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Dedicated to family and friends who chose to serve . . .
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ARM2C Ellsworth Abbott Shirley, USN, 43-45 (KIA); Cpl. Edward Cone, USAAC, 43-45 (WWII); Seaman Gilbert Abbott, USN, (WWII); Cpl. Herbert L. Cone, USA, 46-48; PFC Ronald Lee Shirley, USMC, 46-48; Airman William Mackintosh, USAF, 49-53; RI Edward Bruce Shirley, USA, 49-51; Cpl. Fred R. Mackintosh, USAR, 52-58; Daniel Jacob, USAF, 52-54/USAFR, 54-59; F2 Louis Mackintosh, USN, 61-63; Capt. Gerald E. Eckert, MD, USAR; Seaman Kyle Richard Shirley,73-74; Spc. 4 Michael L. Cone, USA, 72-75, (Vietnam); SSgt. Ronald J. Hauer, USAF, 77–81; SSgt Tracy A. Eckert, USAR, 80-04; Pvt. Timothy Naumann, USA, 97-08; Lance Cpl. Edward Nathan Shirley USMCR, 99-05 (Iraq); Sgt. Sean Naumann, USMCR, 01-09; PV2 Ryan J. Cone, USA, 04/ USANG, 10-Present (Afghanistan); HM Andrew Abbott Shirley, USN, 07-08; Cpl. Robert G. Eckert, USA, 06-10; SPC Holly F. Eckert, USA, 06-present (Afghanistan); AFC Zachary Shirley, USAF, 09-present (Afghanistan).



Friends

Capt. Ronald Reagan, USAR, 37-42/USA 42-45; Col. Richard Snyder, USAF, 40-65 (WWII, German POW); PFC Ralph Jefferson Turner, USA, 40-45 (WWII, Japanese POW); 2LT Robert J. Dole, USA, 42-48 (WWII); LTJG George H.W. Bush, USN, 42-45 (WWII); Sgt. Franklyn Nofziger, 42-45 (WWII); HM Paul Laxalt, USA, 42-45 (WWII); MG John Singlaub, USAF, 43-77 (WWII, Korea, Vietnam); 1LT Frank Leonard, USAAC, 43-45 (WWII, German POW); ETM2C Richard Schweiker, USN, 44-46 (WWII); Seaman Stu Spencer, USN, 45-46 (WWII); Sgt. Victor Gold, USA, 50-52; Capt. John McCain, USN, 54-81 (Vietnam War, Vietnam POW); PFC Richard Glen Banister, USAR, 57-62 (Cuban Missile Crisis); Capt. James A Baker III, USMC, 52-54/ USMCR; LCDR Frederic Johnson, USN, 55-76; Spc. 4 Fred Barnes, USA, 60-62; QM3 Robert Livingston, USN, 61-67 (Cuban Missile Crisis); Capt. Michael McShane, USAF, 66-72 (Vietnam); Cdr. Michael Phelps, USN, 66-69/MANG, 82-86; Col. Thomas A. Vaughan, USA, 68-71/ USAR 71-98 (Vietnam); 1LT George W. Bush, USAFNG, 68-74; Capt. Tom Finnigan, USAR, 71-81; Spc. 4 Kevin Kabanuk, USA, 72-74; Capt. Rick Perry, USAF, 72-77; Col. Robert Rowland, USMC, 73-98; LC Kyle T. Fugate, USA, 86-09 (Afghanistan); LCDR Frank Lavin, USNR, 87-03; Maj. Stephanie Roell Fugate, USA, 95-04; Lt. Adam Paul Laxalt, USN, 05-10; HM2 Robert Staton, USN, 07-Present; HM3 Fletcher Carson, USN, 07-Present; 1LT Joseph M. Bozell, USMC, 07-Present (Afghanistan).
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PREFACE

In 1941 a B-25 Mitchell bomber contained 107,156 rivets, each one inserted by hand. Often a woman’s hand.

That year, there were as many people on the left, such as Lowell Thomas and Al Smith, who were part of the isolationist America First Committee as there were people on the right, such as Charles Lindberg and Herbert Hoover.

The U.S.O. was created in 1941, as was the comic book character, “Captain America.” The first time an organ was played at a baseball game was in Chicago in 1941, and the first television commercial aired was in 1941 to tout Bulova Watches. The “Red Ryder” BB gun was also first introduced.

In 1941, the United States of America went to war with the Axis Powers including Japan, Germany, and Italy, changing America radically and forever.

Just three days before the December 7th attack, President Franklin Roosevelt received a long memorandum marked “Confidential” from the Office of Naval Intelligence, reviewing in detail all the subversive activities going on in America, including those emanating from the Japanese Embassy in Washington. “The focal point of the Japanese Espionage effort is the determination of the total strength of the United States. In anticipation of possible open conflict with this country, Japan is vigorously utilizing every available agency to secure military, naval and commercial information, paying particular attention to the West Coast, the Panama Canal and the Territory of Hawaii.”1 The 26-page document went into great detail about the coordination between German and Japanese agents on U.S. soil. The secret paper also reviewed the attempts by the Japanese to infiltrate labor unions, Latin American groups and the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People.2

A second reference specifically to the Hawaiian Territory was made in the memo. “However, only the more important groups are of interest, since they are in a position to engage in espionage, sabotage and other acts inimical to the best interests of the U.S . . . . Each of these groups is at least strongly influenced if not directly controlled by similar ones in Japan.”3 The confidential document prepared for Roosevelt went into great detail regarding the Japanese civilian presence in Hawaii.

The response by the U.S. military, government, and citizenry to the events of December 7 was quick and decisive, even if it was also often bumbling and haphazard. “Everyone, I suppose, will be jotting down in a little black book somewhere the memories of Sunday, December 7—where they were, what they were doing, what they thought when they first heard of the war. Let me tell you—you don’t have to make a note of those things. You’ll remember them.” So wrote famed sports columnist Bill Henry in his “By the Way” column in the Los Angeles Times on December 9.4 This was true enough, but the entire thirty-one days of December 1941 were memorable, messy, historic, poignant, confusing, inspiring, depressing, and enduring.

After December 7, 1941, the policies towards the Japanese, Germans and Italians living in America were harsh and comprehensive but, because the government believed the Germans, and the Japanese had incredible spy and sabotage networks operating in the United States and the Hawaiian Territory, the reaction by the government at the time, they felt, was justified.

At the end of December 1941, Americans still weren’t calling it “World War II” or the “Second World War,” though there were hints of the standard appellations to come. Even three weeks after America’s entry into the global crisis, Americans were still calling it the “national emergency” or “the war.” I didn’t learn many of these and thousands of other things just from researching books during the development stages of December 1941; I learned many of these facts from the newspapers, magazines and other publications of the era as well.

Washington Post publisher Phil Graham once said, newspapers were “the first rough draft of history.” The phrase had been attributed to others before Graham, but he gets the credit for it.5 So much of the sourcing for this book comes from hundreds of newspapers and thousands upon thousands of newspaper and magazine articles around the country and wire service bulletins and radio dispatches and short-wave intercepts sifted through to build the following account. But private diaries, personal papers, and confidential and classified materials were also heavily relied upon for this story.

There never had been a book solely devoted to the month of December 1941, surely one of the most important and decisive and nation-altering thirty-one days in the history of the American Republic. There have been days such as July 4, 1776; October 19, 1781; September 17, 1787; and April 15, 1861, that rank with December 7, but one is hard-pressed to think of another month as startling, compelling, interesting, critical, and inspiring as December 1941.

There have been many outstanding books written on World War II and the events leading up to Pearl Harbor, but never has there been a book about the days in America prior to December 7, 1941, and what happened to the country in the hours, days, and weeks after the attack. Suffice it to say, the country was radically changed forever.

Never before or since has America been so unified. There were virtually no Americans against their country getting into World War II after the unprovoked attack by the Japanese at Pearl Harbor. One of the few was Congresswoman Jeannette Rankin, Republican of Montana. She voted against declaring war on Japan and would only vote “present” when FDR asked Congress for a declaration of war against Germany and Italy—after they had declared war on America. Someday someone will write a book about Ms. Rankin, exploring her reasons for not voting for war. They were principled, nuanced, and commendable. She was mistaken but she wasn’t wrong.6

The goal here is to make the reader feel as if they are experiencing the day to day events as they unfolded. Some historians don’t like to go into the arduous tasks of going through thousand of newspapers preferring instead to rely on those bits and pieces of news reporting they may glean from other books. I did, and consequently the reader will find stories and information from the month of December 1941 they have never heard before. It makes for what I hope will be a fascinating book.

Of my previous writings, many said they gave the reader a “you-are-there feeling,” while another said I wrote like a sports writer, which I took as one of the best compliments I’ve ever received. The goal here was to impart new information while making the reading enjoyable. I wanted to do a story of America, to allow the reader to see the country through the eyes of the 130 million citizens who lived in the forty-eight states in that remarkable month of December, 1941.

The goal was to write a book so that the reader could read and feel what their parents and grandparents and great-grandparents were reading and hearing and feeling and talking about at the time. About a time of war and peace and service and sacrifice and losing and winning and unity.

President Roosevelt, Prime Minister Winston Churchill, General George C. Marshall, Admiral Chester Nimitz, General Douglas MacArthur, and many others in both the Allied and the Axis Powers are here. Prominent Americans including political leaders, actors, and athletes are here. Yet they are all merely supporting cast members in this drama.

The central and most important actor in December 1941 is the United States of America.

Craig Shirley 
 Lancaster, Virginia



CHAPTER 1

 THE FIRST OF DECEMBER

“U.S. and Jap Negotiations Continue”

Fitchburg Sentinel

“Britain Puts All Far East Areas on War Basis”

Tucson Daily Citizen

“Nazis See Fall of Moscow Near”

Idaho Times

“‘Wise Statesmanship’ Might Save Situation, Japs Tell Reporters”

Bismarck Tribune

America’s 1,974 daily newspapers1 were crammed with war news: Russian, German, British, Japanese, Italian, Free China, Vichy France, Netherland East Indies, and Serbian. Reports were thick with hostilities in the North Atlantic and the South Pacific, in Northwest Africa and Southeast Asia, in Western Europe and on the Eastern Front.

The Third Reich and the British Empire were engaged in massive tank battles along Africa’s Mediterranean coastline. Marshal Henri Philippe Petain, the puppet head of the Vichy French government, was reportedly in meetings with Adolf Hitler as a final step toward including France as part of the Axis powers’ “New Order.”2 Several months earlier, in a bold military campaign that would have pleased the founder of the “First Reich,” the Prussian king Frederick the Great, hundreds of thousands of German troops invaded Russia. Stalin cowered, and the maneuver looked like another brilliant offensive operation by Chancellor Hitler.

Maps of Asia, Africa, and Europe were frequently in the newspapers and magazines, showing American readers German thrusts and surges across Europe, along with counterattacks by Britain and the Russians. Other drawings showed new incursions by the Japanese into China and Indochina, their designs on Thailand and the Burma Road. Giant arrows slashed across continents.

In Shanghai and Hong Kong, the British were eyeing fresh movements by Japanese troops. British troops in Hong Kong were ordered to return to their barracks, and a state of emergency was declared in Singapore. The Philippines also watched the Japanese with concern.

War was raging on the high seas. German “Wolf packs” preyed upon helpless civilian vessels with shoot-on-sight orders from Adolf Hitler himself, and thousands of tons of hardened steel had already been sent to the bottom of the Atlantic. Berlin was also making plans to take Surinam, a strategically important outpost on the Atlantic side of South America. “Bundles” were dispatched to Britain, and Greek war relief funds were raised courtesy of American charity for those besieged countries.

To slow the inevitable German advance on Moscow, the Red Army burned the homes of Russian peasants by the thousands in hopes of denying Nazi forces any resources they might find in them. As a result, untold thousands of Russian citizens were left homeless in the blinding white cold.

It was all just one more day in a new world war that had already been a fully involved inferno for over two years. And yet there was much more to come.

But there was no American war news. No Americans were fighting anywhere in the world, at least not under their forty-eight-star flag. Americans didn’t want any part of this rest-of-the-world mess. They’d been through that thankless hell once before, in a previous global struggle that was supposed to make the world safe for democracy. Memories were still fresh of American doughboys fighting and dying in the trenches of European battlefields, only to result in the rise of distinctly undemocratic societies a generation later.

An entire world was truly at war, but the United States was sitting this one out.

On December 1, 1941, Americans simply referred to the unfolding hostilities as “the emergency” and went about their business, walled off from the clamor by two giant oceans. Christmas was coming, and the economy was showing signs of life for the first time in years. For over a decade, the country had staggered through the dark valley of the Great Depression, and it could finally see some sunlight. Americans planned to enjoy an uneasy peace and a modicum of prosperity.

The only place American troops could be found “fighting” was South Carolina in war games supervised by one-star Gen. George S. Patton Jr. Because of severe budget restrictions, the troops used fake ammo. The brass wanted to conclude these maneuvers quickly so they and 300,000 participating troops could make it home in time for Christmas. But the faux battle was described as a “sham” with fistfights breaking out as parachutists landed, while “on to the field,” as Time reported in the language of the era, “charged grease-monkeys and Negro engineers” armed with “rifles and clubs.”3 The army guaranteed they’d use real ammo for maneuvers scheduled in 1942.4

The navy’s materiel situation was just a bit more promising. Rolling off production lines in Maine and San Francisco were new destroyers, the Aaron, Buchanan, and Fahrenholt. Battleships in the works were the Indiana, Alabama, Iowa, New Jersey, Missouri, and the Wisconsin. They were bigger, armed with more powerful guns than the fifteen battleships already in the fleet. “Meanwhile, Navy men find a particular comfort in their completed plans: as far as they know, the Japanese are planning nothing like them.” The plan was for a two-ocean navy, an overall addition of 17 new battlewagons, along with “eleven more carriers, 54 cruisers, 192 destroyers, 73 submarines.”5 Also under development in Boston was a relatively small and light torpedo vessel known as a PT boat. Its development was “a military secret,” but pictures and all the specifications were printed in detail in Time magazine complete with speed, armaments, length and construction, which was a plywood hull.6

The weather across the country was cloudy that day, from Abilene to Washington, D.C., and so was America’s clarity about the threat from the East.

“Americans do not even seem worried by the prospect of war with Japan,” Life magazine reported.7 The reigning assumption was that if there was any action by the Japanese in the Pacific theatre, it would be directed against Great Britain and the empire’s outposts there. As a result, the British were beefing up their naval presence in the region, having recently dispatched large warships including the Prince of Wales.8 The British in Hong Kong ordered their garrison there to move into an “advanced state of readiness,”9 and their troops in Singapore and Rangoon had also been so warned. As a precaution, the U.S. Army and Navy in the area were “ordered on the alert.”10 News photos of “Swarthy Punjabi sepoys”11—Singapore soldiers manning 40-milimeter guns—appeared in some American papers. Some 75 percent of the tin imported by the United States came from Singapore, so Washington had at least a passing interest.12

The American navy had been quietly moving munitions out of Honolulu and the tiny island of Palmyra to the British-held Fiji Islands and the Free French island of Caledonia to assist against possible Japanese strikes there.13 The Americans had strengthened their military operations on Samoa, but the Japanese government made clear they too had parochial interests in the Pacific and vowed to keep the shipping lanes between their home islands and South America open. For the average American, though, when they gave the Pacific a passing thought, it was only about palm trees and sandy beaches. The very word pacific meant tranquility, a peaceful nature.

Consequently, few in America paid any attention to an item buried deep in a United Press International story from the evening of December 1, dateline Manila: “Sixteen Japanese heavy cruisers and aircraft carriers were reported by Manila to have swung southward. . . . Japanese reinforcements were reported landing in Indochina where there already were an estimated 100,000 troops.”14 Another unnoticed story, this one from INS news service, reported on the “precarious positions of the Philippines . . . under command of Lieutenant Gen. Douglas MacArthur” who was being “subjected to a horseshoe encirclement by Japan.”15 However, according to respected military analyst Dewitt MacKenzie, recent setbacks by the Nazis in Russia and Africa had led the Japanese to pull up because, he said, “Tokyo is anxious to evade conflict with America.”16 Indeed, representatives of the Japanese and American governments were in ongoing peace talks to gain clarity and iron out their differences.

Numerous newspaper reports and columns speculated on the intent of the Japanese government, and nearly all came to the conclusion that they had neither the will nor the industrial plant to move forward with any serious naval action in the Pacific. Furthermore, the Japanese navy was seemingly so weak the Nazis had deployed some of their ships to the Pacific to buttress their Axis ally. The Allies had lost track of a good portion of the Nazi navy—they couldn’t find many of their ships.17

When it came to the American ships, the conventional knowledge was that “[t]he Pacific fleet . . . has a decided superiority over the Japanese. . . . The Japanese would be hard put to it to replace their losses because of the lack of raw materials which they obtained from the United States and other western democracies.” Few in America worried about the Japanese navy, though there were signs they should. Chillingly, buried at the end of a piece, respected British correspondent Constantine Brown reported, “The Japanese have hinted . . . that they do have some juicy surprises if we decide to accept their challenge in the Pacific.”18

Part of the source of the irritation between Tokyo and Washington stemmed from the Japanese invasion of Free China. The Japanese had invaded China in 1937 and proceeded to conduct genocidal activities on the Mainland. The Chinese had a strong lobby in Washington and America, as well as many sympathetic supporters.

In retaliation, the Americans slapped a boycott on products headed for Japan, including precious scrap metal. For the boycott to be lifted, the State Department set out four conditions to the Japanese. First, they had to withdraw as a member of the Axis powers. Second, they had to withdraw their forces from French Indochina and the Mainland. Third, they had to renounce aggression, and fourth, they had “observe the principle of equal trade opportunity in the Pacific.” Cordell Hull, the secretary of state, also offered the Japanese government $100 million if they would agree to switch from a wartime economy to a peacetime economy, but also sell war material to Russia in order to help Stalin fight Hitler.19

While talks continued with Japan, most eyes in America were fixed on Europe and the North Atlantic, not Asia or the Pacific.

The night before, the Germans had downed eight British bombers on a mission over Hamburg.20 Over the previous weekend, the American merchant ship MacBeth was reported missing in the North Atlantic, presumed torpedoed.21 U.S. ambassador to the USSR Laurence Steinhardt paid a worried visit to the White House to discuss the war in Europe with FDR;22 and Nazi propaganda minister Paul Joseph Goebbels gave a talk at Berlin University in which he predicted that it was too late for the United States to do anything to prevent England’s eventual defeat.23 The plane of an American general, George H. Brett, head of the Army Air Corps, was shot at by Axis naval vessels as it crossed the Mediterranean.24 Privately, Franklin Roosevelt had been telling aides since 1939 he believed the Nazis were bent on “world dominance.”25

Not that America was ready for it.

