turned to American commissioner Nicholas Trist and remarked, “This must be a proud moment for you; no less proud for you than it is humiliating for us.” To this, Commissioner Trist quickly replied, “We are making peace; let that be our only thought.” But Trist later wrote to his wife, “Could those Mexicans have seen into my heart at that moment, they would have known that my feeling of shame as an American was far stronger than theirs could be as Mexicans. For though it would not have done for me to say so there, that was a thing for every right-minded American to be ashamed of, and I was ashamed of it, most cordially and intensely ashamed of it.”

With new lands on the west coast and excellent new ports as bases, expansionists continued the tradition of gazing westward for opportunity, looking out to America’s far west—the Pacific Ocean.

To the Americans of the day, the significance of the Pacific meant first and foremost oil. Generations before black crude was tapped from the earth, whale oil greased the gears of the Industrial Revolution and lit the streets of America. Wildcatters from New England roamed for years over the Pacific, which to them was “a vast field of warm-blooded oil deposits known as sperm whales.” Whaling was big business, a major component of the American economy. Herman Melville estimated that by the 1840s the American whaling industry employed 18,000 men aboard 700 ships, reaping a harvest of $7 million annually.

The whaling business was driven by hardy seamen and entrepreneurs who risked fortunes and life and limb on dangerous multiyear voyages over a scarcely charted wilderness. One of these entrepreneurs was Nathaniel Savory, a Massachusetts native who sailed off to the Pacific in 1814 at the age of twenty. Savory spent ten years in and around Hawaii (then known as the Sandwich Islands), which was the main Pacific base for American crews who increasingly turned their attention to the rich whaling grounds near Japan.

Realizing a need for provisioning outposts nearer to Japan, Savory—in true manifest destiny Yankee spirit—looked west from Hawaii for a suitable harbor to found his whaling supply enterprise. Whalers stopping in Hawaii told him of a tiny uninhabited island near Japan with natural springs. So in May of 1830, at the age of thirty-six, Nathaniel Savory sailed west from Pearl Harbor with twenty-two other adventurous men and women on a three-thousand-mile-long trip to seek their futures on the beautiful island of Chichi Jima.

In 1848, Congressman Thomas King of Georgia, chairman of the U.S. House of Representatives’ Committee on Naval Affairs, held hearings to discuss how America might span the Pacific. The government was already subsidizing four steamship lines in the Atlantic and the Caribbean. A Yankee line across the Pacific would be a significant boon to American commerce. But while steamships could conquer the Atlantic, the Pacific was far too wide.

The Pacific Ocean is the largest physical feature on the planet. If all the world’s landmasses were placed in the Pacific, there would still be room left over for an additional Africa, Canada, United States, and Mexico. The Pacific is two and one half times larger than the Atlantic Ocean, hiding mountain ranges that dwarf the Himalayas.

The most compelling witness to testify before Congressman King’s Naval Affairs Committee was the Navy Department’s chief oceanographer, Lieutenant Matthew Maury. Lieutenant Maury placed a large globe before the committee’s congressmen. Maury bent over his satchel and extracted a long piece of white string. He placed one end of the string on San Francisco. Then he ran the string across the blue expanse to the next landfall, the Hawaiian Islands. Steamships had proven their ability to reach Honolulu, 2,100 miles from San Francisco. But it was the next leg, from Honolulu to Shanghai, at 4,700 miles, that posed the big challenge. Marine engines of the time burned so much coal that if enough were brought along to fuel such a long journey, there would be scant room for any other cargo.

All eyes were fixed on Lieutenant Maury’s globe as he ran the white string from Hawaii to Shanghai. The congressmen could see that the string ran through the Bonin Islands—No Mans Land—on its journey to Shanghai. Maury explained that if they established a coal depot there—perhaps on Chichi Jima—the steam trip to Shanghai was possible. Honolulu to Chichi was a distance of 3,200 miles. After coaling there, a steamship could easily make the last leg from Chichi Jima to Shanghai—a distance of 1,500 miles.

