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Dedication


Dedicated to two ladies who bring me nothing but joy and happiness.


To a super lady, Spencer Chen, my shining star.


To my wonderful daughter Cindy,

whose high-voltage smile

can light up the darkest night.

Always remember, "ai rabyutte."


 


I never met a man I didn't like.

—Will Rogers
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Praise for The Last Zero Fighter


"Dan King is to be congratulated for making this valuable
contribution to the history of World War II in the Pacific. By personalizing
the individual experiences of Japanese veterans, Dan provides some balance to
the stereotypical view of our enemy at the time. Through his interviews, he presents
unique insights into the social and cultural forces which molded the individual
warrior. I met some of these aviators at our Pacific Aviation Museum in Pearl
Harbor and at various commemoration events. I have discovered we share many
common traits, love of our Country, love of flying, and a camaraderie that is
prevalent among those who have faced life-altering experiences."


— Admiral Ron Hays, USN (Ret)

Former pilot and Commander-in-Chief U.S. Pacific Forces

Chairman of the Board, Pacific Aviation Museum Pearl Harbor


"We Americans do not hold a monopoly on courage
and sacrifice. Our former adversaries, the Japanese, also displayed these
qualities in their commitment to their nation. Dan King has interviewed
Japanese pilots and obtained their experiences in their own language. Valuable
to understanding the Japanese people who are now one of our closest and
valuable allies in an area where we have vital economic and national security
interests. I encourage everyone
who wishes to learn more about the WWII Pacific theater to read this book."


— LtGen. Lawrence Snowden, USMC (Ret)

Former Company Commander, 23rd Marines, 3rd Division, Iwo
Jima


"Most
English-language histories of the Pacific War of 1941-45 suffer from a dearth
of Japanese sources. By conducting and translating interviews with Japanese
naval aviators, Dan King offers new and revealing perspectives on many of the
battles and campaigns that Japan and the United States conducted within the
confines of the world's largest ocean. Serious students of World War II and more casual readers will welcome
the release of The Last Zero Fighter and clamor for King to make more of his interviews
available in subsequent companion volumes."


— Dr. Gregory J. W. Urwin, PhD

Professor of History, Temple University


"The history of World War II in the Pacific
Theater of Operations is not nearly as well known as the history of the War in
Europe. If the stories about the
participants are not told now, they will disappear forever. I flew a P-51
against them and had the occasion to speak to them once or twice. One of them
said to me, "There were no enemies in the sky." Their history is extremely
important for all to read."


— Capt. Jerry Yellin, US Army (ret)

Former P-51 Pilot over Japan, 78th Fighter Squadron based on Iwo
Jima

The Blackened Canteen, and War and Weddings, a Legacy of Two Fathers


"Dan King combines his rich working knowledge of
the Pacific War, his unusually adept understanding of the Japanese language and
culture, and his deep personal interactions with some unique airmen to bring
out this fascinating look into history. The
Last Zero Fighter takes the reader on a fascinating journey through
the fading past while experiencing the hearts and minds of boys becoming men in
the course of war, stories that pull you in and don't let you go!"


— T. Martin Bennett

Wounded Tiger


"I found the book absolutely fascinating. As a historian, I have written about
the Pacific campaigns from the American perspective, primarily through personal
accounts/oral history. This allows
me and others to more fully document the war, using personal accounts from both
sides...giving the subject a more complete accounting. As America's "greatest generation"
passes from the scene, I want to commend Dan King for documenting the personal
accounts of the Japanese. This has never been done before in such detail...by
someone who has such an excellent grasp of the language, as well as their
customs and traditions. This book
is a one-of-a-kind look into the Japanese method of waging war from the men who
fought it." 


— Lt.Col Dick Camp (USMC-ret)

Last Man Standing  and Leatherneck Legends



This book is a must read. In it author Dan King answered many questions I had about the Imperial Japanese Navy's use of Enlisted Pilots. He personally interviewed these pilots – in their own language – which separates this book from many before it. I recommended this book to many close friends from the United States Marine Corps, Navy and Air Force; pilots and aircraft maintainers alike, up to and including former Phantom, Harrier, and Hornet squadron Commanders and Flag Officers.

— Mr. Robert Venema

Major USMC (Ret.)

Avionics 



"Dan King has accomplished something incredible
for historians outside of Japan. He spent years personally interviewing almost
100 of our WWII veterans for their priceless combat and life experiences in our
own language. In The Last 
Zero Fighter he introduces five former naval fighter aviators who
made history at Pearl Harbor, Midway, Guadalcanal, Iwo Jima and other battles.
He has shared many of their day-to-day experiences. Three of the men who appear
in the book have since passed away. Without Dan King's interviews, many of
their important historical facts would have remained unknown to us even in
Japan. We the readers, both in Japan and in the West, owe much to him."


— Mr. Koji Takaki

Genda's Blade, Japan's Squadron of Aces, 343 Kokutai


"I have seen Mr. King work tirelessly visiting
Japan, traveling up and down Japan meeting our WWII veterans. I observed his
methods and am impressed with his compassion, attention to detail and eagerness
to dig out the truth. These stories need to be told and I am grateful to Mr.
King for stepping up to shoulder the task. He is doing what we Japanese need to
do."


— Ms. Yukie Sasa

Hakushi Shoshu de Chiru
Gunzokutachi no Gadarukanaru Senki 

(WWII Japanese military contract workers on Guadalcanal)

Onna Hitori Gyokusai no Shima wo Yuku

(English title - Toward the Island of Graves)
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Preface


In 1981, the summer after my junior year in high school,
I went overseas for the first time. It was to Japan on a scholarship with an
organization called Youth For Understanding (YFU). I spent the summer in the
ancient capital of Japan, the historic city of Kamakura. The program which is
still going strong, is designed to send high school students across the globe
to experience other cultures. That summer changed my outlook on life. 


I went to Japan again for the summer in 1983 as a
volunteer English tutor through the church I was attending. It was there that I
met my first Japanese WWII veteran, a relative of my host family who had been
in the horse-mounted Japanese cavalry. He didn't appear to be bloodthirsty; in
fact, he was grandfatherly in nature and was a Christian who went to church. He
had an old black-and-white photo album filled with sepia-tone shots of buddies
standing arm in arm, grooming horses, laughing amid scenic landscapes. His
photos were little different than those one might see in an American veteran's
photo album; the only difference was the faces. I had picked up some basic
Japanese by this time but language barrier deflected my curious flash flood of
questions. It sparked my interest to learn more about the Japanese side of the
Pacific War, a war in which my own relatives, neighbors, and namesake fought.


As a teenager I read all of the WWII related books in the
library, including those by gifted newspaper columnist Ernie Pyle. One could
fill a city block with books written about the American experiences, but very
little was available from the Japanese viewpoint. It seems the answer is
two-part: first, the complex Japanese written and spoken language, which has
acted as an obstacle to information reaching the Western reader. Second, the traditional hesitance on the part
of the Japanese veteran to talk about his experiences in the war in which his
country was devastated.


I decided to go back and live in Japan to learn more. I
earned my degree in Japanese from Cal State University of Los Angeles under Dr.
Wako Katō, who told us that back in 1945 his fellow classmates in Japan
joined the navy at a tender age. Looking back he said it was government
propaganda that brainwashed a generation of normally peaceful people into war. 


After graduating, I moved to central Japan's Aichi
prefecture, and lived there from 1986 to 1996 working for Toyota Motor
Corporation. I continued to study and work hard to pass the Japanese Ministry
of Education's (Monbushō)
language proficiency test, and obtained the highest of four levels of
certification. During those ten years, I began interviewing WWII veterans for
their experiences and made the decision to someday write a book. My hard-fought
ability to read, write and speak Japanese opened countless doors and research
venues that are normally closed to the outsider. I have been able to conduct
interviews directly with the veterans without the need for a translator. Since
I conducted the interviews myself, I could ask follow-up questions or request
clarification. I was able to read their letters and memoirs in order to study
the war through their own words. So far, I have met over 250 WWII Japanese Army
and Navy veterans. As of today, I have interviewed 97 of them.


The accounts written here are true and faithful to their
original statements. These are their stories, not mine. This was my promise to
the veterans. It is also my promise to the reader—and to my children
Cindy and James who will meet these silver-headed men whom are usually the last
men standing from their units. Some stories might be uncomfortable to read, or
even controversial. To be sure, it was unpleasant for me to hear about aerial
victories against my own countrymen. I have been true to my word and shared
everything the veterans told me, even the events that were boring or
unpleasant, or that on the surface might seem meaningless. For aren't the
seemingly humdrum experiences regarding food, family, and friendships what make
up our own lives today?


Even though I never seen combat like these men, nor been
in the military, I have stared down death's dark gullet. There is something
intangible that connects people who have survived war, fatal accidents, and
deadly diseases: we all are survivors, with a unique zest and appreciation of
life. The Japanese veterans expressed their belief in some form of divine
intervention in sparing their lives. Why were they spared when so many were
taken? Was it to tell future generations about the horrors of war in order to
prevent them? I promised to share the stories of these patriotic men who
universally prayed that Japan would never go to war again. It is not my
intention to glorify war, but to share their experiences. 


The Japanese have a saying, "Genchi Genbutsu," and although
difficult to condense it means, "Go to the actual location and examine
firsthand." In conducting firsthand research I visited Japan several times, but
I also felt the importance of seeing the various WWII battle sites and training
grounds to better understand their experiences. Some of them I have visited
multiple times: Anguar (Palau), Bridge over the River Kwai (Thailand), Chichi
Jima (Ogasawara Islands), Guadalcanal, Guam, Hokkaido, Ie Shima (Ernie Pyle's
memorial), Iwo Jima, Kanchanaburi Australian POW Camp (Thailand), Kanoya
Airfield and Izumi Airfield in Kyūshū, Majuro Island (Marshall
Islands), Midway Atoll, Nanking, Okinawa, Papua New Guinea, Peleliu Island,
Ponape Island, Seoul, Saipan, Shanghai, Singapore, Rabaul on New Britain,
Taiwan, Tinian Island, Truk Lagoon, Wake Atoll, Yap Island, the National
Archives in Maryland, and of course many visits to the Yūshūkan
Museum at the Yasukuni Shrine in Tōkyō, the War in the Pacific Museum
on Guam, the Arizona Memorial Museum at Pearl Harbor and the equally
magnificent Pacific Aviation Museum on Ford Island, Oahu. Because of my many
visits to the Pacific I was able to speak about the far-flung places at which
they had fought. 


The goal of this book is to share with the English
speaker the thoughts and motivation of the Japanese pilot. Like you, I wanted
to know what they were thinking, what they were taught to believe and how they
felt about the war. These questions plagued me since I met my first Japanese
WWII veteran during that summer in Japan.


After interviewing dozens of former Japanese naval
airmen, I gained a better understanding of what motivated the men to become
aviators. For some it was a chance to obtain increased prestige for their
family; for others it meant quicker advancement in the navy, better food, the
attention of pretty girls, and increased pay; and others said it was better to
join the navy than be drafted into the army. However, there is one thing they
all shared: a love of flight. Some in their younger years attended barnstormer
shows, or lived near airbases and heard the unmistakable Doppler effect of a
grumbling piston engine as it flew overhead out of sight. The dream of flight
knows no national, cultural, or language boundaries.


I strongly feel that—whether a student of the
Pacific War, a researcher, a US military veteran, or a family member wanting to
learn more about the Pacific War—the reader will find nuggets of truth or
possibly a missing piece of the overall puzzle upon reading these firsthand
accounts from the other side. As the saying goes, "Every coin has two sides,"
and we would do well to study both sides of the war to better comprehend and
hopefully prevent a recurrence of the devastation that occurred not so long
ago.


They say, "Time heals all wounds." Yet I understand there
are some who are unable to forgive what happened in WWII. I acknowledge those
feelings and respect them. I admit some of the stories may stir up unpleasant
feelings or ignite controversy. 


Whenever possible, I have added details to put the
veterans' experiences into context and explain what it meant in the bigger
picture of the war. 


This book consists of snapshot memories taken by men,
often just boys, who found themselves—willingly or not—swept along
by an unstoppable tidal wave of broiling patriotism, a sense of obligation and
duty to family, a thirst for adventure, and in every case a love of flying. It
is an embarrassing fact that many people cling to misconceptions about the WWII
Japanese pilots we faced in the Pacific. I recently had someone remark that
kamikaze pilots had only enough gas for a one-way mission and couldn't return.
Another highly educated person told me, "You do know the Kamikaze pilots'
cockpits were welded shut so they couldn't bail out, right?" 


What might be difficult for some to understand is we are
not that different. Just as our WWII veterans loved their families, did our
former enemy not feel the same about their loved ones and wish to protect them
even at the cost of their own lives? To falsely claim Kamikaze pilots were
locked into their cockpits, chained to their joysticks, or drugged into
embarking on their last mission, is to rob them of their final moments of
courage and devotion.


In closing, I wish to thank you, the reader, for taking
an interest in this book. Your wish to learn more about the lives of Japanese
aviators is appreciated. One of
them once told me, "We don't seek to be honored, simply remembered for the
sacrifices we made for our nation." 


I have learned a great deal, but there is so much more to
discover.


Dan King
California, July 2012














Japanese Naval Aviation 101


Japanese naval military aviation began with the
construction of observation balloons circa 1877. Barely a generation passed
before the nation was thrust into the "Dawn of Flight" by the military
application of the Wright brothers' contraption. The Japanese army bought its
first aircraft not long after the initial powered flight by Wilbur and Orville
on a windy sand dune in North Carolina in 1903. In 1909, a member of the Naval
General Staff, Lt.Cdr. Eisuke Yamamoto, made the recommendation to join the
Army's endeavor in entering the field of fixed-wing aviation. In 1912, the
Naval Aeronautical Research Committee was created and promptly dispatched six
officers to France and the United States with the mission of researching the
possibility of purchasing seaplanes. In November 1912, two of these IJN
officers flew French Farman and American Curtis seaplanes at the newly
developed Oppama Naval Air Base, Yokosuka. This resulted in small-scale
domestic training of IJN pilots. In 1913, the first Japanese seaplane tender, Wakamiya Maru, 
entered service outfitted with four French-designed (Japanese-built) Farman
seaplanes. On September 5, 1914, the 
Wakamiya Maru made aviation history when she launched the world's
first ship-based air raid. It was against Imperial German forces in the battle
of Tsingtao, China.2 In the early days
of Japanese naval aviation, due to the costs involved, only graduates of the
elite Naval Academy (Kaigun
Heigakkō)  were eligible to undergo flight training. However,
just a decade or so after the end of WWI, a pair of parallel flight-school
programs was implemented. They were aimed at expanding the pool of naval
aviators from the enlisted naval ranks and young civilians. The aviation arm of
the IJN was on the cusp of a period of explosive expansion.









The Imperial Japanese Naval Aviators


The former WWII aviators generally refer to themselves as
 tōjōin 
(aviator). They use this word to describe themselves regardless of their actual
function in the plane, whether it was a pilot, navigator, or radioman. The
Japanese recognized three categories of aviators. 


1.  Sōjū'in 
(pilot, copilot). Simple and straightforward, he physically controls the
airplane. If flying with crewmen he is in command of the ship. However, command
and control would pass to the navigator if outranked. 


2.  Teisatsu'in 
(observer). This function includes navigation, torpedo bombing, level flight
bombing, dive-bombing and recon photography. He could drop chaff and fire
flares as needed. The commonly accepted translation of teisatsu'in is "observer". While the teisatsu'in may 
indeed observe and take notes, his role is not a passive one. The navigator is
usually in command of the aircraft. 


3.  Denshin'in 
(radioman). He operated the primary radio, Morse key, and defensive machine
gun. He also dropped chaff, and fired flares. 









The Paths to Becoming an Aviator


As there are several trails leading to the summit of Mt.
Fuji, there were several paths a young man could take to the cockpit. 


1.  Graduate
from the naval academy, serve aboard a ship for a year, and then apply for
flight school.


2.  Graduate from a university (or be enrolled in school) and join the reserves as an
officer and attend pilot training. Afterwards he would return to his job, or
continue with his studies.


3.  Obtain his civilian pilot license and join the reserves as an officer.


4.  Join
the navy as an enlisted sailor, serve aboard a ship for a year, and then sit
for an exam for admittance into Sōren 
preparatory flight course. 


5.  As a
teenager, take the entrance exam for the Navy's Yokaren 
preparatory flight course. If the
applicant was accepted, he was in the navy.









I. For Naval Officers


(1) Hikō Gakusei (flight student)


This was the earliest developed path to earning one's
wings as a pilot or observer. One had to first graduate from the Naval Academy
and serve aboard a ship. The officer who was accepted for the aviation training
was ordered to report to the Yokosuka
Kōkūtai (which later moved to Kasumigaura). In 1943, as the war
worsened for Japan, naval academy graduates who wished to become pilots were
sent directly to the aviation courses, skipping the traditional shipboard
experience. Later, landlocked naval-engineering officers were also accepted for
flight training. 


(2) Hikōka
Yobigakusei (flight reserve student)


This was an aviation course to train university graduates
aged twenty-six or younger, or college graduates or those under the age of
twenty-four who were currently enrolled in the university preparatory course.
After flight training, the men were given the rank of reserve ensign (yobi shōi) and
returned to their civilian lives. These men were generally only trained as
pilots and copilots, not as observers or radiomen.


(3) Yobi Renshūsei (drafted reserve trainee)


Graduates of the 1930s-era civilian pilot training
centers at Ehime and Nagasaki were drafted and given a basic naval military
education before being assigned to their posts with the rank of reserve ensign
(yobi shōi).
It seems a majority of these civilian draftees were employed as flying boat and
transport-plane crews.









II. For Enlisted Ranks in the Fleet


(1) Sōjū
Renshūsei, or Sōren 
(enlisted pilot trainee).


This course was set up to take qualified and experienced
enlisted men, from the surface fleet, to retrain as airmen. The first enlisted
aviation school was established in 1928, the Kaigun
Hikō Sōjū Renshūsei, or Sōren for short. Only those who
tested well and possessed a natural aptitude for aviation were accepted. There
was fierce competition for the limited number of slots in the Sōren aviation
course. Many of Japan's top aces were former shipboard enlisted sailors who
became pilots. In June 1940, the Navy combined the Sōren and Yokaren courses. The old 
Sōren course 
now was called Hei-Shū.


(2) Teisatsu
Renshūsei, or Teiren
(observer/radioman trainee). 


This course trained non-pilot air crews, except for
flight engineers. 









III. For High School Boys


A second system was developed to accept teenage civilians
and train them to become aviators. It was established on the heels of Sōren and was
officially called Kaigun
Yoka Renshūsei, or Yokaren 
for short. It was established in December 1929, in the naval port town of
Yokosuka. Contrary to the Sōren 
enlisted flight program where trainees where already serving in the Navy as
enlisted men, the Yokaren 
program was open to civilian teens as young as fifteen years and as old as
twenty years of age.


Under the pre-war Japanese school system students were
only required to attend classes until the end of the elementary school. From
there they could take exams to continue their education in the public school
system. Admission was based on test scores. If the family had resources the
student could attend a private school. Competition for admission into the
secondary public school system was fierce. Some were unable to grab the limited
secondary public school slots, and were financially strained to continue with
their formal education in a private school. The boys took jobs in various
factories and shops as apprentices to earn a living. The Navy soon recognized
this large pool of untapped potential aviators and encouraged them to apply for
the Yokaren 
course via a nationwide campaign. For the first Yokaren 
class that began in June 1930, the navy received no less than 5,087 volunteers.
They competed for seventy-nine spots available to those who met the rigid
physical and testing requirements.









Admission to Yokaren


Since the majority of Japan's fledgling pilots hatched in
the nests of Yokaren, 
attention is warranted to explain the Yokaren 
preparatory flight training program. The Navy took great measures to teach the
young cadets about the world they lived in and the importance of discipline,
self-sacrifice, honesty, and integrity. The Navy wasn't just creating aviators;
it was molding well-educated responsible members of society, many of whom would
go on to become Japan's post-war leaders. It can be said learning is easier for
a boy in his teen years, specifically the hand-eye coordination necessary to
fly an aircraft. Most Western nations required pilots to be enrolled in college
or be college graduates before they were deemed "pilot material." While Western
powers trained officers to be pilots, Japan primarily turned teenage boys into
pilots. 


Yokaren 
started in June 1930 to satisfy the increasing need for pilots and observers.
The Navy recruited boys of high caliber from among eighth grade graduates or
above. The first Yokaren 
course was set up at the Oppama Airfield attached to the Yokosuka Naval Air
Group. The Navy promised to give the boys their remaining middle school and
higher formal education before starting their actual flight training. In
addition, once they completed the course, they would be naval aviators eligible
for faster promotions and higher pay than in the surface fleet. Applicants were
required to be top-notch students of excellent physical condition. The Navy
would not accept an applicant if he was the sole male heir. The original training period was two
years and eleven months which included a 30 day experience aboard a warship. Following
this was an additional year of actual flight training with a naval flight
group. This training period was constantly adjusted and abbreviated after 1941.


As the Japanese like to say, "It takes three years to
grow a pilot." The Navy expended a great deal of time and resources on the
education and training of her teenage pilots. The aviator was akin to a bonsai
tree, requiring much time and a great deal of patience to shape.


In the 1930's those who passed the Yokaren entrance
exams were inducted into the Navy as seamen fourth class and given a standard
sailor's uniform with the typical "Donald Duck" sailor cap. They were
differentiated as aviators only by the rating they wore on their sleeve. If
they succeeded in completing the course, they were to be the first cycle of
graduates and as such be referred to as Yokaren Ikki (first
cycle). Following Yokaren 
cycles would be called Yokaren
Niki (second cycle),  Yokaren 
 Sanki  (third
cycle), and so on with the last class of the war being technically the
nineteenth cycle that was still undergoing training when the war ended. As a
result of the recruitment and training of civilians and enlisted navy personnel
to become pilots, by 1941 there existed a nine-to-one ratio of enlisted men
versus officers among the pilots and air crews.