Since dissolving its forces after 1919, there was little American military to speak of. The Army Air Corps had only 51,000 trained flyers as of June of 1940. On the other hand, the Royal Air Force had 500,000 pilots, and the German Luftwaffe had a million pilots. Both countries were far smaller than America in terms of population, and the U.S. planes were inferior to boot. American Curtiss P-40s were out-gunned and out-accelerated by the English Spitfires and the German Messerschmitts, and the P-40s couldn’t achieve their altitude either.26 Still, the American military was quite proud that their tiny air force operated out of what they called “dispersion fields,” meaning their geographically scattered planes would not be subjected to mass destruction as a result of aerial bombardment.27 They were also proud of their new glider schools.28

Lt. Gen. Leslie J. McNair observed that against Germany, the U.S. Army could “fight effectively but losses would be unduly heavy.” And he lamented about the poorly equipped troops.29 An army draft continued in America, but 1,400 American “boys” refused to report, declaring themselves as “conscientious objectors.” They were sentenced to Civilian Conservation Corps work camps around the country, where they picked up trash, planted trees, and served their time, at least a year and in some cases, more. Most were religious pacifists, including Mennonites.30

The army was also forcing 1,800 uniformed soldiers of the 29th Division out of service. All in excess of twenty-eight years old, they were deemed “over-age.” Maj. Gen. Milton A. Reckord protested that it would take “weeks to build the division back to its peak.”31

The navy was undermanned as well. Enlistments were so poor that Secretary of War Frank Knox mused publicly that he might have to impose a draft for the blue-water service, something that had never been done before. The admirals thought the deficiency could be made up with better newspaper advertising campaigns and by “relaxation of health standards.”32 That might have explained why the navy called back seventy-seven-year-old Jesse “Pop” Warner as a chief boatswain’s mate in San Diego. Warner had already served fifty-seven years in the navy, had a recent physical, and with the exception of upper and lower dental plates, was pronounced “fit for sea duty.” He had originally enlisted in 1884.33

Americans were understandably gloomy or indifferent about world affairs, but things were bothersome at home too. The country was still feeling the effects of the Great Depression, and after the economy had made a gentle comeback several years earlier, it had slid back and had only recently perked up again. Unemployment hovered around 10 percent, though war production had begun to stabilize the economy.34

Despite their vow to stay out of “it,” a war effort had been underway for a while now—allegedly only to aid the Allied powers. The “Arsenal of Democracy”35 was reserved exclusively for friends of America, but there was some promising if slightly ironic upside to the early efforts. Just as Germany had pulled itself out of its own depression with a military buildup, so too was the United States. In California, for instance, industrial factories supporting the war effort numbered over 2,000 as of December, and wages were as high as $193 per week, although many employees were still scraping by on less than $40.36

It was a shaky and uncertain recovery. The stock market on December 1 was mixed, and Wall Street was mildly surprised that investors had not reacted more favorably to news of the Russian counteroffensive and of the Japanese desire to continue talks with Washington to try to effect a political solution to their disagreements. The market was at its lowest point since 1938, but there was no market averaging yet.37 Stocks were broken down between railroads and industrials. In 1926, railroad stocks had been trading at over $102 per share, but by 1941, they were at $23 per share.38

Senator Sheridan Downey of California proclaimed that the 2 percent payroll tax was enough to fund the Social Security retirement system, which in 1941 provided a pensioner at age sixty with $36 per month for the rest of his life. With the tax scheduled to go to 4 percent in 1943, the trust fund would have more than enough to pay for the retirement of all Americans over retirement age. But, Downey told a congressional committee, rather than depositing the taxes collected into Treasury bonds, it would be “more humane” to provide pensions for those elderly who were “slowly decaying and starving” on welfare rolls.39

A majority thought the Depression could last another ten years, and only 37 percent thought “that their sons’ opportunities will be better than their own.”40 A majority also thought the New Deal would expand and exert ever-more control over the American economy; that same majority also deemed it a good thing. But after thirteen years, the “new normal” of 1941 was to expect that nearly one out of five Americans would be perpetually unemployed, despite the best intentions of the New Deal.

The Roosevelt administration had pretty much run out of ideas and the alphabet content to simply keep throwing money at the problem and hyper-managing the economy through a weed patch of bureaus and administrative departments. No New Deal legislation had been proposed in Congress for over two years. As far back as “the winter of 1938–39, Roosevelt knew, but was not yet willing to say, that the New Deal, as a social and political revolution, was dead.”41 Washington was a bureaucratic mess and no one seemed to know what agency or department was responsible—or irresponsible—for what. The Office of Production Management was fighting with the War Department over metals, as the allotment slated for farm equipment was being sucked up and sent to Great Britain.

The Rooseveltians ran roughshod over business. “For the first time during this emergency, the U.S. government forced the removal of a corporation executive from his own company,” reported Life magazine. It seems that one F. Leroy Hill, president of Air Associates, a maker of airplane parts, “had been at odds with the National Defense Mediation Board.” The army “fired” Hill from his own company, without ever appearing before a judge or jury. “When it finds a man that it likes, the Army plans to give the plant back to its owners.”42 The “mighty music” of America—as written by North Carolina’s Thomas Wolfe—had been silent for over ten years.43

With all the news coverage of the war and the buildup at home, military and civilian culture mixed easily. The print ads in the nation’s weekly and daily newspapers had broad military themes. The topic of national unity was deep throughout many, even in Parker Pen print ads, which depicted men in uniform right alongside civilians.44

The Ethyl Gasoline Corporation’s ad told the story of an anonymous delivery man. “He’s been delivering the goods for you and the folks next door for years. The lumber, stone, metal, glass of which homes are built. . . . Today, he’s got an even bigger job to do—delivering the goods for Uncle Sam.”45 B.F. Goodrich pushed their rubber products via a heavy military thesis.46 So did the automotive business. Plymouth was running ads for their 1942 model but also made it clear that the Chrysler Corporation manufactured “Army tanks, Anti-Aircraft Cannons, Army Trucks . . . shells and projectiles.”47 Chevy did the same thing. In fact, whether it was an Oldsmobile, a Ford, a De Soto, a Packard, a Nash, or a Buick, all their advertising had a martial theme, detailing how each manufacturer was contributing to the war effort.

Even bicycle manufacturers got in on the act. Columbia was promoting the idea of parachuting “leathernecks of the Marine Corps” along with bicycles that folded up and could “hit the silk,” which upon landing “are assembled and ready to speed away on a lightning-fast maneuver.”48 Other manufacturers like Schwinn were just pushing bicycles for the Christmas season.49

But the combination of the war effort and the growth of federal power raised ominous flags as well. The Office of Price Administration warned that cars made after 1942 might be severely curtailed. A generic “Victory” model car was envisioned that would eliminate “double-bar bumpers” and would feature the “substitution of wool and rubber floor mats in favor of linoleum . . . elimination of all unnecessary gadgets such as clocks, cigar lighters, radios, dual tail lights . . . reduction in number of colors and the number of coats of paint.” The OPM had already ordered a 50 percent reduction in the number of cars made for 1942 over 1941 because demand had gone up. It was contemplating prioritization of the civilian population to see who government would allow to own a new car and who did not need to own a new car.50

Despite the rough economic times—or more likely because of them—American citizens went regularly to the movie theaters to escape. In every city, hamlet, and town moviegoers saw their favorite actors and actresses in edifices such as the Strand, Paramount, RKO Keith, the Uptown, the Biograph, the Palace, and of course, the Bijou. Many theaters were truly palaces, elaborately designed, with heavy wood, brass railings, spit and shine ushers, dramatically large curtains, and colorful lighting. Uniformed boys and young men complete with caps and epaulettes opened doors, helped customers find seats, and pleasantly greeted all patrons as they entered. These theaters were designed for maximum comfort in order to make those attending feel special. Some were even equipped with the new-fangled air conditioning. By and large, kids went to the same movies as adults, and all forked over the 10 cents to see a movie; a double feature cost from 17 to 21 cents more. Saturday matinees for children usually ran a nickel.51

Americans dressed up in suits and ties and dresses to go to the movies. Everyone wore hats, and they always put on their “Sunday Best” to go to church, out to dinner, to take a train or an airplane. The whole idea was to make people think better of you as an individual. Good grooming permeated the culture, as did helpful advice and tips on landing a bride or groom. Personal hygiene was also important, as consumers could purchase a “prophylactic tooth brush” and “tooth powder” for 47 cents.52 Hair tonics such as Vitalis promised to keep men’s hair in place, reduce dandruff, and “prevent excessive falling hair.”53

Men did not go out unshaven, and only old men or psychiatrists had beards—though pencil moustaches, such as those sported by Clark Gable, Errol Flynn, William Powell, and Ronald Colman, were popular with movie actors and those who emulated their style. Women’s role models were slim, chic actresses such as Barbara Stanwyck, Myrna Loy, and Greer Garson. Hem lengths were just below the knee, and women wore makeup, heels, girdles, and stockings before even thinking about going out in public.

The most popular movies in 1941 were Sergeant York, The Maltese Falcon, Meet John Doe, Dumbo, and the acclaimed masterpiece Citizen Kane. Along with The Maltese Falcon, Citizen Kane gave Americans one of its first tastes of film noir in which morality was ambiguous, human nature base, and all characters worthy of suspicion. These movies foreshadowed a post-World War II disillusionment, when in the late 1940s and early 1950s the traumatic memories of battle and the haunting meaninglessness of the Holocaust provided plenty of fuel for dark and apprehensive films. But for now, such thoughts were only small gray clouds on an otherwise red-white-and-blue American horizon. Indeed many movies in 1941 depicted unadulterated patriotism: for instance, A Yank in the RAF, War Front, They Died with Their Boots On, Dive Bomber, and Buck Privates starring comedy duo Bud Abbott and Lou Costello.

As with most other years of the era, Hollywood churned out movie after movie, and the average American went to the theater twice a week. While at the theater, moviegoers could also watch serials such as the Adventures of Captain Marvel, Dick Tracy, The Green Hornet, and Jungle Girl.

Radio was also important to Americans, particularly the AM dial. Americans woke to farm reports and the weather, listened throughout the day to music and local programming often involving local children in contests, and settled into the evening with nationally broadcast adventure and comedy shows, such as The Battling Bickersons, the exploits of Jack Benny, and Fibber McGee and Molly. Up-and-comer Bob Hope made millions of Americans laugh, while liberal columnist Drew Pearson and conservative columnist Walter Winchell made them think or simply get angry with their commentaries. Hollywood reporters like Hedda Hopper and Louella Parsons satisfied a taste for gossip, while others tuned their ears to the strains of Tommy Dorsey, Jimmy Dorsey, Harry James, Glenn Miller, Duke Ellington, Dinah Shore, Peggy Lee, Frank Sinatra, Harriet Nelson, Bing Crosby, and the great “Satchmo,” Louis Armstrong. FM radio was not unheard of in 1941, just very expensive; an FM radio in 1941 could cost as much as $390, more than most people’s wages in one month.54

CBS had inaugurated a new radio show just a year earlier, Report to the Nation. It was created in response to “the problem of allocating radio time to the numerous Government agencies that wanted it.” Though the hour-long show covered Washington and the events there, it used “actors and actresses . . . about two-thirds are daytime Government employees” for its usual all-news and commentary format.55

Everybody smoked cigarettes in 1941, and everybody smoked cigarettes everywhere. In the movie theaters, in restaurants, on airplanes, in trains, at sporting events, at the office, even in classrooms, Americans smoked ’em if they had ’em. Favorite brands were Camels, Lucky Strike, and Chesterfield. Smoking had increased in America despite some then-obscure reports linking the activity with a shortened lifespan. The average American in 1940 consumed 2,558 cigarettes, double that of ten years earlier.56 Ads pitched Camels as great Christmas gifts because their packaging was “so gay and colorful.” They also contained “28 percent less nicotine.”57 Old Gold made it clear in their ads that smoking helped women lose weight.58

Technically, one had to be of an ambiguous legal age to purchase and smoke cigarettes, but it wasn’t unusual to see young teenagers smoking cigarettes, and cigarette ads screamed out from every publication and billboard in America. Someone often really was calling for “Phillip Morris,” as the bellhop in the ad in every publication was. Smoking Phillip Morris was important, as “eminent doctors” said it was easier on the throat than other “leading brands” because “all smokers sometimes inhale.”59

Many ads also made clear the importance of a “good purge,” which seemed very important in 1941. In one magazine ad for Kellogg’s All-Bran cereal, the figure of a grey uniformed Civil War vet encouraged readers to “join the ‘regulars’ with Kellogg’s.”60

Sports fans had a lot to talk about. Football was in full swing, and fans were looking forward to the coming college bowl season with Duke pitted against Oregon State in the Rose Bowl and Fordham versus Missouri in the Sugar Bowl. “As always, the selections stirred a few dissents.”61 The Yankee Clipper, Joe DiMaggio, had a newborn son, Joe D. III, with his wife, actress Dorothy Arnold.62 And the “hot stove league” was hot with rumors that the great Jimmie Foxx was about to leave the Boston Red Sox and rejoin his old boss, Connie Mack, owner and manager of the Philadelphia Athletics.63

Other news of the day included a sixty-two-year-old North Carolinian mountaineer, Joe Downs, who wed fifteen-year-old Estelle Pruitt.64 The photo of the scowling elderly man and his bucktoothed bride was published in hundreds of newspapers. In New York City, parents protested in front of Mayor Fiorello LaGuardia’s home against the rising crime wave in the city’s parks.65 Six members of the Ku Klux Klan were convicted in Atlanta for conducting a widespread campaign of “flogging” people there—seizing people from their homes and whipping them. Despite pressure, Georgia governor Eugene Talmadge refused to pardon them.66 He told them he’d once “helped flog a Negro himself” and then had the audacity to compare himself to the apostle Paul. “The Apostle Paul was a flogger in his life, then confessed, reformed and became one of the greatest powers of the Christian Church.” Life magazine noted that Talmadge “frankly and deliberately stirs up racial hatreds.”67

And 1940 GOP nominee Wendell Willkie decided to defend in the Supreme Court a self-admitted communist who had had his citizenship invalidated as a result of his political affiliations.68

The women’s pages of the nation’s newspapers were filled with articles on fashion, wedding announcements, landing a husband, and the proper conduct in the workplace. Life magazine detailed how the Latin American women preferred wearing black and now it was taking over American women’s fashions. “Black hats, black shorts, black slacks, black bathing suits, black skirts . . .” had all been inspired when a fashion designer saw “barefoot peasants of inland Mexico” attired in black.69

All newspapers had event-filled “Social Calendars.”70 A cartoon in the Greeley Daily Tribune women’s page depicted a beat-up young woman, one eye blackened, head bandaged, and sporting a broken arm as she cheerily told three friends, “My boyfriend always starts a little spat just before Christmas.”71 But dozens of tamer cartoon strips were enjoyed by American parents and children. “Li’l Abner,” about a hayseed in Dog Patch; “Alley Oop,” a cave man in present times; “Blondie,” a ditsy wife and her equally ditsy husband, Dagwood; “Prince Valiant,” a knight of the Round Table; and “Bringing Up Father,” about Jiggs and Maggie, two socialites seemingly caught in the time warp of 1922. Meanwhile, “Little Orphan Annie” was battling German spies in her comic strip and seemed to have a better plan for dealing with them than the U.S. government did.

Of course Annie didn’t have to worry about politics, and war is nothing if not political.

In May 1941, German U-boats sunk an unarmed American freighter, the Robin Moor, and yet there was no great push to get America into another European war.72 Few wanted war, and few believed it was coming to America.

Later in the year, Adolf Hitler upped the ante by ordering U-boats to fire on American naval ships. In turn, FDR ordered American vessels to defend themselves. On October 31, the Germans sank the Reuben James, an American destroyer, leaving a few dozen survivors. Earlier in October, German U-boats also torpedoed the USS Kearny, though she did not go down.73 The Kearny had responded to the mayday call of a Canadian convoy, which U-boats were sinking at will.74 The Kearny dropped depth charges, though it was not known if the American vessel sank any Wolf Pack subs. The sea battle lasted three hours with ten killed on the tough little American destroyer after being struck by a torpedo.75 American freighter ships operating in the Atlantic began to outfit with fixed guns, and seven Americans serving in the British merchant marines were killed by enemy fire.76

Despite this Nazi aggression, there was no real groundswell for war with Germany, and no one in the country really thought war was imminent. That’s not to say that there were not strong opinions about it. The political factions were pretty clear-cut on this one. America had those, like Henry Luce, head of a powerful media empire that included Time and Life, who wanted to jump into the European mess with both feet. Others, like Ambassador Joe Kennedy, thought England was finished as a country and unworthy of support.

Kennedy’s public utterances were increasingly construed as isolationist, even pro-Nazi. Though he sported a patina of Brahmin respectability, the Harvard-educated Kennedy made his fortune as a stock swindler, bootlegger, and movie mogul. In what would prove to be a lasting Kennedy hallmark, Joe cultivated powerful alliances with the press, particularly the newspaper baron William Randolph Hearst, who throughout the 1930s would dutifully print sycophantic stories about Kennedy’s successes. The Kennedy paterfamilias would later abhor the liberalism of his sons, but in 1941 Joe was an archconservative and apologist for Hitler. FDR neither trusted nor liked the brash and ruthless Irishman and privately excoriated him. Kennedy became such an embarrassment to FDR that he was recalled as America’s representative to Great Britain.

And yet, many Americans shared Kennedy’s anti-interventionist view. Of this new war Americans would typically shrug their shoulders and say, “Well, I hope Roosevelt doesn’t get us into it,” or “Let’s hope it doesn’t come over here.” All through the 1930s Congress passed—and Roosevelt signed as a nod to rural and Southern constituencies—various Neutrality Acts that banned certain forms of trade with Europe, particularly sales of military equipment. Other laws passed in the 1930s prevented U.S. troops from leaving North America.

The largest and most vocal opponent of joining the war was the America First Committee, which had widespread and significant support, including famed transatlantic pilot Charles A. Lindbergh. The America First movement had sprung up after the German invasion of Poland in September of 1939, heralding the beginning of the new World War in Europe. They possessed such influence over the foreign policy debate that FDR pledged to the nation’s “mothers and fathers” during his 1940 reelection bid “your boys are not going to be sent into any foreign wars.”77 Even as Hitler stormed across the European continent and England was fighting to the last, Americans were unmoved to get into it.

But by early 1941, FDR had craftily shifted the debate. The advent of Lend-Lease, a program to supply arms and equipment to American allies while staying otherwise uninvolved in the war itself, allowed America to avoid intervention as well as isolation. The old Neutrality Acts were abrogated, and Lend-Lease passed in March 1941.

It was originally pitched as a plan for Great Britain to operate on a “cash and carry” basis. But as Winston Churchill’s government ran low on funds, the plan was radically altered so the English could “borrow” old American battleships and other war materiel and pay the U.S. government later. Many editorialists squawked. So, too, did the America Firsters.

FDR, the old master, had sold his argument to Congress and the American people with the rather tenuous allegory that if your neighbor’s house was on fire, you wouldn’t refuse him your garden hose, because his house fire threatened your house. You wouldn’t sell him the hose; you’d loan it and get it back when he was done. Of course no one expected battleships and other war materiel to come back in the same shape as which it had been lent. As Senator Bob Taft wryly observed, there were two things people did not return: used military equipment and used chewing gum. But that unappetizing comparison didn’t stop FDR from carrying the day.

The morning of December 1, 1941, Americans still believed they would be able to avoid any of the conflict, but by that afternoon, things had noticeably changed. The morning papers carried headlines saying the Japanese wanted to continue talks. By the afternoon, many were reporting of a worsening situation, especially after a 10:00 a.m. meeting between U.S. secretary of state Cordell Hull and the Japanese envoys that took just over an hour. They had also met the day before, on Sunday, in an extraordinary and top-secret meeting.78

Hull had also met in secret with British ambassador Lord Halifax, where Halifax briefed Hull on British and Japanese developments in the Far East.79 A reporter asked Kichisaburo Nomura if the Americans and the Japanese could reach some sort of accord, and the ambassador replied ominously, “I believe there must be wise statesmanship to save the situation.”80 And “Japan voiced a preference today for further negotiations with the United States for peace in the Pacific in place of war.” This was despite “great differences in the viewpoints of the two governments.”81

In a previous meeting, Special Envoy Saburo Kurusu gave some odd comfort to Hull, telling him, “You are on Hitler’s list before us.” The accepted wisdom was that the Japanese were “subservient” to Hitler and would not make a move without his approval, and that if things turned bad for Hitler on the Russian front, the Empire of the Rising Sun would shrink from any military actions against the British or the Free French in the Far East.82

The combustible premier of Japan, Hideki Tojo, was less sanguine. He’d just issued a statement announcing that “Japan will have to do everything to wipe out with a vengeance British and American exploitation in the Far East.” He also used the word purged in reference to the Americans and Brits presence in the Far East.83 Noncombatants in Shanghai and Thailand were warned by their governments to evacuate soon, including Americans.84 The British were readying their forces to defend the Burma Road.85

Nomura was also asked about Tojo’s over-the-top remarks and replied that the premier had been “‘badly misquoted’ in news dispatches.” He was also asked about resuming negotiations with Secretary Hull and he replied, “They have never been broken off.”86 Most indications were that both parties wanted to continue negotiations to forestall any further problems in the Pacific. Indeed, it was reported that Japan wanted to continue negotiations for another two weeks, to reach a solution to the impasse.87 The Japanese cabinet “had decided to continue negotiations despite great differences in the viewpoints of the two governments” after meeting in a “special cabinet session.” This communiqué came from Domei, a Japanese government-run news agency.88 Hull also met with the Chinese ambassador, Dr. Hu Shih, Australian minister Richard Casey, and Netherlands minister Dr. A. Louden.89

Just a few days earlier, President Roosevelt had journeyed south to Warm Springs, Georgia, where he had availed himself of the hot mineral waters for years, in a vain attempt to cure his polio. He bought a house nearby that was nicknamed the “Little White House” by the press corps.90 He was photographed carving a turkey for the patients at the Warm Springs Foundation, where together they were celebrating a “delayed Thanksgiving.”91 At a cocktail party in his honor, FDR downed several of his favorite cocktails, an old fashioned, saw his former longtime secretary Marguerite “Missy” LeHand, now herself a victim of “acute neuritis” and a patient at Warm Springs, and ate heartily of the postponed Thanksgiving feast. FDR always had a big appetite and had several helpings of turkey, “gingered fresh fruit in cider . . . oyster-corn stuffing [and] pumpkin pie.”92

The president had looked forward to spending an extended time in Georgia, until he took a confidential call over the weekend from Secretary of State Hull. Hull advised FDR that things in the Pacific had suddenly taken a turn, possibly for the worse.93 Hull was in ongoing tense discussions with Special Envoy Saburo Kurusu and Ambassador Kichisaboro Nomura. Kurusu’s wife was the former Alice Little, formerly of Chicago, Illinois. The men were photographed in America’s newspapers, smiling, polite,94 although it was also reported they had emerged from one meeting with Hull looking “grave.”95 All told, FDR was in Warm Springs for about twenty-six hours, only got in a short swim and departed for Washington looking “grave.”96 Roosevelt’s hurried departure on his special train, the Ferdinand Magellan, was “without the usual gay hand-waving to the crowds of back-country farmers, out to see the caravan whoosh past.” He arrived at the White House at 11:30 the morning of the First.