The implications of this simple demonstration were staggering, Lieutenant Maury explained to the congressmen. A letter, a person, or a pinch of tea now took eighty days to traverse the British route from New York to Shanghai, which went across the Atlantic and around Cape Town, a distance of twenty thousand miles. By exploiting the strategic location of Chichi Jima, the U.S. could reduce the journey’s length by two thirds. “It is in our power to establish and control the most rapid means of communicating with . . . China,” Maury explained to the hushed room. “By establishing the quickest lines of communication to the Orient, the U.S. could break up the [British] channels of commerce [in] the Pacific and turn [these channels] through the U.S.” It was clear to the congressmen that Lieutenant Maury was suggesting no less a prize than commercial domination of the Pacific.

There was one catch to the plan, however. No Mans Land lay perilously close to Japan. How would Japan react to America establishing a coaling station on Chichi Jima, so near its mainland? Did Japan consider No Mans Land part of its territory?

Nobody knew.

Japan was a closed book. Western ignorance of Japan was not the fault of the westerners but the design of the Japanese. For two hundred years, Japan had been shut tight. By national law, a Japanese could not leave Japan and no outsider was allowed in. Death sentences were meted out to any who gave foreigners information about the land of the gods. Almost no maps and no books existed in the English-speaking world describing the closed land.

Looking back now, what is amazing about the western lack of knowledge is that Japan was not some New Guinea backwater but arguably the most civilized, most urbanized, most highly organized, most literate and peaceful country in the world. Many historians say that Japan was enjoying the planet’s highest standard of living at this time.

A reliable record of Japan’s imperial rulers dates back to A.D. 300. Japan’s founding fathers finished drafting Japan’s constitution by A.D. 604. Around A.D. 1000, Lady Murasaki penned the world’s first novel, The Tale of Genji.

According to Japan’s “Bible,” the Kojiki—the “Records of Ancient Matters,” it was a female, the sun goddess Amaterasu, who created Japan. Amaterasu peopled it through her descendant Jimmu, Japan’s first earthly emperor. Jimmu was of the Yamato (Mountain People) clan. As emperor, Jimmu’s mission was Hakko Ichiu, which translated as “the eight corners of the world under one roof.” For the Japanese, the “world” was their islands and it was the mission of Jimmu’s Yamato descendants to unite the islands’ peoples under one imperial, holy house.

Christians were mortals born in sin whose belief in God offered them salvation. But the Japanese had god blood flowing through their veins. They had a direct connect to the heavens. The Americans might refer to their land as “blessed by God,” but the Japanese were living in the “land of the gods.”

All a Japanese had to do to affirm his belief that his land was blessed above all was open his eyes in the morning. There it was, goddess Amaterasu’s sun rising over the Pacific islands, then proceeding over Japan and on to the rest of the world. Japan provided the world with light. (Japan’s name for itself—Nippon—expresses this concept with ni, meaning “sun,” and pon, meaning “origin.” Thus Japan is the “Land of the Rising Sun.”)

Isolated on an island archipelago, with no other peoples or foreign creeds to challenge their beliefs, generations of Japanese intensified the idea of Japan as the chosen land. But the gods could not keep peace within Japan, and for centuries civil wars raged. While the never-seen emperor lay secluded and impotent in his palace, a series of military dictators ruled. Finally, in 1600, the skilled warrior Ieyasu Tokugawa vanquished his enemies, emerged preeminent, and consolidated his control over the country.

Ieyasu Tokugawa was a visionary who dreamed of bringing eternal peace to Japan and establishing the House of Tokugawa to rule for the ages. To accomplish his goals, the shrewd Tokugawa did nothing less than remake the Japanese state and national character.

First, he had himself declared supreme ruler, or shogun, by the emperor. The emperor—who was an invisible nonentity to the ordinary Japanese—reigned from the ancient capital of Kyoto but did not rule. Instead, he was a virtual prisoner of the current military dictator. The shogun perpetuated the myth of imperial rule in exchange for having legitimacy conferred upon him. Tokugawa’s title “shogun” is translated as “barbarian-expelling generalissimo.” And the current barbarians were the Christians of the West.