The core of the Japanese Army/Navy indoctrination was a
set of five key principles within the Gunjin
Chokuyū (Imperial Rescript) given to the military on January 4,
1882, by the Emperor Meiji and subsequently memorized by all servicemen.5 The imperial instructions consisted of
twenty-seven hundred kanji 
ideograms that governed the serviceman's life and actions. The five paraphrased
lines were essential to proper conduct.


The military man is Loyal Chūsetsu)


The military man is Polite (Reigi)


The military man is Brave (Buyū)


The military man is Trustworthy (Shingi)


The military man is Thrifty (Shisso)


Once the boys entered Yokaren 
preparatory aviation course they were considered to be on a ship in His
Imperial Majesty's Navy. They wore sailors' uniforms and responded to the sound
of various brassy bugle calls that announced the day's activities. Many of the
aging  Yokaren 
graduates can still hum the familiar tunes. At night the boys unrolled and
slung their hammocks from hooks on an I-beam, and slept suspended above the
deck. After taps sounded the exhausted boys were fast asleep, guarded by a
regular "fire watch" that patrolled the barracks. 


In the morning, the reveille bugle blared, and they
bolted from their canvas cocoons which they rolled up tight and passed via a
fire-bucket-brigade system to the top of their wooden cubby hole lockers. Just
like in the surface fleet the hammocks were neatly stowed for the day. Each had
a wooden cubby locker on the wall, with his number, containing his possessions
stacked in a neat, orderly fashion.


Several of the veterans noted their expectations of
quickly taking to the sky were dashed when they reported for duty. Apart from
the introductory flight in the backseat of a biplane trainer, the closest they
ever got to piloting an airplane were brief sessions in a low-flying tiny
glider that was manually launched into the air. To strengthen their bodies the
boys engaged in team rowing, cutter sailing, formation jogging, and
calisthenics. This strenuous activity also simulated the stress and spatial
disorientation experienced in aerial combat. Mr. Mikio Ōtsu, a graduate of
the Yokaren program,
complained tongue-in-cheek, "They had us running laps, spinning in those giant
wheels, doing somersaults and flips. I wondered if I hadn't joined the circus
by mistake." Eventually, they were trained in the Link style trainers that gave
them a better understanding of how the rudder and pedals worked. The
electric-powered Link style trainers, although comical in appearance, were
effective, economical, and safe tools used to teach the trainees the basics of
aircraft instrumentation. 


The Yokaren 
cadets carried a heavy load of classroom training composed principally of three
parts: military studies, standard studies, and military-discipline studies. The
military studies consisted of naval operations, navigation, engineering,
sanitation, and human physiology. The standard studies were comprised of
Japanese language (grammar, composition, and written characters), Chinese
studies, arithmetic, algebra, geometry, trigonometry, physics, science,
geography, world history, and English—yes, English. The
military-discipline studies were designed to instill morale, proper etiquette,
and correct character, and to assure proper personality development. The latter
also included land-battle studies, rifle and pistol qualification, cutter
rowing, light and flag signals, bayonet practice, swimming, and gymnastics.3


As was true in both the army and the navy, Spartan
discipline was a way of life for young recruits. Individualism, already frowned
upon in Japanese society, was forced from the boys' spirits by habitual
roundhouse slaps (ōfuku
binta), punches (ippatsu),
and attacks from bellowing instructors wielding three-quarter-size baseball
bats emblazoned with the slogan, Gunjin
Seishin Chūnyūbō ("Bat to instill military spirit").
Trainees yelped out replies to questions, and if not loud enough were punished.
Instructors competed with one another to devise creative ways to torture the
young trainees. It was done to toughen up the boys and turn them into men, or
so they told the boys. 


Mr. Saburō Kawabe, a Yokaren graduate who later went on to fly dive-bombers, related an
experience. "Not all the punishments were as painful as the 'bat.' There was
this one called the 'beekeeper.' An instructor would punish us for our untidy
barracks, or whatever he decided was the excuse for hazing us that day, and
announce, 'The beekeeper is coming to check on his beehive.' This was our cue
to rush over to our little [door less] wooden wall lockers and squeeze into
them backward as fast as we could and then rapidly flap our hands and mimic the
sound of a bee, saying 'buzz, buzz.' And if we got into our 'beehives' too
slowly or didn't flap our wings fast enough, he'd slap us in the face as he
walked by." There was the sound of slapping mixed with stifled yelps amid the
underlying sound of buzzing. "During my Yokaren 
days it seemed we were always healing from split lips and puffy faces. You
might think I'm crazy, but I look back at that time with great fondness." 


The Yokaren 
graduates softened the hard-packed clay training grounds with their blood,
sweat, and tears. The instructors were the hammer, and the Yokaren course was
the anvil. The goal was to transform these boys by hammering them over and
over, to forge them into samurai swords.


Prior to completing the Yokaren 
course, the boys were given a series of flights in a biplane trainer. All
cadets were potentially pilot material. The cadets wanted to be pilots, but the
Navy needed observers and radiomen as well. The Navy divided aviators into
three categories: sōjū'in 
(pilot), teisatsu'in 
(navigator/observer) and denshin'in 
(radioman/gunner). The distinction was based on their aptitude, test scores,
and instructor evaluation. One slip-up or misunderstood in-flight command from
the instructor in the backseat during any of the initial flights meant the
trainee could be cut from the pilot roster and (upon graduation) relegated to
the Teiren 
observer/radioman course.


After graduating from the Yokaren 
course, the pilots spent a year in the Hiren 
course for actual in-flight training. In the case of observers and radiomen,
they went to the Teiren 
course for more classroom training before their in-flight training. Following
their year of in-air training, the pilot and observer graduates from the Hiren and Teiren courses were
posted to a combat air group to receive their "post graduate" training under front
line combat conditions.


The courses were effective in
building up a cadre of skilled enlisted pilots and air crewmen. To learn the
fundamentals of flight and navigation, and to actually fly a plane as a
teenager was perhaps one of the keys to Japan's early success in the war. While
the average eighteen-year-old American boy was thinking about the high school
prom, the eighteen-year-old Yokaren 
graduates had completed over two years of military training. 









Yokaren Expands


Due to the Navy's insatiable appetite for fresh airmen,
the number of  Yokaren 
training campuses spread throughout Japan. In 1937, with ever-darker war clouds
looming over the continent of China, the Navy felt pressure to get more
trainees through the program at a quicker pace. 


Their plan was to enlist slightly older students who had
already completed much of their formal education and could theoretically be
sent into the air sooner. During the Yokaren 
6th cycle in 1937, the Navy introduced an abbreviated preparatory flight course
classified as Yokaren Kō-Shū 
(A Course). The navy looked to middle school students who had finished at least
the first school term of their fourth year. And as the war progressed they accepted boys who had
completed only the third year (age sixteen, on average). The Yokaren Kō-Shū  course
was shortened to one and a half years in length. The Yokaren 
Kō-Shū trainees had at least one more year of middle
school under their belts so needed less formal instruction. There would now be
two groups within the Yokaren 
program. Those who had completed nearly all of their middle school education
were classified as Kō-shū 
(A Course). Those who had completed only their two-year middle school education
were now classified as Otsu-shū 
(B Course).


The Kō-shū 
boys were moved quicker along through the aviation prep course. The Otsu-shū boys stayed
with the original, longer training period. 


The highly publicized Kō-shū 
program would require the applicants to pass a new, stricter entrance
examination. More test subjects were added, but applicants who passed the Kō-shū 
exam were promised advancements which would match opportunities given to Naval
Academy graduates.4 This promise of
quick advancement—and accompanying higher pay and flight pay—was
all that was needed to send thousands of student applicants storming the doors
of navy recruiters.


However, there was a storm brewing on the horizon as boys
joined the new Kō-shū 
program. They learned there was no fast track to promotion nor any special
treatment. Despite the strict entrance requirements and being told they were "Japan's
new elite," the Kō-shū 
boys discovered they were still bestowed with the lowest rank of yontōhei 
(seaman apprentice). These young men were led to believe they were the nation's
elite, yet were treated like any sailor who could be called up for nothing less
than the cost to mail a draft card. 


A large number of Kō-shū 
cadets were disillusioned, feeling they had been deliberately tricked into
joining  Yokaren. 
Word soon began to spread as dissatisfied cadets grumbled to their families and
even to their underclassmen from the middle schools from which they had
graduated. Amazingly, families wrote letters complaining to the Navy about this
perceived injustice. There was a disparity between their sons' expectations and
the reality of how they were treated. Word about the situation quickly spread
among the middle schools across the small island nation, causing the Navy to
experience a hiccup in recruiting Kō-shū 
cadets.


The ripple of discontent became a tsunami the Navy could
no longer ignore. In December 1942, two fundamental changes were announced to
handle the grumbling over the lack of distinction between ordinary sailors and
the aviation trainees. The Navy adjusted the promotion track to favor the Yokaren cadets. More
importantly to boosting morale, they introduced a new stylish uniform for the Sōren and Yokaren cadets. The
simple design was based on that of the naval band uniform. The new uniform
supplemented the sailor uniform. The new additional uniform consisted of a
short shell jacket with seven large, domed brass buttons engraved with a cherry
blossom and anchor pattern. There was a special embroidered collar insignia of
a cherry blossom and half-wing insignia. The Yokaren 
cadets were given snappy leather-billed (peaked) caps similar to those worn by
petty officers and officers, but with a metal Yokaren 
cap insignia. This simple change did wonders for Yokaren 
enlistment numbers. The new uniform gave the cadets a feeling of pride they
felt more accurately mirrored their own academic achievements that set them apart
from the average swabbie.


As in the surface fleet, during the summer months the
white uniform was worn, and during the winter months it was the dark-blue
uniform. Later in the war the entire Navy switched to a year-round green
uniform. The Yokaren 
simply dyed the white uniforms green.


The unique number of seven brass buttons on the new waist
length shell jacket worn during their training period prompted the nickname Nanatsu Botan (seven
buttons). Today the phrase is interchangeable with the actual course name of  Yokaren. This is
largely due to the popularity of a catchy tune written for a propaganda movie
that swept the nation. The song was written for Tōhō Studios which
was commissioned by the Ministry of the Navy to produce a film about Yokaren. The propaganda
film is called Kessen No 
Ōzora E  (Into the Sky for the Decisive
Battle). It is about the glorious life of the cherub-faced, teenage
cadets at the Yokaren 
main campus at Tsuchiura. The toe-tapping tune is known by two titles,  Wakawashi No Uta (Song of the Young Eagles) 
and  Yokaren no Uta 
(Song of the Yokaren).
The upbeat melody is the work of the prolific composer Yūji Koseki who was
known as the "John Philip Sousa of the Far East." The patriotic lyrics are by
poet and songwriter Yaso Saijō. He penned dozens of popular radio, movie,
and university fight songs from the 1920s through the 1960s. Song of the Young Eagles 
was a smash hit across Japan and perhaps is his most famous piece. The film's
depiction of brave, apple-cheeked airmen, dashing in their seven-button
uniforms was too much to resist for tens of thousands of teenage boys who
flocked to navy recruiting centers. 


After the fall of Saipan and Guam in the summer of 1944,
aviation fuel shortages severely limited pilot training. Safe areas in which to
conduct flight training were becoming increasingly scarce due to B-29 raids. By
the end of 1944, the Japanese Navy switched gears from training aviators for
offensive operations to training them for Kamikaze Tokkō missions. The boys of  Yokaren had their
training periods drastically abbreviated. They were slated to train on various
one-way suicide crafts, including bomb-laden biplanes, Shinyō suicide speedboats, Kaiten one-man 
suicide subs, Ōka 
rocket-propelled bombs, and Fukuryū 
hardhat suicide divers using primitive scuba gear.


In June 1945, the Yokaren 
program was frozen. Except for a limited number of boys being employed in
suicide missions, the cadets were assigned to battle stations across Japan as
land-based infantry. Many found themselves digging tunnels or building
fortifications to prepare for the Hondō
Kessen, the "Decisive Final Battle." 









Naval Aviation Organization


In 1941, the carrier-based aircraft units were known as Kōkō-Sentai,
"striking force." When land-based the aircraft units were designated Kōkū-Sentai.


Kōkū-kantai: Air fleet


Kōkū-sentai: Carrier division or land-based air flotilla


Kōkūtai: Air group


Hikōtai: Squadron within an air group


Daitai: A unit of twenty-seven planes


Buntai/Chūtai: A unit of nine planes


Shōtai: An echelon three planes


Kutai: Two or four planes in an echelon (developed later)


 


Butaichō/Shirei: The air group commander was a captain or commander.


Fukuchō: The executive officer was usually a commander. 


Hikōchō: The officer in charge of operations was a lieutenant commander.


Hikōtaichō: 
The squadron leader was a lieutenant commander or lieutenant who graduated from
the Naval Academy. An air group could have three or four Hikōtaichō, 
depending on the size. However, in the air, a formation could be led by a
special lieutenant or special ensign depending on the makeup of the unit.


 


A Kōkūtai 
(Air Group) was comprised of three Hikōtai
 (squadron), one each for fighters, dive-bombers, and
torpedo/level-bombers. Some units also had recon aircraft assigned to them. For
the most part, there was one Hikōtai 
for each type of aircraft in an air group; fighters, dive-bombers, etc.. but
from early 1944 they would begin to use a single type of aircraft, instead of
having groups of mixed aircraft working together like at Pearl Harbor. The
situation changed to focus on specialization.6














Chapter One
Kaname Harada



When I first met Kaname Harada he was ninety-three years
old, actively fit, and energetically working as the Principal of his
award-winning private kindergarten in Nagano prefecture. Harada is one of the
handful of aviators who experienced the war from the beginning to the end, and
he is the only surviving member who flew during the USS Panay incident near Nanking in 1937. He
is credited with shooting down nineteen Allied planes, nine of which were solo
victories, of which five were scored at the Battle of Midway. He was also
involved in the Pearl Harbor attack, Wake Island, Port Darwin, and the Battle
for Guadalcanal. 


He invited me to his charming home, complete with a
traditional Japanese garden with crisply manicured trees straight out of an old
samurai movie. I met his daughter, who was born during the war, and learned
about her deep respect for her father. This visit for tea developed into an
all-day event in which Harada talked at length about his experiences, many of
which he had never shared with an outsider. We later met in Hawaii for a week
before visiting Midway Atoll, the focal point in the battle that resulted in
the death of thousands of of Japanese and Americans. We met two more times in
Japan, at which more firsthand information came to light. He was gracious in
answering letters by correspondence as well. Although new to the Western
reader, he is respected as a national living treasure in Japan. He has appeared
in several television documentaries, articles, and books about the war. 









Early Days


Mr. Kaname Harada was born on August 11, 1916, the eldest
of three children. His family farmed in the little town of Asakawamura in
current-day Nagano city. He did well in school, was athletic and tough. As a
child, he was nursed on tales of his grandfather's experience as the last
generation of the samurai class. A sepia-tone photo taken of his aged
grandfather wearing the family samurai armor hangs proudly in his home. As a
young boy he was also told of his uncle's brave death serving under Gen.
Maresuke Nogi in the 1905 Russo-Japanese war. His uncle was in the infamous "San
Juan Hill" of the war, a place known only by its elevation in meters on a
military map, "Hill 203." Located in the Russian-controlled city known as Port
Arthur (Lüshun), China, this scrap for the summit of the fortified strategic
hill overlooking the bay lasted a mere two weeks but claimed the lives of 5,052
Japanese and resulted in another 11,884 wounded.7 As a boy, he literally looked up to his
deceased uncle's portrait resting in the family butsudan 
altar, the very portrait that today hangs in his own living room as a reminder
of his family's sacrifices for the nation. Along with the slightly faded
century-old photo is his late uncle's beautifully handcrafted military sake cup
decorated with the phrase, "In Commemoration, off to War with Russia."8 


As children, he and his classmates were influenced by
Japan's historic victory over her much larger neighbor. It seemed everyone had
a relative who was in the military. In addition, the army's 50th
Infantry Regiment and 58th Infantry Regiment were both from the
area, so there was no shortage of chances to observe soldiers parading through
the towns in glorious fashion, accompanied by army bands playing martial tunes.


As a teenager he saw a Japanese daredevil aerobatic air
show, and was instantly sent into a trance by the exploits of the pilots who
flew with such grace. He could not
have imagined he would someday be flying with one of those very pilots. Japan's
first aerial acrobatic exhibition team was organized in 1931 and made up of
three men who flew such amazing stunts they were called  Sanba Garasu (Three Ravens). The pilots
could be likened to an early version of the Blue Angels and were widely known
across Japan. They flew the early Type 13 biplanes in air shows across Japan to
promote the Navy. The leader of the first three-man team was Lt. Yoshito
Kobayashi. His two wingmen were Warrant Officer (WO) Heiichirō Mase and WO
Yoshi Aoki. On August 25, 1932, the "Three Ravens" put on a special command
performance over the Hayama
Gōtei palace for Emperor Hirohito and his special guest, newly
crowned Emperor Pu-Yi, known as the last emperor of Manchuria.9 


A couple of years later Lt. Minoru Genda took over the
acrobatic team, retaining Mase and Aoki as his wingmen, who were now flying the
new Type 90 biplane fighter. The group flew in breathtakingly tight formations.
They regularly performed barnstorming stunts that thrilled Japanese crowds. The
acrobatic team was renamed "Genda's Circus" after its new leader. Young Harada
would be flying combat missions with these men in China, and he could not have
been blessed with more experienced and talented pilots from whom to learn.









The Mukden Incident


In 1931, Japan owned a large and prosperous venture on
the continent of Asia called the "South Manchurian Railway." The railway line
was received from Imperial Russia as a form of war reparations following the
war of 1905. There was incredible wealth to be made transporting goods and
supplies across the continent. The Japanese had brought in large numbers of
employees and their families to work the railroad. The potential for growth was
enormous, but the area was often unstable. The Japanese army dispatched special
units to patrol the lines and secure the trains. The Japanese militarists
wanted more than the railway; they wanted the entire region under their
control. The 29th Infantry Regiment was stationed legally in Mukden
(Shanyang) to guard Japan's interests. On September 18, with the blessings of
the Kantō Army's Commander-in-Chief Gen. Shigeru Honjō, soldiers set
off a small amount of dynamite adjacent to a section of railway track near a
Chinese barracks. Although the explosion was so small it failed to even damage
the track, the Japanese accused the Chinese of an act of war. The Japanese
launched an invasion that led to the occupation of Manchuria. Japan soon
established the puppet state of Manchukuo headed by Emperor Pu-Yi. The war quickly spread to China's major
cities, including Shanghai in January 1932. The ruse of the so-called "Mukden
Incident" was exposed to the international community, leading Japan to
diplomatic isolation and its withdrawal from the League of Nations in March
1933.10









Joining the Navy


Young Harada followed the growing conflict on the
continent. Men around him were drafted by the Army and sent to Manchuria. If
the war lasted much longer, he too, might be forced to join them. A discussion with
a neighbor caused him to rethink his future. The man was about the same age as
his father and talked of traveling overseas during the Navy's annual
around-the-world-cruise conducted for the naval academy graduates. The thought
of traveling overseas had been inconceivable for this small-town farm boy. He
made up his mind to join the Navy as soon as he was old enough because "perhaps
I would be on one of the ships that took the Etajima graduates on the cruise."


With the hope of seeing the world, sixteen-year-old
Harada joined the Navy on May 1, 1933. There was no fanfare, no send-off party,
nor even the ubiquitous signed Yosegaki[1]
flag. "I guess the tradition of the patriotic send-off hadn't fully developed
yet, at least not in my home town." He underwent basic training at Yokosuka
Naval Base, which was a rude awakening common to young naval recruits. "I was
half-starved and beaten daily, certainly not the romantic life on the high seas
I dreamed of." One of the boys who also joined the Navy at Yokosuka was future
ace Kanichi "One-Wing" Kashimura. Harada described him as a positive thinker
with an aggressive instinct, two common traits among fighter pilots. The pair
went through basic training together, served aboard separate ships, took the
aviation exam, became pilots, and later flew in China together .


In September 1933, as part of his basic training, Harada
was assigned to thirty days aboard the destroyer Ushio 
as a lowly seaman third class. While serving aboard the Ushio he heard tales from the older
sailors of their experiences fighting in the Chang River area during the 1932
Shanghai Incident. Shipboard life was harsh and discipline strict, and there
was no sign of going on a world cruise to see the lights of "gay Paree". After
the stark shipboard experience he decided to apply to the Naval Ordnance School
in hopes of being assigned to a naval air group and be closer to the flyers. He
performed well, and after graduating from the Naval Ordnance School in November
1935, he was assigned to the aircraft carrier Hōshō 
and tasked with arming aircraft. He wanted more than to work on the planes; he
wanted to fly them.


His big break came in June 1936, when he was selected to
sit for the entrance exam for the Navy's Sōren enlisted ranks aviation training course.  
Of the fifteen hundred sailors who took the entrance exam only ten
percent passed, and only twenty-six men completed the course.11 "The tough written exam and physical tests
of strength and endurance eliminated nearly all the applicants, so I feel lucky
to have made it through," he said. He underwent his preflight and flight
training at the Kasumigaura
Kōkūtai, where he studied hard and graduated at the top of
his class on February 23, 1937. The chief flight instructor informed him that
both he and the top graduate of the 4th Hikō Gakusei cycle were to be
awarded the coveted Onshi 
silver pocket watch on April 12. It would be during the joint graduation
ceremony for the fourteen members of the 4th Hikō Gakusei cycle and the
twenty-six men of the 37th Sōren 
cycle pilots. The pocket watch, made by Seikōsha,[2] was engraved
with the word Onshi 
(Imperial Gift from His Majesty) bestowed in the name of Emperor Hirohito,
personally presented by the Emperor's second cousin, Admiral Prince Hiroyasu
Fushiminomiya.


