A Day in Infamy: Dec. 7, 1941

The Japanese Empire burst into the world power nations in 1905 with the defeat of the Russia navy. Then in the 1930s, they began a war in China for resources. That caused the other major world powers to react to Japan’s aggression. The Americans cut off oil and other supplies needed to maintain the Japanese war effort in China. The Americans also began to build up their defense in the Pacific and moved its Pacific fleet from the West Coast to Pearl Harbor, Hawaii, in 1940. This was meant as a message to the Japanese leadership.

Japan needed war materials and looked at Southeast Asia areas controlled by the French, Dutch and British as a source for those materials. These nations were involved in a major war in Europe. That meant that only the American Navy was a major obstacle to Japanese power in the Pacific. A plan was developed to remove the U.S. Navy from the game with a surprise attack at the heart of the American fleet.

The Japanese assumed that the Americans would not stand and continue to fight after being knocked down in a preventive action. America would remain an isolationist nation. On the other hand, the American leadership did not believe that the Japanese were capable of crossing the Pacific to attack Pearl Harbor. This was even after the naval war games demonstrated that it was possible.

The plan was brilliant, and the Japanese fleet would sail the northern route to begin the attack and home in on a radio single from a Honolulu radio broadcast station. The Japanese fleet had four aircraft carriers carrying 40 torpedo planes, 103 level bombers, 131 dive bombers and 79 fighter planes. There were two battleships, two heavy cruisers, two light cruisers, nine oil tankers for refueling, 11 destroyers and 35 submarines. Their main targets were the American battleships lined up in the harbor. The aircraft on the island was also grouped into clusters to prevent sabotage.

The attack began at 7:55 a.m. and caught the American military by complete surprise. A warning from Magic code breaking had gone out about a possible attack, but the targets were assumed to be in the East Pacific and not Pearl Harbor. Pearl Harbor command did not have clearance from Magic. By the end of the second wave of aircraft, there were 2,403 deaths and 1,178 wounded, with an almost complete destruction of aircraft and crippling the Pacific fleet’s ability to fight a war. The only bright spot was that the Japanese missed the American aircraft carriers. Battleships were believed to be the most decisive naval weapons at the time, but neither side had a battleship play an important part in any naval engagement of the Pacific War.

There were seven commissioned over the next five years to place blame for the disaster. At Pearl Harbor, the admiral and general in command were both dismissed and disgraced. General Douglass MacArthur in the Philippines was to suffer an attack 10 hours after Pearl Harbor with the same results and was awarded the Medal of Honor.
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