The Japanese word for foreigner is gaizin. The prefix gai means “outside,” and zin means “person.” All foreigners were gaizin—“outside people.” The term implied not just that gaizin were from outside Japan, but also that they were outside the human race. Gaizin weren’t just semihuman but nonhuman. This idea is captured by an anonymous account of the landing of a gaizin ship on Japanese shores during Tokugawa’s time:

 

From this ship emerged an unnamable creature, somewhat similar in shape to a human being, but looking rather like a long-nosed goblin. Upon close investigation, it was discovered that this was a being called a “Padre.” The length of the nose was the first thing which attracted attention: it was like a conch shell attached by suction to his face. His head was small; on his hands and feet he had long claws, his teeth were longer than the teeth of a horse. What he was could not be understood at all; his voice was like the screech of an owl. One and all rushed out to see him, crowding all the roads.

 

When Portuguese missionaries had first landed in Japan in 1543, they found the Japanese naturally curious, hospitable, and highly refined. The missionaries were welcomed and their conversion efforts were tolerated. The missionary Saint Francis Xavier remarked, “I know not when to cease in speaking of the Japanese. They are truly the delight of my heart.” By the time of Ieyasu Tokugawa’s ascension as shogun, Portuguese and Spanish missionaries had made more than 300,000 converts in Japan. But Tokugawa noticed something was very different about this barbarian religion from the West.

Shintoism, the native animist religion of Japan, and Buddhism, which had been imported from India via China, were inclusionary faiths. One could bow before a Shinto shrine one minute and recite a Buddhist sutra the next with no conflict. But the Christian missionaries demanded that a choice be made. Christianity excluded other beliefs. Tokugawa soon became suspicious of a religion whose very First Commandment required loyalty to one jealous, non-Japanese god.

Tokugawa had also heard stories of how other countries had been subjugated after allowing missionaries in. As one Japanese writer observed, “When those barbarians plan to subdue a country they start by opening commerce and watch for a sign of weakness. If an opportunity is presented they will preach their alien religion to captivate the people’s hearts. Once the people’s allegiance has been shifted, they can be manipulated and nothing can be done to stop it.”

Convinced that he could not establish a stable peace if the people’s allegiance was to a gaizin god, in 1614, Tokugawa ordered all missionaries banished. Japanese Christians were given the choice of treading on a crucifix and renouncing the gaizin religion or being crucified themselves. Soon the West became synonymous with Christianity and any contact with gaizin was seen as a threat to Japan. The crucifix was a symbol of evil and Christ was referred to as “the devil of Japan.” Foreign trade was abolished except through the Dutch, who agreed to be isolated from the Japanese populace and confined to a small prisonlike artificial island in Nagasaki Bay. Only one Dutch ship a year would enter Japan. And the Dutch traders were required to regularly step on a crucifix.

With the gaizin gone, Japan became an ideologically sealed archipelago. Shogun Tokugawa created a brilliant plan to bring eternal peace to the land of the gods. He rejiggered Japan’s social order, decreeing a strictly hierarchal society with the military class—samurai—on top. Tokugawa ensured that his public servants were noble samurai who led with integrity. Their selfless leadership earned the loyalty of the people. Japanese society came to prize military virtues above all, and the preeminent virtue was strict obedience to the dominant military class. Woe to any mere mortal who did not instantly obey his military masters. “The Tokugawa code was clear: ‘Common people who behave unbecomingly to members of the military class . . . may be cut down on the spot.’”

The House of Tokugawa’s farsighted reordering of Japanese society resulted in Taihai, the “Great Peace”—over two hundred fifty years of Tokugawa family rule and no wars. For two and a half centuries, there was no Japanese army or Japanese navy. There was no need for large-scale military force. Tokugawa’s system guaranteed that no external or internal conflicts would occur. It was an extraordinary stretch of absolute peace unmatched by any other nation over a comparable period of time.