Since the pocket watch was presented only to the top
graduate of each cycle, they are incredibly few in number. Harada is the only
man still living known to have received one. Different imperial commemorative
gifts were awarded to the top of the class, depending on the institution. All
the gifts were engraved with the characters Onshi.
 The top graduates of the Naval Gunnery, Torpedo, and Accounting
Schools all received an Onshi 
imperial cased fountain pen. The top Etajima Naval Academy graduate was given
an Onshi 
hand-forged dagger,. The Naval War College summa
cum laude was presented an Onshi 
inscribed hand-forged traditional Nihontō samurai sword.









Saeki Air Group


After graduating, he was assigned to Saeki Air Group in
Oita for advanced fighter training. "As a fighter pilot we were trained to
follow three basic rules: take control of the air, protect the bombers so they
could do their job, and protect your ship/base. We earned generous combat pay
and nighttime flight pay that amounted to double the earnings of a non-aviator
of the same rank. We also enjoyed special sweet treats, tiny bottles of energy
drinks, and vitamins to keep us alert. This explains why so many men applied
for aviation school. We all knew that life as an aviator was better in every
aspect than serving as an enlisted man on a ship."


On October 2, 1937, with three hundred hours of flight
time, Harada was among thirty handpicked pilots assigned to the two air groups
flying combat missions in China, the 12th and 13th Air
Groups. Harada was assigned to Capt. Morihiko Miki's 12th Air Group,
but it was the fighter-squadron leader, Lt. Ryōhei Ushioda, who was in
charge of ensuring that the unit's mission of providing air-to-ground support
for army combat operations went smoothly. One of his new comrades in arms was
PO2/c Kaneyoshi Mutō assigned to the 13th Air Group. Mutō
went on to become a Mustang officer and six-time ace pilot in the 343rd
Air Group.[3]









The Road to Nanking


By the time Harada arrived in China in October 1937, the
Japanese Army was already pushing the communist Chinese forces north toward the
capital of Nanking. The 12th Air Group had been relegated to
providing ground-support missions for the Army. He would not engage in any
dogfights in China, but his ground-support missions are of keen interest. Under
the organization set up in China, the Japanese Army used its own bombers for
wide-scale bombing but called upon the highly trained navy pilots for close
combat support. By October 1937, most of the Chinese air opposition had been
overcome, and the 12th Air Group flew ground support missions in the
gray-colored and antiquated-looking Type 95 biplane (Nakajima A4N1). They were based
initially at Shanghai's Kunda (Kodai) University's athletic training grounds
turned airfield.12 Despite their
antiquated appearance, the biplanes were capable of the duties assigned to
them. Harada and the others were housed in a comfortable dormitory belonging to
Kanebō Boseki a Japanese cotton spinning company. One of his squadron
mates, a man with whom he spent the next few years flying with, was an Etajima
Naval Academy graduate, Lt. Fusata Iida. According to Harada, Lt. Iida
graduated at the top of his class in the officer's flight course, 28th
 Hikō Gakusei 
cycle in 1934. 


His sister unit, the 13th Air Group, also at
Kunda University, was slated for air-to-air combat using the more modern Type
96 "Claude" open-cockpit monoplane fighter. The two units often flew together
and were collectively referred to as the Nirenku 
(Second Combined Air Group). Famed Pearl Harbor attack planner Minoru Genda was
a staff member for the Nirenku. Many of Japan's future aces
were grown in the fertile soil of the Chinese continent before serving in the
Pacific War.


During the Chinese northern retreat, the Chinese conducted
a scorched-earth policy, burning or destroying as they fought a rearward action
some four hundred miles long, with the Japanese 10th Army in hot
ground pursuit. As the Japanese advanced, the 12th Air Group left
her sister unit behind in Shanghai and relocated to a new airfield about one
hundred miles northwest at Joshu (Changzhou). The Japanese Army was out-pacing
the ability of the Navy to provide timely air-ground support, so the move
brought Harada's unit closer to Nanking, the capital of China.


"We were trained to do ground support, but there was no
air-to-air communication at that time, let alone ground-to-air communication."
They had no radios in the planes so communication between aircraft consisted of
quick one-handed gestures. When asked how the pilots coordinated their
ground-support attacks he replied, "The army used strips of white cloth about
three feet wide and perhaps thirty feet long that looked like a capital letter T  to mark the front
line. The bar of the T 
was placed on the ground facing the enemy, who could be located anywhere from a
few hundred yards to a thousand yards ahead of the marker. Basically, anything
ahead of the marker was to be attacked. We flew at the height of fifteen
hundred feet and could see the markers clearly." The drawback was that flying
this low left the fabric-covered, unarmored biplanes susceptible to enemy
small-arms ground fire. "If we flew higher to avoid enemy ground fire it became
harder to see the ground markers."


He recalled one such support mission. "We flew toward the
front lines and caught sight of the ground markers up ahead. We prepared to
drop our bombs, but I saw enemy machine-gun fire below so I quickly spun on my
wing and changed my aim for the flickering muzzle flashes. I dropped both bombs
square on the target and reformed with the group. After landing I requested to
visit the enemy machine-gun fortification to observe what my bombs had done.
The front line had moved forward so a couple of days later I was driven to the
spot only to find I had dropped my bombs on one of the large Chinese
greenhouses that dot the area. After seeing the shards of broken glass in
person I realized the greenhouse had been previously destroyed, and the broken
glass that littered the entire area reflected the sunlight, creating a
twinkling gunfire effect. It looked just like small-arms fire, and it was on
the front lines. I was teased by the other pilots but never made that mistake
again. Seeing the results of my errant bombing run in person was a good lesson
for me. I have always tried to learn from my mistakes."


Shortly afterwards the pilots of the Nirenku received
shocking news. On November 8, 1937, fellow Imperial Onshisilver-pocket-watch recipient and
former member of the "Three Ravens" stunt team went missing. WO Heiichirō
Mase departed on a solo reconnaissance mission and never returned. It was later
learned he was downed by Chinese AA fire at Shanghai, captured and later
executed by the Chinese.13, 14


By December 8, 1937, the Japanese Shanghai Expeditionary
Force (SEF) and Gen. Honjō's 10th Army converged from the east
and south, encompassing the Chinese defenses outside the city of Nanking. The
following day, with troops at the gates of the city, Japanese aircraft dropped
leaflets urging General Tang Sheng-Chi to surrender the city. The leaflets,
written in Japanese and Chinese, were authorized using the name of the
Commander-in-Chief of the Central China Area Army, Gen. Iwane Matsui. Part of
it read:


The
Japanese Army would be…generous to civilians and Chinese troops with no sign of
enmity, but would be…enraged by those who resist. If we do not receive any
response by the deadline, the Japanese Army has no choice but to begin
attacking Nanking.


General Tang, who had been selected by Chiang Kai-Shek to
defend Nanking, rejected the ultimatum by ordering his troops not to retreat.
Meanwhile, remaining foreign nationals in the walled city, who had created the
International Committee for the Nanking Safety Zone, contacted General Tang and
suggested a plan for a cease-fire, during which the Chinese troops could
withdraw while the Japanese troops would stay in position.15


Tang agreed with this proposal if the International
Committee could obtain authorization from Chiang Kai-Shek, who had already fled
to Hankow. The chairman of the International Committee, German diplomat John
Rabe (often called the "Oskar Schindler of China"), boarded the USS Panay on December 9
to send telegrams to Chiang Kai-Shek by way of the American ambassador in
Hankow, and to the Japanese military authority in Shanghai. The next day he was
informed that Chiang Kai-Shek refused to declare Nanking an open city. This
would have saved many lives but was unthinkable politically. Chiang Kai-Shek
sealed the fate of tens of thousands of Chinese soldiers and civilians who were
mixed together in the city. Time had run out for the defenders of Nanking, who
found themselves in a medieval siege, protected by thick walls and massive
gates. The defenders' only escape was cut off by a wide river with far too few boats
to carry them across. It could be called "The Asian Dunkirk" but with far more
tragic results. 


As part of that attack, the Japanese Naval 12th
Air Group was ordered to bomb two of the city's heavily defended gates that
were stalling the advance. The stubborn targets were part of Nanking's ancient
massive walls that surrounded the city. The targets were the Taiheimon Gate
(Taiping Gate) where the Japanese 16th Division had assembled, and
the Kokamon 
Gate (Guanghua Gate) where the Japanese 9th Division was
encountering fierce resistance. Lt. Fusata Iida and Harada were in the air with
the rest of the pilots of the Nirenku. The Japanese had repeatedly bombed Nanking in September, but without
ground troops to enter the city they were unable to dislodge the Chinese
defenders. This was to be a combined full-out air-ground assault on the enemy's
capital. 


Harada had flown over the city previously and noted how
incredibly thick and well-defended those walled gates were, so when the order
came to hit them he knew he'd have his work cut out for him. "We loaded up our
fighters with two 60-kilogram bombs each for the ground-support mission to
Nanking. I knew there would be a lot of fire coming up at us from below, and
was feeling anxious."


Fortunately for the Japanese, there were no opposing
aircraft in the sky that day as the pilots carefully bombed the Guanghua Gate,
causing a partial collapse in the integrity of the walls. Harada and the others
repeatedly machine-gunned the defenders manning the tops of the walls until
they exhausted their ordnance and ammunition. They returned to Joshu Airfield
to rearm before setting out to attack the second gate, achieving the same
results. The crumbing effect of bombing the top of the walls resulted in a
depression-like saddle in the near thirty-foot-thick walls, allowing the
Japanese infantry to use ladders to move up and over the wall and into the
city. The ensuing battle led to two of the more controversial incidents in WWII
history: the sinking of USS Panay,
and the infamous "Rape of Nanking," to which he was an eyewitness.









The Birth of a Legend


On the morning of December 9, Harada's friend from the Yokosuka Kaiheidan 
days, PO3/c Kanichi Kashimura, was in his Type 96 Claude with the 13th
Air Group over Nanchang. Harada said that according to Kuniyoshi Tanaka, who
was flying on Kashimura's wing, the Japanese fighters led by Lt. Takuma,
encountered a formation of nine Curtis Hawk biplane fighters. The two groups
raced headlong at each other and as a result, Kashimura clipped one of the
enemy fighters and it crashed. The fact that Kashimura was able to recover from
the mid-air collision and bring his crippled fighter home is a testament to his
flying skills. Kashimura was back in the air a couple of days later to participate
in the attack on USS Panay.


A Japanese combat correspondent caught his miraculous
return to Shanghai on film, which later resulted in Kanichi Kashimura becoming
a celebrity in Japan. He was known as "the man who returned on one wing."
Harada commented, "At the time of Kashimura's famous one-wing landing at
Shanghai, I was (with the 12th Air Group) up at Joshu Airfield, so
didn't witness it. I heard about it, but had no idea he would become famous for
it. In January I rotated back to Japan and saw his name all over the
newspapers. The media portrayed it as a great victory, but he was lucky to have
survived the collision, I think."









The Pacific War Almost Started Early, USS Panay


Built in Shanghai for duty in the US Asiatic Fleet on the
Yangtze River, the shallow-draft riverboat USS Panay's
primary mission was to provide protection to American lives, property and
religious activities.16 Throughout Panay's service,
bandits and soldier-outlaws constantly menaced navigation on the Yangtze River.
It was Panay 
and her sister ships that provided protection for foreign shipping and foreign
nationals.


American patrol gunboats were maintained on the Yangtze
River by the United States under the Sino-American Treaty of 1858, the treaty
conceded by China following the joint attack in 1857–1858 by Britain and
France. Although the United States did not join in the war against China, she
insisted on sharing rights gained in the victory. Among the rights were
permission for foreigners to travel in China and the right for Christian
missionaries to enter and work in China. Four ports were opened on the Yangtze
River, and extraterritorial rights were granted.


In November 1937, as
the Japanese advanced on Nanking, gunboats evacuated most of the embassy staff
from the city. USS Panay was 
assigned as a station ship to guard the remaining US citizens and take them out
of danger.


According to USS Panay's Executive Officer Lt. Arthur "Tex" Anders, the Panay 
was anchored about five hundred yards off the Bund
at Hsiakuan. Across the river from Nanking, the Pukow waterfront was heavily
bombed, buildings were hit and set afire, and several artillery shells fell in
the water about two hundred feet from the Panay.
The captain decided to move to a safer anchorage about two miles upriver to
Sanchiaho, off the Asiatic Petroleum Company installation, where American
refugees were to proceed if they decided to leave. On December 11, the Panay moved farther upriver, away from the doomed city 
after evacuating the remaining Americans from the city. The Panay was safe, or so they thought.


On Sunday morning,
December 12, at about 9:00 a.m., Japanese Army artillery shells were again
landing in the river. Before Harada and the other pilots were even in the air,
the Japanese Army was trying to sink the foreign vessels on the river. The
Americans formed a convoy of Socony-Vacuum Oil Co. river oil tankers, the SS Meiping, Meishia and Meian,
and proceeded upriver out of harm's way. The tankers carried fuel for the river
gunboats. At 9:40 a.m., while proceeding upriver, they stopped in response to a
signal from a Japanese boat that came alongside. A Japanese Army officer came
aboard, wishing to speak to the commanding officer (Lt.Cdr. Jim Hughes). The Japanese officer was informed the convoy was proceeding to a safe
anchorage above Nanking. The Japanese asked about Chinese troop positions but
was rebuffed by the Americans, who claimed neutrality and refused to provide
information.17 
Lt. Arthur Ender described what happened next:


"At
about 1:38 p.m. on December 12, after we had our Sunday dinner, the men on
watch sighted three twin-engine bombers[4] in V formation flying downriver on a course taking
them over the Panay 
and convoy. We had no reason to believe the Japanese would attack us; the U.S.
was a neutral nation, and Japanese planes had been flying over since 27
September on their way to bomb Chinese targets." Anders also said, "The Panay was well marked with two large
horizontal U.S. flags, one forward and one aft, and with large vertical flags.
The Japanese were always informed when we changed anchorage. All of our
gunboats were painted white with buff upper works. Nonetheless, the order to
man our defense stations and to close watertight doors and hatches was
immediately given when the planes were sighted. We had ready ammunition at each
of our guns."18



The commander of the 12th Air Group, Capt.
Morihiko Miki, relayed orders to attack enemy shipping on the river. "We
believed the enemy was on those boats trying to escape." The Japanese Army had
been fighting for months, pushing the Chinese armies farther upriver but never
obtaining the decisive battle they longed for. At long last, they had the enemy
bottled up in the thick-walled city. Perhaps the Japanese army feared letting
the enemy commanders slip through their fingers hidden in the bowels of
foreign-marked ships?


On Sunday,
December 12, twenty-four planes of the combined 12th and 13th
Air Groups "received orders, based on direct information from the Army through
the Naval Third Air Fleet, to attack the flotilla of foreign vessels
suspected of carrying soldiers and equipment away from the city of Nanking."
According to Harada, they were to prevent enemy troops and supplies from
exiting the battle zone.


The biplanes from the 12th Air Group, slowly
droned unopposed over the city. Harada in his open cockpit could see the mass
of people moving in all directions in a state of chaos. There were soldiers
bravely attempting to defend the city, while others fled across the river.
After a visit to Nanking (now called Nanjing) in 2005 the author learned the
defenders had received conflicting orders that resulted in tragic friendly fire
incidents on those who were retreating. The lack of clear command caused chaos.[5] 
To add to the confusion, German diplomat John Rabe, motivated by humanitarian
reasons, encouraged four hundred Chinese soldiers to change into civilian
attire and seek refuge in the Foreign Safety Zone. It was something he would
deeply regret in the coming days.19


Far below the pilots of the Nirenku, people with bundled
possessions rushed to exit the city, which looked like an anthill doused with
water. "We flew over the city and turned north along the Yangtze River to
Hoshien where we located the target: a flotilla of forty or more vessels of all
shapes and sizes." Harada, the only surviving member, explained the layout of
the Nirenku as 
it attacked the USS Panay:


13th Air Group


Three Type 96 carrier-based
attack bombers, led Lt. Eiji Murata20


Six Type 96 carrier-based
bombers, led Lt. Masatake Okumiya21


12th Air Group


Six Type 94 carrier-based
bombers, led Lt. Ichirō Komaki22


Nine Type 95 carrier-based
fighters, led Lt. Ryōhei Ushioda23



"The 12th Air Group had six bombers flying in
two shōtais,
and nine fighters flying behind in three separate shōtais flying in a row. All were
carrying 60-kilogram bombs for the mission against the fleeing Chinese
flotilla. I was the junior member of the fighter shōtai 
so was in the back of the fighter formation in slot number nine putting me in
the very back of the entire combined Nirenku
attack group." He says, "We focused our attack on the larger vessels. By the
time I dove toward the boats they had all been somewhat damaged. I dropped my
bombs and believe I hit a target but couldn't swear to it. The explosions and
geysers blew the smaller boats up out of the water, capsizing many of them. There
were so many boats in the water that even a miss was as good as a hit."


Harada explained, "The 13th Air Group went in
before us. Their dive-bombers went in first, followed by their fighters who
also bombed the enemy ships. We (12th Air Group) followed in the
same way with the dive-bombers going first. I didn't strafe at all, and don't
recall seeing any strafing by our aircraft, but I can't say for certain no one
strafed since there were a lot of planes in the air. I didn't observe any
return fire from the boats, and none of our planes from the 12th Air Group took a
single bullet in the attack. We checked all our planes when we landed after the
attack so I know this to be a fact."


But the Americans had fought back, despite many of them
receiving mortal wounds from Japanese shrapnel in near misses and even a direct
hit on the Panay.
Lt. Anders took command after the captain was incapacitated and taken below
decks. He said, "The bombs…disabled the forward three-inch gun, wrecked the
pilot house and sick bay, disabled our steaming fire room and radio equipment,
seriously injured the captain and many others, and caused leaks in the hull.
The ship began to settle down by the bow with a list to starboard." 


Two American newsreel cameramen were aboard during the attack
(Norman Alley of Universal News and Eric Mayell of Movietone News); and were
able to film the attack. Survivors were later taken aboard the American vessel Oahu and the British
gunboats HMS Ladybird
and Bee.
Earlier that morning, Japanese artillery from Col. Kingorō Hashimoto's 13th 
Regiment fired and struck the HMS Ladybird.
It would appear the Japanese Army was bent on starting the war on December 12,
1937. 24 The day was almost further
complicated when the 13th Air Group's Okumiya-Tai, along with PO3/c
Kanichi "One-Wing" Kashimura, rearmed and returned to the Yangtze River to drop
three bombs on a ship several miles farther upriver but halted the attack when
a British flag was spotted.25


Naturally, Harada and the other 12th Air Group
pilots were in high spirits during the flight back to Joshu (Changzhou)
Airfield, smiling at each other mid-air in recognition of their great
achievement. "When we landed we made our reports and then talked among
ourselves about the attack. We felt we had helped end the long Chinese retreat
north by finally trapping the cat in the bag."


In Shanghai the Americans had not heard from the Panay, so a naval
liaison officer arrived at the battleship Izumo 
(Third Fleet's flagship) asking the ship's captain, Capt. Ryūnosuke Kusaka,
if he knew the whereabouts of the vessel.26
Kusaka, who had already received the report of the bombing put two and two
together. Without revealing anything, Kusaka conferred with Adm. Kiyoshi
Hasegawa, who took immediate action the following morning by dispatching VAdm.
Rokuzō Sugiyama to the American Asian Fleet flagship USS Augusta with an
apology. He also confirmed that Japanese forces had sunk the Panay and damaged
other ships. Adm Hasegawa invited New 
York Times correspondent Hallet Abend to the  Izumo to share the information directly
with the Far East correspondent who'd been living in Shanghai for many years.
The Japanese Navy placed immediate blame on the Kantō (Kwantung) Army.









Witness to Nanking


A couple of days after the fall of the city, the 12th
Air Group was ordered to the newly captured Daojahang Airfield at Nanking. It
was one or possibly two days after the Panay 
incident that Harada and another pilot requested a pass to visit Nanking to
examine the results of their bombing mission. They could not have imagined the
horror that awaited them. The men walked through the city down to the Hsiakwan
(Xiaguan) wharves and witnessed a nightmarish scene. "Our soldiers were
shooting prisoners. I asked one of them, 'Hey, why are you doing this?' He replied,
'These men were shooting at us days ago, but now they think they can just
change into civilian clothes and simply surrender?'" Harada then asked, "But
how do you know for certain?" The soldier replied angrily as if answering a
question from a child, "Look at them, you can tell. They aren't wearing
uniforms, they must be beni-tai."[6] 
Japanese soldiers troops were
lining up teenage boys and men, and then lopping off their heads with swords. "There
were dead bodies everywhere; many were floating in the water. I saw some
prisoners jump into the river but they couldn't hold their breath for long, so
when they came up the soldiers shot them. Other prisoners were passive, they
quietly knelt and accepted their fate. During the short time we stood there,
three trucks dropped off prisoners who were killed, and more were coming. I saw
about seventy men get killed." 


One of the blood-stained army officers noticed the
squeamish look on Harada's face and teased him by offering his sword which
glistened with human grease. The officer said, "Hey there, Mr. Navy, why don't
you give it a try?" Harada quickly fanned his open hand in front of his face in
a gesture of refusal. The two pilots quickly left the city greatly disturbed
and ashamed by what they had witnessed. "It is impossible to forget that
horrific scene, even to this day." During the interview, the author asked Mr.
Harada if he was sure he wanted this experience shared with Western readers. He
replied with a pained expression, "I saw it. It really happened. We should
never forget it."


As word spread to the international community there was
an uproar over the atrocities in Nanking. The Americans were also angry about
the attack on the gunboat USS Panay.
It was a nerve-wracking time for the American ambassador 
to Japan,  Joseph C. Grew, who feared the Panay incident might
lead to a break in diplomatic ties to Japan. Grew knew far too well the
expression "Remember the Maine,"
the US Navy ship that blew up in Havana Harbor 
in 1898. The sinking of the Maine 
had propelled the United States into the Spanish-American
War. Grew hoped the sinking of Panay, intentional or otherwise, would not prove to be a similar catalyst.