By the afternoon of Sunday, December 1, Americans knew about the call between Hull and FDR the previous evening and the president’s speedy return to Washington as result. Roosevelt was spotted looking “grim,” an affliction that was apparently spreading. “ The New York Times reported that if negotiations broke down, “the American fleet in the Pacific . . . had instructions for . . . what to do if hostilities start.”97 It was later reported that FDR had met in secret with the chief of Naval Operations, Admiral Harold R. Stark.

Just the night before in Georgia, he’d given a startling speech in which he altered course, radically, saying, “It is always possible that our boys may actually be fighting for the defense of these American institutions of ours.” within the year.98 It was the first reference to the possibility of American boys dying on another continent.

White House reporters knew of the president’s return by the sudden appearance of his beloved Scottie, Fala. The dog trotted into a room full of reporters, barking and wagging his tail. “Ah, the President’s home,” said Mrs. Roosevelt when she saw the dog.99 The White House refused to say exactly why FDR had cut short his trip to Warm Springs.

Upon his return, FDR met in private with Hull in the Oval Office, after the secretary’s meeting with the Japanese representatives. Several days earlier, Hull had given the Japanese envoys a response in writing, stating the Americans would not cease their embargo until and unless the Japanese withdrew their forces from China.100 The Japanese made it clear they had no intentions of slowing their drive down the Asian continent, rejecting the U.S. position as “fantastic.”101

Waiting on FDR’s desk the morning of the first was a confidential memo from his “real world” eyes and ears, John Franklin Carter. The memo detailed the Japanese population along the Mexican border around Corpus Christi and Galveston. In summary, there were very few Japanese in the south of Texas in late 1941. “Everything very quiet along the border. There seems to be more anti-Japanese prejudice in Texas than in California, also more suspicion.”102 Most who saw him thought he looked good and healthy, even if he did not have the suntan he was usually known for, because of extra-long hours of work in the Oval Office.

The National Industrial Conference Board estimated that the “economic blockade” of Japan by the United States, Great Britain, and the Netherland Indies had “cut off 75 per cent of her normal imports.”103 Japan had a population in 1941 of 73 million occupying a land mass smaller than California.104 The embargo was hurting the empire of Japan and her people, but it was also hurting American exporters.

An AP report clacked, “Whether the Japanese decision is a step toward a final settlement which conceivably might take Tokyo out of the Axis camp or a mere temporizing in the hope of a more propitious day for hard talk with the United States remains to be seen.”105

FDR, after meeting with cabinet members about the Far East developments, saw his doctor that evening at 7:15 and then dined alone in his study at 7:30 before retiring at 11:00 p.m.106

Some afternoon papers reported the situation as “grave” and that no more talks between the Americans and the Japanese were contemplated107 while other reports said they wanted to continue them for “at least two weeks.”108 The headline of the Panama City News-Herald said, “Nazi Reversals Cause Japs to Ask More Time.”109

Newspaper reports were often contradictory. But Americans also read of private meetings in the Philippines between Gen. Douglas MacArthur and Adm. Thomas C. Hart to discuss “emergency steps.”110



CHAPTER 2

 THE SECOND OF DECEMBER

“Japan Renews Talks, but Capital Is Skeptical”

New York Times

“U.S. Asks Japan to Explain Troop Moves”

Washington Evening Star

“All America Must Pull Together, Lecturer Warns”

Birmingham News

As the Christmas season grew closer, over 800,000 furloughs had been granted to America’s fighting men, all of whom now would have to find a way home. A flight on Delta Airlines from Birmingham to Dallas was $32.1 On American Airlines, a round trip flight between New York and Washington was $21.90.2 These were considerable sums at the time, so for most men traveling commercial air was out of the question.

What about the train? Because of Washington bungling and unpredicted requisitions by the military, there was a shortage of railroad passenger cars. And the ride in some locales would be inhospitable. In New York, for instance, the Board of Transportation was to begin enforcing regulations prohibiting “smoking or spitting in stations, platforms and cars.”3 With no planes and few trains, soldiers had to either fight for a seat on a Greyhound Bus or depend upon the generosity of private citizens with automobiles.

Because of regulations, military personnel were prohibited from hitchhiking. A campaign in the Golden State was organized by the California Automobile Association to help soldiers and sailors avoid trouble. Motorists who volunteered could place on their windshield a sticker issued by the group that would tell young men in uniform that the driver was participating in the “Give Them a Lift” effort.4

Travel was on the mind of many. On the West Coast, residents of four counties in California and one in Oregon attempted to create the forty-ninth state of “Jefferson.”5 They were apparently upset about poor thoroughfare conditions and declared they wanted to secede “only on Thursdays to impress on their present States the seriousness of their petitions for improved roads and aid in development of resources.”6 Armed civilians stopped cars passing through their counties to hand them pamphlets.

Fortunately, the cars forced to sit and idle had plenty of gasoline, as did all Americans. This was true even though use was up sharply—11 percent—over the previous years, despite the admonitions by the government for Americans to use less. Total gas consumption for 1941 was projected to rise by 2.5 billion gallons from the previous year. But there were also, according to estimates, 2.5 million more cars on the road.7

The Traffic Subcommittee of the U.S. House released a report on the state of automobile traffic in Washington. The document said in no uncertain terms that “making recommendations for relief of the traffic problem in Washington properly emphasizes the need for long-range remedies rather than temporary palliatives if there is to be any reasonably permanent and effective cure of the city’s parking and traffic ills.”8 The immediate construction of a subway was discussed as a cure.

Police in Kansas City were concerned with more mundane questions. They assembled a group of fifteen drivers and plied them with shots of whiskey each half hour “to determine at what stage of drunkenness a driver is at his worst.” Of the fifteen, “one dropped out after a phone call to his wife, one fell asleep, three appeared still sober after seven drinks.” Another complained he was a Scotch, not a bourbon drinker. “Most of the men lost their driving judgment. But one improved for a time. His explanation: he was so nervous from being around cops that the liquor steadied him.” Having reached no definite conclusions, the police packed the more or less drunk men into squad cars and drove them home.9

Worried about inflation settling in the auto industry, the Office of Price Administration fired a shot across the hood of auto manufacturers by announcing it would set a ceiling price on the cost of new cars. Said the head of the automobile section of the OPA, Cyrus McCormick, “The Government had the power to regiment the automobile industry to the nth degree.”10 Despite expressing personal concerns about such actions, his division went ahead with a complicated formula to regulate costs and production in Detroit that was even stricter than had been previously imposed.

Americans were keen on avoiding war and were for the most part unaware that it was coming their way. In the Philippines—relatively close to Indochina where hundreds of thousands of Japanese troops were amassing—the Army Air Corps fighter planes under Gen. Douglas MacArthur’s command were still lined up wingtip to wingtip at Clark Field. It was the same at Hickam Field in Honolulu, where hundreds of army and navy planes were also lined up in such a tight fashion.

Gen. Walter Short, in command of the army garrison in the Hawaiian Islands, was more worried about saboteurs than about aerial bombardment. Sabotage is derived from sabo, the French word for shoe. In an earlier era, when French factory workers were unhappy with their working conditions, they threw their shoes into the machinery. Short was more concerned about the thousands of Japanese workers on the Islands throwing something at the military planes there on the ground than something hurling at them from the air.11

Also lined up—neat as you please—along “Battleship Row” in Pearl Harbor were American battleships, considered by most of the brass as the backbone of the navy. Battleships since the time of Stephen Decatur and John Paul Jones had borne the brunt of battles on the high seas. Most of the admirals in December 1941 were elderly men who viewed aircraft carriers as a passing fancy and not an important part of their operations. Serious navy men put their faith in battlewagons and not flattops.

Even so, Congress approved an additional $7 billion for new tanks, armaments, and other munitions, but the outlays would go to help Russia, China, and Britain.12 Helping to foot the bill was the ever-present American taxpayer, purchasing Defense Stamps13 from the government that could later be cashed in with interest.

The War Department and Washington were at the time teeming with corruption. Senator Harry Truman of Missouri, himself a product of the corrupt Tom Pendergast political machine in that state, was heading an investigation into the waste and fraud in the defense industry. Truman chaired an investigation of corporate suppliers to the U.S. military, spotlighting war profiteering and shoddy materials. His relentless inquiry ruffled feathers, but he didn’t care, exposing one dirty and corrupt project after another. One construction venture for the army was supposed to cost $20 million, but five months later, cost overruns had shot the price tag up to $51 million. Dozens of contractors, including Ferguson-Oman and Taylor-Hale, overbilled and under-delivered, costing the taxpayer untold millions. The government was paying rent on equipment that wasn’t worth the cost of the rental charge; other equipment was rented to the government and then hidden. It went on and on and on. One witness testified before the Truman Commission, “It seems to me all Ferguson-Oman officials and employees are organized to cost the Government every dollar they can.”14 As a result, Congress tightened military contracting practices.

Two other congressional committees were investigating a magazine that purported to have close ties to the Democratic Party and thus was strong-arming defense contractors into purchasing ads in the Democratic National Press. One knowledgeable source said their methods “would make Al Capone blush with envy.”15 It later turned out the publication had nothing to do with the party.

Yet another congressional investigation uncovered an apparently penniless man who somehow received a $200,000 defense contract for unspecified purposes and was using the money to entertain politicians and defense contractors in Washington at “championship prize fights.”

“Investigators . . . have dug up considerable information about ‘middle men,’ ‘brokers,’ and ‘go-betweens’ who have neither manufacturing facilities . . . nor any legitimate connection with Government agencies. Yet they are said to haunt Washington hotels and ante-rooms in large numbers, seeking commissions on the basis of their alleged influence.”16

Public monies were also appropriated for tens of thousands of houses on growing military bases, courtesy of the Public Buildings Administration. Thoughtfully, the PBA also hired a consultant for interior decorating, Miss Gladys Miller, but it wasn’t made clear if she would personally redecorate every one of the forty thousand houses in the works. “She recommended . . . the purchase of furniture to scale with the rooms . . . gay, vivid colors to lend a cheery note; elimination of unnecessary objects.” In addition to being paid by the U.S. taxpayer for her sage advice on paints, furniture, and spacing, she was also conveniently on the staff at New York University.17

The NFL title game was set for December 21, between the New York Giants and either the Green Bay Packers or the Chicago Bears, who still had one game left to play and were tied for the Western division championship. Depending on the winner, the game would be held either in Green Bay or the Windy City because of their superior records.18 The American Professional Football League was considering expanding in order to compete with the National Football League. Washington could have used a new franchise after a dismal loss, which marked their worst record since 1935. They were scheduled to get a second pro team, which many thought the city needed given the sad sack Redskins, often derided as the “Deadskins”.19

In Manhattan, Tommy Manville, age forty-seven, a scion of the twenties era of “Wonderful Nonsense,” professional inheritor, and reminder of why so many hated the rich, took a wife—his fifth—Bonita Francine Edwards, twenty-two, heiress to a Chicago lumber fortune. Meeting only four days before their betrothal, Manville said, “[L]ong engagements may be out of style,” and Edwards confessed, “I’m not in love with Tommy—I’m just infatuated. I hope to fall in love with him after a while.”20 F. Scott Fitzgerald was right about the rich, and Manhattan was still ruled by the Vanderbilts, Warburgs, and Astors, for whom the rules seldom applied because the rich were different—or at least always assumed as much about themselves.

On the other side of the rules spectrum, the first inductee under the new Selective Service act, buck private John Edward Lawton, said after a year as a dogface, “Army life is alright . . . but I don’t think I’m exactly cut out for it.”21 Senator Henry Cabot Lodge told Republicans in Massachusetts that the United States needed a standing army of no less than 750,000 men, but if the country went to war, it might need on the order of 5 million men in uniform.22

At Jordan Marsh, a high-end department store in Boston, women’s shoes were going for $7.50.23 Customers looking for something a bit more affordable could turn to R.H. White’s “bargain basement” where they could be purchased for $1.95.24 Stockings at Jordan Marsh went for $1.15 a pair—the “philmy” kind—but “conditions may soon mean that silk top-to-toe stockings will be a luxury-memory.”25 “Health girdles” were squeezing American women for $7.00 apiece at Conrad’s store in Boston.26 In Washington, another expensive department store, Woodward & Lothrop, was touting men’s dinner jackets for $75 for the “holiday season.”27

The Office of Price Administration called on consumers to limit the wrapping on Christmas packaging. The call was issued by Lessing J. Rosenwald, director of the OPM’s Industrial Conservation Bureau.28

But in her press conference, Eleanor Roosevelt suggested that Americans not be “too practical” in their gift buying. Gifts, she said, “should include those traditionally dispensed by Santa Claus.” Mrs. Roosevelt revealed that the White House Christmas tree in the East Room would be “all white . . . and the White House will be decked out in holly, mistletoe and poinsettias. There’ll be presents for the White House staff. . . . Just as on eight other Christmas Eves, the President and Mrs. Roosevelt will hang up their stockings at the big mantle in the chief executive’s bedroom. There will be a sock, too, for Fala, just as there was last year when the President’s Scottie got his first rubber bone.” She told the reporters all of her shopping was nearly done.29

A delegation of Washington State Indians went to Washington to complain about government regulations that prevented them from purchasing liquor. A headline in the Washington Post read, “Indians Here to Demand Fire Water.”30

William Henry Murray, a philosopher of sorts known as “Wild Bill,” advised city folk to burn their paper money, “move to the country, can fruit and vegetables, and bury them in the ground to ‘have something to eat when the trouble comes.’”31

Meanwhile, actress Tallulah Bankhead was hospitalized with the flu in Philadelphia, but it was reported that she was “much better after a day in an oxygen tent.” Actor John Barrymore was also hospitalized, reportedly for an intestinal flu.32 Though not reported, it was known they both drank deeply from the wrong bottle and often, although Bankhead’s tastes sometimes ran more to cocaine and other drugs. She once quipped about cocaine not being habit forming—“I ought to know, I’ve been using it for years.”33 Her father, William Brockman Bankhead, had been Speaker of the U.S. House from 1936 to 1940 until his untimely death, and she was frequently in Washington, partying from Anacostia to Bethesda, shocking women and delighting men.

In California, the first of the paper drives was announced, as there was a shortage of wood pulp in the country according to the government. The Boy Scouts and the Salvation Army joined forces to collect old paper.

Federal taxes were scheduled to rise in 1942, but so too were many state and local taxes. For some in the higher brackets, they would only get one seventh of any raise while the Federal government would take the other six-sevenths.34

FDR officially signed legislation repealing portions of the Neutrality Act while also calling for the passage of legislation that curtailed strikes by unions in war-related industries.35 But almost anything could fall under that designation, from agriculture to steel to newspapers. Yet another strike was threatened, this one by railroad workers. A deadline by the railroad union was set for December 7.

Meanwhile, a Japanese “expert” on America offered his assessment to his government on why America would be no competition for them in a war. “The national debt, a ‘spoiled child’ mentality, low national morale at the first defeat [Robert] Taft, [Gerald] Nye and [Charles] Lindberg will lead a revolt, Roosevelt is a ‘buffoon,’ hesitancy, Americans excite easily and cool easily, disunity—with 20,000,000 Negroes, 10,000,000 unemployed, 5,000,000 trade unionists, inflation.”36 Taft, Nye, and Lindberg were all leaders in the isolationist movement.

Many headlines referred to “Japs” or “Nips” (for “Nipponese”), and virtually every political cartoon of the era depicted the Japanese in the worst possible racial stereotype: short, squinty eyes, large glasses, buck teeth, in a menacing military uniform.

America and Great Britain considered and finally—after much haggling over fishing rights, fish oil, and wheat—aided Iceland under Lend-Lease, and troops from both countries were sent there, “all with a healthy taste for blondes.” Iceland was the oldest democracy in the world, with a Parliament dating over one thousand years, the Althing. Despite rampant inflation, the Icelandic government “rejected price control-plans as smacking of State Socialism.”37

While not the case in Iceland, America’s and England’s economies were heavily regulated and rationed. A black market thrived in the midst of the rationing, and in Britain a person could get everything from eggs, perfume, and lipstick to fruits, silk stockings, and clothes. Politicians’ wives seemed to have no difficulty purchasing consumer items, including fur coats. Silk stockings were highly prized. Oranges—supposedly only for children—were consumed by all. With paper in short supply, the government ordered a “no-wrapping” rule, but this simply made it easier for thieves to identify what they wanted to steal. Shoplifting was rampant. False identity cards were sold by the thousands, allowing British subjects to register at multiple stores in order to purchase double or triple their allowed quotas of milk and other food stuffs.38 The British experiment at managing the economy was an incomplete success.

Still, the Brits were facing the war, depravations, and bombings with a very proper stiff upper lip. The Royal Air Force had considered the stress young pilots must being going through before, during the Battle of Britain and after, and set up psychiatric hospitals and counseling centers for the flyers, but no one partook. The facilities stood idle and were eventually converted to other uses. Understandably, one British pilot who crashed six times “went berserk.”39

A British psychiatrist said that the lower classes handled stress better than the upper classes, as did children even more so than before the war and those who did exhibit psychiatric problems were from broken homes and were not suffering as a result of the bombings. They even took to playing “air-raid games.” Women too showed less signs of neuroses than before the war, it was felt, because the war gave them a new set of priorities and “pivotal values.” “In London department stores, during heavy bombardment, the absence rate was lower than before.”40

The American economy—especially outside of the industrial effort to support Great Britain and Russia—continued to suffer, and government agencies were created to help the small businessman. A premium was placed on advertising, as with the Hotel Pennsylvania in New York City, which offered “sterilized glasses in your bathroom” and the loan of “pajamas . . . a typewriter,” or a “non allergic pillow!” The ads were specifically targeted to businessmen traveling for the war effort, and a single room went for $3.85 per night and $5.50 per night for two. “The lobby, public rooms and restaurants are gay with new decorations.” Glenn Miller was performing in the hotel’s club room.41

The economy of the South was showing improvement as demand for cotton for military uniforms had jacked up the cost sky high. The price had reached a twelve-year peak, and farm income across the South was up substantially since the advent of Lend-Lease in early 1941.