The traditional arts for which Japan is now known flourished during the Great Peace. But the Japanese people forfeited all personal liberties in exchange for this unprecedented stability. There were thousands of rules of personal etiquette. “Laws listed two hundred and sixteen varieties of dress for everyone from the lowest serf to the emperor. The size, shape and color of the stitches were specified. What they could buy at the market, the types of houses they were allowed to build, whom they must bow to, the types of dolls children could play with, where a person could travel—laws imposed from on high governed the tiniest details of life in Japan.”

Japan became the most regimented society in the world. Life was not about independent action or striking out on one’s own, but recognizing one’s “proper place” in the flywheel of society. Patterns of thought were firmly established. Proper decorum was more rigorously observed in Japan than in any other country in the world. This allowed a large population to live on cramped islands with little friction, but it also resulted in a people unusually dependent upon known rules of conduct and orders from above.

The Japanese population in 1850, thirty-one million people, was larger than that of the United States, at twenty-three million. Although no one realized it at the time, Tokyo (then called Edo) had become the world’s largest and most vibrant city, with a population of over one million. (This at a time when Washington, D.C., had a population of thirty-five thousand, and pigs and chickens roamed the streets.) Japan was the most urbanized country in the world, with almost 7 percent of its population living in cities, compared with 2 percent in Europe. By many measures, Japan had the highest standard of living in the world, with a nationwide system of roads, a national marketing system, and “majestic citadels, many exceeding in size the largest castles built in medieval Europe” that “loomed over the countryside as awesome symbols of their prodigious strength.”

In June of 1851, the thirteenth president of the United States met with U.S. Navy officials in the Oval Office to consider American expansion in the Pacific. By now, President Millard Fillmore was well aware of Lieutenant Maury’s argument regarding the San Francisco-Honolulu- No Mans Land-Shanghai route. But Fillmore had political concerns. Americans were focused on digesting their recently acquired continental empire. The advantages of Pacific trade were not much of a hot button to a country with most of its citizenry still in the east. San Francisco’s total population was under seven hundred people, and the entire Oregon territory held fewer than one thousand Americans.

But ambitious navy officers presented President Fillmore the political cover to establish a steamship route through Japan. It was an official report that would outrage the chattering classes and provide the pretext for the executive branch to project military might directly to No Mans Land and Japan. The report’s name was “Documents Relative to the Empire of Japan.” It detailed how the Japanese had treated a shipwrecked crew of American whalemen in an “inhumane and barbaric” fashion. A navy captain assured President Fillmore that “the facts of that case are of a character to excite the indignation of the people of the United States.” The captain told Fillmore, “The nation stands upon strong vantage ground. We want accommodations for fuel and a depot for our steamers and we have a good cause for a quarrel.”

A good cause for a quarrel. Congress had been slow to act on Maury’s call for a Pacific steamship line, but when President Fillmore released “Documents Relative to the Empire of Japan,” Congress bestirred itself and called for an investigation. Japanese officials had held the whalemen in protective custody, and they had been released to U.S. officials unharmed, but some facts galled the civilized American senators.

The report said Japanese officials had told the imprisoned whalemen that Christ was “the devil of Japan.” And when a whaleman asked his jailor for a Christian Bible, “his keeper told him angrily, ‘Don’t speak of the Bible in Japan—it is not a good book.’” The senators were further outraged that one of the “common prisons” used to confine the whalemen was a former church and that the Americans had been made to “trample on [a brass crucifix] by putting the left foot on the cross and then the right foot.”

And besides demeaning the Christian God, the Japanese claimed superiority for gods of their own. An American prisoner had complained of his mistreatment and threatened that the U.S. Navy would come to punish Japan. Upon hearing this, a Japanese official laughed and said that if American ships came, the kamikaze “would blow them away by aid of their priests.”

Kamikaze means “god” (kami) “wind” (kaze). The kamikaze /  god winds were central to Japan’s self-conception as a divine, unconquerable land. The kamikaze was Japan’s protective angel force. In 1274 and again in 1281, Kublai Khan had led his Mongol armies across the Sea of Japan on an amphibious invasion of Japan. Khan’s forces were superior and Japan feared it would be conquered. But both attacks were repelled by the kamikaze /  god winds, in the form of fierce typhoons, which sank Mongol vessels and drowned more than 150,000 invaders. These miracle winds, appearing at just the right providential moment, convinced the Japanese that their country enjoyed unique spiritual protection and was thus impervious to foreign attack.