Although the Japanese initially denied it, there was no
refuting the attack on the USS Panay.
The attack was captured on motion picture film by the American photographers.
The Japanese claimed it was a case of mistaken identify. Ambassador Hiroshi
Saitō offered a formal apology to the United States on Christmas Eve,
1938.


The Japanese Navy conducted its own investigation in
which the men were ordered to review and confirm their after-action reports. "As
we pilots shared experiences with each other, our lead bomber pilot, Lt.
Komaki, commented that in the middle of his descent he saw men unfurling a US
flag on the deck of the gunboat. His wingman agreed that he too, saw a US flag,
but it was too late; he had already released his bombs." The pilots realized
that they had either dropped bombs on Chinese vessels masquerading as
Americans—or worse, they were indeed American vessels. "This was serious.
I felt it was only a matter of time before we were all court-martialed," Harada
said.


Harada continued, "Although the lead plane spotted a US
flag being laid on the deck, he was already committed with the rest of the
squadron behind him. Once his dive was started the attack couldn't be halted
because there was no way to communicate within the squadron. None of us had
radios. Once the dive began, it was like cutting the string on pearl necklace;
all the pearls would fall to the ground. I was the last to drop my bombs on the
boats. I personally didn't see any flags. There was smoke so it was hard to
see."[7]


"I become troubled thinking we had attacked
noncombatants. Or perhaps the Chinese were flying an American flag to deceive
us? We weren't at war with the United States so why would we be ordered to
attack an American ship? But what if we had actually killed foreigners? Some of
the men discussed possible consequences involving a court martial or time in
the brig. I worked and studied hard to be a pilot, and now it might be taken
away from me," Harada worried. A few weeks later, he and a few others received
orders to report to the Ōmura
Kōkūtai in Japan. They stopped at Kunda Airfield in
Shanghai to bid farewell to pilots who would later become household names:
PO3/c Kanichi Kashimura, Lt(jg) Yoshio Shiga, Lt. Ryōhei Ushioda, Lt.
Tadashi Kaneko, PO2/c Sadaaki Akamatsu, and Air1/c Shōzō Iwamoto. 


"Once back in Japan we aviators were given a warm welcome
and praised by fellow sailors and pilots for attacking the Panay," Harada said.[8]


Several months after the event, the Japanese government
paid an indemnity of $2,214,007.36 to the United States on April 22, 1938,
officially settling the Panay 
incident.27[9] Lesser known
is the large volume of sincere cards and letters, many with cash, that Japanese
citizens mailed to the US embassy in Tōkyō apologizing for their
nation's error. In recalling the USS Panay 
incident Harada shared his opinion that the Army tricked the Navy into
attacking the ships.









Back to Japan


After being removed from the front lines in January 1938,
Harada returned to Japan and was quartered briefly at the Ōmura Air Base. He was
there until February 21 when he took up his new post as a flight instructor
with the Saeki Air
Group.[10] 
He continued flying the Type 95 biplane fighter teaching aerial combat and
ground support tactics for ten months. One of his students was future ace Saburō
Sakai,28 who followed the same career
path as Harada. Sakai was in the enlisted Navy before attending the flight
course (38th cycle). And like Harada, Sakai also won the coveted
imperial gift of the Onshi 
silver pocket watch. After Saburō Sakai completed his advanced combat
training at Saeki Air Group with Harada, he was sent to Takao Air Group on
Formosa. He then joined Harada's
old outfit, the 12th Air Group on the mainland of China in November
1938. The two were on a strangely parallel course in life. It was as if Sakai
was following in Harada's footsteps all the way to Guadalcanal, where they were
both later badly wounded.


On December 5, 1938, Harada was rotated to the Tsukuba
Air Group, where he spent a year instructing others in the art of aerial combat
using the Type 96 Claude. Nine months later the Germans invaded Poland,
sparking WWII in Europe. The United States then terminated the 1911 commercial
treaty with Japan. On July 2, 1940, Roosevelt signed the Export Control Act,
authorizing the President to license or prohibit the export of essential
defense materials, including aviation motor oils, lubricants, heavy melting
iron, and steel scrap to destinations other than Britain and the nations of the
Western Hemisphere.


On December 1, 1939, with dark clouds of war on the
horizon in Europe, Harada was assigned to the Hyakkurigahara Air Group to continue
teaching student pilots. He wanted to get back to the front, but it wasn't in
the cards.


In June 1940, France signed an armistice with Germany
establishing the French Vichy government. In September 1940, the Japanese Army
quickly occupied French Indochina (Vietnam). The move was intended to block
China from importing arms and fuel through French Indochina via the Sino-Indochina
Railway.29


On September 13, 1940, while Harada was still working as
a flight instructor in Japan, one of his former flight school classmates, PO2/c
Yoshio Ōki, was making headlines over Chungking. He gained fame in the
debut of the A6M2a Mitsubishi Type 0 (Reisen) 
"Zero" fighter.[11] 
On that day, Japanese pilots from the 12th Air Group flew their
first combat mission in the new Type 0, Model 11 Fighter the Japanese called Reisen. Lt. Saburō
Shindō led PO2/c Ōki and eleven other Zeros to escort a bomber
formation over Chungking, China. They encountered a formation of Russian-built
I-15 and I-16 biplane fighters. The Zeros made short work of the biplanes,
claiming twenty kills without a single loss. Ōki bagged four kills that
day, and later went on to reach the rank of "special ensign", claiming
seventeen victories in the war. It was the commander of the "Flying Tigers",
Claire Chennault working as an advisor to the Chinese, who reported on the new
Japanese fighter. Unfortunately, his reports were not believed.30


Harada's final post as a flight instructor began on
October 28, 1940, with the Oita Air Group, where he still flew the Type 96
Claude. 


Like nearly all Japanese of his era, his marriage was
arranged (not forced) by the families. His father had a working relationship
with the owner of a rice-polishing business who had a lovely daughter named Sei
Tomioka. Her mother was a midwife, a useful skill to have in the family. The
couple was married on New Year's Day of 1941, in the formal room of Harada's
family home. She wore a beautiful white kimono, and Harada wore his dark-blue
winter-service uniform. He spent many happy months with his bride, sharing a
small house just outside the Oita Air Base where she could watch his aerial
maneuvers from the veranda of their modest home. The couple couldn't have been
happier. He was enjoying his new life.


At the time, Harada didn't realize he was training some
of the pilots who would be attacking Pearl Harbor in less than a year. Combined
with his time at Saeki Air Group, he spent nearly two years sharing and honing
his valuable flight skills with up-and-coming pilots.


In the summer of 1941 storm clouds began to gather from
the east. On July 26, 1941, in response to growing concerns of Japan's
aggression in China, Roosevelt froze Japanese assets, bringing commercial
relations between the nations to an effective end. The British and the Dutch
followed suit, embargoing exports to Japan from their colonies in Southeast
Asia.31


The President knew he was putting Japan in an untenable
position. The Japanese might attempt to break the economic stranglehold by
resorting to war. Having broken the Japanese diplomatic code, the Americans
intercepted a dark message from Foreign Minister Teijirō Toyoda to
Ambassador Kichisaburō Nomura32 on
July 31: "Commercial and economic relations between Japan and third countries,
led by England and the United States, are gradually becoming so horribly
strained that we cannot endure it much longer. Consequently, our Empire, to
save its very life, must take measures to secure the raw materials of the South
Seas."


On September 27, 1940, Japan allied herself with Nazi
Germany and fascist Italy by signing the Tripartite Pact, also known as the
Axis Pact. Adolph Hitler, Italian Foreign Minister Galeazz Ciano, and Japanese
Ambassador Saburō Kurusu were signatories to the pact.


President Roosevelt signed the Lend-Lease Act into law on
March 11, 1941. It permitted him to "sell, transfer title to, exchange, lease,
lend, or otherwise dispose of, to any such government (whose defense the President
deems vital to the defense of the United States) any defense article." In
April, this policy was extended to China as well.33 

The Americans were trying to use economic means to force Japan to cease
aggressive action outside her borders. Instead of backing down, that same month
the Japanese quietly made their own preparations for action with the formation
of the First Air Fleet comprised of six aircraft carriers. With about 470
aircraft it was the most powerful concentration of naval aviation in the world.
This powerful mobile task force was called Kidō 
Butai.


This Kidō
Butai was created for executing "Operation AI," the attack on Pearl
Harbor. It was organized into three different carrier divisions: 1st
CarDiv (Akagi, Kaga),
2nd CarDiv (Sōryū,
Hiryū), and 5th CarDiv (Shōkaku, Zuikaku).  The carrier
divisions, with their attending battleships, cruisers, and destroyers, could
also function separately.


In the summer of 1941, "there was growing resentment
against the United States for her involvement in our war with China. The
Americans had placed economic sanctions that threatened to shut down the entire
nation. Our press told us we were being intentionally pushed into a corner with
no options. I don't know if it is true, but it is what we believed," said Harada.34


Harada feels that the combination of the embargoes,
frozen assets, trade restrictions, and the active engagement by
American-trained Chinese pilots flying American-made aircraft in China, was too
much to endure.


Those in power within the Japanese government made the
decision to take by force what had been denied them by politics. The time to
strike had come; the Germans were winning in Europe which weakened French,
Dutch, and British influence in Asia. The key move would be to deliver a
stunning blow to the American Fleet long enough for Japan to seize the
resource-rich, yet poorly defended, neighbors to the south to take her
self-espoused rightful place as the dominant power in Asia and the Pacific Rim.









Carrier Duty—Sōryū


On September 18, 1941, Harada was assigned to the
aircraft carrier Sōryū. As opposed to some earlier Japanese carriers, which were conversions
of battle cruiser (Akagi)
or battleship (Kaga) hulls,
 Sōryū 
was designed from the keel up as an aircraft carrier. She had a crew of 1,103 officers
and men whose sole purpose was to support the pilots and air crews who flew
from her 711-foot-7-inch-long wooden deck. The ship had 53 officers, 20 special
officers (Tokumu-Shikan, 
"Mustangs"),[12] 
43 warrant officers, 292 petty officers, and 686 enlisted ranks. She could
defend herself with 6 twin batteries of 127mm (five-inch) dual-purpose guns
mounted below flight-deck level on either side of the ship (three forward and
three aft). Close-in AA armament consisted of 14 twin 25mm (0.98-inch) AA guns
distributed along the sides of the ship, below the flight-deck level.


Racing under full power she could reach 35 knots, making
her the fastest carrier in the world when she was commissioned in December
1937. Her deck had nine Type 4 electronically operated arrester wires that were
capable of stopping a 13,000 lb aircraft at speeds of 60 to 78 knots.35 Aboard the Sōryū,
Harada was assigned as 3rd shōtai 
leader in Lt. Masaji Suganami's 5th buntai.
For the Pearl Harbor raid Sōryū 
carried: 18 Zeros, 18 Vals, and 18 Kates, with additional aircraft in storage
as replacements. His dear friend from the China-front days, Lt. Fusata Iida,
was also on the Sōryū 
commanding the 6th buntai. 
Although assigned to the carrier Sōryū, 
the fighter pilots were actually stationed at the Saeki Air Base, where they spent most of
their time flying mock dogfights. "I was happy to be assigned to a carrier.
Only the best were assigned to carrier duty, and it was an honor." On the other
hand, carrier duty also meant leaving behind the life he enjoyed, where he
could come home to his young wife every night, who was now six months pregnant
with their first of three children, a girl.









The Model 21 Zero


In China, Harada flew the antiquated-looking but faithful
Type 95 biplane fighter, and as a flight instructor in Japan, he flew the Type
96 Claude open-cockpit monoplane. After his posting to the Sōryū he
was handed the reins to the most nimble yet heavily armed fighter in the world,
the A6M2 Model 21 Reisen 
Zero fighter. It was a thing of beauty, perfectly balanced, agile with a 20mm
one-two knockout punch hidden in the sleek, delicate wings. The retractable
landing gear made it even more knife-like as it sliced through the sky like a
fine ancient Masamune blade. The Zero boasted a modern "heads up"
electric optical sight. The flight related gauges were on the left half of the
instrument panel, while the engine instruments filled the right side. The
trigger quadrant was located in the throttle, controlled with the pilot's left
hand. The trigger resembled a bicycle handle break. There was a selector switch
located in the horizontal tip of the throttle that resembled a light switch.
The pilot operated the switch with his left thumb. If the switch was flipped
forward, only the nose-mounted machine guns would fire. If flipped back toward
the pilot, he could fire the nose-mounted machine guns and the wing-mounted
cannons together. The drawback was the lack of armor for the pilot. The
aircraft's thin skin was all that stood between the pilot and the outside
world. In order to meet the Navy's demand for long distance, agility and
firepower, the Zero's designers had to give up any notion of armor. The Zero
was amazingly nimble, and packed a world-first powerful wallop with the wing
cannons, but couldn't take a punch. It was a boxer with a glass jaw.









Kidō Butai


Although Harada was assigned to Sōryū he trained for months
at Saeki Air Base. He and the other pilots finally returned to Sōryū in
early November, the day before it left home waters and headed north. The pilots
were in the dark as to where they were going. "I noticed Sōryū had
been 'winterized' with insulation around exposed pipes. The deck handlers had
been issued cold weather gear, too. I thought, 'Where are we going?' but no one
knew. We sailed through the day and night. When the sun came up we were at
Hitokappu Bay, in the middle of a huge armada! Only then was the target
revealed to us." 


He explained his feelings about starting a war, "It
seemed like only a matter of time before something happened between the two
countries. So I wasn't really surprised we were going to war," he said.
However, when the individual assignments for the attack on Pearl Harbor were
handed out, Harada was heartbroken to learn he was relegated to lead Sōryū's 
combat air patrol (CAP). He was admittedly the youngest shōtai leader, but couldn't accept
being left out. He went to Lt. Suganami to request a change of orders, but
Suganami was unmoved, "Harada, defending the fleet is more important than the
actual attack. Your orders stand." Dejected, it was little consolation that as
leader of the Sōryū's
CAP, Harada's Zero was the first plane off the deck on December 7, 1941.


Harada's Zero raced down the wooden flight deck, leading
his pair of wingmen into the air, flying over and past the bow-mounted huge,
golden sixteen-petal imperial seal. They circled the ship repeatedly, and as
the sun came up he saw the seal mounted on the ship's bow began to shimmer and
reflect the rising sun. "We rose above the carrier and watched the attack
planes leave the deck and form up." He saw Lt.Cdr. Takashige Egusa's now famous
brightly painted yellow-red striped-tail Val dive-bomber aircraft take off and
circle as an assembly point. "The huge formation of planes circling the
carriers was a beautiful sight to behold," Harada said. 


Shortly after, he watched with keen interest as his
friend from the China days, Lt. Fusata Iida, lead the Sōryū's third  buntai away from the
carrier. Lt. Iida's mission was to clear the skies over Oahu for the second
wave. He and Iida had flown together on many missions in China, but he was not
with him on this one, the most important one of the war. Harada led his wingmen
after them imagining he was part of the strike force. He could only tag along
for a short distance and had to turn back. "It was painful to bank away watch
them fly toward Oahu," Harada admitted, "I wished him luck."


Harada was not the only jealous fighter pilot who watched
the formation depart for Oahu. There were two separate shifts that covered the
fleet. For the first shift, in addition to Harada, Lt. Yūzō Tsukamoto
led six Zeros from Zuikaku 
and Lt. Masao Iizuka led six from Shōkaku. 
For the second CAP shift, there were six Zeros from Zuikaku led by WO Yukuo Hanzawa, six
from Shōkaku 
led by PO1/c Shigeru Makino, and six from Hiryū led by WO Masato Hibino. There was no plan for a third CAP shift 
since there wasn't a third attack wave, something Harada admitted the Japanese
would deeply regret in the coming months.


The Japanese pilots departed for what they understood to
be an honorable fight. They didn't know the imperial special envoy, Ambassador
Saburō Kurusu, was technically still engaged in peace negotiations as
their planes darkened the skies over Pearl Harbor.36


When the planes returned from the wildly successful raid,
Harada said "My guts boiled with envy." But there was bad news, too. "I felt
deep sorrow over the loss of one of my dear friends." The Japanese lost twenty-nine
planes in the raid. The Sōryū's
losses were light in numbers, but personally devastating to Harada was the
death of Lt. Fusata Iida. He led the third buntai 
on a sweep of Oahu at 18,000 feet, searching for American fighters, but finding
no opposition, turned to strafe the ground targets assigned to his unit. The
nine Zeros strafed PBY seaplanes and hangars at Kaneohe Naval Air Station
before shredding P-36 and P-40 fighters parked at Bellows Army Airfield. Lt.
Iida then assembled his formation to head back to the carriers, but the second shōtai leader,
Lt (jg) Iyozō Fujita, noticed a vapor trail of fuel streaming from Iida's
aircraft. This indicated one of his fuel tanks had been punctured. Lt. Iida
used gestures to communicate to Fujita "Take over. I am low on fuel" then
gestured, "I will crash into the enemy."37


Lt. Iida previously told Harada if he were unable to make
it back to the carrier he would crash into an enemy target. Lt. Iida crashed
into Kaneohe Naval Station, but caused no known damage to the facilities. His
two wingmen, PO1/c Takashi Atsumi and PO2/c Saburō Ishii, crashed out to
sea after an aerial duel with US Army fighter pilots 2nd Lt. Harry
W. Brown (47th Pursuit Squadron from Haleiwa Field) and 2nd
Lt. Malcolm "Mike" Moore (46th Pursuit Squadron from Wheeler Field).


Lt. Iida's plane, tail number B1-151, was most likely hit
by ground fire offered up by navy sailors at Kaneohe Naval Air Station who were
firing from inside the burning PBYs. Lt. Iida could have even been hit by CPO
John Finn who was manning an exposed .50-caliber machine gun on the tarmac.
Despite receiving nearly two dozen small shrapnel wounds during the attack, CPO
John Finn literally stuck to his gun, bravely returning fire. Over a half
century later, during one of the annual Iwo Jima dinners held at Marine Corps
Base Camp Pendleton, the author met the Medal of Honor recipient John Finn. He
told the author in typical "Greatest Generation" humility, "I ain't no hero. My
wounds were just tiny bits of metal, nothing big.…I was just so mad at those
Japs I didn't care what happened. It wasn't just me out there. There were lots
of guys bringing ammo and wanting to have a turn firing the gun, but I wouldn't
let 'em." 


Of the nine Zeros from Iida's buntai, only two returned unscathed.
Three of them crashed, and four returned looking like Swiss cheese. The intense
ground fire gives an indication of how fiercely the surprised US military
fought back.


Harada said, "I spent a lot of time with Lt. Iida and
knew him well. He was a skilled pilot, soft-spoken, kind, and a natural-born
leader. It was a great loss to his friends on the Sōryū." Harada wondered, "What
if I had been with him on the Pearl Harbor raid, like we had been so many times
before in China? Would he have somehow made it?" He carries this nagging
question and a burden of guilt to this day.


Another loss to Harada was a former flight student from
his days as an instructor at the Oita Air Group. PO1/c Shigenori Nishikaichi was in the  Yokaren 
Kō-shū 2nd
cycle along with Haruo Yoshino. Nishikaichi crash-landed his Zero on Niihau
Island after losing a duel with a P-40. He was killed days later during a
struggle that ensued after he shot a native Hawaiian.38


Lt. Iida, his two wingmen, and Nishikaichi were four of
the twenty-nine Japanese planes that were lost that morning. In addition, there
were nine mini-submariners killed and one who was captured becoming the first
POW of the Pacific War, Ens. Kazuo Sakamaki.39
The Americans suffered 2,402 dead and 1,247 wounded. The defenders of the
Territory of Hawaii received thousands of medals; Purple Hearts, Silver Stars,
Bronze Stars, Navy Crosses, and fifteen Medals of Honor. In contrast, although
the Japanese submariners who died at Pearl Harbor were honored as national
heroes, the Japanese pilots and air crews were given no medals and felt
neglected.40









Wake Island


In concert with the Pearl Harbor attack, from their base
on Roi-Namur in the Marshall Islands, land-based Type 96 "Nell" medium bombers
of the 24th Air Flotilla's Chitose
Kōkūtai paid unfriendly visits to the US Marines on Wake
Atoll. The twin-engine bombers pounded Wake Island repeatedly, destroying most
of the defenders' aircraft and delivering what was assumed to have been a fatal
blow in preparation for the scheduled December 8 invasion. Luckily for the
defenders, the American version of a 'god-wind' prevented the Japanese from
getting their landing boats safely into the water that night. The invasion was
repelled by strong winds and high waves. It was rescheduled for December 11,
which also gave the Nells more time to soften up the island.


The US
Marine defenders survived the bombings with a few of their fighters intact.
They also could rely on cleverly hidden AA guns and coastal artillery.
Commanded by RAdm. Sadamichi Kajioka, the South Sea Force was tasked with
capturing the small atoll. It included no aircraft carriers but had a sizable
force with three light cruisers, Yubari, Tenryū,
and Tatsuta;
six destroyers, Yayoi, Mutsuki,
Kisaragi, Hayate,
 Oite,
and Asanagi;
two WWI-era Momi-class 
destroyers specially converted to launch and recover landing craft from 
the fantail (Patrol 
Boat No. 32 and Patrol Boat No. 33);[13] 
and two troop-transport ships containing about eight hundred Special Naval
Landing Force sailors known as Rikusentai.


Although the Japanese had no air support for the December
11 invasion they were confident it would be a cake walk, or as Lt. Shigeyoshi Ōzeki,
with the Uchida-tai SNLF[14] 
aboard one of the converted destroyers, described it, "asa meshi mae."[15] Ōzeki
and the ships carrying the landing troops kept their distance while the
warships inched closer to shore, firing salvo after salvo in traditional naval
doctrine of "softening up the beaches."