On Capitol Hill, the House passed legislation regulating the importation of sugar from outside the country, while favoring and expanding quotas for domestic cane and beet sugar growers. The State Department opposed the action, seeing it as antagonistic toward potential war allies, but the Department of Agriculture supported it, seeing it as favoring domestic allies.42

For some there was no Great Depression. The Andrews Sisters—LaVerne, Patty, and Maxine—sold their eight-millionth record, for which Decca Records paid them the princessly sum of 2 cents per. They were harmoniously making on average $5,000 per week, before taxes.43

For American amateur and professional painters, it was another scene. Because so many of their canvases and brushes were imported from Ireland, Belgium, and Russia (there, brushes were made from Russian squirrels) they faced a shortage, and because so many of their paints contained precious metals such as zinc and cadmium—rare earth metals possibly needed for the war effort—they faced a possible confiscation of the metals by the government. “Manhattan’s American Artists’ Professional League recently petitioned Washington for cooperation in keeping artists supplied with their annual ration of paint (about a gallon apiece.)”44

America’s parents and educators worried about the low reading proficiency of pupils. There were “16,000,000 illiterates in the United States—they cannot read beyond the fourth grade reading level.” Of all places, Harvard found that incoming freshmen had low reading acumen, and the school was forced to “start a course in reading fundamentals.” Professor Reed Smith, sixty, of the University of South Carolina thought he knew the problem. “The old principle . . . that you can’t sharpen an ax on a velvet grindstone has given place to the view that if the pupils don’t like it, they shouldn’t be required to do it . . . the underlying assumption seems to be . . . that students will write clearly and correctly by some sort of blessed intuition if only the teacher does not depress them with such inconvenient and unprofitable matters as spelling, paragraphing, punctuation, sentence structure, grammar and the choice and order of words.”45

On American campuses, there was growing agitation for war with Germany. At the University of Chicago, Professor Bernadette Schmitt said that “western civilization would not be safe until the German people were crushed on their own soil.” She made her comments at the twenty-first annual meeting of the National Council for the Social Studies, gathering in Indianapolis.46

FDR had passed through Atlanta on his way to Warm Springs, but did not get off the train, though he did have his window open so he could be seen. On the way back to Washington, the curtains to his private car were closed. Had he stayed there, he might have tuned in to WGST to hear Aunt Hattie or Man I Married. The station was turned on at 6:00 a.m. and turned off at midnight. On 750AM, WSB, he might have heard the Dixie Farm Hour, or later, the soap opera Guiding Light, or later still, Fred Waring, a popular band leader. Like WGST, the station WSB also came on at 6:00 a.m. and “signed off” at midnight.47

One region where the economy—at least for the “nobility” there—was doing well was Hollywood. It was raking in millions each week, mostly for the top four studios: Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer, 20th Century Fox, and Warner Bros. Fifty-four actors made over $100,000 per year, but 50 percent of all the actors there had never made more than $10,500 per year. Indeed, the average annual income for over seven thousand extras “was $350.00.”

Two-thirds of the producers in Hollywood made over $150,000, including the shy and retiring Orson Welles, for whom it was said, “There but for the grace of God, goes God.” The “colony” was described as “nouveau riche, thriving . . . lacks lineage and decorum” whose power players “came from vaudeville, flea circuses, petty trade, other shabby zones of enterprise.”48 Hollywood did have to make some concessions to the world situation, including canceling the banquet at which the 1942 Academy Awards would be presented. Also, Los Angeles proclaimed “Medical Aid to Russia” day to raise money for Mother Russia and “Uncle Joe” Stalin.49

Welles’s Citizen Kane’s release was bitterly fought by the subject of the movie, William Randolph Hearst, and many movie houses in America did not show it for months—or show it at all. Hearst controlled a vast media empire and with it, enormous power. Deeply offended by Orson Welles’s critical portrait of him, Hearst even made a brazen offer to the movie studio that produced the film, RKO: he would buy the film from RKO, at a price that guaranteed a small profit, if in return he had the right to destroy the print. Thankfully, RKO turned him down, and the movie that is consistently voted by critics as the Best American Film Ever Made lived on for posterity, to be endlessly explicated by intellectuals and studied in film class ever after.

Citizen Kane debuted—“long-awaited” and “Nothing Censored!” said the Birmingham News—at the Empire theater in Birmingham, Alabama, yet a local column panned not the movie but Welles himself, comparing him to Hitler. “Certainly he has applied almost Hitlerian policies in his approach to fame.”50 Admission was 30 cents. Another racy movie airing was Honky Tonk, starring Lana Turner and Clark Gable.

The power of movies in 1941 could not be underestimated. They enthralled all in America, were affordable, and theaters across the country were often the hub of social activity for families, boys and girls, children, social clubs, and fan clubs. One of the biggest stars of the era, Gable, took off his shirt in the movie It Happened One Night to reveal his bare and masculine chest. Unlike most men in America, he did not wear a T-shirt and as a result, T-shirt sales dropped 40 to 50 percent in one year. The power of movies was such that Pope Pius XI devoted “a special papal encyclical to it.” When classic novels such as David Copperfield and Wuthering Heights were made into movies, copies of the books flew off the shelves at public libraries and bookstores.51

Hitler remained a fascinating (if also feared, loathed, and later hated figure) for many Americans, and one of the most popular books of the time was Total Espionage, published by Putnam. The book detailed the rise of the Third Reich and the men behind it and especially about how they had perfected the art of spying and intelligence gathering.52 But Americans were also reading novels such as Grim Grow the Lilacs, Forty Whacks, and Prescription for Murder.53

News reports said the British had mounted a counteroffensive using American-made army tanks against the Germans in North Africa and that Russia was pushing back the German advance on Moscow, aided by the harsh Russian winter, just as it had aided Russia once before against Napoleon. But many of the news reports of Russian successes came from the Soviets own state-controlled news agencies including the Soviet Information Bureau, so it was difficult to know fact from fiction.

Double-talk from the Russians was the rule, rather than the exception. As they were claiming their hold on the port city of Rostov; it was reported that German troops had secured the town. The Russians had evacuated because of “unnecessary losses,” but the Germans had taken “more favorable positions to meet the Russian assaults.”54 Of course, when it came to disinformation, the Germans were no pikers, and they matched the Russians lie for lie in describing the Russian Front. A spokesman claimed German troops could see Moscow “with the aid of good field glasses.”55 All in all, reports from the winter battle were a mishmash of lies, distortions, half-truths, and prevarications. It was clear, though, that both sides had suffered horrific losses of men, many simply due to the bitterly cold weather, especially the Germans, who were underprepared for the Russian winter.

The battle could be heard in London, live, via radio. “The guns never cease. . . . The battle is fierce. The Germans are continually throwing in new troops,” said an announcer on the scene.56

Meanwhile Roosevelt spoke before the State Chairmen of Birthday Ball Committees, who were planning festive celebrations in each state for FDR’s birthday in January, when he would turn sixty on the 30th.57

The birthday was celebrated in part to raise money for the March of Dimes, whose purpose was to cure infantile paralysis, and while nobody mentioned the president’s affliction, many knew about it.

At home the debate continued over the America First Committee and its stances. Most of the debate focused on their high profile members, especially Charles Lindbergh, but the membership also included former president Herbert Hoover, retired gen. Robert E. Wood, and 1936 GOP nominee Alf Landon, as well as Norman Thomas, a nationally known leader of socialism in America. Other prominent members included Walt Disney, Alice Roosevelt Longworth, and famed writers and liberals Sinclair Lewis and E. E. Cummings.

The GOP’s 1940 nominee, Wendell Willkie, was a vicious opponent of the “Firsters.” Only formed one year earlier, the organization had gained national prominence because if its mission and the people involved. Wood was a highly decorated veteran of the Great War and by 1941 was the chairman of the Sears & Roebuck Co.

The East and West Coast papers were generally more internationalist, while the periodicals down the center of the country generally opposed any U.S. involvement in the European war. As a result, America First was more popular in middle and rural America, less so in the metropolises of New York, Washington, Los Angeles, and San Francisco.

The America Firsters announced their intention to have as much influence over the 1942 off-year elections as possible by supporting candidates who “have kept faith with the people’s mandate to avoid participation in the war.” They would support any Republican or Democrat who opposed entry into the European war.58

If Henry Luce’s Life and Time magazines could be reasonably described as pro-FDR and pro-intervention, the weekly magazine Look was a downright “pap” sheet for FDR, the Democrats, and the New Deal while ripping Republicans and anybody who stood in the way of the sophisticates of Washington and New York.

As with the Luce publications, nary a woman was found in the masthead of Look magazine, though women were often the most enthusiastic readers. The magazine was loaded with ads for Ipana Tooth Paste, Kleenex, Sal Hepatica (yet another laxative), movies such as The Men in Her Life starring Loretta Young, Listerine Tooth Paste, General Electric clocks, Chevrolet trucks (with the “Load-Master” engine), Colgate Dental Crème (“Scientific tests prove conclusively that in 7 out of 10 cases, Colgate Dental Crème instantly stops oral bad breath.”)59 Zenith radios, Pond’s Vanishing Cream, Sanka Coffee, Ovaltine, General Electric vacuum cleaners, the U.S. Army Recruiting Service, and of course, cigarettes. Chesterfield cigarettes featured the beautiful actress Maureen O’Hara pitching them in the obliging carton size, which displayed photos of handsome young men in navy and army uniforms. The copy helpfully suggested, “[D]on’t forget to mail them to the boys in the Service.”60 She was also found in the newspapers hawking Lux soap.61

One feature story in Look magazine was written by a “friendly critic of the New Deal” who nudged Roosevelt for not doing more to ramp up Americans’ fears to help push them into the war as soon as possible.62 Another was a profile of the many “dollar a year men” who had gone to Washington to man the New Deal. A survey was made, and some “288 Men, 1 Woman” were listed in the “dollar-a-year class.”63 Having made millions in other lines of work, they now stepped forward to “donate” their administrative and leadership skills to help Roosevelt implement the New Deal. This article was about Floyd Odlum, who’d made millions on Wall Street, cashing out before the crash in 1929. He made his fortune by “pyramiding.” The article said he cashed out because he’d been “expecting a crash.”64

The ubiquitous celebrity story, this time covering the “Café Society” of New York socialites, appeared in Look with plenty of pictures of both the hoity-toity and the hoi polloi. Radio personalities such as Bob Hope and Jack Benny, showgirls such as Patricia Lee, gossip columnists, publicists, debutantes, leftist columnist Walter Winchell, Betty Grable, and actor George Raft all made appearances in the fawning story.65 It was harmless, but far more dangerous was an article that could only be labeled as propaganda, disinformation, and half-truths.

Under the appalling headline “Meet the Men and Women of Russia Whom Hitler Will Never Enslave,” the article mentioned not one of the purges of the 1930s in which “Uncle Joe” Stalin put millions to death. It contained some of the most dreadful lies ever to appear in an American publication. “Russians Don’t Like Slavery,” said one subheading. The article claimed instead, “Only two decades ago they fought one of the bloodiest civil wars in history to free themselves from slavery to the Czar. They have not grown so used to the joys and dignities of freedom as to surrender them with apathy.” And, “There are only 2,000,000 Communists in Russia.” And, “These are people who have been living in a new world—suddenly given . . . a voice in their government.”66 It was atrocious.

Another article berated conservatives in England, containing one self-serving and arrogant quote after another attacking the conservatives, but never with attribution. The “article” was clearly made up out of whole cloth by Samuel Spewack, a dramatist.67 He and his wife, Bella, were successful as Hollywood playwrights, but their politics were hopelessly leftist.

More disinformation was forthcoming from Look when they did a long feature on how women now preferred cotton stockings to silk stockings. Because of the war effort, silk was in short supply. Silk was needed for parachutes and was regulated by the Supply Priorities and Allocations Board.68 Cotton stockings were being churned out by experimental mills with the Department of Agriculture. To buttress the point of the article, actresses Rita Hayworth, Ann Sheridan, Dorothy Lamour, and Linda Darnell sported their “gams” in the hideous cotton covering for the benefit of photographers. Of course, these women’s legs were so beautiful, they could have been wearing cow hides and their legs still would have looked gorgeous. Unfortunately, also showing his legs for the article was Vice President Henry Wallace, who should have worn cow hide for the photograph.

In Washington, the chairman of the House Committee on Un-American Activities, Martin Dies of Texas, a Democrat, charged that “Communists and Criminals” had infiltrated the leadership of the American labor movement, specifically the Congress of Industrial Organizations, the principal umbrella group for organized labor.69 The labor movement and the Roosevelt administration hated Dies. But railroad workers at the last minute gained huge concessions from the railroad companies, courtesy of a “compromise” hammered out by the government. The strike that had been set for December 7 was averted.

However, the army did discover a plot involving at least eighteen members of the Socialist Workers Party who were conspiring “to create insubordination in the armed forces of the Government.” They were convicted in a trial in Minneapolis and faced up to ten years in prison. These were the first ever “convictions under the Smith amendment to the Sedition Act of 1861,”70 which made it against the law to advocate overthrowing the government.

In the Mediterranean, the British government announced it had sunk three Italian naval ships headed for Libya where the Axis powers were fighting a furious tank battle with the British. The British ships suffered no damage or casualties in the battle.71 Still, the Germans won a major victory in North Africa by cutting through British forces and “joining their two panzer divisions,” and in the process the Brits were compelled to retreat from Rezegh and Bir El Hamed. The British forces, as a result of the maneuver, were encircled, with their backs to the sea. “A British spokesman . . . said the joining of the 15th and 21st Panzer Divisions had not in any way impaired British confidence.” He said, “It could be termed a local German success.”72 The Germans accomplished this even as two Italian tank divisions fled the fight. Hitler’s favorite general, Erwin Rommel, had engineered the counteroffensive. An embedded American journalist with the Boston Globe traveled for ten days with the British forces in Libya, noting that he had to get by on only two cups of tea per day, like everybody else, but “no other liquid.”73 The journalist Matthew Halton captured well the dangers and deprivations of war in the desert. It was not pretty or desirable. Roosevelt had already received several worried memos from the British ambassador Lord Halifax—Edward Wood—apprising him on the bleak situation in North Africa.74

With British forces spread across the world, Winston Churchill proposed an expanded draft of civilian men. Now, men from the ages of “181/2 to 50” would be drafted for military service, but the British government hinted that men as old as sixty might soon be drafted. Previously, the draft had been of men from nineteen to forty-one years of age. The prime minister called it a “crisis of man power and woman power.” The plan was also to draft unmarried women between the ages of twenty and thirty. The prime minister, what’s more, warned of a possible invasion by the Nazis.75

On December 2, much of the public concern of the afternoon before over war with Japan had waned a bit. Maybe cooler heads were thinking. But some in Washington were mulling over the explosive statement by the Japanese: “The United States does not understand the real situation in East Asia. It is trying to forcibly apply to East Asiatic countries fantastic principles and rules not adapted to the actual situation in the world and thereby tending to obstruct the construction of the New Order. This is extremely regrettable.”76

Franklin Roosevelt “politely asked” the Japanese government for an explanation on its intentions in Southeast Asia, specifically on new troop movements into Indochina and whether this was a prelude to an invasion of Thailand.77 There were also reports that the Japanese army was practicing drills using parachutes in Kwangtung.78 Furthermore, Japan was seizing private ships to use for their navy, and there were worries that if they seized Thailand, Japan could cut of the trade routes to the Indian Ocean.79

FDR’s request was given to the Japanese consulate in Washington via Undersecretary of State Sumner Wells, who was filling in for Cordell Hull, whom the New York Times said was “indisposed.”80 As Wells entered the room for their thirty-five-minute meeting, Ambassador Nomura blurted out, “Nobody wants war.” Wells later told reporters he could not disclose anything that had been discussed, but Nomura did. He said he told Wells, “War would not settle the issues anyway. Issues that cannot be settled by diplomacy cannot be settled by war.”81 Yet a huge chasm divided the two countries, and not just over their policies of talking to reporters. Some speculated that FDR was about to take control of the negotiations, personally.82 The meeting with Wells was inconclusive, as they had not yet answered the president’s question. But the Washington Post reported that FDR “assumed direct command of diplomatic and military moves relating to Japan and the lights of peace flickered low in the Orient.”83 “Mr. Roosevelt recalled that this Government had been somewhat surprised in June when Japan had sent troops into Indo-China, while discussions were going on here in an effort to reach an understanding for a permanent peace in the Pacific area.”84 As of December, the Japanese already had amassed a huge army, navy, and air force in the region, but was still adding to it. Roosevelt met with Henry Stimson, his secretary of war, and Frank Knox, the secretary of the navy. In a separate meeting, he met with Adm. Harold Stark, the chief of Naval Operations, and Hull in the second floor oval study of the private residence in the White House at noon, to discuss yet again the situation in Thailand. These meetings had not previously been disclosed to the press, with whom he met at 4:00 p.m.85

Roosevelt’s alter ego, Harry Hopkins, who had been hospitalized for weeks at the “Naval Hospital,” left his bed and met with the president over lunch on December 1, according to reports.86 A Japanese official said they wanted to “make the United States reconsider Pacific problems.”87 The media—especially the Japanese press—began referring to the “A, B, C, D” coalition (America, Britain, China, and Dutch East Indies) and how they were conspiring against the Japanese. The administration also began referring to the State Department’s document given to the Japanese as “principles for peace in the Pacific.”88

Analysts argued that if Japan went ahead and invaded Thailand, they would gain an advantage in a final assault on the Burma Road, a vital thoroughfare used to supply the Free Chinese. If the Japanese seized the Burma Road, it would put them in better stead to attack the British and Dutch, it would allow Japan to further interdict tin, rubber, and other resources going to America, and it would be more evidence that the Axis powers really did want to rule the world. Some speculation intimated that Germany was overextended in North Africa and on the Eastern Front, so would be of little aid to Japan in their drive south and deeper into China.89 But news reports continued that the Japanese cabinet wanted to proceed with peace efforts.

At his press conference, Roosevelt expressed hope for a speedy response from Tokyo, but said that it would be “silly” to set a deadline for a reply.90 News reports said the Japanese could not get back to Roosevelt for “three days or more” because they were seeking “‘clarification’ of various points in Secretary of State Cordell Hull’s statement on the American position.”91 Newspapers in Tokyo suggested that with the new British ships arriving in the South Pacific by order of the Admiralty and because of the heightened state of alert by the British, American, and Dutch forces, it was they who were agitating for a war and accused the British of planning to invade Thailand.92 Japanese news agencies also flooded the airwaves with accusations against Australia and America.93

In fact, it was revealed that the navy had evacuated all 750 marines in Shanghai and they’d been redeployed in the Philippines, out of harm’s way. They had crossed the China Sea—along with remaining American civilians—in two ships, the President Madison and the President Harrison.94

Americans worried that if Japan invaded Thailand, “it would enable Japan to menace American sources of tin, rubber and other raw materials essential for defense production, and, by giving Japan a firm hold in the South Pacific, jeopardize the future security of the Philippines.”95

On the other hand, other government experts were reassured. “If the Japanese want to start something . . . we can bomb Japanese cities and war objectives from the Philippines easier than they can come this way in the air, since we have longer range, faster planes—the flying fortresses.” The U.S. government was reportedly sending more armaments to the Philippines to rebuff the Japanese if they attempted an invasion. “The highest Army and Navy authorities here expect a Pacific war to be a series of quick and heavy air blasts, like tornados over Japan, the Philippines, Indo-China and Malaya,” reported via radio journalist Royal Arch Gunnison for the Newspaper Alliance.96

The Japanese newspaper, Yomiuri, compared their circumstances with America’s in 1776.97

Expenditures by the federal government in 1941—ending with the fiscal year in November—revealed that the government was only collecting in taxes one out of every three dollars it was spending. The government had brought in taxes from June to October just under $3 billion, but had spent almost $9 billion. Government officials were not worried about the massive borrowing, however, because new taxes would go into effect in 1942 and discussions were underway for even greater taxing of the American people. In that five-month period, 70 percent of federal spending had gone to defense.98

Like all bureaucracies, the navy was often engaged in fights large and small. As they watched earth-shattering developments around the world, a fierce turf battle broke out over who would “operate the cafeteria in the Navy Department Building.”99

The Navy Cafeteria Association operated the dining hall, but Secretary Knox wanted the Public Buildings Administration to take things over. The association bitterly fought the secretary. “Officers of the Cafeteria Association insist that the cafeteria, which has been under their operation since 1937, provides better food, larger portions and better service. ” The facility provided for twelve thousand meals per day, and to break the impasse, the matter was turned over to the sage council of the Judge Advocate General.100

Several days later, FDR received a memo from an aide about a “Mr. Davies” who was complaining that the navy had commandeered his yacht, but it was not seeing any action. “The Auxiliary Vessels Board . . . which indicates that if acquired, she will later be restored and returned to her owner in the condition in which received by the Navy—if still afloat at that time.”101 He also received a more serious memo on the horrible conditions the Polish prisoners were subjected to by the Soviets. “As penalties food rations are reduced to 300 grams of bread and 200 grams of thin soup every twenty-four hours and [the Poles were] imprisoned in cold, wet dungeons.”102

Secretary of War Knox seemed not to worry about the abilities of the U.S. Navy. He’d just written an article for American Magazine saying the navy “is ready for any emergency in the Atlantic or Pacific.”103 But it was noted in another publication that “units of the Japanese fleet have been reported maneuvering north of British Borneo.”104 No one paid attention.