After a whipped-up congressional hearing on the treatment of the whalemen, Fillmore ordered Secretary of State Daniel Webster to dispatch a squadron of warships. Commodore Matthew Perry was appointed commander of this historic presidential mission to bring civilization to Japan. Perry was America’s preeminent navy officer, with a tall, commanding presence. His mouth was stern and he had a luxuriant head of hair without a hint of gray despite his fifty-nine years of age. Perry agreed to go along with the cover story that the mission was about the mistreatment of American whalemen and that the “real object of the expedition should be concealed from public view.” But once Perry was at sea and “free of Washington and the controversy surrounding steamship lines, he could state his objectives clearly: ports of refuge for whalers might be the ostensible reason for the Japan expedition, but the United States’ global rivalry with England and the need to secure ports on a Pacific steamship line were its real raisons d’être.” Perry made a beeline to Chichi Jima via the British route to the Orient. 

Fifty-eight-year-old Nathaniel Savory must have been amazed when the belching steamship Susquehanna, towing the schooner Saratoga, sailed into Chichi Jima’s harbor on June 15, 1853. Life on Chichi Jima had been a quiet affair for Savory and the thirty-nine other hardy colonists remaining from the original group that had sailed from Pearl Harbor twenty-three years earlier. The colonists had erected thatched-roof cottages and hollowed out logs for canoes; they planted crops and mended the nets used to catch fish and turtles. The weather was fairly constant year round—bright and sunny—with the summer months slightly hotter and more humid. The big event for the islanders was the arrival of whaling ships, which called for fresh water, supplies of fresh turtle and fish, vegetables, fruits, liquor, and occasional sexual services.

Perry beheld a beautiful mini Maui, a tropical slice of green jade in the Pacific. The commodore described Chichi Jima as “high, bold, and rocky, and . . . evidently of volcanic formation. [It is] green with verdure and a full growth of tropical vegetation, which is, here and there, edged with coral reefs.” Chichi Jima, just twice the size of New York’s Central Park, had “two prominent peaks . . . one which reaches an elevation of a thousand feet, the other eleven hundred. . . . They are clearly seen on entering the harbor.” 

On the morning of June 16, 1853, Perry and a contingent of sailors rowed ashore. No nation had exerted authority over Chichi Jima, so Perry proceeded to lay his claim. The commodore appointed Nathaniel Savory an agent of the U.S. Navy and formed a governing council with the delighted Savory as chief. On the island where navy Flyboys would later die, this navy commander then anointed Chichi Jima a key Pacific outpost for American power. On behalf of the United States, he purchased fifty acres of land from Savory for a price of fifty dollars, four cattle, five Shanghai sheep, and six goats. This historic transaction was proudly reported in the Herald Tribune of New York as representing the “first piece of land bought by Americans in the Pacific.”

After a stay of three days, and confident that America now had a firm foothold in the North Pacific, Commodore Perry bid adieu to his new agent Savory and steamed away to continue his journey to mainland Japan.

Two weeks later, on Friday, July 8, 1853, four U.S. Navy ships bristling with civilization and sixty-one state-of-the-art cannon entered Tokyo Bay. Atop their masts flew the American flag, with thirty-one stars on a blue field. 

Martians landing in spaceships with gamma-ray guns would not have caused more of an uproar.

Fishermen in the bay were the first to behold the huge, noisy, black-cloud-belching monsters. These men were not even aware of the existence of steam engines and suddenly there they were in front of them—giant dragons puffing smoke! A general alarm spread across the land. Temple bells rang as fleet-footed messengers spread out to warn that “the Black Ships of the Evil Men” had descended on the land of the gods.