The invasion was indeed scheduled to start before
breakfast, but Kajioka and his unwelcome South Seas Force were given a hot
reception by the US Marines of the 1st Defense Battalion. The
Americans displayed fire discipline to draw the warships within range before
unleashing gunfire that devastated the ships.


In quick succession, RAdm. Kajioka's flagship Yubari was hit
eleven times and bolted away for safety. The Hayate 
was blasted by US Marine shore gunners, who landed two direct hits to her
magazines. This caused her to
explode and sink within two minutes, in full view of the US Marine defenders. Hayate earned the
undesirable honor of being the first Japanese surface warship sunk during WWII.
The four remaining US fighter pilots from VMF-211—Major Paul Putnam,
Captains Henry Elrod, Frank Tharin, and Herbert Freuler—added the
destroyer Kisaragi 
to the list of casualties when Elrod dropped a bomb on the fantail of the ship,
setting off her complement of depth charges. The single bomb, in and of itself,
would not have been fatal had it not been for the strategic spot on which it
detonated. The Kisaragi went
down, taking Capt. Yoichirō Ogawa and all hands with her. The Japanese
force withdrew before landing a single man, their first setback of the war. The
Wildcats added insult to injury by strafing and damaging the destroyer Tenryū and the
armed merchantman Kongō Maru as they scrambled away trying to put distance between
themselves and the atoll. 


Despite previous air raids from the IJN 4th
Fleet Marshall-based bombers, the Americans managed to get fighters into the air
which tipped the tide in the initial defense of Wake Island. Had the December
11 invasion force included carrier-based aircraft it can be argued the battle
for Wake Island would have ended on that day.









Sōryū to the Rescue


As the carriers headed back to Japan, Harada learned that
Adm. Chūichi Nagumo had rerouted the 2nd CarDiv to Wake Atoll to
assist with a stalled invasion. Harada felt a spring in his step, "Finally, a
chance to mix it up with enemy fighters." At 4:00 a.m. on December 21, the  Sōryū 
launched twenty-six aircraft against the defenders of the tiny atoll. Lt.Cdr.
Takashige Egusa led the group of fifteen Type 99 Val dive-bombers. Lt. Masaji
Suganami led the group of escort Zero fighters which included Harada. The
formation was guided to the atoll by a pair of Kates whose navigators were
highly trained in finding needles in haystacks, even in the dark. The
dive-bombers were to employ their pinpoint bombing skills to take out any
remaining coastal artillery, AA guns or enemy planes on the ground. Lt.
Suganami's  buntai 
of nine Zeros would fly in straight rows of threes (not a pyramid) as they flew
cover over the dive-bombers. Fujita permitted the eager Harada and Yoshio
Iwabuchi (who were left behind on Dec 7) to join his shōtai which would afford them the
chance for some aerial combat. 


First Shōtai:


Lt. Masaji Suganami, PO3/c Kyōichirō Ogino, Air1/c Genzō Nagazawa


Second  Shōtai:


Lt (jg). Iyozō Fujita, PO1/c Kaname Harada, Air1/c Yoshio Iwabuchi


Third Shōtai:


PO1/c Takeo Sugiyama, PO2/c Wataru Kubota, Air1/c Yukio Azuma


As the formation flew toward Wake Atoll in the darkness,
Harada looked forward with anticipation for the chance to tackle enemy
fighters. The guide planes brought the formation right to Wake Island then
circled high above. The dive-bombers successfully conducted their attacks while
the Zeros hovered like hungry hawks scanning a wheat field for mice. The group
returned without incident. "We were disappointed. It seemed the bomber boys
from Kwajalein Atoll had already blasted the enemy fighters on the ground."
Once again, a frustrated Harada had no opportunity to test his combat kills. 


Shortly after the early morning raid from Sōryū's
dive-bombers, the bombers from Chitose
 Air Group paid Wake Atoll a final howdy-do visit by dropping several
tons of bombs on the tiny atoll. They reported no contact with enemy fighters,
thereby confirming the understanding there were no operational enemy fighter
aircraft on Wake Island.









Disaster for the Second Wave


On the following day, December 22, it was the Kate
level-bombers' turn to conduct a milk-run against the atoll. The level-bombers
were to drop high explosives to destroy any remaining emplacements and enemy
personnel prior to the planned invasion set for December 23.


"Since there were no enemy fighters seen on the 21st,
fewer escorts were launched on the 22nd, more of a courtesy than a
necessity," Harada said. As a result, a combined force of thirty-three Kate
level-bombers from Sōryū 
and Hiryū 
had only six fighters to cover them. Lt. Fujita gave Harada and Iwabuchi a
break and brought along two of his Pearl Harbor attack pilots for the "boring"
follow-up visit to Wake Island. 


Hiryū:


Lt. Kiyokuma Okajima, PO1/c Kazuo Muranaka, PO3/c Isao Tahara. 


Sōryū:


Lt. Iyozō Fujita, PO1/c Sosaburō Takahashi, PO2/c Takashi Okamoto.


Harada said since the mission on December 21 had been
uneventful he didn't feel he was missing much. He enjoyed the chance to rest up
from the previous day's long flight. He watched Fujita and the others leave the
flight deck, expecting little more than a boring story to be patiently endured
when they returned from watching the Kates plaster the atoll.


The Japanese once again underestimated the defenders of
Wake Island, and paid handsomely for their hubris. The US Marines managed to
husband two of VMF-211's F4F Wildcats which they sent into the air that morning
piloted by Capt. Herbert Freuler and 2Lt. Carl Davidson. The pair of Wildcats
had been in the air on December 21, but were far out to sea and missed visits
by Sōryū's
dive-bombers and the Chitose
Kōkūtai's Nell bombers. 


One can imagine the courage the USMC pilots needed to
summon when they spotted a formation of nearly forty planes headed for Wake
Island. They fought on despite knowing there would be no bugle blaring or thundering
hoof beats to announce the arrival of the cavalry. The Marines caught the
Japanese completely by surprise and hammered on two Kates that turned into long
flaming arcs. The Zeros gave chase to Davidson who was never seen again. The
Zeros damaged Freuler, who was able, against all odds, to crash-land safely on
Wake Island. The Hiryū
pilots shared credit for downing Davidson, but it was undoubtedly Lt. Okajima
who splashed the Wildcat since he was the leader and held the "shooter"
position.


When the formation returned to the carrier there was
stunned disbelief. Two of the Kate bombers had been shot down. Where did the fighters come
from? Six aviators were
dead, one of whom was PO1/c Noboru Kanai, regarded as one of the most highly
skilled bombardiers/navigators in the Japanese Navy. Lt Fujita was "hauled
before the mast" and severely scolded by Capt. Ryūsaku Yanagimoto. The
following morning the 2nd CarDiv launched two waves of aircraft in
support of the actual landing at Wake, wounding and killing many of the
defenders in the brief battle.


Adm. Frank Fletcher's Task Force 11, consisting of the
carrier Saratoga,
the cruisers Astoria,
Minneapolis, San Francisco, and a
dozen support vessels deployed from Pearl Harbor to rescue Wake Island but
turned back after learning the Japanese had landed. What would have happened if
TF-11 proceeded to Wake Island? 









Naval Paratroopers in the Air


After the fall of Wake Island on December 23, Sōryū 
headed for the Palau Islands but was soon sent off on another support mission.
This time they would assist in the invasion of Ambon Island in the Maluku
Islands, Indonesia. The island of Ambon had been a Dutch possession since 1599
and was defended by three thousand Allied troops. It was a key to invading
Burma and securing the Indian Ocean area of operations. Harada flew on January
24 in the Ambon raid to protect the carrier's bombers. Their objective was to soften up the island
prior to the invasion spearheaded by 750 naval Rakkasan 
paratroopers from the Kure First Rikusentai.  The majority were dropped over Ambon, and some landed in
boats with the heavy weapons in the north. The naval paratroopers were aided by
Army troops from the 38th Infantry Division, which had just come
from the battle of Hong Kong. The Army came ashore in the eastern part of the
island. They secured the Dutch airfield and a seaplane base built on a lake.
The captured facilities were used as a base for long-range Kawanishi Type 97 "Mavis"
flying boats.[16]









Darwin, Australia


His next mission was on February 19, 1942, when he
participated in the attack on Darwin, sometimes referred to as "Australia's
Pearl Harbor." Several of the carriers from the Pearl Harbor raid (Akagi, Kaga, Hiryū, Sōryū)
conducted the operation which was marked by an eerily similar coincidence
involving the misidentification of the incoming Japanese attack force as a
group of friendlies. The Japanese were misidentified as P-40s from the Far East
Air Force 33rd Pursuit Squadron, being led by a B-17 returning to
Darwin. The Royal Australian Air Force (RAAF) fighter squadrons were spread
thin in Europe, North Africa, and the Middle East. For the defense of Darwin,
the RAAF had only a few lightly armed or obsolete training aircraft available,
five Wirraways and six Hudsons needing service, and an experimental radar
station that was not yet functional.


Cdr. Mitsuo Fuchida, who led both the Pearl Harbor and
Port Darwin attacks, described the battle as follows:


"[T]he
job to be done seemed hardly worthy of the Nagumo Force. The harbor, it is
true, was crowded with all kinds of ships, but a single pier and a few
waterfront buildings appeared to be the only port installations. The airfield
on the outskirts of the town, though fairly large, had no more than two or
three small hangars, and in all there were only twenty-odd planes of various
types scattered about the field. No planes were in the air. A few attempted to
take off as we came over but were quickly shot down, and the rest were
destroyed where they stood. Anti-aircraft fire was intense but largely
ineffectual, and we quickly accomplished our objectives."41









Haunted History, Ghosts at Kendari


Harada explained after Darwin he was one of those
dispatched to the recently captured airfield at Kendari, Indonesia. He
temporarily became land-based. Kendari was the jumping off point for the
roughly 700 men of the Third Yokosuka Tokubetsu
Rikusentai (Naval Paratroopers), who took part in the February 19
airdrop over Kupang, Timor. "Naturally, we preferred being on the carrier
because it was clean with no disease, mosquitoes, or humid tropical heat...or
ghosts." It can be said there are no stranger tales than ones that come out of
WWII. One of these occurred at Kendari. "We were quartered in an old Dutch
barracks that some believed was haunted," said Harada. Some reported seeing
ghostly figures, hearing screams or being touched while asleep. The
disturbances were said to be the ghosts of locals who had been mistreated by
the Dutch for hundreds of years. Perhaps they were the specters of Dutch
soldiers seeking revenge. Some suggested they were dutiful Japanese spirits
seeking to rejoin their units. The rumors continued despite an investigation by
a group of engineers, including a pair of naval doctors who examined those who
experienced the unexplained events. They even tested the swampy area around the
airfield, looking for possible scientific explanations, but no concrete
evidence was found. As the rumors grew, so did the number of sleepless nights
where men refused to douse their lights, too afraid to sleep. In order to
combat the lack of sleep, liberal rations of alcohol were distributed, but this
made things worse. "I don't believe in ghosts, but can't deny that some were
troubled by the unexplained phenomenon at Kendari," said Harada. He was at
Kendari with the army troops until March 26, when he and the other carrier
pilots left for the Indian Ocean operation.









Hurricanes over Colombo, Ceylon


On East Sunday April 5, 1942, The Japanese launched a
raid against the British forces at the port of Colombo, Ceylon (Sri Lanka).
They anticipated catching the British Eastern Fleet in a similar "Pearl Harbor"
raid. However, the attack was not to be a total surprise. A Canadian (RCAF)
pilot, Air Commodore Leonard Birchell, was piloting a PBY Catalina when his
crew spotted the Japanese task force on the evening of April 4, about 400 miles
south of Ceylon. This gave the defenders a bit of advanced warning, but it
didn't seem to do much good. His plane was shot down by CAP fighters, and
Birchell spent the rest of the war in a series of POW camps.[17]


The Japanese aircraft participating in the raid were from
five of the six carriers from the Pearl Harbor raid: Sōryū, Hiryū, Akagi, Zuikaku, and 
Shōkaku. The
Japanese struck with a force of 125 aircraft, made up of thirty-six Val dive-bombers and fifty-three Kate torpedo bombers, with
thirty-six Zero fighters as escort. Having sat out the Pearl Harbor raid,
Harada was elated to have been chosen to join the Colombo raid. Once again, Akagi's Cdr. Mitsuo Fuchida
led the group. They made 
landfall near Galle and followed the coast for about thirty minutes undetected
by British radar that seems to
have been shut down for Easter Sunday.


The Japanese pilots engaged a group of thirty-six Hawker
Hurricanes from the British RAF 30th Squadron (Canadians) and RAF
258th Squadron (New Zealanders). In addition there were ten two-man
Fairey Fulmars from the British Royal Navy that joined the one-sided battle. The Japanese claimed eighteen planes,
of which fourteen were Hawker Hurricanes.42



Harada finally got his chance to see aerial combat, but
it wouldn't be against Americans as he expected. He would be tangling with
British Commonwealth pilots who were from Canada, New Zealand and England. "The
Hurricanes were fast and hard to chase down. I chased one but he was getting
away. I fired my nose guns over his head to see if I could make him turn. It
worked. He was startled and banked. This bled off some of his energy and I was
able to get him in my gunsight. The plane was huge in my windscreen, and I was
tempted to fire right away with a deflection shot, but I didn't want to miss. I
engaged him in a twisting dogfight until I had the textbook shot directly from
behind. I hit him with the nose guns and wing cannons." His two wingmen stayed
with him and would receive a shared kill though they had not fired.


Harada quickly pulled for altitude with his wingmen in
tow. He turned to catch and flame a second Hurricane. The New Zealander (or
possibly Canadian) appeared to be
struggling to open the cockpit as it went down. "My only feeling was relief
that it was him, not me," he said.


There were other targets in the sky. He pirouetted,
dropping down to engage a third and a fourth Hurricane. He employed the same
trick that forced the first Kiwi pilot to become grappled in the Zero's deadly
python-like twisting motion. Harada's fire must have disabled the Hurricane's
control system, because the plane rolled over slowly, giving Harada a long look
at the pilot as it went down. 


At this point in the interview Mr. Harada sighed, "I am
still haunted by nightmares of the pilot thrashing around in the cockpit," he
said as he thumbed his teacup, deep in thought. The old man looked up and
exhaled deeply before continuing his story.


"The last plane I attacked that day was a British Fulmar.
I had exhausted my drums of 20mm ammo so only had my 7.7mm nose guns to bring
him down." Try as he might, Harada was unable to get a clean shot as the
British pilot side-slipped and evaded his fire again and again. Harada refused
to give up and chased after the Englishman, determined to get one more victory.
After several long bursts from his nose guns he realized his anemic machine
guns weren't going to bring the sturdy plane down. He gave up the attack
shortly before the Fulmar made a forced landing in a marshy area.


Harada realized he had become separated from his wingmen
and was alone over enemy territory. He arrived at the assembly point to meet the
Kate guide planes that would lead the formation back to the carrier. He was
alone. "It sunk in that I might not be able to find my way back home." Harada
looked around for the other Zeros, but they were not to be found, not a single
one. He nervously looked at the brief aviation notes written on the leg board
strapped to his thigh, and he fought back a feeling of panic. He thought, "How
am I going to make it back to the carrier without the help of the guide plane?"
He flew around looking for any friendly aircraft, but finding none he decided
to return to the enemy airfield and crash into a hangar. "I thought I was a
dead man, so might as well sell my life dearly." 


Moments later a Zero bearing the red vertical fuselage
stripe from the Akagi caught
him off guard by forming up on him. The other pilot wore a broad smile, and
then held up three fingers, signifying his victories. "He must have seen my shōtai leader
marking,[18] 
and latched onto me thinking I knew where I was going, but I certainly didn't.
I had given up hope and was prepared to die, but after seeing his happy
expression I felt responsible for getting this man back home." Harada's
attitude changed. "I looked down at my notes and decided to give it my best
shot." Through dead reckoning and sure luck the pair somehow came across the
fleet. As they drew closer, the other Zero split away to land on his own
carrier while Harada circled the Sōryū 
waiting for permission to land, glad he made the decision to try to make it
back. Harada was given credit for three confirmed kills and two probables.43 One of those pilots he forced down was
Battle of Britain veteran Cdr. John Sykes of the 806th Squadron. The
RAF lost at least twenty-seven planes while the Japanese lost seven. 44 


This same day the Japanese sank the auxiliary cruiser Hector and the
destroyer Tenedos 
in the harbor. In addition, the British lost two cruisers when Japanese search
planes discovered Cornwall and Dorsetshire,
about two hundred miles from Ceylon. Egusa and his deadly Val dive-bombers went
screaming after them.









Trincomalee, the Mini Pearl Harbor


On April 9, the Japanese then hit the British port of
Trincomalee, Ceylon. The raid
began at 6:00 a.m. when Val dive-bombers and Zero fighters arrived at the naval
base, finding it deserted of warships, they turned their attention on the
facilities. The Zeros were able to shoot down nine British aircraft during the
raid. Two of those victories belonged to Harada and his wingmen, who claimed a
pair of twin-engine Hudson light bombers. The outnumbered and outclassed
lumbering bombers with minimal defensive guns fought bravely but were certainly
no match for the Zero fighters, who dispatched them with little effort. "The
Hudson could be easily shot down from beneath since the turret was on top. It
created a blind spot below." Harada explained how he attacked the Hudsons, "I
pulled in below and behind and got very close. I aimed at an engine and gave
him several short bursts and he was finished. I did the same with the second
one." he said.


Shortly after 9:00 a.m., a Japanese recon aircraft
spotted several warships about sixty-five miles away to the south. Among them
was the British carrier HMS Hermes, escorted by the Australian destroyer HMS Vampire, the
corvette HMS Hollyhock,
and several transports, including SS British Sergeant, SS Athelstane, 
SS Pearleaf, and SS Teviotbank. The carrier Hermes 
had been undergoing repairs at Trincomalee and had no aircraft on board. She
called for help and received it in the form of fourteen Fulmer fighters sent
from Ratmalana Airfield. The Fulmers were shot down by the Val dive-bombers'
Zero escorts.45 The British ships, with AA guns their only defense, were
quickly sent to the depths (except the transports SS Pearleaf 
and SS Teviotbank).
This added to the growing number of Allied shipping claimed by Sōryū's
pilots. In the opening months of 1942, there seemed to be no stopping the
Japanese. That is, until a small candle was lit in the darkness by a stocky,
balding, middle-aged American with a funny-sounding name.









The Doolittle Raid


The Doolittle Raid on April 18, forced the Japanese to
withdraw Sōryū from
Indian Ocean operations to pursue the fleeing American carriers Hornet  and 
 Enterprise. The
timely Doolittle Raid succeeded not only in boosting morale in the United
States, it took pressure off the British who were on the ropes in the Indian
Ocean. It had the effect of setting into motion a face-saving plan to set up a
Japanese unsustainable defensive zone far out to sea, anchored at Attu Alaska
and Midway Atoll. This defensive zone had one goal: to prevent any further
embarrassing bombings of the homeland. The Doolittle Raid did little physical
damage. However, it created a tremendous psychological windfall for the Allies.
The raid was like a boxer's quick jab, harmless in itself, but enough to send
the heavyweight back on his heels.









Coral Sea


Although Sōryū 
didn't participate in the Coral Sea battle, it is important to point out that
as a result of the Japanese attempt to invade Tulagi and Port Moresby (May 4 to
May 8, 1942, in "Operation MO") the light carrier Shōhō was sunk along with her
complement of highly trained pilots and air crews. Japan also lost temporary
use of the carrier Shōkaku 
due to battle damage that would take three months to repair. To make matters
worse, the Japanese lost most of the pilots and air crews from the Zuikaku. As a direct
result of the Coral Sea battle, the Japanese weren't able to send those three
carriers to Midway. One wonders about the outcome of the Battle of Midway had
the Japanese attack group included the carriers Zuikaku, Shōkaku, 
and the Shōhō 
with the additional 175 or more aircraft they would have provided for recon and
air strikes.









The Battle of Midway, "Operation MI"


Harada was aboard the Sōryū 
when she left the naval staging area at Hashirajima (near Hiroshima) as part of
VAdm. Nagumo's carrier strike force. Known as "Nagumo
Kidō Butai" it consisted of CarDiv One (Akagi,
Kaga) and CarDiv Two (Sōryū, 
Hiryū). The attack was scheduled for May 27, "Navy Day" which
commemorated the Japanese victory over the Russian Baltic Fleet in 1905. It was
hoped the gods of war would appreciate the timing and smile favorably on the
endeavor.


Although the Japanese had won a great morale-boosting
victory at Pearl Harbor they knew it was a hollow one without the destruction
of the US Fleet carriers. The Japanese missed the opportunity to destroy any
carriers at Pearl Harbor, and then again in the waters east of Wake Island. So
in an attempt to lure the US Pacific Fleet carriers out and destroy them,
Yamamoto prepared a complicated plan to invade Midway Atoll and use it as bait
to lure the reclusive US carriers out to open waters in a battle of Japan's own
choosing. 