The shooting war on the water continued unabated, and Germany had the upper hand over the Allies. It was disclosed that the British aircraft carrier, Ark Royal, had been sunk by U-boats in the Mediterranean, with a number of planes appallingly still strapped on her decks.105 German ships had also sunk a number of Australian ships, both military and civilian.106 Berlin exulted that in a matter of weeks, they had sent to the bottom forty-eight merchant ships and eleven naval craft while damaging thirty-nine others. All told, the Germans had sunk 231,870 tons in November alone.107

America was starting to churn out “Liberty” ships, which would become the backbone of the merchant marines. In Baltimore, six of these workhorse boats were shortly launched, including one christened the Roger B. Taney.108 Taney, a son of Maryland, had been chief justice of the U. S. Supreme Court less than a century earlier and was famous for delivering the majority opinion in the Dred Scott decision, which in essence codified slavery in America, saying that slaves were not people but property and thus could not sue in federal courts.

No American war or discussion of war would be complete without its politicization, and syndicated columnist Walter Lippmann did the trick. “A failure on the part of the Republican party to give the national policy wholehearted support, which, of course, includes outspoken criticism of incompetence, unwisdom and inefficiency, will have to be construed as meaning only one thing: that the party is gambling on the defeat of the United States and that it is staking its political future on a national disaster. If the Republican party in Congress merely sulks and opposes, waiting for trouble, and appearing to hope for trouble . . . the Republican party will have placed itself in the intolerable position of have a vested interest in the humiliation and defeat of the United States.”109

Yet another columnist, Westbrook Pegler, took dead aim at Congress, calling members there a “miserable, fumbling, timid aggregation of political trimmers and panhandlers” that bowed down before organized labor. Members were incensed, including Clare Hoffman of Michigan, who said, “Oh, we can lick Mr. Hitler all right but he’s 2,000 miles away. But Pegler’s right here at home.” Hoffman called for a congressional investigation of Pegler.110

Pegler also became a shrill critic of a young up-and-coming singer, Frank Sinatra. In a preview of later cultural phenoms such as Elvis Presley, the skinny kid from Hoboken, dubbed “The Voice,” was making teenage bobby-soxers swoon at the Paramount Theater in New York City. Social conservatives such as Pegler saw Sinatra as a threat to decent society; it didn’t help that Sinatra was Italian, a flagrant philanderer, and an outspoken liberal. Pegler referred to the singer in his columns as a “New Deal Crooner”111 and a “Commie Playboy.”112

In 1941, newspaper columnists wielded enormous power. Pegler and many other ink-stained wretches of the day delighted in taking potshots at the earnest do-gooder Sinatra, suggesting that he was a reprobate at best and a communist at worst. Sinatra’s vicious and unfair treatment at the hands of the press in the early 1940s helped explain his lifelong animosity toward the Fourth Estate, especially in his later years when the political outlook of Ol’ Blue Eyes grew decidedly more conservative.

While Pegler decried the self-absorption of Sinatra’s screeching teenage fans, the self-absorption of Capitol Hill was long and legendary. Members were squawking about parking fees on the Hill, and Congressman Everett Dirksen, a Republican from Illinois, proposed price controls. He complained that while downtown garages charged 60 cents for eight hours, lots and garages on Capitol Hill charged at much as 25 cents for the first hour, 10 cents for the second hour, 5 cents per hour after that, a whole 5 cents more for eight hours.113

Washington was still hopeful for a workable solution to the crisis with Japan. Meetings took place and an exchange of documents continued between the Japanese embassy and the State Department, and the diplomats continued talking. Some publications took a decidedly “wait and see this will all blow over” posture on developments in the Pacific. Others, like the Baltimore Sun, were more breathless. “A single additional act of aggression by Japan may be sufficient to provoke instant large-scale retaliation by British forces—with the United States taking an active supporting role,” greeted readers in Charm City the morning of December 2.114

Roosevelt had had a light schedule that day, seeing now more than half a dozen people over the course of the day. He dined that evening with his personal secretary, Grace Tully, from 7:30 p.m. until twenty minutes after midnight. He then turned in at 12:35 a.m.115

In a fashion, tensions seemed to have diminished in twenty-four hours, and while coverage of the situation in the Far East continued by the nation’s newspapers, it faded somewhat against the backdrop of the ongoing war in Europe. A columnist wrote, “If there is to be war, it will start under strange auspices. The American people have no hate in their hearts for the Japanese. For generations a mutual admiration has been developing between the two countries and, despite the differences in language and customs, some warm friendships have sprung up.”116



CHAPTER 3

 THE THIRD OF DECEMBER

“British Rush Troops to Libya”

Sun

“Nazis Rush Reinforcements”

Tucson Daily Citizen

“Tokyo Must Explain Actions”

Washington Post

“Airport Coffee Shop Refuses to Serve Colored Quartet”

Washington Evening Star

Winston Churchill, along with influential Jewish leaders in Great Britain, America, and Palestine, called for the creation of a separate “army of Jews” to fight in the war. Thousands of young men from Palestine, America, and other countries stepped forward to volunteer for the unique fighting force. “What people, what group have more at stake?” said Emanuel Neumann, an American Jewish leader. “Hitler has openly proclaimed the annihilation of European Jewry as one of his war aims.” Henry Stimson, secretary of war, voiced his support. Ultimately, “entrenched bureaucrats” inside the British government threw enough monkey wrenches into the works and the concept withered. One London bureaucrat smarmily said that the British government was fighting both the Nazis and “Zionism.”1

Newspaper stories and editorials on the situation in the Pacific waned somewhat, as their attention was diverted to the Russian Front, the Atlantic, the Mediterranean, and North Africa, where the real fighting was going on. The situation there was simply more pressing.

More and more American correspondents were becoming embedded with Allied forces, especially with the British in North Africa, and poignant stories of heroism, humor, and sacrifice were appearing in American publications. One popular columnist, John Barry, sent back regular dispatches via his “War Diary” column.2 Photos and their captions of the African war zone had to be approved by the British before being released for publication in the West.3

So it was with a good deal of news coverage that President Roosevelt publicly announced on December 3 that Lend-Lease aid would be extended to Turkey. In actuality, the U.S government had been covertly aiding the strategically important country for some time, as it was a target for takeover by Germany. Roosevelt said, “The defense of Turkey [is] vital to the defense of the United States.”4 Billions under Lend-Lease had already gone to Great Britain, Russia, Free French operations, and other allies in the war against the Axis powers. Allegations arose that Washington was playing favorites with its lending and leasing policies, putting Great Britain ahead of the Soviets, but Roosevelt’s spokesman, Stephen Early, dismissed them. Congress had just allocated $78 million more for Russia.5 It was later revealed that under Lend-Lease, FDR was also aiding India.6

When it came to a president’s ability to make war, the Baltimore Sun editorialized in no uncertain terms, “We know from the experiences of other countries that Fascism results when the legislative branch of the Government surrenders to one man its powers to make decisions for the people. In the face of this same trend toward Fascism in America the immediate duty of the American people is to return to Congress only those representatives who faithfully execute the people’s trust.”7

Meanwhile, Edward R. Murrow of CBS, already a journalistic legend, was the guest of honor at a dinner at the Waldorf-Astoria and in front of over one thousand celebrants said that “unless the United States enters this war Britain may perish.” The establishment was out in full force to honor a charter member of the establishment; telegrams were read from FDR, the British ambassador Lord Halifax, Secretary of State Cordell Hull, and Brendan Bracken, the British minister of information. Murrow went on to say the war would be decided along the “banks of the Potomac” and not in North Africa or on the Russian Front.8 By now, Halifax was sending daily confidential memos to Roosevelt, advising him on British advances and defeats.9

The Philippines government first issued a confusing statement from President Quezon as to where it stood in the Pacific mess; it was blamed on a medical condition for which he received a complete checkup. He then issued a loyalty oath to FDR—and to the United States.10

To checkmate German designs on Greenland, from where their subs and ships could more easily continue their now unrestricted warfare against American and British ships, the American military was contemplating its own bases along the east coast of Greenland, including the island of Jan Mayen, in an area that had been discovered by Henry Hudson in 1607. Germany had already conquered Norway, and its sights on Greenland were simply an extension of its plans to dominate the North Atlantic and, eventually, the world.11

Russia, a large beneficiary of Lend-Lease, claimed anew to have successfully pushed back the German advance on Moscow and that their troops “were finding the frozen bodies of Germans wrapped in flimsy blankets; huddled in roadside ditches.”12 Russian troops also reported recapturing some towns first taken by the invading German army. Still, the information came from the state-owned media of the Soviet Union, and other news reports were less glowing about the Red Army’s successes. A news report from the Associated Press said that German troops had broken through the Soviet lines and were advancing once again on Moscow.13

The British meanwhile were “reorganizing” in Libya,14 mounting an effort at a counteroffensive against Gen. Erwin Rommel and his 16th Panzer Division and the rest of the German “Afrika Korps” as reported by Edward Kennedy, an “Associated Press War Correspondent.”15

Consternation was running high in America over Europe and to what extent Congress and America would allow FDR to set national policy. Secretary of State Cordell Hull emphasized the disagreements with other countries including “the basic doctrines of law, justice, morals and equality of treatment among nations—especially in trade—and settlement of controversies by peaceful negotiation rather than by force.”16 Hull, in private, was not confident about a favorable outcome in the Far East.17 The issue of Japan, which had ebbed and flowed over the past several days, was beginning to flow again.

More bluntly, the senator from Montana, Burton K. Wheeler, Democrat and first among America Firsters, acidly said, “The President’s foreign policy meant the plowing under of every fourth American boy. The only time the administration has intimated that we should go to war with Japan is when the British Empire is threatened.”18 Everybody in the Roosevelt White House hated Wheeler. Wheeler had already announced he would investigate “interventionists” in Hollywood.19 Just a year earlier, in 1940, John L. Lewis, head of the mine workers union and another isolationist and Roosevelt-basher, had tried to convince Wheeler to run for president.20

In truth, Hollywood in 1941 was reluctant to take on the subject of fascism overseas and whether America should intervene in Europe’s troubles. Germany was a huge and profitable market for American films, and the movie moguls were reluctant to alienate the cultural gatekeepers in Berlin. At the end of the day, Hollywood was first and foremost a business. When Charlie Chaplin’s The Great Dictator was released in late 1940, many critics panned his satire of Hitler as left-wing propaganda, earning Chaplin the lasting enmity (and surveillance) of FBI director J. Edgar Hoover. It was only after America entered the war that suddenly Chaplin’s film was seen as a courageous masterpiece.

For fifteen years, Sergeant Major Robert Smith, stationed in San Diego, had been a technical advisor to Hollywood on movies about the military. Smith observed that all inductees were essentially klutzes, both the real kind and the reel kind. He singled out actors Randolph Scott and John Payne as leading men who were “all thumbs.”21

Nevertheless, the winds in 1941 were slowly starting to shift the weathervane of American opinion, as reflected by the drubbing that the America First Committee was taking from the commentariat. One columnist went so far as to suggest that the America Firsters were in league with Berlin. “It has begun blackmailing our Representatives and Senators with the threat that they will not be re-elected unless at this moment they play the Axis game. They are threatening the country . . . which would . . . lose us the war and lose us the peace. In the whole diplomatic game, the America First Committee has been the only ace in the whole for the Axis.”22

On Capitol Hill, a much debated bill on curbing strikes in war industries, passed the House, 252–136. If it passed the Senate and FDR signed it, the measure would mandate a “60 day ‘cooling off’ period” before a union could undertake any strike in an industry that supported the war effort, and it could be argued that all industries somehow supported the war effort.23 In San Diego, the U.S. Navy was concerned about a strike among shipyard workers. Some referred to union strikes as “sabotage.”24 Unsurprisingly, according to Gallup, large majorities of Americans opposed strikes in defense industries.25 A ban on aid from the government to unions that affiliated or employed “members of the Communist party, the Young Communist League, and the German-American Bund” was also being discussed in the halls of Congress.26 The Los Angeles Times editorially supported the measure, saying there was no “right to strike.” “What about the right of self defense and self-preservation which, though the first law of nature, these unioneers call it their right to deny and to imperil?” the paper stormed.27

The American labor movement had additional problems. Congressman Martin Dies said the Congress of Industrial Organizations (which later merged with the American Federation of Labor to become the AFL-CIO) was “marked by a coalition of communism and criminality.” High officials had been charged or convicted of “petty larceny, grand larceny, burglary, grand theft, carrying concealed weapons, assault and battery, robbery, white slavery, holdups, conspiracy, attempted arson, receiving stolen property, felonious assault, extortion and forgery.”28

It wasn’t just the unions that were seen as hotbeds of communist agitation. New York City was also concerned with the “red menace” in their very own high schools, according to a report prepared by the New York state senate. “Communist students in the New York City colleges and high schools are taught to lie, cheat and create disturbances in the classroom and on the campus. . . . Young Communist League branches are found in four colleges, nine high schools, teachers groups and the Navy Yard in Brooklyn.” Teachers, students, and staff were suspended or fired as a result of the report and hundreds openly claimed membership.29

On December 3, the Birmingham News had a different take on New York: “The gay side of war—laughing soldiers, sailors and mariners promenading the streets, many with girlfriends clinging admiringly to their arms—is showing itself increasingly as the volume of American preparedness grows.”30 But the numbers weren’t growing fast enough.

Roosevelt criticized the Selective Service for being too selective. Over 20 percent—nearly 200,000—of men rejected were because of “defective teeth.” After the president intervened, the decision was to enlist the men into the army and then turn them over to the dental division for repairs.31 A headline in the Hartford Courant said, “5 Negros Among 197 Given Tests” in a story about the draft in Connecticut. It also noted that “such things as fever, sore throats and certain correctible defects are reasons for temporary rejections.”32 In New Hampshire, the Portsmouth Herald announced that thirty inductees were being called and they published the names of all thirty in the newspaper.33

In Georgia, 707 men received “greetings” from Uncle Sam. One of these was a man convicted for failing to keep his local “draft board advised of his address.”34 He was sent up for three years for draft evasion, but he pleaded that he’d tried to enlist a number of times. In court, the prisoner, Horace Woodrow Hampton, who had also been convicted twice of automobile theft, was advised that under a federal statue, inmates could be released if they went into the military.35

Mexicans who crossed the border and did not declare their intention to become U.S. citizens were exempt from military service. They could continue to live in Mexico and work in America, commuting each day.36 But because defense contractors required most workers to have a birth certificate and the military required all personnel to have such documents, it created a land office business with the state agencies that handled legal documents.37 Prior to 1941, birth certificates had not been much of an issue and people took prospective employees at their word as to where and when they were born.

There was a news report that covert Nazi agents were operating in Mexico City to recruit young Mexican boys—members of the “Mexican Sinarchists” to the Fascist cause and then send them overseas to join the Nazi cause. “A new pamphlet entitled, ‘Mexico in 1960’ contains a historical review indicating Sinarchist hostility to the United States,” complaining about lands taken in 1847.38

Bad behavior did occasionally take place in America, as some men discovered it was easier to panhandle wearing a uniform. Some donned uniforms of the Royal Air Force and stood outside clubs and restaurants in New York, claiming they lost their wallets; kind-hearted civilians often bailed them out.39 It also wasn’t unusual for inductees to be found with syphilis.

Some men, especially farm boys wanting to get off the farm, enlisted rather than wait to be drafted, as enlistees got better treatment and a chance to learn a trade. One twenty-year-old who had just finished a three-year hitch signed up for another and said he liked the army and planned on being in it when he was fifty. “I don’t know how to act around people,” he told the Los Angeles Times.40

The U.S. government announced that the hulls for twenty-four “escort vessels” ordered by the navy would be built in Denver, Colorado—1,300 miles from the nearest ocean port. The initial budget was $55 million.41 Part of the largess of the war effort also went to America’s prisons. In Atlanta, a penitentiary received a bonus check from the government for the “outstanding work” by inmates there. The check was presented in person by the attorney general, Francis Biddle.42

Congress continued its investigations into corruption in defense contracting and discovered a “sub-subcontractor” who was taking kickbacks of nearly one-third of the contract he’d brought Remington Arms Co. of Connecticut and its subcontracted maker of “shell dies.” The treasurer for the company said the sub-subcontractor, Leon K. Shanak, had performed “no service” and that the subcontractor, Trans-Continental, had provided nothing for the federal government.43

Washington “disqualified” 560 individuals for work because they failed to pass loyalty oaths to the U.S. government. This was out of a pool of 40,000 seeking jobs in defense industries. Arthur Flemming, a commissioner with the Civil Service, speculated, “Does [this] give evidence to you of some fifth column activities in the Government?” He answered his own query, “Certainly, if one studies our records, he would get some indication of that.” Another 2,400 failed to pass “character investigations.”44 In London, a pacifist member of the House of Lords, the Duke of Bedford, was seated only after taking that country’s loyalty oath to the king. The duke said he was only doing so to help some friends, who had been picked up by the government for violating “regulation 18B,” which allowed the home secretary “to hold without trial anyone he regards as dangerous to the war effort.”45

At the other end of the spectrum, Lady Astor—née Nancy Witcher Langhorne of Virginia—criticized Churchill for not including more women in the war effort. In a speech in the House of Commons, she said the prime minister should go “further in proposals to conscript women . . . If you don’t conscript married women there will be great discontent.”46 Lady Astor had been born in the United States and like Churchill, she was nobody’s fool. Like Churchill, she was a Tory, but unlike Churchill, she was beautiful. She was also the first woman to sit in Parliament, having succeeded her husband, Waldorf Astor.