The story grew as it spread. The word was that “one hundred thousand devils with white faces” were about to overrun the country. The world’s largest city lay defenseless before alien guns. People panicked. Families ran from their homes with their valuables on their backs. Japanese newspaper artists sailed out to make sketches of the strange ships and the gaizin. Readers scooped up special editions with pictures of the “hairy barbarians” and their machines. Samurai who had never dressed for warfare worked to scrape rust from their spears. Throngs packed the shrines and temples praying to the gods for deliverance. People trembled and beseeched the gods to once again blow the gaizin away with another kamikaze.

In the drama that unfolded over the next few days, Commodore Perry played his role masterfully. He remained mysteriously secluded in his cabin like an Oriental potentate, refusing to reveal his august presence to the Japanese negotiators. He rebuffed all entreaties to go away or to retreat to Nagasaki.

Perry’s ships, just thirty miles away from the capital, presented an insoluble dilemma for the Tokugawa shogunate. Japanese government dealings with barbarians had previously been small private affairs in Nagasaki, with only a few officials even aware of the gaizin’s presence. Now the entire nation knew. Commodore Perry with his steam engines and powerful cannon had more mechanized firepower on his four ships than was possessed by the entire nation of Japan. The shogun could not force the gaizin to leave. And if they ignored Perry’s requests, would he bombard the capital? Were there more such powerful ships coming after these? Would the Japanese people take matters into their own hands and revolt? Ieyasu Tokugawa’s descendant Shogun Ieyashi Tokugawa—the “barbarian-expelling generalissimo”—could not live up to his title.

Finally, after days of negotiating, Japanese authorities agreed to Perry’s demand that he be allowed to come ashore to deliver a letter from President Fillmore. 

On Thursday, July 14, 1853, two hundred and forty Americans—one hundred Marines, one hundred sailors, and forty musicians—all heavily armed and snappy in their blue-and-white dress uniforms—came ashore on fifteen launches. Commander Franklin Buchanan was the first out of the lead launch, making him the first American military man to set foot on the Japanese mainland.

Debonair Commodore Perry, who realized pageantry would impress his hosts, choreographed a fantastic spectacle. Stiff-backed Marines formed a smart honor guard as the navy band belted out martial tunes. Natty U.S. sailors paraded sprightly behind. When Perry disembarked, ships’ cannon boomed and the band struck up “Hail Columbia,” the expansionists’ favorite tune. Two tall, handsome black Marines flanked Perry and caused a sensation—the Japanese didn’t know black men existed. Thousands of civilians craned their necks for a look at the gaizin.

For the Americans, it was a trip back in time. The samurai—their hair pulled back in topknots—wore silk dresses and sandals and two dangling swords signifying their rank. Thousands of armor-encased soldier-archers with eight-foot longbows and pikes stood by. It was one of history’s most extraordinary encounters. Two highly civilized cultures that viewed the other as uncivilized meeting for the first time.

Commodore Perry and his entourage sauntered into a grand reception hall specially built for the occasion. Unbeknownst to Perry, armed samurai crouched below the false floor in case the barbarians became violent. Perry was the first foreign ambassador received in Japan in two and a half centuries. The Japanese were not taking any chances.

With great ceremony, the commodore turned over a custom-made gold box in which lay President Fillmore’s letter to the emperor. Upon receiving it, the Japanese hoped they were now finished with this foreign nuisance and presented Perry with a written response. Perry was taken aback when the last sentence was translated for him as, “Your letter being received, you will now leave.”

Commodore Perry interpreted this last blunt line as a diplomatic slap at the United States—the country that had just acquired an independent base of power only six hundred miles due south of Tokyo. The commodore ordered his ships not to sail away but rather to go farther inland, up Tokyo Bay toward the capital. Perhaps, Perry thought, when the Japanese saw four American warships plumbing their channel depths and surveying their shore defenses, it “would produce a decided influence upon [the] government and cause a more favorable consideration of the President’s letter.”

A Japanese launch was hastily rowed out to confront the Evil Men in their belching Black Ships. A frantic representative of the shogun called out to Commander Buchanan that the Black Ships must turn back. “It’s against Japanese law,” the official pleaded. From the deck of his mighty steamship, the bemused commander looked down at the nervous official in his small launch. Clearly the Japanese were unschooled in the ways of foreign relations where might determined what was right.