Although the Japanese quickly took the Alaskan islands of
Kiska and Attu on June 6 and June 7, 1942, and managed to hold them
successfully for almost an entire year, they turned out to be a minor footnote
in the war and of little tactical importance. This Alaska plan was long
believed to have been aimed at drawing American forces north from Pearl Harbor
by sending the Japanese 5th Fleet against the Aleutians. They raided
 Dutch Harbor on Unalaska
Island and invaded the more distant islands of Kiska 
and Attu. Recent scholarship using
Japanese-language documents has revealed it was an unrelated venture of the
Naval General Staff, which Yamamoto agreed to conduct concurrently with the
Midway operation, in exchange for the latter's political approval. One wonders
about the outcome of the Battle of Midway if those forces were included in the
Midway operation instead of freezing their hulls off in Alaskan waters.46 


The frankensteined-plan came to include simultaneous
attacks in Alaska and at Midway Atoll. While the 5th Fleet attacked
the Aleutians, the 1st Mobile Force[19] would run an
independent raid against Midway to destroy its air defenses and shore
batteries—hopefully without destroying the runway. The 2nd
Fleet[20] 
would immediately land five thousand army troops to seize Midway atoll. The 6th
Air Group, led by Lt.Cdr. Tadashi Kaneko, was aboard the Akagi, waiting to
lead a force of twenty-one Zeros[21] 
to land on Midway as part of the hammer-and-anvil operation against the
Americans, who were expected to rush out from Hawaii. Nothing about the Midway
plan depended on assistance from the Alaskan group. Research has shown that "Operation
AL" (Alaska) and "Operation MI" were separate battles to be fought over 3,000
miles away in the same way that "Operation M" (Philippines) and "Operation AI"
were independently attacked on December 7, 1941[22]. The
Japanese must have presumed that as the December 7 simultaneous attacks had
been a success, so too, would the Midway and Alaska battles come off without a
hitch. We had pulled it 
off before, why not now?


The Japanese
plan fell apart when their naval code, JN25, was partially decrypted by
hardworking British and American eggheads, giving the US Navy a partial glimpse
into their secret plans. The hunter became the hunted. How would the battle
have turned out if the Allies had not gotten a glimpse behind the silk curtain?










Incomplete Reconnaissance and Intelligence


While the Americans knew the approximate date and
location of the attack, the IJN was in the dark as to the whereabouts of US
naval forces. Unknown to Yamamoto, the American carriers had slipped out of
Pearl Harbor before the Japanese submarine group had been able to set its
screen. In addition, several Emily flying-boat recon flights to Hawaii had not
been conducted. However, news of the failed Emily flights didn't reach Nagumo
who must have presumed the Americans were still in Hawaii. Out of caution,
Yamamoto instructed Nagumo to double his normal recon flights, which he
inexplicably did not.47 


Even with the total loss of the Shōhō, and the operational
temporary loss of the Zuikaku 
and the Shōkaku 
in the Coral Sea battle, the Japanese still fielded more carriers than the
Americans. However, instead of concentrating his carrier strength, Yamamoto
split his carriers into four different groups to engage in two simultaneous
operations. Although there were actually eight Japanese carriers in the
Pacific, only four were used in the actual Battle of Midway. Harada said that
Yamamoto's decision to attack with "one hand tied behind his back" led to dire
circumstances. 


Northern Carrier Fleet (Aleutians invasion)


Carriers: Junyō, Ryujō


Main Carrier Fleet (To hit Midway Atoll, then the US carriers)


Carriers: Akagi, Kaga, Sōryū, Hiryū


Midway Invasion Fleet (To support Midway Atoll landing)


Carrier: Zuihō (Shōhō was to support the landing but was sunk)


Main Battle Fleet (To engage US surface ships near Midway)


Carrier: Hōshō


Battleship: Yamato (Flagship of Adm. Yamamoto)









Combat Air Patrol…Not Again!


In addition to the normal complement of aircraft, the
Japanese fleet carried twenty-one Zeros from the 6th Air Group, led
by Kaname Harada's old shipmate from the early days over China, Lt.Cdr. Tadashi
Kaneko. He would be flying his team in to Midway, once it was secure, to become
a temporary land-based group. The fighters were being transported to Midway,
evenly dispersed among the carriers. Unfortunately for Harada, he was slated to
fly CAP over the fleet during the Midway campaign and would not be flying with
Kaneko. He expected to circle the carriers in a fruitless exercise.


Here is the
Midway plan according to Harada,"Our planes would hit Midway and knock out the
enemy airplanes and defenses. Next, the Army would go ashore and kill the
defenders so we could land planes on Midway. When the US Fleet sallied out we would
strike their carriers in a pincer attack from Midway and our carriers. We
didn't expect to encounter enemy carriers that day at all. In fact, I expected
there to be at least a twenty-four- to thirty-six-hour delay before the US Navy
arrived in the area. And even when they did appear I expected to be on CAP duty
again and wouldn't get to engage the enemy fighters anyway." Harada had grown
accustomed to playing second fiddle but still didn't like it. He much preferred
to mix it up, like he had done in the Indian Ocean raids.


However, days before the planned invasion of Midway, he
had a premonition. He took the new amulet his parents sent him and sewed it
into his flight suit. It was the Ujigamisama protection amulet and it would
have its work cut out in the coming days.


On June 3, in a completely unexpected opening move of the
Battle of Midway, land-based aircraft from Midway attacked Japanese transports
about six hundred miles west of the atoll. The US Army Air Force Boeing B-17
bombers inflicted no damage. Then, four Consolidated PBY Catalinas from VP-24
were sent out for a midnight attack on the approaching transports, damaging an
oiler with an aerial torpedo. Adm. Nagumo knew the element of surprise had been
lost. Midway had been alerted and must have contacted Hawaii. In his mind, this
would simply mean the US Fleet was racing to its doom a day faster than
anticipated; there would still be time to set up the anvil and hammer. 


Cdr. Mitsuo Fuchida was scheduled to lead the attack
against Midway just as he had done at Pearl Harbor, but acute appendicitis
grounded him. In his place flew Lt. Jōichi Tomonaga, who led the formation
of 108 planes (thirty-six each of Kates, Vals, and Zeros) to bomb and strafe
Midway. The planes took off on June 4, at 4:30 a.m. In the darkness Harada left
the deck of the Sōryū 
ahead of the formation to begin his combat air patrol; behind him were his
wingmen, PO2/c Takashi Okamoto (who had been with Lt. Iida's buntai at Pearl 
Harbor) and Air1/c Genzō Nagazawa.


Harada explained there were other planes below deck,
armed with torpedoes as insurance against any US ships that might be in the
area, but they were not expected to be called upon. They were an insurance
policy. "I expected it to be similar to the Pearl Harbor attack, where the
attack groups got all the glory while I twiddled my thumbs on CAP duty."


Lt. Jōichi Tomonaga, leader of the Midway attack,
circled Midway after the initial raid and sent a Morse message back to the
fleet: "Kawa Kawa Kawa," 
a predetermined signal, "Confirm need for second attack". Tomonaga knew what
had occurred at Wake Island six months earlier, when a similar atoll was
incorrectly judged to have been "softened up." He was not taking any chances.48 The invasion by VAdm. Nobutake Kondō's
 2nd Kantai 
was scheduled for June 6; so the pressure was on to secure the island quickly
before he arrived with the Army troops.49
The schedule was getting tighter.


After finishing their uneventful shift over the carrier,
Harada's trio of fighters was relieved. Harada landed and looked forward to a
break until the next combat air patrol. He pulled off his gloves, and wriggled
out of his parachute harness. He took off the pistol he always wore on a
lanyard around his shoulder and sat down on the edge of the flight deck for a
quick breakfast of rice balls, sweets, and green tea. 


The decision was made to dismount the aerial torpedoes
from the back-up Kates and replace them with land-based bombs for use against
Midway. The island required more softening up, and since no enemy carriers were
in the area it must have seemed like a good decision. The Japanese wanted to
make sure there were no nasty surprises like at Wake Island.50 


However, no sooner had the pilots begun to eat their
hasty meal, then did a bugle blaring through the loudspeaker warn of incoming
enemy aircraft. "I heard the air attack bugle call, stood up, and looked out on
the horizon to see little black dots, and knew instinctively they were torpedo
bombers. My heart dropped. There was no time to gear up. I dropped my food and
raced to my Zero with my wingmen running behind me." The ground crew had the
engines running. He gunned the engine and dashed off the carrier. The dots were
six TBF Avengers from Torpedo Squadron 8 (VT-8) flying from Midway, plus
fifteen TBDs from VT-8 from the USS Hornet 
led by Lt. John Waldron. They were joined by twenty-two TBDs from Torpedo
Squadrons 3 and 6. The slow-moving American torpedo planes came in unescorted
due to a complicated set of circumstances and bad fortune.


"We felt torpedo bombers were the biggest threat since a
single torpedo could sink a ship. Sinking a moving target with a single bomb
from a dive-bomber was highly improbable, but a single torpedo bomber could
certainly destroy a warship in one pass." The Zeros tore into the torpedo
bombers who were headed straight for the Sōryū,
flying low, straight, and true. They were skimming the water at a low speed in
order to perform a successful torpedo drop. Harada led his wingmen up and then
flipped down behind the torpedo bombers. He grew tense thinking, "Dammit. We
can't let them get close enough to drop those fish!" 


A surge of panic rushed through his body as the
ocean-hugging blue aircraft with their bright white stars pushed toward the Sōryū. In
his zeal to shoot down the torpedo bombers he broke one of the rules of
engagement. Each of the three planes in his shōtai 
were to attack in single file, making one pass then gaining altitude for
another pass. After Harada's first strafing run, instead of peeling out to get in line for another pass, he
spun around and fell in behind the second plane, Okamoto. This meant he cut off
the last man, Nagazawa who was lining up his shot. Nagazawa's catlike reflexes
prevented a collision with Harada, but as he pulled up out of the way he presented
his belly to the torpedo bombers' rear gunner. Nagazawa took a full machine gun
burst into the bottom of his Zero and broiled into a ball of flame. Harada
shouted his name as the ball of fire bounce off the surface of the ocean. 


In a fit of rage, Harada flew recklessly close to the
torpedo bomber. The rear gunner sent tracer rounds in a cone around Harada's
cockpit but he pressed in closer and took intentional aim at the rear gunner
and squeezed the trigger. "His entire canopy exploded right in front of me."
The gunner vanished in the explosion when the 20mm shells struck him at
point-blank range. "The pilot was killed instantly too, because the plane went
straight down into the water." All of this took less time than it did to read
that last sentence. Nearly seventy years later Harada is still haunted by Genzō
Nagazawa's death. "It was my reckless actions that killed my wingman. As the
leader it was my duty to keep both of them safe, and I failed. I am sorry,
Nagazawa, please forgive me." 


After downing the rest of the torpedo bombers the Zeros
scanned the horizon for more enemy aircraft before returning to rearm. Not one
of the torpedo bombers hit their targets. "The American aviators were
exceptionally courageous. I was impressed at how bravely they pushed home their
attacks," Harada said admiringly.


Ens. George Gay is the sole survivor of the thirty men
from VT-8 who launched from the USS Hornet 
and was the only one of the TBDs to get close enough to launch his torpedo, but
it either missed or failed to ignite. Five Zeros attacked him, and after flying
over several Japanese ships he pancaked into the sea, barely able to struggle
out of his plane that had been twisted by the impact. Gay was the first of two
airmen whom the author met who had gone into the drink and watched the battle
from the surface of the water. Gay was rescued roughly thirty hours later by a
PBY that miraculously spotted him.51


Over the next two hours, the Zeros and antiaircraft fire
annihilated the repeated attacks by US Marine Corps Douglas SBD Dauntless and
Vought SB2U Vindicator scout bombers from VMSB-241, Navy Grumman TBD Devastator
bombers from the VT-8 detachment, and US Army Air Force torpedo-carrying Martin
B-26 Marauder bombers. Army Air Force "Flying Fortresses" likewise bombed the
Japanese carrier force without success. "I couldn't believe how many torpedo
bombers kept coming in wave after wave; it was as if the Americans had an
endless supply," Harada said.


According to Harada, "Nagumo decided to remove the
torpedoes from the planes that were held in reserve against American warships.
The planes were brought back down from the flight deck via the elevators to be
refitted with bombs to attack the ground forces at Midway." The planes had to
be pushed and pulled by hand to the elevators and then once again pushed below
decks. It was an exhausting and time-consuming task. However, after refitting
the planes with bombs the situation changed dramatically when the scout plane
from the cruiser Tone 
reported that enemy surface vessels were sighted. Adm. Tamon Yamaguchi (in
charge of Sōryū 
and Hiryū)
suggested to Adm. Nagumo that he send out the planes as armed, and not waste
time fitting them with torpedoes. But Nagumo ordered the torpedoes put back on
the bombers. Once again the planes were manhandled below decks while the crews
rushed to reverse the laborious work they had just completed. They spent
precious time removing and replacing the armament racks that were unique to
either torpedoes or bombs. As a result, there were bombs and torpedoes all
grouped together on the hangar deck. "This was not a normal or safe situation.
Before they could complete the task, the Dauntless dive-bombers attacked,"
Harada said.


Harada was running low on 20mm ammunition so during a
lull he decided to replace the 20mm ammo drums in the wings, and he landed. It
was then he learned of the presence of the enemy ships and of the decision to
rearm the planes below. The already lengthy process of changing out the
ordnance was further lengthened by the evasive maneuvers the carriers had to
make to avoid the torpedo bombers. The Japanese were prime targets for the
American carrier-based dive-bombers, which attacked with a vengeance.


While the crews were still changing out his ammo drums on
the flight deck the alarm sounded; dive-bombers were spotted. Harada once again
jumped into the Zero and raced down the flight deck. He turned his Zero upward
to gain altitude, with Okamoto behind him to his left. As the Zeros clawed to
gain altitude Harada knew it was too late when he saw the Dauntless SBD
dive-bombers falling out of the sky. "They fell like stones, straight for the
carriers below. They flashed past us. There was no way to intercept them."
Although nearly wiped out, the US torpedo bombers drew off the Japanese
fighters, leaving the skies open for dive-bombers from the Enterprise and Yorktown. And
without radar or a central CAP command to coordinate the Zeros, let alone
communicate with them, the CAP had a tough time keeping a safety net over the
entire fleet. Both VB-6 and VS-6 Dauntlesses from the Enterprise bombed and fatally damaged
the carriers Kaga and Akagi, 
while VB-3 Dauntlesses from the USS Yorktown 
bombed and wrecked the carrier Sōryū.
The CAP was hopelessly overwhelmed.


Harada continued to fly, hoping to catch some of the
dive-bombers before they pulled over for their attack runs. If nothing else, he
hoped to disrupt their aim. He attacked the SBDs taking multiple hits himself,
but his Zero kept flying. "I looked up over my shoulder while inverted and saw
a carrier burning, then another, and another." In that fleeting instant the
Americans had taken out the carriers Kaga, Sōryū, and then Akagi. 
The VB-6 Dauntless dive-bombers from the USS Enterprise 
split into two groups and hit the Kaga and then a few minutes later the Akagi 
to the north. The USS Yorktown's
VB-3 planes scored hits on the Sōryū 
while VT-3 planes attacked but missed the Hiryū. 
The American dive-bombers had caught the Japanese carriers by surprise, with
planes and ordnance both below and on deck in various states of preparation.
Within a mere six minutes, the dive-bombers had left three of the four carriers
ablaze. Almost as if ordained, the Akagi 
was hit by just one bomb that penetrated to the hangar deck and exploded amid
the armed and fueled aircraft, causing a conflagration that consumed the ship.
Another bomb was a near miss astern, but the resulting geyser bent the flight
deck upward and caused crucial rudder damage. The Sōryū 
took three bombs in her hangar deck; the Kaga 
took at least four, possibly five.


Harada was out of ammo so he headed for the only carrier
still afloat, the Hiryū, 
to rearm and get back into the air as fast as possible, but upon landing he was
able to see the extensive damage to his plane. He was amazed he had been able
to land at all. There were holes in the fuselage, the tail, and the wings. His
thoughts were interrupted by a voice: "Get this wreckage over the side, now!"
and he watched in disbelief as it was unceremoniously shoved over the edge of
the ship into the frothy sea below. Harada cringed. They needed to clear the
flight deck in order to launch Lt. Tomonaga's conglomerate second attack wave
of Kate bombers. 
One of the Kate torpedo pilots was Harada's fellow Sōren classmate, WO Yukio
Obayashi, who said to him, "I'm leaving but don't expect me to return. Thank
you for all you have done for me." A feeling of helplessness overwhelmed Harada
as the Kates left the deck, sans 
fighter cover, in search of the enemy carriers. "I could see the smoke
billowing in several directions. It was rising thick and tall from our burning
carriers." Harada requested a plane. "We have nothing left," came the reply
from the flight deck. Hiryū 
had launched all her aircraft to trail the American planes back to the Yorktown.52 


He heard the elevator bell ringing and turned to see a
Zero appear. There would be no time to get the engine warmed up. "It must have
been one of the planes scheduled to fly to Midway as a land-based squadron. Or
maybe it was undergoing repairs. I don't know for sure. I jumped in and buckled
up." The aircraft had come up from the forward elevator and had been pushed
almost to the front edge of the deck. "There isn't enough room to take off," he
worried. But the officer of the deck ordered several crewmen to take up
positions on the tail to hold it down so he could gun the engine. "I gave it
full power and signaled to pull the chocks and the crewmen lept away from the
tail. The Zero floated right off the edge of the flight deck, dipped down and
headed for the sea below." Every carrier pilot's nightmare. The men watching
from the flight deck must have assumed he wouldn't make it as the plane
momentarily disappeared from view. Just as his propeller was about to slash the
wave tops the Zero leveled out. "I hit the combat-boost emergency power." He
took off for the third time that day. 


He looked over his shoulder at the carrier to witness the
flight deck explode behind him; it took a split second for the thunderous "bang"
shock wave to fill his cockpit and buffet his lightweight craft. He could no
longer see the carrier; it was masked in a hood of smoke and flame. He craned
his neck upward to see the Enterprise's 
dive-bombers still dropping in on the Hiryū.
"Leave her alone! You've already hit her," he yelled up at the planes dropping
down out of the sky. "It must have been not more than twenty to twenty-five
seconds after I left the flight deck that she took that direct hit right behind
the forward elevator where I had just been sitting," he said, shaking his head
as if still in disbelief nearly seven decades later. With the throttle pushed
all the way forward, he returned to the fray. There was nowhere left for him to
land. 


Still determined to protect the remaining ships in the
fleet he fought even after he ran out of ammunition. The sun was going down,
and seeing no further air attacks, he searched for the calmer water left in the
wake of a friendly destroyer. He locked open his canopy, tightened his seat
straps, and carefully lowered his flaps as he eased back on the gas. He glided
the plane down into the frothy white foam behind the ship. He banged his head
on the front gun sight. He swam away from the craft as it disappeared
below.


The deck crew waved at him. But as luck would have it,
while the destroyer circled to pick him up, a flight of B-17s appeared high
overhead, forcing the warship to flee for safety. "As darkness fell I knew they
had written me off." He looked at his wristwatch; it stopped at 3:55 p.m., the
time of the water landing.[23] 
He floated aimlessly in the ever-darkening water and contemplated killing
himself rather than waiting to drown, be eaten by sharks, or worse, picked up
by the enemy. He reached down for his pistol, but it wasn't there; he
remembered he left it on the deck along with his parachute harness. After a few
more hours he lost hope of being rescued. 


As the night wore on, his kapok-filled float vest began
to lose buoyancy; it was absorbing water. Around midnight he spotted an object
silently drawing closer. His heart raced, once again filled with hope. He used
his last remaining strength to savagely beat the surface of the water. This
created a luminescent glow by stirring up the microscopic organisms. He prayed
it was a friendly vessel, but didn't care. Luckily, one of the lookouts spotted
him and hauled him up onto the deck of the Makigumo;
it had returned to the area to search for survivors. They cut his clothes away.
In the dim light he could see the deck was packed with wounded and dying men.
Some were missing hands, others entire limbs, some were badly burned, had
gaping wounds, or were covered in black oil. He heard the moaning sounds of the
dying. 


It was a frightening scene created in the eerie light
cast by the small hand held lights scanning the surface of the waves. The
ship's main lights would draw too much attention. It was a ghastly scene
straight from the pages of Dante's Inferno.
"A naval officer, the ship's doctor, asked me where I was wounded. I replied
not to bother with me as I was fine. I asked him to care for the others." He
replied, "You needn't concern yourself with these men; this is triage, many of
these men are beyond saving. We will focus on treating the lightly wounded."
The doctor ordered a seaman to escort Harada below. His bare feet slipped on
the bloody deck. The sailor steadied him as they carefully made their way to a
hatch trying not to step on anyone. 


Down below he was given water that he gulped down. "Sometimes
in my dreams I hear the pathetic cries of the dying men begging for water."
Harada said that in wartime human beings are treated like weapons that, if
broken, are thrown away. "Treat the lightly injured and ignore the badly
wounded; they are a waste of resources. This is the reality of war. It is cruel
and unforgiving." Because he was a pilot he was given preferential treatment.
He was given fresh clothes and a bed to sleep in while others languished on
deck.


The Hiryū 
was still afloat. The destroyer pulled up to the stricken carrier to evacuate
the wounded and rescue the ship's framed portrait of the Emperor. Still aboard
were several dozen men who refused to leave, including RAdm. Tamon Yamaguchi
and the ship's captain, Capt. Tomeo Kaku. They elected to go down with the ship
in heroic naval fashion.53 The Hiryū was
scuttled the following morning at 5:10 a.m. by torpedoes from the
destroyer Makigumo. 
She somehow remained afloat until 9:12 a.m. when she took down with her
the bodies of 350 dead sailors and thirty-five souls who refused to leave
her. About a week later, the US
Navy rescued and captured several dozen survivors. 


Although Yorktown 
was eventually sunk it was little consolation for the Japanese who lost
over three thousand men, including four aircraft carriers. This was the cream
of her seasoned pilots, air crews, ground crews, maintenance, armorers and
flight deck crews. They vanished beneath the waves along with his friend,
Obayashi the Kate pilot, who failed to return just as he had foretold.


After the battle, Harada and the other surviving naval
aviators were transported to Kasanohara Airfield on Kagoshima (near Kanoya Air
Base). They were kept in seclusion to prevent word of the defeat from
spreading. "We could write letters, but they were heavily censored, and why
would anyone want to write about the defeat? That would be treason, and we were
all loyal patriots. It went without saying to remain quiet. Perhaps the Navy
wanted us all together so they could call upon us easily when needed. The
waiting was hard on me because I wanted to get into the fight and not sit
around playing board games." 