Later, a poll of British subjects demonstrated wide support—55 percent to 35—for the conscription of women into the military; however, the vast majority—65 percent over 26—disapproved of women in combat. There were already a few women who were serving in harm’s way, some “wo-manning” antiaircraft emplacements. “It is reported that women have been found to excel men in the handling of complicated mechanical instruments and range finders.”47

Americans were more chivalrous on the subject. In a Los Angeles Times poll, nearly 60 percent opposed drafting women into the military.48 Of course the nation’s attitude about the sexes was hardly modern, as evidenced by syndicated columnist Dorothy Dix, who advised divorced women to buck up and accept the fact it was probably their fault that their husbands had left them. “The discarded wife always poses as martyr and calls upon her friends and acquaintances to shed tears of pity over her. They look upon marriage as a graft in which the husband must give all while they give nothing.”49

As a result of the Allied embargo of Japan, 75 percent of her imports had been cut, but that was only the beginning of her economic strain. Because of the shift in the Japanese economy to a war footing, billions of yen were being devoted to armaments, and annual rice production fell from 400 million bushels to 297 million because of the cutoff of fertilizers for farmers.50

The Japanese had still not answered President Roosevelt’s question from the day before: what were their intentions in Thailand? The Thai government felt certain it knew the answer and issued an open invitation for help, assuming a likely and imminent attack. But diplomacy is a complicated art. “It is no secret here that the discussions have been severely hampered by the Japanese proclivity for combining peaceful words with warlike actions,” reported the Associated Press from Washington.51

FDR “made clear that the objective which was sought meant that no additional territory should be taken by anyone,” reported the Los Angeles Times.52 But Roosevelt said his query “did not constitute an ultimatum.”53 He also complained that the Japanese people were not being made aware of Washington’s position when it came to the Pacific and that the press there was only telling citizens of British military actions in the region. “The Chief Executive termed Japan a friendly power with which the United States was at peace.”54

But the situation was dicier than a word like peace would indicate. The White House let it out that the administration might “abandon talks if good faith is not shown.”55 Yet there were still hopes for an “armed truce,”56 though some of the striped pants set said the “crisis may come to [a] head within [a] few days.”57 Another group of diplomats said that FDR “placed Japan in a position where she must withdraw forces recently sent to and in transit to Indo-China and continue negotiations . . . or face . . . a possible war” with America.58 Meanwhile, Japanese officials said Premier Tojo had been “misquoted” when he said that Americans and British had to be “purged”59 from the Far East, and that a “subordinate official . . . did a clumsy job” of translating Tojo.60 Later, the Japanese government denied outright that Tojo had ever said the word purge.61

An assistant secretary for the navy, Ralph A. Bard, said the situation in the Pacific was “a tinder box . . . waiting for a spark that will explode all over the eastern quarter of the globe.”62 But he also stated, like everybody else in the navy, that they do not “underestimate Japan’s power” and “in the regrettable event of trouble in the Pacific, that trouble will not be a minor one.”63

Despite FDR’s assurance of a non-ultimatum, the Washington Post ran a story with a dire lede, dateline Washington, that appeared to blame Tokyo. “The issue of peace or war in the Pacific . . . may turn on Japan’s reply.”64 The headline said, “Tokyo Must Explain Actions,”65 And the story detailed how FDR was waiting, how his question amounted to an ultimatum, even as he said in his press conference it did not. It also reported that Washington had set a deadline of December 15 as “zero hour.” That was when the rice fields in Thailand were no longer flooded and the ground would be firm enough for mechanized vehicles.66

The paper ran a story, the same day, with an ominous headline dateline Tokyo, that appeared to blame Washington. “The uncompromising attitude of Washington undoubtedly has dimmed any chance for success of the United States-Japanese negotiations, but Japan is determined that all avenues of a peaceful settlement be exhausted . . . informed sources said.” The headline said, “Japan to Exhaust All Peace Avenues.”67

As many times as FDR waved off speculation that any invasion of Thailand would lead to war, the Post speculated just as many times that an invasion would lead to “undeclared hostilities . . . general war in the Pacific.” FDR also told reporters that “some progress” was being made in the peace negotiations and that it was his understanding the Japanese “would take no additional steps while the negotiations were underway.”68

However his query was interpreted, by Tokyo or American newspapers, Roosevelt had good reason to be concerned. While the talks continued, one report came in saying, “A sizable Japanese naval force also is reported in Indo-China waters. . . .”69 New reports coming from Saigon said the Japanese continued to amass extraordinary numbers of troops and supplies in Indo-China, along the Thai border. “The docks” in Saigon “are piled with drums of gasoline, trucks, guns and other equipment. Troops and supplies are arriving daily by ship and train at Saigon.” Military experts thought the islands of the Dutch Indies would be the first target of Tokyo.70

FDR that day received a confidential memo from the Office of Naval Intelligence informing him on developments in the Far East, including troop movements into China and south, possibly as a prelude to invading Thailand.71

The British government was telling reporters that if Japan attacked their Far East outposts, America would jump into the fray, but this was wishful thinking as Churchill had been agitating for months for direct involvement by America.72 As much as the Japanese were provoking America, England was cajoling America. But it was also reported that the Dutch were pressuring London to go into Thailand to keep it from going to the Japanese, should they invade, much as FDR did with Surinam, taking it before the Germans could. The report out of Manila said a source close to the administration suggested that even if talks broke down between Washington and Tokyo, this would not presage a war between the two countries. “Washington sees no spark for an immediate Japanese-American war.”73 Even so, Americans were still evacuating Asia, many headed for the Philippines.

The Chicago Tribune was continuing to taunt FDR, contrasting his words of 1940: “I give you one more assurance your boys are not going to be sent into any foreign wars” with his words of just a few days earlier: “It is always possible that our boys in the military and naval academies may be fighting for the defense of these American institutions of ours.”74 The paper stated its platform on the editorial page in one simple phrase: “Save Our Republic.”75

Some former government officials seemed to be agitating for war with Japan. The former ambassador to Thailand, Hugh Grant, told the New York Times, “If the Japanese really want war, now is the time to let them have it. I believe we could smash them within a period of a few months with our superior air and naval forces.”76

Another civilian, Senator Tom Connally, Democrat of Texas, gave a speech in Florida in which he thundered that the U.S. Navy “in the Pacific . . . can shoot and shoot straight. That is my answer to the Japanese Premier.” Connally threw some other choice barbs at Tokyo. FDR also sent a message to the United States Saving and Loan League, to whom Connally gave his incendiary remarks, but it was simply to praise them for their work in constructing “defense housing.”77

After upbraiding FDR over his war-making powers, the Baltimore Sun then turned on a dime and taunted the Japanese. “By deciding to go on with the negotiations the Japanese statesmen are serving their own nation well. In ships, in planes, in all the stuff with which to make war, the United States grows stronger week by week. Both relatively and absolutely Japan grows weaker. The longer we can keep the Japanese talking, the greater the chance that they will finally understand that war with this country would be an undiluted disaster for them.”78

The Japanese representatives in Washington, Ambassador Kichisaburo Nomura and “special envoy” Saburo Kurusu, told the Roosevelt administration they had transmitted the president’s request for an answer on the Thailand question. Washington was suspicious of Kurusu, though. He’d only joined the Japanese embassy in Washington two weeks earlier and had been the representative of the empire of Japan in Berlin to sign the Tripartite Pact in September of 1940.

Maps in the nation’s papers depicted the Far East with Japanese troop and ship emplacements, complete with the mileage by air from Tokyo to Singapore, Manila, and a newly mentioned potential target, Guam, an American territory. It was 1,600 miles from Tokyo to the tiny island in the Pacific.79

At Saks Fifth Avenue, Christmas ads were hawking lingerie for women, saying, “There is no shortage of pure silk.”80 Men in uniform were more pedestrian in their gift choices for Christmas. A poll conducted of soldiers said their preferences were “[m]oney, cigarettes, stamps, subscriptions to home-town newspapers, cookies and candy.” Also shirts—but families were warned not to send striped or polka dot shirts as they were banned by the military, even when off duty.81

Macy’s department store helpfully listed dozens of military posts and dates by which gifts had to be shipped to be there in time for Christmas. The store had its own “post exchange” to help family and friends get gifts headed for all forty-eight states.82

Another popular item for Christmas was a radio, and many houses had more than one. Emerson, Philco, and General Electric all touted AM radios that were as cheap as $16.95.83 On WMAL in Washington, residents could listen to Orphans of Divorce, Honeymoon Hill, and Quiz Kids. On WRC, they could tune into Guiding Light, Stella Dallas, and at night listen to Eddie Cantor.84 Shirley Temple was heard on stations across the country.85

In order to stay warm in December, many homes in the Washington area still used the relatively safe coal as opposed to natural gas. There was hardly a day that went by that the newspapers did not report on a home death via a natural gas explosion or poisoning. A ton of good Blue Ridge bituminous coal—delivered—was $10, but if you wanted the small, “egg”-sized chunks for the stove, it was $10.50. The Blue Ridge Co. also delivered a full cord of firewood, stacked, for $7.50.86

The men in uniform were facing a traveling maelstrom to get home for the holidays, provided they were granted leave. It was expected that December of 1941 would be the heaviest travel month in years. Not enough planes were flying to accommodate everybody, railroads were scrounging to come up with extra cars, and an estimated 100,000 troops were expected to pass through Washington’s Union Station over the Yuletide. The furloughs came in waves, staggered out over the month of December, beginning on the 12th and extending to the 29th. Most of the GIs were looking forward to a two-week vacation.87 Print ads suggested, “If he can’t get home for Christmas—send a carton of Camels.”88

One soldier (whose name was not revealed) who had taken his furlough a bit too casually years earlier tried to come back; having received a ten-day pass in May of 1919, he did not return to post for twenty-two years. While away, he got married, saw the country, and started his own business, but decided to return to Fort McPhearson to clear his record and serve his country as a mechanic. In truth, he tried to come back in 1919. After his pass was up, he returned to his duty station, but the army said they could not find his records proving he was a soldier in the U.S. Army. He was kicked out of the camp. Still, his conscience bothered him and, two decades later, he attempted to clear the matter up. He’d originally enlisted in 1915 and served under Gen. John J. Pershing in Mexico.89

The bureaucrats of Washington were in a quandary. A federal tax of $5 per car in America was costing the government more to enforce than it generated in revenue. Few wanted to repeal it, but no one could figure out how to distribute millions of windshield stickers, collect the tax, and still have money left over. Some suggested that additional revenues be raised so the Treasury Department could collect the tax. “If the Treasury is not given the money it needs to finance the collection . . . it cannot collect.”90

Senator Walter George, Democrat of Georgia, fussed publicly that federal taxes on the American people had reached their limit, and the new borrowing to finance the New Deal and the war effort could mean pushing off repaying the debt, which would then “have to be amortized over the life of the present, the next and maybe the third generation.” He projected that at the current rate the national debt could reach somewhere between $110 and $150 billion. Any future taxes could “tremendously [weaken] our whole economy.”91 But administration officials were already floating the notion of an additional tax of nearly $5 billion.92

Other congressional representatives were concerned that the huge outlays from Washington were only going to large corporations and that small businesses were missing in the equation, including getting the raw materials they needed to operate. The Office of Production Management said it was working on it. They had, they said, “10 different methods” and these “would be ready in four to five weeks.” The navy said it was interested in helping small businesses, “but not at the expense of the defense effort.”93

Nazi Germany’s expensive war machine was also costly to their national economy, with two-thirds supported by tax revenue and one-third financed with borrowing, according to the Tax Institute at the University of Pennsylvania. Economists noted, however, the indebtedness, borrowing, taxation, and spending were all controlled by the government in Berlin, and no amount of fiscal or financial Keynesian excessiveness could stop a country from going to war if the country truly wanted to go to war. “On the whole, the methods of German war finance have neither been very radical nor have they been very different from other countries. They contain very little of specific Nazi elements. Like all other countries, Germany is financing the war on sound methods, mainly by taxing much more heavily now than in the First World War.”94 Moreover, Hitler had the firm backing of Germany’s industrialists, notably the aristocratic Thyssen and Krupp families, who perhaps privately viewed the former corporal from Vienna as a clown but also as a useful expedient for ridding the country of unions, communists, and other undesirables. Germany’s industrial might was open at full throttle, for all-out war.

Because of the trouble obtaining precious metals from the Far East, the United States began procuring these materials from Chile, and an agreement between Washington and Santiago was established.95 One congressman had a novel solution to the metal shortage; he suggested melting down all the statues in the country, all ninety thousand of them.96 Not even scarcity could improve government efficiencies. A huge pile of scrap aluminum collected by citizens at the urging of the government was sitting unattended in San Francisco, “oxidizing under early winter rains on the lot where the metal was dumped.” An official with American Smelting and Refining Co. explained, “We’re awaiting orders from the government.”97

The navy announced their $300 million effort at island building on Puerto Rico had come for naught. The plan for years had been to turn the island into an American outpost, complete with a thriving economy, English-speaking citizens, clean living, and a modern military capability. The locals thought otherwise. Indeed, “the headaches”98 had been going on since 1898, when the U.S. government took over the island. “Filth, some of the slimiest slums of the New World, poverty, disease and a potent brand of Latin politics are still here,” reported the Washington Evening Star. The appointed governor general, Dr. Rexford Guy Tugwell, one of FDR’s “original New Deal ‘brain truster,’” was at his wits end and contemplated imposing a very un-good-neighborly martial law. Concerns about the “native population” birth and death rate were also heard.99 It would not be the first time America had failed at nation building.

Farther south, the navy was finding Brazil to be a more hospitable partner, at least when it came to joint operations. With the blessing of the country, American ships patrolled the three thousand-mile-long coastline of the country, running at night under blackout conditions, watching for German ships and U-boats. The Brazilian government was also mobilizing their army, fearful of a German invasion.100

Ireland was officially neutral, but its hatred for Great Britain caused some of its citizens to cheer the Germans. Still, the Nazis attacked four Irish commercial ships, including passenger ships.101 The German Luftwaffe also blasted and sank a British refrigeration ship, the Meriones, 7,557 tons, as it was stranded on the high seas. They also destroyed another British ship, the Jessmore, 4,099 tons.102

In the face of what was happening to Ireland and Britain, Navy secretary Knox coyly told reporters that the sinking of American vessels in the Atlantic had recently slackened, but without giving any reason why. When pressed by the scribes, he evasively said, “Make your own guess about that. There’s a good story in it if you dig it up.” But “the Secretary refused to say whether the Atlantic patrol of the United States Navy was being made more vigilant or whether repeal of the Neutrality Act had anything to do with the drop in the number of sinkings.” He refused to say anything else about the ticklish situation in the Pacific or much else, except that he’d placed orders “for 5,334 vessels, costing $7,351,497,905 since January 1, 1940” or that “[n]early $1,000,000,000 has been spent for expanding shipbuilding facilities in that time,” or that “27 combatant ships have been commissioned, 41 launched and the keels laid for 128.”103

Loose lips indeed.

If enemy spies in the United States had missed anything, the last information hole was filled by Assistant Secretary for the Navy Lewis Compton who said America was launching “a boat a day and the schedule will be stepped up to two a day by July. . . . He also revealed that Navy launchings are well ahead of schedule.”104 The New York Times joined in the fun, reporting on new battleships being launched and their locations, such as the Indiana and the cruiser Cleveland.105 Indeed, the Los Angeles Times had a large regular section in the paper, “Shipping News,” in which construction, status, and launch information was all carefully and completely reported, along with “activities at Los Angeles Harbor.” It also helpfully reported on “vessel arrivals and departures,” including ships compliments, destinations, and estimated arrival times in other ports of call.106 The Air Mail Schedule was also reported in detail.107

Mel Ott was named “playing manager” of the New York Giants, replacing Bill Terry, who was kicked upstairs to oversee the team’s farm operations.108 It was big news in the sports world. Less covered, Lou Boudreau was named player-manager of the Cleveland Indians.109 Boudreau was part-Jewish,110 and for many Americans, this was meaningful, especially at this time in the world. Being only twenty-four, Boudreau’s announcement was duly noted, though he was an outstanding infielder and was already a part of history, helping to stop Joe DiMaggio’s fifty-six–game hitting streak.

That year was an exceptional one for baseball, as not only “Yankee Clipper” DiMaggio set a record for the next century, so, too, did Boston’s Ted Williams, the last man to hit over .400 for a season. Baseball in 1941 was not only the “national pastime”111 it was the national obsession, and coverage of trades, drafts, and standings were often on the front pages of American newspapers, following the exploits of Bob “Rocket Robert” or “Rapid Robert” Feller, a young sensational pitcher, both players with the Indians. In Washington, a journeyman front office worker from the minor leagues, Calvin Griffith, was named as the traveling secretary for the Senators.112 In Atlanta, fans had no major league team to root for, but minor league baseball was as popular as it was in other secondary cities around the nation. Atlanta’s fans rooted for the Crackers.

Football was still gaining a toehold, but the college game was more popular than professional football, who some regarded with suspicion. Considerable attention was focused on the “Negro college football championship,” with the title game to be played before a sellout crowd at Memorial Stadium in Atlanta. The game would pit undefeated Morris Brown, located in Atlanta, against North Carolina State of Durham, also undefeated, though they had tied one game. The North Carolina squad was the champion of the “Colored Intercollegiate Athletic Conference.”113

A one hundred-year-old man, Joseph Punch, was making plans to wed a child bride, Minnie E. Smith, age sixty-six. Punch was born in 1841 in Mississippi. Punch said his father had been a slave but gave no indication as to his own status in a Southern state twenty years before the Civil War.114

Progress in civil rights was slow at best in the North and had gone into reverse in the South. At Washington’s National Airport, “The Southern Airs, a well-known National Broadcasting Co. colored quartet . . . were refused table service at the coffee shop . . . because of a Virginia segregation law.” The singers had driven to National from Williamsburg to catch a flight to Cincinnati, but it was canceled due to weather. The airport manager, John Groves, hid behind his little bureaucracy, claiming he did not know who had jurisdiction over the airport: the private owners of the coffee shop and restaurant, the Commonwealth of Virginia, or the District of Columbia. Waitresses had refused to serve the foursome. Representatives of the NAACP came to the airport to confer with the musicians and finally, accommodations were offered in the cafeteria “which has permanent facilities for serving colored guests” but not in main dining room of the airport or the coffee shop.115 Refusing, the Southern Airs departed, their dignity intact.

Yet contrary to what many people in the North thought, not everybody in the South was a racist. In Georgia, a prison camp warden, C. A. Jacobson, a white man, was sentenced to three years in the state penitentiary for the involuntary manslaughter of a black inmate, Louis Gordon, whom Jacobsen had placed in a “sweat box.” The jury deliberated for only forty minutes before convicting Jacobson.116 And yet, lynching was prevalent in the South—a tragic fact about American society that Adolf Hitler delighted in pointing out to the world.

In Florida, in a war game exercise, a group of “Negro troops” successfully “captured” MacDill Field. “Shortly before 10 o’clock the invaders ‘landed’ from the bay, pushed through a gas barrage and smoke screen in utter darkness and had infiltrated the field before they were discovered.”117

Military leaders in Japan were naturally calling for the United States to stop aiding Gen. Chiang Kai-shek’s forces in China, to give up any presence or designs in the Far East, and to “retire, strategically and politically, to the Western Hemisphere.” And in Washington, attention was fixed on the upcoming conference between President Roosevelt with Japanese ambassador Kichisaburo Nomura and special envoy Saburo Kurusu.118 References to an old “Nine-Power Treaty,” were thrown around diplomatic circles, but the Japanese said recent events had rendered it null and void.

Halfway around the world at another conference, five Nazi operatives in the Far East met in Shanghai, “anxious to patch up an understanding so that Japan’s resources in men and weapons may be turned elsewhere against Germany’s enemies.”119



CHAPTER 4

 THE FOURTH OF DECEMBER

“Defense Units Study Means to Protect Girls Hired by U.S.”

Washington Evening Star

“Jap Evacuation Ship Sails after Mail Is Ordered Taken Off”

Tucson Daily Citizen

“America-Firsters Japan’s Ace in Hole”

Atlanta Constitution

“Jap Press Hurls Bolts at Allied Powers in Crisis”

Birmingham News

An explosive twenty-six-page memo marked “CONFIDENTIAL” arrived at the White House from the Office of Naval Intelligence, analyzing “JAPANESE INTELLIGENCE AND PROPAGANDA IN THE UNITED STATES” and under the heading marked, “Methods of Operation and Points of Attack,” it read, “The focal point of the Japanese Espionage effort is the determination of the total strength of the United States. In anticipation of possible open conflict with this country, Japan is vigorously utilizing every available agency to secure military, naval and commercial information, paying particular attention to the West Coast, the Panama Canal and the Territory of Hawaii.”1

It also went into great detail about the subversive Japanese elements in the Hawaiian Islands. All the Japanese consulates on the West Coast were busily gathering information on the U.S. Navy, especially in the Pacific. One passage was underlined—perhaps by Roosevelt himself: “Recently it was brought to the attention of the Office of Naval Intelligence that out of a total of 198 postal employees in Honolulu, 51 have dual citizenship and that the foreman in the registry section, Ernest Hirokawa, is an alien Japanese. As a result of this discovery that registered mail for the fleet stationed in Hawaiian waters is not routed directly to the Pearl Harbor Navy Yard as a security measure.” Chillingly, “. . . the [Japanese] Naval Inspector’s Office . . . was primarily interested in obtaining detailed technical information which could be used to advantage by the Japanese Navy.”2

Washington, D.C., was experiencing growing pains. The nation’s capital was filling up so quickly with new bureaucrats and new bureaucracies that Senator Jennings Randolph of West Virginia, no stranger to political opportunism, proposed moving all agencies out of Washington that were not directly related to national defense. Naturally, he had in mind moving large chunks of the government to his home state and produced the mayor of Elkins, West Virginia, John C. Freeland, to attest to how his town was ready to handle thousands of new residents. “The delegation traveled 200 miles, mostly over fogbound mountains, this morning to attend [Randolph’s] hearing,” as one report informed.3 The word decentralization was introduced into the political lexicon. Suddenly, members of Congress had all sorts of ideas about moving around the bureaucracy and coincidentally, all these suggestions were in their home states.