Commander Buchanan called back to the official, “The United States Navy operates under American law wherever we go.”

The next day, Commodore Perry did sail away from Japanese waters, promising to return the next year for a response from the emperor. His historic visits would have lasting repercussions in Japan. For almost two decades, controversy swirled regarding the best ways to deal with the dreaded barbarians and the new world that had been thrust upon the land of the gods.

But with the Civil War brewing back home, America lost interest in Pacific steamship lines and seizing territory in the North Pacific. Even Nathaniel Savory’s written pleas to the State Department requesting annexation of No Mans Land by the U.S. fell upon deaf ears. 

Eight and one half years after Perry’s visit, Japan dispatched a warship on a foreign mission of its own. On January 17, 1862, a shocked Nathaniel Savory watched as a ship bristling with cannon, flying the Rising Sun flag, anchored in Chichi Jima’s harbor. Diplomats rowed ashore and claimed all of No Mans Land for Japan. Savory tried his best to argue the case that Japan had no right to his little island. But glancing at the armed warship in the harbor, he realized they had the might and therefore possessed the right.

No Mans Land was Japan’s first overseas conquest. Isolation and peace were now part of her past.

The Japanese had learned the lesson well.

Through Perry, Japan experienced the outside world primarily as a military threat. And a glance across the Sea of Japan made it obvious there was much to worry about. Once-proud China had been dismembered and was being sucked dry by western merchants who used gunboats to foist opium upon the populace. Farther south, the Dutch had conquered Indonesia; the French ruled Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia, while the acquisitive British held vast colonies in Hong Kong, Singapore, Malaya, Burma, and India. To its north, Japan saw the marauding Russian bear subjugate all within its path. Across the Pacific, energetic Americans had slaves working their land, were digesting the spoils of their invasion of Mexico, and were continuing the nasty campaign of ethnic cleansing against the native Indians. And on November 15, 1884, German chancellor Otto von Bismarck opened a grand international conference in Berlin to carve up pagan Africa. Not surprisingly, Japanese leaders felt their first priority was to build a strong military. All sectors of society had to serve that goal.

From the Japanese perspective, the distinguishing characteristic of rich countries with strong militaries was that they were religious. They believed in a god and this belief unified western countries from within and justified their forays against unbelievers. But Japan did not have one such god. So one would have to be created.

The new leaders of Japan—samurai who filled the vacuum when the shogunate fell—dusted off the emperor institution and placed it front and center in Japanese national life. They plucked the young emperor from obscurity in Kyoto and installed him in the shogun’s former Tokyo palace. He was named Meiji, which means “enlightened rule.” A renovated emperor system would serve as a counterpart to western Christianity. Meiji would be the symbol to ideologically unite the nation, though he had little actual power. Former samurai pulled the strings from behind the throne.

On February 11, 1889, Emperor Meiji, dressed in a western-style military uniform, stood before Japanese government officials dressed in their western-style military uniforms, with ladies of the court in western-style dresses, and announced a western-style constitution. But it was western in name only.

In the West, a constitution is written “by the people, for the people” and defines citizens’ rights and sets limits on government power. Meiji’s constitution was just the opposite, a top-down document. It was a “gift of the emperor,” which he “bestowed upon the nation.” The emperor was declared “sacred and inviolable,” “head of the empire,” supreme commander of the armed forces, and superintendent of all the powers of sovereignty. Emperor Meiji was the very source of law and he transcended the constitution. He could issue ordinances in place of laws and appoint and dismiss all officers of the government and even the Imperial Diet, Japan’s parliament. The purpose of this constitution was not to place limits on his powers but to ensure that he was above the government, with authority unimpeded by limits. There was no bill of rights, since the Japanese people were not even considered citizens—they were the emperor’s subjects, shinmin. Shinmin meant “people who obediently comply with their orders.” Indeed, the motive for establishing a constitution was not to satisfy an intrinsic need of the populace but to show foreign observers Japan was a civilized country with a body of law. It was a response to external rather than internal forces.