Assigned to the Carrier Hiyō


On July 31, Harada was assigned to the carrier Hiyō, a
converted passenger liner. "Large hallways, big berths, and lots of space to
move around. Oh, It was indeed more comfortable and nicer than Sōryū," he
said with a smile. The original 2nd Kōkūsentai was decimated during the Midway attack. It was reorganized in July
under RAdm. Kakuji Kakuta, who received command of the carriers Hiyō, Junyō 
and Ryūjō. 
Harada's old friend Lt. Tadashi Kaneko took charge of the Hiyō's Zero
fighters. Harada was one of the few pilots who knew Kaneko from the early days
in China. "Kaneko was not a strict military man; he was relaxed and
warm-hearted. He was not your typical stuffy class-conscious officers but was
well-liked and admired." Lt. Kaneko was a naval academy graduate who earned his
wings in 1934. Lt. Kaneko gained fame for his actions on August 22, 1937, in
the skies above Shanghai when he led a flight of four Type 95 fighters
(biplanes) from the carrier Ryujō 
against eighteen Allied P-36 Curtis Hawks and Boeing P-26 fighters. The
Japanese claimed nine kills. Kaneko was touted in the newspapers as a "Hero of
the Air."54 Harada was happy to have
such a well-respected and experienced "old China hand" in command. Both men had
been in combat in the early days. Harada had come from the enlisted ranks, but
their friendship knew no formalities. 


A week after his assignment to the Hiyō, the US 1st
Marine Division landed on an undefended backwater island in the Solomon Islands
called Guadalcanal. The Americans wanted the airstrip the Japanese were hacking
out of the jungle. It was to become the focal point of a six-month massive
land/air/sea battle.









A Premonition


One often hears of men having a premonition of their
demise prior to battle. Harada never experienced these feelings until he
learned the Hiyō 
and Junyō  were 
being sent on a mission to the south. "I had a sinking feeling I wouldn't be
coming home and wanted to see my wife and baby one last time, so I sent a
telegram instructing my wife to meet me at the Ueno station at a certain time.
She was there with our baby daughter tied to her back. It was the most
beautiful sight I have ever seen," he recalled, with deep emotion in his eyes.


The 2nd Kōkūsentai 
left Japan in October 1942, headed for the Solomon Islands. While Harada shared
the other aviators' thirst for payback, he couldn't quite shake the tiny voice
in his head warning him. 









A Wildcat by the Tail


On the morning of October 17, planes from the carriers Hiyō and Junyō conducted
a bombing mission against Guadalcanal which the Japanese called " Ga To" (Starvation
Island). Just two months earlier Saburō Sakai, one of Harada's former
aviation students who was flying from Rabaul, was shot to pieces over the same
island. On this day each of the carriers sent off eighteen planes—nine
Kates and nine Zeros each—for a total of thirty-six planes. Lt. Kaneko
led the fighters from the Hiyō,
and Lt. Toshio Shiga (Kaga,
Midway, Pearl Harbor) led the fighters from the Junyō.


Harada was the leader of the third shōtai of
fighters from the Hiyō.
He had two experienced wingmen with him that day, PO2/c Kaname Yoshimatsu and
PO1/c Yoshio Iwabuchi, both were veterans of Pearl Harbor and Midway.[24]


For no reason other than seniority, the Kates from the Junyō were in
the first group guarded by the more senior pilots from the Hiyō. The Zeros
from the Junyō 
were guarding the second group, the Kates from Hiyō. However, the lead group flew off target due to a navigational error
that separated the two attack groups. The bombers in the second group were able
to find and bomb their targets.


"The sun was shining brightly, warming the cockpits.
There were barely any clouds in the sky except for one large cumulus cloud 
about forty-five hundred feet up to the left. Something bothered me about it."


Lt. Toshio Shiga (Junyō) 
must have been thinking the same thing because he later said he took his buntai of nine Zeros
up above the cloud in search of enemy fighters that might be up there hiding.
He saw none and returned to the Kates from the Hiyō.
In reality, there was a formation of twenty-eight Marines flying F4F Wildcats
(VMF-121) inside the cloud.


It was this navigational error committed by the lead
group of Kates that seems to have put the formation right in the path of the
waiting US fighters, who dove out of the clouds. "The enemy fighters ignored us
and went straight for the bombers, knocking a few of them down immediately. The
Marine pilots then flew up and away, trying to break contact. I was angry and
chased them. One of them flipped back and headed straight for us. The nerve of
this guy! I'll teach him a lesson." It was Lt. William Freeman, flying under
the command of Capt. Joe Foss.55


Harada said in the middle of the dogfight he pulled hard
Gs and blacked out for a split second, and found himself in a head-on game of "chicken"
with an enemy fighter—both sides firing at the same time, trading tracer
rounds that zoomed past the cockpits in long, bright flashes of light. He felt
like he'd "been hit by a hammer." His left arm jerked up and away. He saw blood on the instrument panel; his left arm was numb and
bleeding, "but I felt no pain." A .50-caliber round had hit his engine, sending
shards of metal into the cockpit, one of which went through his left bicep. "If
the bullet would have hit my arm directly it would have torn my arm off." His
canopy had several egg-sized holes in the front and side, and the engine was
coughing and sputtering. He held the joystick between his knees and carefully
checked his left arm which looked horrible. The engine then began making a
metallic grinding sound so he shut it off, "I killed the engine for fear it
would catch fire." He feared he might drown if he attempted a water landing, so
he turned and made for the island. As he glided downward he found a fairly open
area near Tassafaronga Point, near the river. As he carefully descended toward
the jungle, thoughts of his wife and infant daughter entered his mind. "Who
would take care of them after I'm gone?" he wondered to himself as he watched
the jungle racing past beneath his wingtips.


The next thing he knew, he was on the ground, trapped
like a bird in an upside-down cage. Although he had no memory of the actual
impact, he was able to deduce he had misjudged the height of the jungle and hit
the top of a palm tree that flipped him over on his back. He recalled being "awakened
by cool liquid dripping on my face." He was soaked in aviation gas. Using his
one good arm, he unbuckled his seat harness to started to claw his way through
the soft dirt, and through the bent canopy frame. He was able to finally
squeeze through the canopy by pushing hard with his feet against one of the
machine gun mounts inside the cockpit. He lay panting, feeling exhausted. He
examined his left bicep that should have hurt, but didn't. He was in shock.
Gingerly, he picked at the blood-matted tear in his flight suit. There was a
clean hole through the bicep that thankfully missed the artery. He crawled away
from the crash, searching for water to slake his thirst, and came upon a dark
puddle. He gulped the brackish water then rolled over and closed his eyes
for a brief rest. However, a wave of panic hit him urging him to get away from the aircraft in case any enemy ground
troops were nearby. He got to his feet to stumble away still numb from shock. 


Amazingly, he came across a fellow pilot standing next to
a crashed Kate; his face was bloodied and ash white. "I thought it was a ghost,"
said Harada. The man called out to him, "Harada!" It was Kate pilot PO1/c Hisao Satō who had served with
Harada on the Sōryū 
at Pearl Harbor and Midway. Like Harada, Satō had been an enlisted sailor
who earned his wings in the Sōren 
aviation course. And like Harada, Satō survived Midway and was
re-assigned. Satō had been piloting one of the Kates from the carrier Junyō that
Harada was assigned to defend. Harada approached the wreckage to find the dead
aircraft commander, Lt (jg) Setsuo Kuno, still strapped in the middle seat. In
the third seat was the radioman, PO2/c Tadao Maruyama, gravely wounded and
pinned inside the twisted machine. Maryuama was a fellow aviator who had also
been aboard Sōryū. Maruyama flew over Pearl Harbor in the first attack wave, and had
survived Midway as well. "Can you…get me out?" his eyes pleaded as he spoke in
a weak, breathless voice. Harada and Satō replied in unison, "You'll be
okay, don't worry," as they threw themselves at the task of pulling apart the
twisted wreckage. The pair were too weakened by their own injuries and needed
tools to extricate the fading Maruyama. Amid the grunts and creaks of the
aviators struggling against the wreck, Harada glanced down and noticed Murayama
had grown quiet, his face calm and without expression. He had succumbed to his
injuries, still trapped in the mangled wreckage. "He just gave up," Harada
said. 


"We couldn't cremate them since it meant burning the
plane, which would cause a huge smoke plume." As the sun fell down behind the
horizon, the moon that had been out all afternoon shone down on a body laying
quietly in repose, another body captured in a smashed aircraft, and a pair of
injured men huddled together. The aviators spent the night next to the plane,
doing their best to give the bodies of Kuno and Maruyama the semblance of a tsuya (wake). "I
held Satō's hand and tried to sleep, but the shock wore off and the
searing pain kept me awake." At first light, they rummaged through the plane to
retrieve the emergency rations which they miserly consumed over the next few
days as they dragged their battered bodies northward through the jungle in
search of friendly forces. Harada soon developed a high fever, but Satō
urged him on. They were neither helped nor hindered by the local inhabitants.
They managed to come upon, by blind luck, a tiny base being set up to support
the upcoming midget-submarine attacks. The base was home to fifteen or sixteen
men living in tents at Kamimbo Bay (Tambea). The base had a naval pharmacist
mate who cleaned, stitched, and bandaged their infected wounds, which exhausted
his small cache of medical supplies. Harada then used seawater to clean his
infected arm.


The base was there to receive the two-man midget subs
which were not designed to be retrieved by the mother sub. The tiny sub crews
(like those used at Pearl Harbor) were to be picked up by surface ships. In
this case it was deemed too dangerous to risk recovering the mini-subs at sea,
so the Navy set up the small base to retrieve them. There were eight separate
midget-sub attacks during November and December, all aimed at US shipping off
Lunga Point and Tulagi Island.[25] 
However, five of the subs were scuttled after their missions, and three were
never accounted for. Not one sub was retrieved. While the two pilots
convalesced, the pivotal ground battle for Henderson Field raged white hot in
the hills about twenty miles to the south. Harada's memories of his ordeal on
Guadalcanal are dim because he had malaria and dengue fever, something the
Japanese corpsman could do little about. 


Harada was worried about the enemy advancing and
capturing the men, but the men boasted, "No need to worry. Last week our
battleships gave the enemy a good two-day pasting that must have wiped them
out." Harada's fever began to worsen, so it was decided to transport him to
Cape Esperance for evacuation. He remembers heading for Cape Esperance, and
then his memory is foggy with patches of images and sounds of gunfire. 


He awoke in a brightly lit hospital room with sunlight
streaming through a transom window. "My God, I've been captured by the
Americans. I have to escape." He struggled to sit up but was overcome with
dizziness, and was distracted by a loud bang from the hallway. He watched as an
Asian nurse ran past the open doorway. She returned a few moments later,
approached his bed, and asked politely in Japanese how he was feeling. Harada
thought, "She speaks my language; this must be an American-born Japanese nurse."
Harada asked bluntly, "Please tell me, am I a prisoner of war?" The woman
giggled, "No need to worry. You are in 4th Naval Hospital here at
Truk Lagoon. Please lie down and rest; don't try to get up."


In his feverish state he had little recollection of being
evacuated from Guadalcanal on November 5, nor of arriving at Truk Lagoon's 4th
Naval Hospital three weeks after he was shot down. Although he was given the
best medical treatment the Navy could offer he was deemed unfit for front line
duty. His combat days were over, but his flying days were not. He and Satō
became flight instructors at Kasumigaura Air Base. Both were promoted to
warrant officer and were responsible for training several cycles of future
pilots from the Yokaren 
course. While at Kasumigaura Harada received wonderful news of the birth of his
second child, a son. Harada was plagued for the next two years by his injuries
and lingering illness that caused him to spend time in and out of the hospital.
However, the war situation turned for the worse and Pearl Harbor veteran WO
Hisao Satō was returned to combat duty and died on a Kamikaze mission near
Formosa on October 14, 1944.









The Shūsui Rocket


Japan's Axis partner, Nazi Germany, made great strides in
researching atomic weapons as well as jet- and rocket-propelled aircraft. This
information they were willing to share with their Japanese Axis partners for a
licensing fee, so in December 1943, the Japanese submarine I-29, under the
leadership of Cdr. Kinashi, left Singapore bound for France, carrying seventeen
special passengers. He had aboard a German-language linguistics professor from
the Etajima Naval Academy, an admiral, and several lieutenant commanders who
were experts in engineering, electronics, and radar. The I-29 docked next to Kapitänleutnant Max Wintermeyer's U-190. The
U-boat's crew cheered and waved, welcoming the I-29's crewmen on parade in
their dress uniforms on her deck. Later, the I-29 was berthed in one of
Lorient's massive Keroman "sub-pen" bunkers. The German submariners entertained
the I-29's officers at a dockside bar at Lorient. The bar's low ceiling rafters
were covered with the carved signatures of U-boat officers. The I-29's chief
engineering officer, Lt. Taguchi Hiroshi, the chief navigation officer, Lt. Hideo Otani, and several other officers carved
their signatures into the rafters.


Later, the
Germans hosted the I-29's entire crew in their luxurious Château de Trévarez
that overlooked the small town of Châteauneuf-du-Faou. Commander Kinashi and the I-29's crew were well fed, engaged
in sports, and enjoyed the hospitality of their German naval counterparts. The
Germans organized a train trip to Paris for those who wished to visit the
Palais de Chaillot that houses the French Maritime Museum with a view of the
Eiffel Tower. Cdr. 
Kinashi traveled to Berlin, where Adolf Hitler presented him with the Iron
Cross 2nd Class.


In mid-April 1944, after a month in France, the I-29 left
the port of Lorient, carrying a cache of components, schematic drawings, fuel
samples, and actual engines for both the German-engineered Me163 (Comet)
rocket-powered interceptor and the Me262 (Swallow) jet-powered interceptor. In
addition, there were twenty German Enigma code machines. The I-29 made port in
Singapore on July 14, 1944, but it was sunk as it passed through the Bashi
Channel[26] 
(between Formosa and the Philippines) by the USS Sawfish 
(SS-276).56 The loss of the important
samples was partially abated by an act of fate in which a Lt.Cdr. Iwatani and
other researchers disembarked from the I-29 in Singapore and hopped a "Tabby"
transport plane to Japan with some drawings and specifications in hand.
However, the actual rocket and jet engines were lost. The sinking of the I-29
with its top-secret cargo cannot be overstated in the importance of the air war
over Japan.


Harada was promoted to the rank of special ensign and
proudly wore his short naval kaigun tanken dagger whenever possible. His wife and two children lived in
a comfortable home near the airbase, and life was rather good, considering the
circumstances. In March 1945, faced with ever-increasing numbers of B-29 raids,
the Kasumigaura Air Group was changed from a training unit to a combat unit;
they would be flying a revolutionary rocket-propelled interceptor that could
counter the height, speed, and defenses of the B-29 Super Fortresses that were
devastating the homeland. Harada was part of the unit that was split from Kasumigaura
and dispatched to Chitose in Hokkaido to conduct training with a new
rocket-propelled aircraft, Mitsubishi J8M "Shūsui". 
The name came from term for an ancient sword so finely forged it could cleave
an enemy in two with a single stroke. 


The Shūsui 
rocket was still in the design stages in March 1945, but glider versions were
expected to be ready soon, so until the glider-trainers became available the
young pilots trained with the Type 93 biplane trainers and Zeros. They went up
to fifteen thousand feet, turned off the engine, and glided down, making
non-powered landings that killed many of the fledgling aviators who were unable
to control the Zero in the steep simulated dives. Although glider-towed
non-powered versions of the Shūsui 
were produced, called the MXY8 Akigusa 
(Autumn Grass), they were used by the training group at Hyakurihara Air Base in
Ibaraki (near Kasumigaura), and none made their way north to Hokkaido,
according to Harada. 


In July 1945, while Special Ens. Harada was training
future Shūsui 
kamikaze pilots in the mild summer
weather in Hokkaido, down south at Yokosuka's Oppama Airfield the Navy
conducted the first powered test flight of the Shūsui. They chose the auspicious date of July 7, the anniversary of the
outbreak of the China War in 1937.


In theory, the Shūsui 
was capable of achieving speeds of 560 miles per hour, climbing to 27,000 feet
in a mere three minutes. It had a total flight time of five and a half minutes,
which wouldn't give the pilots much time to battle with the B-29s. The pair of
30mm cannons could do substantial damage if launched in large numbers. The plan
was to devastate the B-29 squadrons, making it too costly for the Allies to
continue the bombing war against Japan. After takeoff, the fighter would
jettison its wheel-mounted undercarriage and then, after battling with B-29s,
would optimistically slide to a stop on the sled-like fuselage to refuel and
rearm.


However, the day turned out to be a tragic one for the
leader of the test-pilots squadron, Lt. Toyohiko Inazuka, who had previously
successfully piloted the glider version. He encountered problems during the
climb to altitude when the rocket unexpectedly cut out. A testament to his
skill is the fact he managed to bring the tiny craft in for a hard landing. He
was severely injured and passed away before dawn the following day.









An Ungrateful Nation Doesn't Thank You


Harada knew the war was ending soon. The news of the
devastation caused by the "new type bomb" dropped on Hiroshima confirmed it. "If
we survived we thought we would be treated like slaves by the occupying forces.
I would never be able to see my wife or family again, but as a military man
this was my fate."


However, his attitude changed completely on August 8,
1945, when the Soviet Union declared war on Japan. There were rumors of Russian
para-troopers landing to take the airfields in advance of an invasion of
Hokkaido. Harada knew that once the Soviets attacked, he and his pilots would
be sent out on Kamikaze missions. The day after the declaration of war the
Soviets attacked on three fronts, steamrolling over Japanese Army units along
the Manchurian border. The Japanese troops flailed wildly, attempting to stem
the tide, but were hardly more than a sand castle to Stalin's red tsunami.


The war ended a few days later, on August 15, with the
announcement of the cessation of hostilities. "We were assembled at noon to
listen to the 'important announcement.' I could tell that a song was being
played, then there was an introduction, but there was too much static. The
radio reception was so poor I could only make out a few words of the speech. I
presumed it was an admonition to fight on. After the speech, Capt. Okamoto,
explained what the Emperor had said, and what His Majesty wanted us to do. It
was devastating."


Later, there were rumors of the Allies sharing occupation
duties in Japan. Harada didn't fear the Americans, but wanted to fight the
Russians if they dared step foot on Japanese soil. "I asked my subordinates if
they would follow me into the hills to carry out guerrilla warfare, and they
all agreed. If the communists dropped paratroopers on Hokkaido we would fight
them." However, Harada received a setback when civilians broke into the base
warehouse and stole the bulk of the expensive silk parachutes, medical
supplies, and other things he had planned to use to barter with over the coming
months of anticipated guerrilla warfare. "I knew silk would be a good commodity
to barter with, so I had gathered all the parachutes together, but the sneaky
civilians stole them! I know they were suffering during the war but how could
they steal from us, their protectors? I was heartbroken to see the change in
attitude of our countrymen, who had for years shown respect to the soldiers and
sailors by sending us bags of letters, dolls, amulets, and folded paper cranes
for good luck. Now that the war was over some people changed. They openly
mocked us. This caused resentment. Some pilots spoke of raiding their homes to
retrieve what they had stolen. Others even suggested shooting or beheading
anyone who showed disrespect to the military. I ordered them to compose
themselves and stop talk of such nonsense; they were our countrymen. It was our
duty to protect them no matter how they behaved. Shortly afterward we received
word the Russians would not be participating in the occupation, so we dropped
the plan to resist. I felt the Americans and British would be civil to us, but
I didn't trust the Russians," Harada said. 


On September 1, Harada was promoted to Special Lieutenant
(jg). The following day the surrender ceremonies were held on the deck of the
USS Missouri 
in Tōkyō Bay. The date was September 2, 1945.


In the end, it was Capt. Okada who ordered the men to
return home. He admonished them, "Do not engage in acts of revenge or violence;
it will dishonor the Navy." 


The remaining pilots in Hokkaido were ferried via boat to
Honshū Island and then packed into cattle cars for the trip south on one
of the few remaining undamaged railway lines. "Men in the the lower enlisted
ranks realized they were no longer held by military law and took revenge
against those who they felt had harassed them. There were savage beatings and
lynch mobs of enlisted men with old scores to settle. Not all, but some of the
enlisted ranks were out of control. We were in a box car, heading to the
discharge area, when I heard a fight erupt. I turned to one of my men named
Tamae, who had been a music teacher before he was drafted, and begged him to
sing a song to distract the men. I knew trying to use my authority would be a
bad idea. He replied, 'Are you serious? They'll beat me up, too!'" But Harada
asked so incessantly the man timidly began to sing a hometown favorite song. "At
first I could barely hear him above the din of fighting, but within a few
moments heads began to turn this way.…[T]he fighting slowly stopped, and the
troops all turned to listen as Tamae sang. Slowly, one, then two, and then many
hands began clapping in time." Harada had expected the song to be a temporary
distraction from the fighting, but it changed the entire mood in the cattle
car. "Men were smiling, and some began singing along. I guess it is true what
they say, 'music calms the savage beast.'"


The Americans conducted a humane occupation of the
Japanese homelands. Like he experienced in Hokkaido, there was a change in the
way some Japanese civilians treated the former Japanese military personnel. "Some
of our countrymen blamed us for the war and the misery it caused our nation.
The people we risked our lives for now despised us." Harada served in the Navy
for twelve years, rose from the rank of seaman 4th class to special
lieutenant (jg), and is credited with nineteen aerial victories, but when he
tried to find work he was shunned like an ex-con. Harada was given an honorable
discharge but struggled for years under the stigma of a warmonger, unable to
find employment and suffering from constant nightmares. "I would often wake up
in the middle of the night, thrashing about." He was back in the cockpit,
watching both friendly and enemy planes go down in flames. "They were so real I
would wake up sweating. I still have nightmares, although not nearly as often
as before," he said.