A great big new part of that bureaucracy was the massive building being assembled just across the Potomac to house the War Department. Five-sided, many storied, many ringed, and with roads going everywhere, it was already named the War Department Building. The site was a giant mess, but it was envisioned to become the largest building in the world when completed. The traffic in the area had already been chaotic at best, and the gigantic construction endeavor only added to drivers’ and commuters’ headaches. To ameliorate the complaints of local residents, the military announced it would hold a briefing for the public on the building, its construction, and the new road system being built “at a meeting . . . at 12:30 p.m. at the Harrington Hotel.” There, representatives of the Public Roads Administration, the Office of the Quartermaster General, architects, planning engineers, and top military brass explained the building, its workings, and answered all questions.4 No one was satisfied.

The army also announced with great fanfare the purchase of almost thirty-nine thousand acres in rural Virginia to add to the existing Ft. A.P. Hill facility. The cost was $1,206,000.5 Additional housing for nurses at Ft. Belvoir post, also in the Commonwealth, was announced, as well as expansion plans in other parts of the state.

Back across the river, the District of Columbia began to mandate fingerprints for business licenses, including “operators of massage, bowling, billiard . . . establishments, solicitors, private detectives, fortune tellers, clairvoyants and mediums . . . boxing promoters and applicants for liquor licenses.”6 The Young Democrats were planning to descend on Washington December 12 and 13, but they probably would not be fingerprinted.

Along with all the bureaucrats, Washington was filling up with women, as ever-more numbers of young ladies flooded into the nation’s capital in search of employment with the national government on account of the war effort. The Consumer and Welfare Committee and the District Defense Committee of the city of Washington announced plans to form groups to meet them at the train and bus stations “in an attempt to keep girls . . . away from questionable rooming houses.” Their stated goal was to call “attention to the bad character of some of the establishments encountered.”7 In simpler language, they wanted to keep these impressionable young girls—some literally just off the farm—from falling into prostitution. And the best way to promote clean living, it was thought, was by associating with decent people in decent parts of town with decent housing.

These were not “Rosie the Riveter” blue-collar laborers but instead “Tessie the Typist”—sprightly young girls in search of white-collar employment in steno pools, as clerk typists, filing clerks, secretaries, and certainly as “Girl Fridays,” though undoubtedly there were more than a few men in Washington who wanted them for “Girl Friday Nights.”

Problem was there was little good housing to speak of in Washington, which despite its status as the nation’s capital was a dirty and humid backwater. Indeed, there has been little decent housing since its founding as the federal city—especially since the residents of the better neighborhoods fought the city’s Zoning Commission when it planned to allow for rooming houses in their neighborhoods with zoning variances.

After a protracted fight and over objections from civic groups, the Zoning Commission shoved through the desired changes in the law and announced a new plan to allow up to four tenants to rent rooms in residential homes. It would only be “abandoned at the end of the national emergency proclaimed by President Roosevelt or by December 31, 1945, whichever date is reached first.”8 The lead editorial in the Washington Evening Star the next day was not about the war in Europe or the situation in the Pacific, but the decision of the Zoning Commission and the newspaper’s concern about the new regulations.9

The state of affairs was worse in New York and other defense “boom towns” for young women. Though money was flowing out of Washington to defense contractors and as many as 1.5 million people had relocated to take jobs in national defense, “for the average woman and girl employee it’s a story of inflated living costs and inadequate rates of pay.” A study was issued by the U.S.O. and the Y.W.C.A. saying, “No one takes responsibility for their welfare, and girls, many of them never having held jobs before and drawn by the thousands into these boom towns, have found their wages, averaging from $18 to $20 a week, almost entirely consumed by board and high rentals, with little or no money left over for clothing and recreation . . . Involved is a pay rate of 40 cents an hour, 45 cents on night shifts with . . . facilities often so poor that the ‘morale’ service had put up tents with cots and equipment for doing laundry. . . . Girls are sharing not only rooms, but beds, with native commuters resenting intruders as ‘trailer trash’ and refusing to house single girls because they are waitresses or munitions workers.”10

One could not help notice the change in Washington and across the country with the growing number of working women, and not just in the war effort. So many women now had jobs that department stores began having “Night Sales” to accommodate women who could not get out of the office for daytime sales. To keep the girls from being taken advantage of by renters, the city instituted rent control and appointed a “Rent Czar.”11 A number of profile stories were devoted to some of the young women who had streamed into Washington. They worked long days, socialized in the evenings, and did charity work, such as volunteering for “Bundles for Bluejackets,” where they learned to knit windbreakers and sweaters for American sailors operating in the cold north Atlantic.12

Sumner Wells, the undersecretary of state, and his wife offered to the American Women’s Voluntary Service the use of their stables on Massachusetts Avenue, but they were rejected as they could only accommodate around two hundred girls, said Miss Anita Phipps, chairman of the A.W.V.S. On the morning of December 3, on the front page of the Washington Post, “an attractive girl . . . Miss Lila Quick, a 19-year-old Veterans Administration worker” was reported missing. Miss Quick had only arrived in the nation’s capital several months earlier from Birmingham, Alabama.13 The city also announced its “first woman air raid warden, Miss Mary Mason.” She worked for the National Broadcasting Company as well as serving as a member of the Home Economics Association.14

The Birmingham News ran an entertaining regular feature on the front page entitled “No Man’s Land in Washington; Lulu Tells Betty What’s Going On.” In the guise of a letter, it opened, “Dear Betty, I have been too busy with defense work to write you lately. Let us make a New Year resolution ahead of time to write more often in the future. Speaking of the future, in some ways it looks brighter, in others more depressing. From all I hear, the ‘peace emissary’ from Tokyo, Suburo Kuruso, came to Washington just to stall for time. There are few persons here who believe his intentions were ever honorable. If all negotiations fail between Tokyo and Washington, then look out for trouble P.D.Q.”15

Traffic fatalities had skyrocketed in Washington over just one year, possibly because more drivers were speeding, certainly because there were more drivers, and possibly because of the growing sense of crisis in the city. It was not unusual for a child, alighting from a school bus, to be mowed down by a car.

Perhaps some drivers had become impatient, as some most surely had when a convoy of two thousand cars “containing infantry and mechanizedtroops” rolled through Washington on a weekday “en route from the Carolina maneuvers to Camp Edwards, Mass. Washington traffic police routed the division over Key Bridge, Canal Road, Foxhall Road, Nebraska and Wisconsin Avenues to the District line.” And later that afternoon, an additional 350 army vehicles were expected to make the approximate same route through Washington.16

In California, it was just the opposite. Drivers were pulled over for driving too slowly because of troop convoys or because their cars were “jallopies” that could not maintain a rate of speed.17

It didn’t help matters when Washington and all of the East Coast were enveloped in the worst fog in years. The gleaming new National Airport, built near the banks of the Potomac River in 1941, was closed, as were airports from New York to Atlanta, but also west to Pittsburg and Kansas City. The fog and “low lying smoke from defense-busy factories caused semi-blackouts.” Ferryboats collided in Norfolk, five ocean-going passenger ships had to layup in the Chesapeake, and traffic ground to a halt for the day.18 In Boston, the R.C.A. Company picked the foggy night to test out its new air-raid siren, and the moist air contributed to a weird sound that pierced Beantown. Across the region, people called the local police and fire departments asking what was going on.19

A senator from New York, James Mead, complained that men in uniform were being ill-treated in the District. On the floor of the Senate, Mead said that some Washington establishments “discriminated” against the military. A bill had been introduced earlier in the year that would “make it unlawful for any restaurant, hotel or other place of public assembly to bar men in uniform from its facilities or service.”20 A move was also afoot in Congress “to continue the fight for legislation giving residents of the District the privilege of voting. . . .”21 As it was the cold and flu season, the District Health Department and the Pneumonia Control Committee asked sick people to stay home. As of 1940 in Washington, 80 out of every 100,000 individuals died of pneumonia.22

Congress was making plans to quit Washington sine die on December 20, giving members from long distances just enough time to get home to their districts, especially those traveling by rail, car, or bus. But before the Senate could depart, they would have to take up the bill regulating strikes in war industries, as labor unions were beginning to mount a lobbying campaign to defeat the controversial bill. Many were aghast it had so easily passed the House, with its overwhelming control by the Democrats, long aligned with the labor movement. But the unions found themselves on the wrong side of the patriotism argument. Industrial America saw the temporary advantage and they exploited it, pledging to put “patriotism above personal gain,” and even William Knudsen, a high official with the Office of Production Management, said, “Let’s, by the Almighty God, see to it that the boys, if they have to go, go with guns in their hands and not with a broom handle.”23 The War Department issued press releases claiming strikes had cost “7,000,000 man-hours.”24

Henry Ford’s plants in Detroit had already been partially converted to manufacturing to support the war effort. Ford himself was supportive. “[O]ut of the present conflict in Europe I see emerging a world federation, a union of all peoples in which there will be no customs, monetary or economic barriers,” he said.25 The Ford Motor Company was already churning out tanks and planes, but the old man was, as always, a visionary, quoting Tennyson’s “Locksley Hall” speech of one hundred years prior.

At Union Station, where members of Congress and Washingtonians could catch trains leaving town, it was disclosed that government officials under the Wage-Hour Division were trailing Red Caps porters around to see if they were disclosing all their tips for tax purposes. “The checkers would dog the steps of the porters and compel them to disclose the amount of the tips they received. Arthur Brown, negro porter at the Camden Street Station . . . in Baltimore testified that the check system was a ‘nuisance’ which annoyed customers and Red Caps alike. He stated that Red Caps would do as well without any check system or guaranteed minimum wage.” At the time, Red Caps could keep everything over 10 cents per customer to help with their luggage.26

The Washington social scene was in full swing in the early days of December, and the newspapers were filled with stories about this cocktail party, that black tie dinner, and hoity-toity embassy parties. “Delightful Parties Held” and “Air Attaché and Mrs. Kenny Honored at Informal Party Given by Canadian Minister” were some of the headlines.27 One party honoring “Senhor Paulo Bettencourt” and “Senhora de Bettencourt” was hosted by Nelson Rockefeller and “Mrs. Rockefeller.”28

But one Georgetown socialite was having trouble with the help, according to the Post. “A popular Georgetown hostess tells this story on herself. Seems that along with a number of other Capitalites, she has had her share of servant trouble lately. A couple of days ago, however, she interviewed a colored maid whose qualifications appeared to be ideal. Arriving with the domestic for the interview was her brother.” At the conclusion of the tour, the hostess welcomed the maid, telling her “you will feel like home here. She ought to,” put in the brother with a wide smile. She was bawned in this very room.”29

In December of 1941, newspapers in America often published the impending military transfer of army personnel. In long columns, the names of men being assigned to the Medical Corps, the Infantry, the Coast Artillery, the Air Corps, the Ordinance Department, the Quartermaster Corps, the Dental Corps, the Field Artillery, the Veterinary Corps, and the Sanitary Corps were all right there in black and white along with the location of their new assignments. Anybody could read it, including jealous girlfriends, old enemies, collection agencies, and Japanese and Nazi spies.30 The notion that anyone could enlist in the military, pack up their troubles, and get a fresh start was absurd.

The newspapers also thoughtfully listed shortwave radio broadcasts, including war news and broadcasts from London, Berlin, and “Tokio.”31 Also right there in black and white were details about how the navy’s newest dive-bomber, the “HELL-DIVERr,” was being made in Columbus, Ohio, at a newly dedicated twenty-six acre facility. The plane, to be manufactured by the Curtiss-Wright Corporation, was a continuation of American pioneering in the new art of naval dive-bombing. The plant was opened by Rear Admiral John B. Towers, who helpfully told reporters, “Germany copied its dive bombing technique from the Unites States Navy. Ernst Udet witnessed a demonstration of Navy dive bombing in this country eight years ago and took the idea back to Germany.”32

The war continued its steady spread across the globe. In Lebanon, “war widows and orphans” of men who died fighting were receiving Red Cross aid.33 President Fulgencio Batista of Cuba wanted his national legislature to grant him emergency powers to act in the event of hostilities. “He also declared that Cuba must be ready to carry out her commitment to the United States, with which the island’s policy is linked.”34 The Argentine government was looking to clear up a previous misunderstanding with Washington, so as to gain access to its funds and pay for its own army.35 Great Britain was moving ahead with declarations of war against “Finland, Rumania and Hungary.” Churchill’s policy was that “any man or state who marches with Hitler is our foe.”36 Finland had attacked Russia, an English ally.

The famed war correspondent Royal Arch Cunnison was in the Far East documenting, “Here in the Philippines the United States Army and Navy and the Filipino troops are on a ‘war alert’ 24 hours a day” and that the daily activities by America to strengthen its position in the region might dissuade Tokyo from military action.” He was not hopeful, though, that the Emperor would put a halt to his country’s militarists. “It is not logic that will govern the Japanese. If they were logical, there would be no war.”37 Others in Washington’s diplomatic circles were convinced that the Germans’ complications in North Africa and the Russian Front would give the Japanese pause; that maybe there was a chance Hitler might not win the war, especially after two Italian divisions had surrendered to the Russians. Moscow issued a statement proclaiming that Josef Stalin was personally directing the Russian defense as “supreme commander in chief of the Red Army.” The statement also claimed the Red Army had “severely defeated the Adolph Hitler Elite Guard.”38

But Senator Claude Pepper of Florida, a staunch supporter of FDR in general and of Lend-Lease in particular, publicly predicted that the Vichy French government and the Japanese would engage in a “pincer” move into Thailand and toward the Burma Road.39 Meanwhile, the Vichy French would support pinning down the British in Libya, thus reducing the armaments they could send to the Far East to strengthen their garrisons. But there were also rumors in Washington that the Japanese navy—thought to be a moderating force in Tokyo—was squabbling with the militarist elements inside the government. “[T]he conservative element struggles with the military group to prevent aggravation of the Pacific crisis to the point of war against the United States.”40

This slim reed was grasped by many, that internal discord and food riots among the populace would prevent Japan from going to war. “If there is a ray of hope that a solution other than general war in the orient will be found, it rests on the uncertain attitude of the Japanese naval high command. . . . Reports to the State Department declare that” riots, provoked by unemployment and shortages of rice and fish, the main staples of the Japanese diet, are rapidly spreading over the country.”41

“Finally, Japan is confronted in the present situation with overwhelming naval and air supremacy of her potential enemies. An American fleet, bigger than her own, is poised at Pearl Harbor in the mid-Pacific.”42

Suffice it to say, opinions as to Japanese intentions were sharply divided.

On December 3, The Tatuta Mara, a Japanese passenger ship, was stopped from departing San Francisco for Japan until sixty tons of U.S. mail destined for that country had been removed, though there was no mention of this being for security reasons. Because of the American embargo against Japan, longshoremen went aboard and off-loaded “a huge shipment of electric refrigerators, binoculars and electrical equipment.” The ship also contained a large number of bankrupt businessmen who were going home to Japan after FDR had ordered a freeze of credit for Japanese in America. “One of the passengers was Jiuji G Kassai, member of the Japanese Diet, who warned the United States against going to war with the Japanese in a speech last week to the Commercial club.”43

In Mexico City, it was reported that Japanese diplomats and their families, including the Japanese minister, were making hurried preparations to leave the country and head back to Japan. “In diplomatic circles, it was reported their decision was prompted by the arrival of a courier bringing from Washington confidential reports of the progress of United States-Japanese negotiations. A number of Japanese residents were reported to be trying to dispose quickly of their property preliminary to leaving.”44

Japan also revealed that they had a response to the American position, though they did not indicate if they were responding to Secretary Hull’s “principles for peace in the Pacific” of late November or the president’s question on Japanese intentions when it came to Thailand of two days earlier. Whichever they were responding to, they let it leak out that Washington would not be happy with Tokyo’s response.45

Thailand—renamed from Siam in 1939—was a prized possession for either side. The new name meant “Land of the Free” but the Japanese were thinking otherwise. It remained the only independent nation on the Asiatic Peninsula. “The nation’s extensive mineral wealth includes tin, gold and silver, coal, tungsten, lead, antimony, copper, manganese, some iron and precious stones. Rubber production has been of increasing importance in southern and eastern Thailand.”46

The mystery was cleared up when Tokyo rejected the Hull proposal, calling it “unacceptable” and saying that it could not serve as the foundation for “negotiations henceforth.” It also did not address Roosevelt’s question about Thailand. The Japanese news agencies, including Domei, let loose with a verbal blast against Washington. The newspaper Asahi claimed the Hull initiative was “‘evident’ that the United States was becoming ‘more and more undisguised in her hostile activities against Japan.’”47 After Hull said the two countries were at a near-breakdown in negotiations, the United Press called it “the strongest verbal whiplashing yet administered [at the] Tokyo government by an American official.”48

The Japanese then floated the argument that they were amassing soldiers in Indochina as a security precaution to quell internal disturbances. “There have been no evidences of internal disorders . . . to warrant such extraordinary military and naval maneuvers,” replied the Washington Star. The Vichy government had already signed over the former French colony to Tokyo. “Indo-China was taken over so easily that Tokio [sic] undoubtedly was encouraged to look upon further aggressive steps.”49 Still, the Japanese sent diplomats to Indochina to give the whole situation a veneer of officialdom, rather than a blatant military incursion. Tokyo even produced a “neutrality” treaty between the Japanese and then-Silan signed in 1606.50

The Japanese government also broadcast over a radio in Hanoi that it would send no more troops into Indochina and further, the troops there would not be used to attack either Thailand or the Burma Road. They also disputed the number of soldiers FDR claimed were there.51

Before receiving the Japanese delegation in Washington, Hull met once again with FDR. Roosevelt then met with congressional leaders about the crisis in the Far East. Attending the meeting were Vice President Henry Wallace, House Speaker Sam Rayburn, and others. “Mr. Roosevelt told how the Japanese army twice had deliberately sabotaged peace negotiations with the United States just when these seemed to be going favorably.” Hull echoed FDR’s pessimism.52 He had concluded that the Japanese had fully embraced “Nazi doctrine in tactics in the Far East.” Also discussed was FDR’s Lend-Lease announcement for Turkey.53 The Germans were none too happy about Lend-Lease being extended to Turkey, storming, “[T]he last words have not been spoken in Defense Zone expansion” matters.54 The Germans had designs on Turkey as a port on the Mediterranean.

Also in attendance was Senator Elbert Thomas, Democrat of Utah and chairman of the Senate Armed Services Committee. He had a kinder and gentler view of the Japanese, later predicting that shortly, the two powers would begin to cooperate against Germany and Italy. “Japan’s Axis alliance is so unnatural and she is lonesome.” Thomas made his remarks at a dinner in New York honoring a Soviet diplomat.55

A similar high-level meeting to the one convened by FDR at the White House took place in Tokyo, lasting two and a half hours and conducted by the “Privy Council, highest advisory organ of the empire to which Premier Gen. Hideki Tojo and Foreign Minister Shigenori Togo report in detail.” The Privy Council in turn gave its advice to Emperor Hirohito. Pessimism filled the air in all the meetings and counsels in both Washington and Tokyo.56 Meanwhile, Japan was working on creating a sham agreement with French Indochina, as it was ostensibly under Vichy control, which was under Berlin’s control, but Indochina was already overrun with Japanese troops.

“Hull, in his press conference, specifically declared that Japanese policy is based on the doctrine of force and that this force is being wielded Nazi-fashion to attain political, economical, moral and social domination of the territory belonging to other sovereign nations.”57 The normally placid man was near to throwing up his hands, so frustrated was he with Tokyo. He was working to create a solution, but whatever he offered, the Japanese rejected and then blamed Washington for the continued stalemate.

A Japanese newspaper piled on. “If anything ruptures in the Pacific, the Anglo-American powers should take the responsibility.”58 Hull was a proud, successful, and patient man, but the Japanese intransigence had about beaten him.

British and Dutch commercial shipping in the Western Pacific effectively came to a standstill, in part because Nazi ships operating there were raiding them. British battleships had arrived in Singapore “but censorship cloaked that fact.”59 The Australians announced the loss of the cruiser, Sydney, after being shelled by the German boat Steiermark in the Indian Ocean. The German boat had been “disguised as a merchantman” and opened fire on the Aussie boat. It was of little consequence that the German boat was sunk by the Sydney before she too went down.60

The Atlantic was no better than the Pacific.