To guarantee the primacy of the warrior class, a clause in the constitution allowed a direct connect between the emperor and the military. The heads of the army and navy could bypass the civilian rulers, in effect acting as a second shadow government. The army and navy would report directly to the emperor. This direct connect with the emperor imbued the military with a mystical aura as special servants of the divine. 

With almost all of Asia and Africa under western colonial control, Japan sought to emulate the imperialists and exploit its weaker neighbors across the Sea of Japan.

China was a hopeless mess, unable to oust the Europeans and Americans who were, as my former professor John Dower has put it, “slicing the Chinese melon.” Korea was backward and was not civilizing quickly along western lines like Japan. “We cannot wait for neighboring countries to become enlightened and unite to make Asia strong,” the influential scholar Yukichi Fukuzawa wrote. “We must rather break out of formation and join the civilized countries of the West on the path of progress. We should not give any special treatment to China and Korea but should treat them in the same way as do the Western nations.” As a popular Japanese children’s song of the era put it:

 

There is a Law of Nations

It is true.

But when the moment comes, remember

The Strong Eat up the Weak.

 

As the Japanese studied the ways of the westerners, they could plainly see that successful nations were rich ones. And it was clear that rich nations got that way by subjugating non-Christian countries, enslaving their peoples and appropriating their resources. 

China was Korea’s traditional protector and had tried to prevent Japanese encroachment on the peninsula. So Japan focused its Hakko Ichiu manifest destiny by targeting China. In traditional samurai fashion, the Japanese army invaded China without a declaration of war, which it later issued on August 1, 1894. In the western tradition, the Japanese press called the conflict “a religious war” fought “between a country that is trying to develop civilization and a country that inhibits the progress of civilization.” Newspapers serialized accounts of the fighting and sold out every edition. Woodblock prints depicted Japanese army men in heroic poses, looking suspiciously western with handlebar mustaches, as they gallantly fought the inferior Chinese.

Few thought the small island nation would prevail against the continental giant, but Japan’s victories stunned the world. On April 17, 1895, in the Treaty of Shimonoseki, China conceded defeat to its smaller rival. China was forced to cede Taiwan, the Pescadores Islands, and the strategic Liaodong Peninsula in southern Manchuria to Japan. China paid a large indemnity, accepted the full independence of Korea, and accorded the Japanese the same unequal diplomatic and commercial privileges the westerners had extorted. 

To the Japanese man in the street, the startling triumph over China swept away the humiliation of the Black Ships and proved that Japan was a great country. The United States, far from condemning Japan for its aggression, initially complimented it for so quickly grasping the West’s lesson. As one Japanese writer proudly noted, the West now realized that “civilization is not a monopoly of the white man” and that the Japanese too had “a character suitable for great achievements in the world.” Japan was bursting with patriotic pride. It was the only nonwhite member of the civilized imperialist club. 

But to the West, that was exactly the problem. The imperialist club was white. Now Japan had turned the natural order upside down. Less than one month after its victory, Tokyo received a surprise message from Russia that “advised” Japan to forgo its territorial gains on the mainland and return the Liaodong Peninsula to China. The Russians stated further that Germany and France concurred with that “friendly counsel.”

Japanese leaders could hardly believe it. They had played the imperialist game fair and square. Japan had picked a fight with an uncivilized country, proven its superiority on the battlefield, and received concessions that were its due. Tokyo appealed to the British and the Americans. Surely they would see the unfairness of the Russian demand. But the Anglo-Americans sided with their western counterparts and told Japan not to rock the boat.

It was as if the Japanese had won soccer’s World Cup only to have it taken away by a biased referee because of the color of their skin. Japan mourned this stab in the back as the “Shame of Liaodong.” And when Russia cynically grabbed the Liaodong Peninsula for itself and none of the western powers complained, shame turned to fury.

Proud Japan redoubled its efforts to become a civilized, rich country. Greater taxes were levied to build a stronger military. And to gain the world’s respect, Japan’s next target would be a western country. The patient rulers of the ancient land where the sun originated would bide their time. Japan would wait until the next century to flex its muscle. Then it would surprise a certain western navy found sleeping in a harbor on an infamous and bloody morning.
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