By now, hope had faded for the recovery of most of the seventy-plus seamen who went down on the Reuben James in the North Atlantic, the greatest loss of naval personnel since the Maine went down in Cuba in 1898. A survivor, George Beasley, twenty-two, of Tulsa recounted, “We were swimming about 30 yards away . . . when she went down. Just as she slipped under, the depth charges went off. The ocean was thrown up in great wave, our raft was overturned and I was pulled under. About half of the men on the raft were drowned.” Beasley was anxious to get back to sea.61

A month earlier, the U.S. government told the German government it would accept $3 million, cash on the barrelhead, for the previous sinking of the Robin Moore, which would settle all claims. The Germans then sunk the American cargo carrier Lehigh, off the coast of Africa.62

Over the previous month, Germans had lost more ships than the British, but the British had lost more planes than the Germans. London reported it had lost three bombers over France while “German planes bombed a port on the British southwest coast.”63

December 4 was a bad day in California for military flyers, as several became lost in fog and perished. Out of the sky in Dublin appeared a German soldier, floating down in a parachute. The police arrested and booked him.64 Winston Churchill’s nephew, Pilot Officer Esmond Romilly, was declared missing in action after oversees air operations in the North Sea, flying for the Canadian Air Force. At twenty-two, he’d already been a bartender in Florida, lived in Alexandria, Virginia, with his wife, Jessica, a prominent London socialite, had been active in Socialist politics in England, and had fought on the Republican side in the Spanish Civil War.65 Romilly was later declared dead.

America launched two more destroyers, the Aaron Ward and the Buchanan, in New Jersey, which was covered by all the newspapers, including ship compliments and armaments.66 A wire photograph of an unusual view of the stocks and flukes of a giant anchor in the Pearl Harbor navy yard went out on all the wires, published in many papers. Again, photographers and reporters had unalloyed access to American military installations and information.

The navy vessel Salinas was fired upon in the North Atlantic just a month earlier by German subs and the ship managed to limp into port, but not before returning fire on the subs, damaging one.67 It was the first time the U.S. Navy had successfully fired upon and damaged a German naval vessel. American naval vessels were under orders directly from FDR to defend themselves and had been for some time. The naval battle was heavily covered in all the newspapers. But if anyone really needed more detail on American vessels, all they had to do was pick up a copy of the publication Jane’s Fighting Ships, easily available. “The publication . . . credits the Salinas with two 5-inch guns and three 3-inch anti-aircraft guns. Whether the latter could be depressed sufficiently for fire on a submarine would depend on whether they are of a late model.”68

Photos of an unidentified British freighter being torpedoed in the Atlantic by a U-boat ran in newspapers on December 4. In Chungking, Chinese sources spotted forty Japanese warships in Camranh Bay. This fleet included at least one aircraft carrier and “45 planes aboard. The Japanese were hastily building an air base in Western Indochina near the Gulf of Siam (Thailand) having impressed 5,000 native workers for the job.” Impressed was a polite word left over from an earlier era that in fact meant “slavery.”69

At the same time Seigo Nakano, a “pro-Axis political leader, was demanding the sinking of United States ships unless aid to China ceases.”70 The Maritime Commission urged the speedup of the production of Liberty ships, which were needed for transporting goods and war materiel. At the time, ships were “splashing” at the rate of one every seven months, but the goal was to streamline the process so that one could be launched every four months.71

In Nazi-occupied Belgrade, Serb guerillas were making the occupying German army’s life miserable. “The Serbs were . . . harassing German patrols, cutting German communications and looting German supply trains.” An initial report said the Serbs had inflicted six hundred casualties on the Germans. The Serbs, numbering around eighty thousand, led by Gen. Draja Mihailovic, “were locked in battle in the Yugoslav Valley of the Western Morava.” The Germans were determined to wipe out every Serb as punishment for reprisals. The ragtag Serbs were fighting and winning against five Nazi divisions, heavily armed, with superior firepower.72 The Nazis eventually lost four of five divisions before withdrawing.

Also, in a week’s period of time, four German passenger planes between Belgrade and Ankara, Turkey, had crashed, and while some blamed the cold weather for causing engine failure, others blamed Serb saboteurs for the planes’ demise.73 Moscow also claimed credit for killing four thousand German troops, and the British claimed that Nazi planes accidentally killed or wounded sixty German prisoners who were being transported in freight cars to a camp in the Nile Valley.74

When it came to security, the American government wasn’t completely feckless. “The United States yesterday added 189 names to its blacklist of individuals and firms in South and Central America alleged to be acting for the benefit of Germany or Italy.”75 The government had already assembled a list of two thousand persons of interest thought to be aligned with Italy and Germany. But apparently no Japanese interests were listed, even though America was not at war with any of the three principle countries of the Axis powers.76 Many papers referred to it as a “Black List.”77

In Paris, the German Gestapo set a deadline for those guilty of “terroristic acts against German soldiers.” In recent days, a German doctor had been shot and a bomb had been detonated, killing two artillerymen. “The Germans have dealt sternly with previous attacks on soldiers. Fifty hostages were executed by German firing squads at Nantes for the assassination of the commander of that city and fifty others were executed at Bordeaux for the assassination of a German military lawyer.”78 In the occupied countries of Europe, it was not unusual for the Nazis to shoot one hundred civilians as reprisals for every action taken against a German national.

In the time since Nazi occupation of Paris, the city’s population had sharply declined, from over 2.6 million in 1936 to just over 1 million as of the spring 1941. It was estimated that 1.5 million French had been deported to “German oflags and stalags.”79

It turned out the House Military Affairs Subcommittee had only begun to scratch the surface when it came to Leon Shanack, the so-called “defense broker” whose exploits the papers had covered avidly the day before. It was subsequently revealed that Shanack was no piker when it came to bilking the American taxpayer and, in fact, had so far pocketed $97,959 and stood to collect another $91,990 in “brokerage fees” from Remington Arms for services rendered as a go-between with the Greenwich Machine and Tool Company of New York. It was later discovered that Shanack received even more fees from additional companies for other defense contractors.80

The economy wasn’t in completely bad shape, even with a minimum wage of 30 cents an hour.81 The newspapers abounded with bank ads for car loans and home loans, and pitched opening savings accounts with each, insured up to $5,000 by the government.82 At the People’s Bank in Atlanta, they were paying 4 percent on a passbook savings account.83

Flush with defense dollars, New York was a downright party town. The Rainbow Room, a swank restaurant and nightclub with a revolving dance floor and live big band, located on the sixty-fifth floor of the Rockefeller Center, was the scene of lavish parties given by Manhattan’s elite. “This is NBC, coming to you from the Rainbow Room” was a frequent phrase heard on national radio, causing a frisson of wistful yearning among ordinary Americans in the listening audience not privileged enough to be dancing there in formal attire to the strains of jazz kings like Tommy Dorsey or Harry James.

An astonishing story was reported at length in the Chicago Tribune, owned by Col. Robert McCormick, an isolationist whose Republican leanings were well-known, as was his opposition to FDR. Because of this, the paper’s news gathering—which was often superb—was sometimes discounted by the more New Deal supplicant newspapers.

In an exclusive, lengthy, and detailed story, the paper reported that a secret “War Plans Division” was laying out how the United States government was preparing to create a massive armed forces—over 5 million men—and would make a “supreme offensive effort” to enter the war on July 1, 1943. The document was called “Blueprint for War.” A highly confidential letter was produced for the article from Roosevelt to Henry Stimson, secretary of war, urging he coordinate with Henry Knox, secretary of the navy, to formulate a grand plan for America’s entry into the war. The main objective was the absolute defeat of Nazi Germany. “I wish you would explore the munitions and mechanical equipment of all types, which, in your opinion, would be required to exceed by an appropriate amount that which is available to our potential enemies,” FDR ostensibly wrote the secretary of war.84

Just as astonishing, FDR’s secretary, Stephen T. Early, did not dismiss the explosive story out of hand, but simply said, “I am in no position to confirm or deny the truth of this story” and that there would be “an investigation.” The War Department could only say, “No comment.”85 In Washington, at all times, “no comment” was a surefire confirmation that the allegation was true, as was any call for an investigation. Early went even further, defending the notion that FDR should be preparing for war. “An unlimited national emergency has been declared. If these divisions lacked plans to meet this emergency or any phase of it, they would be guilty of inefficiency.”86

What rankled so many people was their perception of FDR’s autocratic and secretive approach to governance and presumed preparations for war with Germany. Indeed, it came to light that he’d been arming Turkey for six months prior to announcing the extension of Lend-Lease to the beleaguered country, a promise he’d made to Churchill months earlier, even though there were forces in Ankara attempting an alliance with the Axis powers. Senator Robert Taft, Republican of Ohio, did not object, though. “I would much rather give aid to them than to Russia.”87

Analysis in the Stimson document was cold and accurate. “By themselves, however, naval and air forces seldom, if ever, win important wars. It should be recognized as an almost invariable rule that only land armies can likely win wars.”88 It did recognize the political realities of December 4, 1941, when the document said, “It is out of the question to expect the United States . . . to undertake a substantial and successful” effort to enter the World War.89 Astonishingly, war with Japan was only referred to as an aside, barely considered by the war planners.

Harold Ickes, secretary of the Interior, outlined his own view of America foreign policy in a speech before the Jewish Community Council. “I know of no one, except the Nazis and the self-acclaimed but misnamed American Firsters, who is suggesting a negotiated peace, or who is likely to ask for a negotiated peace. I know the only way to prevent a war epidemic is through the establishing of democracy at the sources of war.”90

On the East Coast, it was open season on the America First Committee, and syndicated columnist Dorothy Thompson said the group was “Japan’s Ace in [the] Hole.” The grassroots movement, she said, “creates in Tokyo the false impression that Japan can risk war with us.”91

For good girls and boys expecting gifts from Santa (and with some assist from Mom and Dad) a “Slingin’ Sammy Baugh” football made by Spalding was selling at the Plaza Sports Shop for $1.95, a Spalding “Babe Ruth” fielder’s glove was $3.50, and boys’ and girls’ skates were selling for $6.95, available in either black or white.92

In Washington, in an era when downtowns were still vibrant and big department stores dominated shopping, men could shop at Frederick’s for “nationally known Men’s wear.” For women, “Lysol for feminine hygiene” was being advertised under the heading, “Her Husband Was a Stranger.” The dreadful ad copy continued, “His coolness was hard to bear. She blamed it on everything but the real cause—her ‘ONE NEGLECT’—carelessness about feminine hygiene. You can prevent this threat to your romance. Do as modern women do. Use Lysol for your intimate personal care. Endorsed by many doctors.” The ad was accompanied by the photo of an understandably stricken woman.93

For evening entertainment in Washington, patrons could enjoy the sounds of the Don Carper Four in the Café Caprice at the Roger Smith Hotel. “Dance to the enchanting rhythm . . . nightly at 10. . . . Tremendous Cocktails.”94 The hotel was located at Pennsylvania and 18th streets, just two blocks away from the White House. Also open for business was the Pall Mall Room at the Hotel Raleigh, “with music by Bert Bernath and his Sidney Orchestra.”95 The Lounge Rivera, with dancing from “9 to 2” and music performed by Pete Macia’s famous orchestra was also a popular hangout.96 For those whose dancing skills were suspect, they could always learn or brush up at any one of dozens of Arthur Murray Dance Schools around the nation.

There was also a great deal of cheer in South Carolina, where army troops finally finished two months of maneuvers. Some headed back to their bases, others to their homes for Christmas. “While music boxes blared in the smoke-filled cafes and taverns, long lines of soldiers impatiently stood on the sidewalks awaiting their turn to eat.” The restaurants were so filled that many men ate standing up as “perspiring waitresses staggered under trays of food. . . . Last night was a barber’s nightmare.” Many of the soldiers had gone for over a month without a haircut but now “enjoyed the luxury of shaves and shampoos in warm water. Many waited three to four hours before getting a chair.”97

A new and wholly ugly car was rolled off the assembly lines, the Crosley. “For Maximum Defense Economy, it costs 2/3 less to buy . . . up to 50 miles on a gallon . . . up to 40,000 miles on tires.” The car sold for $447 but could be driven off the lot for just $149 down. It was being sold in Washington by the Manhattan Auto and Radio Co.98 The car looked like it was made out of paper mâché.

A new cereal was unveiled, and to help boost sales they were selling two for one. The advertising claims suggested it did everything except cure the heartbreak of psoriasis. And it “sticks to your ribs!” too. What was this wonder food? “Shaped like cute little doughnuts . . . they stay crisp in milk.” Its name was Cheerioats. Breakfast cereals were often marketed as edible medicine cabinets—to wit Kellogg’s All-Bran: “The better way to treat constipation due to lack of proper ‘bulk’ in the diet is to correct the cause of the trouble with a delicious cereal . . . eat it every day and drink plenty of water.”99 The brainchild of Will Keith Kellogg, prepackaged cereals such as All-Bran and Toasted Corn Flakes were considered nutritional innovations.

Virtually every newspaper of the era pitched a miracle cure for baldness. “More than a quarter million persons have retained or regained good heads of hair by the reliable, proven Thomas method.”100 If Christmas cheer got to be too excessive, Americans could always turn to Phillips Milk of Magnesia, so they could “wake up clear headed after too much smoking, drinking, late eating.” Apparently “alkalizing” one’s “overindulgence” was the ticket.101

The scrap paper drive initiated in Washington just a day before and implemented mostly by children was a huge success. The tykes brought in tons of paper to recycling centers with the proceeds to go to local schools and PTAs.

In New York, the heavyweight champion of the world, Joe Louis, was looking forward to a title defense fight with Buddy Baer, brother of Max Baer, whom Louis had defeated several years earlier.102 Both Louis and Baer had something to prove, Louis, the African American and Baer, the Jewish American.

The Atlanta Constitution announced as part of the Christmas celebration it would serialize the Charles Dickens manuscript The Life of Our Lord. Dickens had written it for his children and read it to them each Christmas, but asked that the book not be published until the last of his children had died. In 1933, the last of his children, Sir Henry Fielding Dickens, had passed away after a long and successful life.103

In Bogata, Colombia, the offices of the “anti-Nazi committee” were burglarized, and money was stolen that had been “collected during Anti-Hitler Week.”104

In North Africa, British tank commanders still talked confidently of defeating Rommel, the “Desert Rat,” but they would first have to involve Rommel in their plan, as he’d been pushing them all over North Africa and they were retreating right along the coast all the way to Egypt. Time may have been against Rommel however, as the British navy’s goal was total control of the Mediterranean so they could interdict German supply ships with impunity. The Germans were rushing supplies via plane and ship. Daily reports of the tank battles in North Africa often contradicted themselves, but both sides agreed that Rommel had crushed the New Zealand tank division aiding Great Britain.

Military service could be downright hazardous for the enlistee or draftee, but it could also be dangerous for the members of the Selective Service Board. In Athens, Georgia, former Major League pitcher William Austin “Cy” Moore struck the chairman of the local draft board when he questioned whether Moore’s parents had given false documents as to their dependency on their son.105 It could also be dangerous for the loved ones of potential inductees. In Los Angeles, a twenty-three-year-old carhop shot and seriously injured herself, greatly distraught that her boyfriend might be drafted.106

As with other newspapers around the country, the Boston Daily Globe reported on new assignments by troops and war equipment. “The newly organized Tank Destroyer Tactical and Firing Center has been stationed temporarily at Ft. George C. Meade, Md. according to a War Department announcement.”107 One G.I. from up north was so pleased with southern hospitality in Farmville, Virginia, he exclaimed, “If anybody mistakes us for southerners now, it will be ok.”108 Army chaplains were in short supply and a call went out for more men of the cloth to put on khaki and camouflage.

New York mayor Fiorello LaGuardia dedicated a new building in his city designed to house military personnel. He said that America was not “bluffing,” that it may have been fooled in the “last World War” but would not be again. “We do not know what will happen tomorrow, next week or next month, but the United States Navy stands ready.”109

The Globe also reported on new military construction with great fanfare. “The United States submarine Halibut, 40th undersea boat to be built at the Portsmouth Navy Yard, was launched today. . . . Today’s launching was the sixth of the year and establishes a new record for submarine construction. In 1940, there were four launchings. As soon as the ways were clear today, workmen began laying another keel in Uncle Sam’s defense program.” The story also detailed all the military brass in attendance at the yard in New Hampshire.110 Yet another story detailed again how America expected to meet its goal of fifty thousand airplanes produced in 1942.111 The military budget, it was announced, was almost $68 billion.112

When it came to telling America’s enemies everything about the military, the Los Angeles Times was no slacker. A story went into great depth about “air raid defense exercises” planned for the area in mid-December. It would involve hundreds of planes, as well as ground personnel and spotters. The planned drill was “similar to those in New York and other eastern cities during the last few months.” . . .”113

“Taking part in the aerial portion of the tactical problem will be scores of planes from the 20th Pursuit Group, Hamilton Field, using P-40s and the 17th Bomber Group, McChord Field, Washington, in B-25s. The planes, it was learned, will fly as theoretical enemies as well as interceptors. Across a huge, kidney-shaped filter board, 120 women, plotters and tellers, will filter the information and pass it on to the information room.”114

On tour was the typing champion of America, “a plump, brown eyed girl” who could rattle off 150 words per minute, setting a per-hour record that had never been broken. “Miss Margaret Hamma” of Brooklyn was on a publicity tour to promote the new IBM electric typewriter.115

Actor Joseph Cotton reported that his car was stolen. Forty-eight hours later, it was discovered at the bottom of his pool. He’d failed to set the brake and it rolled backward, unnoticed.116 The Los Angeles Times was celebrating its sixtieth anniversary.117 The paper had seen much, and by 1940, the population of the city was just over 1.5 million citizens, and in 1939, water began to arrive at the city via the new Colorado River Aqueduct. That same year a heat wave kept the city hot under the collar, as the daytime temperature averaged “around 107 degrees for days and days.”118 The paper also reported on the “Latin American Queen” picked for the Rose Tournament Parade: Juanita Estela Lopez, “olive-skinned and dimpled . . .”119

In San Jose, a frustrated husband filed for divorce because his wife would not stop listening to the radio. His wife “Eva wouldn’t clean the house, care for the children, cook my meals or talk to me,” complained Max Barrott. Judge John D. Foley “awarded Barrott the divorce and his wife the radio.”120

Knowledgeable observers tried to make some sense of Japan’s actions. London had made it clear that any incursion into Thailand meant war with the British and that meant war with America as well. It would mean fighting a multifront war with countries that had more industrial capacity than Japan did.

“Japan is facing international economic siege and she is very vulnerable. If there was ever a country that needed to live on terms of peaceful trade with the rest of the world, it is Japan. Japan Proper has a population of 73,000,000 packed into an area less than that of California and far less rich in its material resources. Scarcely able to sustain herself in foodstuffs, she is heavily dependent upon imports of other raw materials. For such industrial and military necessities as petroleum, iron, steel, aluminum, lead, zinc, copper, tin, machine tools, wool and cotton she relied chiefly upon the United States, the British Empire and the Netherland Dutch Indies, nations which are now enforcing against her a rigid economic blockade.” Imports from the United States had shriveled to nothing, from $18 million in September of 1940 to $500 in September of 1941. The country was also cut off from U.S. credit and the country lived and died by trade.121

“Japan, in the grip of her militarists, has chosen to seek the will-o’-the-wisp of economic self-sufficiency by the path of military aggression. Now, after four years of exhausting war, she finds her economic and industrial life strangling. She has made the tragic error of following a course of military aggression irreconcilably opposed to that kind of world. She can expect relief only when her national policies again permit peace-loving nations to do business with her, without risk to themselves, and in good conscience.”122

Because of her own policies and myriad mistakes, Japan was now desperate. Washington was openly talking about a naval blockade of Japan, in cooperation with the British. “In that case . . . the Roosevelt Administration would be disposed to ask Congress for an outright declaration of war, rather than to wage an undeclared fight.”123

The peripatetic First Lady, tireless champion of social causes, was out and about as usual, appearing on national radio shows of her own including a “Town Hall Meeting of the Air” broadcast over NBC. Her cohost was the famous photographer Margaret Bourke-White. The topic they addressed was “What Must We Do to Improve Health and Welfare of the American People?”124

While giving a speech in New York at a “symposium on ‘Recent Immigrants and National Defense,’” Eleanor Roosevelt assured the audience that if war came, “aliens with good records . . . need have no anxiety about being placed in United States concentration camps should this country declare war against their homelands.”125 Italian, German, and Japanese Americans were relieved.
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