Harada's Comments and Observations


Mr. Harada is alive and well as of July 2012. When asked
if he had anything he'd like to convey, he said that it is a sad we don't learn
from the past and repeat the same mistakes over and over.


He wishes to break the long-held myth that exists in
Japan and in other countries that Japanese fighting men shouted out jingoistic
military slogans at the time of their death. "In my long experience in the war
I have seen many dying men in their final moments. None of them I knew called
out for the Emperor, or shouted a patriotic slogan. The last word spoken by
many men was the name of a loved one, usually their wives or mothers."


As the Principal of his family-operated, award-winning
private preschool, he teaches the boys and girls to respect themselves and the
incalculable value of human life. He explained, "If they respect themselves
they will naturally respect others. I look at their innocent faces and cringe
at the thought of them ever having to experience war like my generation did."
He often says, "I am cursed to live on carrying the memory of the dead. In war
we are all losers."














Chapter Two
Isamu Miyazaki


I visited the home of
Mr. Isamu Miyazaki, former Zero pilot ace, thanks to an introduction from Mr. 
Jirō Yoshida. I was accompanied
by historian/photographer Mr. Nobuhirō Nakamura for a long visit in which Miyazaki shared his photos,
recollections, and a wonderful meal. Miyazaki is one of the last pilots from
the early days of Japanese pre-war aviation. He started his naval career at the
bottom of the totem pole, serving on a warship and on a riverboat, before being
giving the chance to earn his wings. When I visited his home, his son joined us
for the long afternoon and admitted to hearing some of these stories for the
first time, while others were as well worn as any old favorite vinyl record.
Miyazaki was old, fragile as a China figurine, worn down from battling a common
foe, cancer. His memory faded on certain dates, but for incidents that occurred
over seventy years ago his recollection was as sharp as a church bell on a cold
Christmas morning. During the course of my visit he often became visibly
emotional and unknowingly raised his voice when describing his experiences. He
admitted he might not be around much longer and appreciated someone wanting to
share his story in English. He admonished me, "We should never forget the
sacrifices made by the young men of my generation. We must prevent war from
happening again." His son commented that his father has been interviewed
before, but never by an American who spoke his language. This was a rare
opportunity to meet a living legend, a man who was in the Navy from 1936 to
1945 and saw it all.









Early Days


Isamu Miyazaki was born the oldest boy of five children
on October 5, 1919, in the naval port town of Kure, the son of a naval factory
worker. When he was five years old, he went to live with his uncle in the town
of Zentsūji in Kagawa prefecture.[27] His three
year-old brother Yoshikazu and infant brother Wataru stayed with his parents.
He attended elementary and middle school in the shadow of historic Marugame
Castle, which dates back to the 16th century. When he was twelve
years old his uncle took him to see an American aerial acrobatic show at the
local army training ground.[28] 
He recalled seeing the daring aviators fly their fabric-covered biplanes 
upside down, chugging along at treetop level, and performing stunts that
dazzled the crowds. They captured the imagination of young Miyazaki who
proclaimed to his uncle, "If they can do it, I can do it." 


Soon after that, in his first year of middle school, he
had his second encounter with an American, a missionary working at a Christian
church. One of the women in the town lost her husband in a coal-mining
accident. The woman spoke some English and could cook, so in order to keep body
and soul together she performed chores for an American missionary. One day the
woman invited Miyazaki and some other children to visit the church for the
Christmas service with promises of sweets. It was here Miyazaki met the
American missionary at the church, a Mr. M. Bukanon.[29] He had an
adult son, employed as a English teacher in another part of Japan. The son had
returned home for the Christmas service. At one point, the missionary's son
picked up a handsaw and played Christmas carols and familiar Japanese songs. He
bent the flat saw in various
directions, making it "sing." Miyazaki's face beamed with nostalgia. They had
fun learning to sing Christmas songs and, of course, eating cake. "Americans
are nice!" was the feeling cemented in his mind from that day forward. His
first two personal experiences with Americans led him to believe they were a
brave and good-natured people.


In 1936, prior to entering his fourth year of middle
school, sixteen-year-old Miyazaki made the decision to leave his studies and
join the Navy as an enlisted sailor. "I knew once I reached draft age I risked
being taken by the Army, so I decided to chose my own path." After his
six-month basic seaman training at the Sasebo
Kaiheidan he was assigned to the cruiser Iwate under the direction of Capt.
Tadashige Daigo, a member of the imperial family. The Iwate was selected to participate in
the annual six-month cruise carrying newly minted graduates of the naval
academy to receive firsthand training as officers. Captain Daigo held firm to
traditional naval customs, including live music for the officers during
mealtimes. "The officers had attendants who stayed in adjourning quarters," he
recalled.


The Iwate 
had been the flagship for the Japanese 2nd Fleet during the 1905
Russo-Japan War, but that was thirty years ago, and the old gal was showing her
age. The Navy sent a different group of ships each year on the around-the-world
training cruise to a different region; Australia, East Asia and the Pacific
Islands, Europe, the Mediterranean, or Hawaii and the United States. Since young
Miyazaki was assigned to the ship he was able to experience this rare
opportunity to embark on an amazing overseas voyage, with stops at Saipan,
Formosa, Philippines, Ceylon, India, Italy, Egypt, and France. It was on their
arrival at Bombay, India, that it was announced throughout the ship that war
had broken out with China. The date was July 7, 1937, and it became known
as the Marco Polo Bridge Incident. Miyazaki assumed the ships would turn around
and head back to Japan, but the trip continued through the Suez Canal and into
Egypt. As the temperature rose, the sailors were ordered up on deck to take
naps in the cool shade of large white awnings for two hours during the day to
relieve the stress on their bodies from the heat. Recalling the midday atypical
siestas, Miyazaki chuckled, "We felt like preschoolers being forced by our
teacher to take a nap. 'Hey, you, close your eyes and get to sleep! That's a
direct order!'" Despite all instinct against sleeping up on deck in the middle
of the day, the comfortably dry, gentle breezes lulled the seadogs off to
dreamland in no time. When they were rousted they felt rested and a tad guilty
about snoozing in the middle of the day. "Orders are orders," he said as he
smiled boyishly.


During the period he was on the training cruise, Japan
was accused by many other nations of orchestrating the war in China. "In spite
of this we were treated with hospitality from all the people we met." There
were several adventures he experienced on this trip, including the pyramids of
Giza, although from a great distance; he saw them with his own eyes, something
he would never have imagined possible. In Paris he saw the Eiffel Tower and
walked along the most famous street in Europe, the Champs-Élysées. One of his
most vivid memories was visiting a museum in Paris and seeing a saddle used by
Emperor Napoleon Bonaparte. "I stood there staring at it, thinking I was the
luckiest guy in the world." He wrote running letters to his uncle and his
parents about what he had seen. They were proud their son was experiencing
something so grand and spectacular, for in the 1930s the average Japanese
citizen could only dream of traveling to distant lands. Their little boy had
seen places they would never live to see, and they couldn't be prouder. 


It was an unthinkable adventure for a young man of that
era. But this wasn't a luxury liner, and there was always work to be done. "The Iwate ran on
coal, dirty, dusty coal, so whenever we made port the first thing we did was
load tons of coal." This was absolutely essential backbreaking work the men
disliked, but once completed they could go ashore in half-shifts. The ship
would spend five to seven days at each port, and aside from the coal duty, he
thought things couldn't get any better.


"Because our fleet was a de facto representative of the
Emperor, we would receive visits from the local dignitaries of the nations we
visited. They would be invited to tour our ships, have a luncheon, and watch
exhibitions of kendō and jūdō matches, which they all seemed to
enjoy." Miyazaki never got accustomed to the sight of men walking hand in hand
with their wives in public. Such open displays of affection were taboo in Japan
and deemed unmanly.


When asked about his favorite port of call, he quickly
blurted out, "Italy!" He explained, "The sailors in Italy were friendly, and
guided us to see the sights. They drank red wine with their meals. I didn't
want to be rude so drank one, then another. I felt horrible in the morning and
decided to stick to tea from then on. Everywhere we went the people of Italy
were kind and hospitable. We rode trains to visit various places, including the
famous ruins of Pompeii, where Mt. Vesuvius had destroyed an entire city. We
went to Rome and climbed the steps of the Coliseum, which I saw long after the
war in a movie starring Charlton Heston and thought, 'Ha! Yes, I've been there,
haven't I?' He said, "I loved the
museums in Rome, too. It was humbling to be surrounded by so much ancient world
history and beautiful artwork. Amazing." One of the many lifelong lessons he
picked up from that cruise was the importance of using water wisely and never
wasting it. "On a ship, even though surrounded by water, you have to be careful
how you use it, for without fresh water you'd be in big trouble. We had very
little water allotted to each man on the ship to wash with, so when rain clouds
were spotted we would go up on deck with soap to bathe in the rain. One learns
to be quick after being halfway through a nature shower, covered with soap, and
running out of rain," he said with a smile.


He recalls an instance where, either in France or Italy,
a British warship reported to be carrying members of the British royalty
visited the same port. When he saw the modern British ship, he was embarrassed.
"By comparison, Iwate seemed like a
hunk of junk. Having the English ships moored so close was embarrassing to me
as a navy man, and as a Japanese citizen."


When the Iwate 
returned to Japan in November 1937, he was promoted to seaman 2nd
class. He was then assigned to the seaplane tender Chitose, on which his early taste for
aviation was reignited. In January 1938, the hardworking sailor was promoted to
seaman 1st class and transferred to the light cruiser Nagara, and he was
aboard when she participated in the battles around Shanghai down to Amoy. In
October 1939, he did well on a naval exam and was sent to the Yokosuka
Seamanship School (Kōkai Gakkō). There he learned navigation, various signaling
techniques, and helmsman duty. But the little boy who saw the barnstormers
still yearned to fly.


After graduating from Kōkai Gakkō in May 1940, he was ordered to China, where he boarded
the three-hundred-ton river gunboat Atami 
to spend six memorable months performing river patrol and sea mine-clearing
duties on the Yangtze River near Shanghai. He went from working on the Nagara with a crew
of 450 men to living on a riverboat. "There were only forty or so of us. Life
wasn't as strict as before. It was much more relaxed. I have to say that of all
the ships I served this was my favorite." 


The Atami 
was called a gunboat, but she didn't have many guns on board, just a single AA
gun (80mm), a half dozen machine guns (7.7mm), and a small cache of rifles.
They conducted river patrols to intercept suspicious sampan boats carrying
black-market goods and weapons upriver to Chinese communist and nationalist
forces. "The work was dangerous. The Chinese junks and fishing boats all
appeared harmless until we stopped and boarded them. If a boat didn't appear
suspicious we wouldn't stop it, but if it steered away we would order it to
halt. Sometimes we were fired on. After a few weeks I was able to get an idea
of who would cooperate and who would run away from the way they acted, dressed,
or the manner their boat was loaded. Some of the craftier smugglers had one or
two false bottoms in their boats filled with guns, drugs or other contraband.
We forced them to dump it over the side. There are a lot of guns in the bottom
of that river, I can assure you. If a boat was deemed too troublesome to
offload due to the size or volume of the cargo we would force the smugglers
into their smaller boat and send them away. Then we would sink their boat with
either an explosive charge or fire from our guns." The sailors had to be on
their guard at all times, as the Chinese would fire at them from the shore and
steal away. "They were all dressed as civilians so we couldn't tell who was
firing at us and who was minding their business; it could be very frustrating."


However, according to him, the general attitude from the
local population toward the sailors on the Atami 
was friendly. Miyazaki boasted that Atami 
was well supplied and never pressed upon the local population for anything. The
Navy had strict regulations against local procurement of goods, supplies, and
entertainment. This was a safety concern but also a matter of dignity. "The
Japanese Army sent its troops out to fend for themselves under the rule of Jikyū Jisoku 
[living off the land], which caused a great deal of friction between the Army
and the locals," he noted. 


While aboard Atami 
he would sometimes hear the sound of aircraft engines and look up with a twinge
of envy to see formations of biplanes, growling over the Yangtze River heading
to their targets. Working on a flat-bottomed riverboat was not glamorous, but
it was enjoyable due to the close-knit camaraderie of the small crew. Still, he
wished to be up in the clouds with the fly boys.


The Atami performed the dangerous task of clearing floating mines released by
the enemy. The Atami 
had a wire-cable contraption that spread out from the bow to both sides to snag
floating mines. The minesweeper cable would also regularly catch corpses in
various degrees of decay. Miyazaki was in put in charge of a five-man team with
a small motorboat tasked with destroying the mines caught by the Atami. They also had
to capture those floating free in the river. "Once a day we'd see a mine
floating along, so I'd take my team close enough to hurl a net over it and pull
it behind us to the riverbank. We would secure it to prevent it from drifting
off again. After several days of mine sweeping we would have a small group of
them all in the same area. Our captain would inform the Army we were going to
detonate the mines at such and such a time so as not to upset them." Miyazaki
and the crew of the Atami could count on about two hundred soldiers gathering for the weekly 
dinner and a show. Local civilians observed the troops assembling at the
riverbank and knew to gather around the fringes of the packed house to pick up
the scraps of fish the soldiers might miss. Miyazaki would order one of his
team to hop out of the craft and swim to the shallows to attach a fuse to one
of the sea mines with a long length of rope that, when pulled, would detonate
the mines. It would hurl brown water spouts high into the air, accompanied by
cheers from the troops on shore. "It was fun watching the troops rush about to
scoop up the fish, some as long as your arm." They would wave to the Atami, smiling in
appreciation, and the river-rat sailors would wave back. As he finished the
story, the old man sitting in his living room smiled as he noisily took a sip
of scalding hot green tea, and paused to add, "Those were good times."









The Long Road to the Cockpit


On an unremarkable day that started like any other, one
of the officers approached him, "Miyazaki, how would you like to take the
entrance test for the flight course?" Miyazaki quickly replied in the
affirmative. He had never mentioned his dream of flying, so how did the officer
know? He said that day was a major turning point in his life.


The test was administered on his own boat, overseen by
the kindly lieutenant and the boat's communications officer who, against
regulations, coached him during the test. In fact, they were so helpful, he
scored a perfect one hundred on the exam. He
was soon given orders to report to Tsuchiura 
for a physical exam and admission into the Hei-Shū 
2nd Cycle (C classification[30]) Yokaren aviation
preparatory course. The course began on November 15, 1940, and would be his
first step in achieving his boyhood dream of becoming a pilot. His father and
uncle would be proud when they read the letters he would be sending. He had
been in the Navy for four years and taken a roundabout route to gain his
aviator's wings, but it can be said he learned a great deal in those four
years, things that would help him in his future career as a fighter pilot. He
was now promoted to petty officer 3rd class, a rank that later-war
sailors would reach in a fraction of the time.


His class would be the 2nd cycle to graduate
under the new Yokaren Hei-Shū program developed for enlisted ranks who had shipboard
experience but lacked a complete formal education. He underwent two months of
preflight training that was comprised mostly of classroom study. It also
included sports. One of his favorite sports growing up was volleyball, which he
was happy to learn they played at Yokaren.
"Of course we did sumō and kendō, but played rugby and baseball too,
which were far more fun." The sports reinforced teamwork and something called Kōgeki Seishin 
(attack mentality). Miyazaki remembers happy pre-war days at Yokosuka. One of his fondest memories was winning
the airman's volleyball tournament. There were teams from each buntai of the
seaplane pilots, the reconnaissance pilots, the fighters, etcetera. There were
twenty-two teams who played weekly elimination rounds until it was just two
teams left. Miyazaki's team of fighter pilots took first place. Volleyball was
a Japan-wide sport; it was played at every navy base on which he was stationed.


The cadets had their first flight in the backseat of the
seaplane version of the biplane trainer. When the plane left the water, its
pair of floats gave it the impression of wearing a pair of wooden clogs called geta, thus the plane
was affectionately known as getahaki (one who wears geta clogs). 
Moments before his first flight the instructor revved the engine. The smell of exhaust
fumes mixed with the scent of salty air gave Miyazaki a rush of excitement. The
biplane soon pulled free from the surface of the water, enveloped in a fine mist
of seawater kicked up by the prop. The pilot communicated through the denseikan,
explaining to the wide-eyed trainee how every move he made caused the plane to
respond in such a way. He had spent time in the electric-powered Link-flight
trainer simulator, whose stubby wings gave the appearance of needing coins to
operate, but this was the real deal. 


He and 224 others completed the Yokaren pre-aviation course and went on
to various bases for flight training. Only thirty-four of his classmates would
survive the war, an attrition rate of 85 percent.57 After the preflight training he went to the 
 Hyakurihara Kōkūtai 
for admission into the 12th Hiren 
flight cycle. His first solo flight was in the Type 93 trainer. He speaks
fondly of one of his flight instructors, Warrant Officer Ryōichi Nakamizo.
He was a tough man that taught Miyazaki well. 


After completing the basic flight training, he was
ordered to the Usa Kōkūtai 
for carrier-based flight training. Carrier-deck landings were challenging
because they required a three-point landing in a narrow, confined space. Timing
on reducing throttle, wind speed, and direction had to be practiced perfectly.
The only way to learn it was to do it again and again.


He was initially slated as a bomber pilot, training in
the Type 94 biplane bomber, but was switched to fighters. "I guess they needed
more fighters," he said. He trained in the Type 95 biplane (the same type
Harada flew at Nanking) and then advanced to the Type 96 monoplane fighter and
finally into the fabled Reisen Zero fighter. He heaped praise on the Zero with its responsive,
nimble controls that felt like an extension of one's own body. After completing
this course in January 1941, he was assigned to Yokosuka
Kōkūtai, the oldest and most experienced group in the Navy,
often called the Mecca of the IJN air force.


It was here he had the chance to learn firsthand from
veterans of aerial combat. One of the instructors who influenced him greatly
was WO Kanichi "One-Wing" Kashimura.


The Claude was nimble and could perform loops and outside
loops with ease. Miyazaki says it was Kashimura who taught him much in the year
he trained flying in Claude. Kashimura was an alumnus of Marugame middle
school, which Miyazaki, and another greenhorn pilot named Toshio Kurata, had
attended. Kashimura approached the pair of tenderfoot pilots and addressed them
in their mutually understood and partially baffling local Shikoku accent
saying, "You two will be my wingmen. I promise to teach you all I know." As the
months passed, Miyazaki learned a great deal from Kashimura's rough and deadly
serious teaching methods. During his first lesson in mock aerial combat he lost
sight of Kashimura. He glanced back over his shoulder and was startled to find
Kashimura on his tail. The pair broke off and began the imaginary dogfight
again. Once more Kashimura latched onto his backside like a flea on a dog.
Miyazaki couldn't shake him, and was unable to figure out how this man could
manage to land on his "six" every time. It was a humbling experience for the
fledgling pilot, but after all, this was One-Wing Kashimura, a famous pilot who
was shooting down enemy planes while Miyazaki was still in short pants.
Miyazaki recalled Kashimura warning the young pilots repeatedly to always be on
their guard, because you never know when an enemy might appear on your tail.
Kashimura said, "Keep your head on a swivel; always be scanning the sky above
and behind you."


After each simulated dogfight Kashimura would hammer the
pair with questions: What time was it when the dogfight began? At what altitude
were you when it started? When it finished? Where was the sun when the dogfight
began? What time did you land? He instilled in his two wingmen the habit of
making mental notes on everything. Miyazaki laughs and says, "Back then it was
all I could do to stay engaged in a dogfight, and had no time to look at my
clock, note the altitude or the direction I was flying. I was as green as they
come. I can't recall how many times I wanted to cry in frustration." But after
a year of training he was able to latch on to Kashimura's tail at least once in
a while. Kashimura always drove home the phrases, "Check your tail before you
fire" and "Don't follow the enemy too far into his own territory." These two
phrases, uttered in his familiar home-style accent, would eventually save
Miyazaki's life many times.









One Town, One Plane


Miyazaki recalls a Zero fighter that was presented to the
Navy by private citizens. The Army used the slogan Aikoku Gō, while the Navy wrote
the term Hōkoku Gō 
on the fuselage of these donated planes. It was merely two ways of saying the
same thing: patriotism. These donated planes came from temples, towns, wealthy
individuals, newspaper companies, corporations, or other entities. Before the
war, he attended a ceremony at current-day Haneda Airport to thank those who raised 
money to donate a plane to the Navy. He did the dog-and-pony show with
representatives from a temple called Honbaji. After the speeches and a priest's
blessing, there was awkward handshaking, overzealous bowing, and smiles as he
climbed into the brand-spanking-new Zero, still smelling of fresh paint and
elbow grease. He gave it a couple of laps around the field. As he came over for
a second pass he couldn't help smile at the blizzard of waving hats. He banked
his wings in farewell before making a beeline back to Yokosuka Naval Air Base.
Until the last year of the war, these donated planes would retain the slogan
and ID number on the side.









Coffee with a Friend


It was here at Yokosuka that he learned of a mysterious "upcoming
attack" from a fellow graduate of his middle school, PO1/c Masaru Tada.
Miyazaki and Tada were at the Yokaren 
course at the same time but in different cycles.58 They were eventually separated when Tada
was slated for teisatsu'in 
training to become a navigator. PO1/c Tada flew in a Kate on the aircraft carrier Zuikaku which was to
take part in the attack on Pearl Harbor.59 Tada
was to be the navigator on one of the fifty-four level-bombers commanded by
Lt.Cdr. Shigekazu Shimazaki.[31] 
Miyazaki and Tada had known each other before their navy days, as they had been
in similar positions in middle school. They had been together at the 12th
flight cycle but went their separate ways when Miyazaki was switched to
fighters. They were briefly reunited when Tada showed up at Yokosuka to take
part in special formation bombing. The pair used to meet for coffee on their
days off at a small shop that still played the unofficially outlawed American
jazz music. Tada explained he had returned from China to retrain in the
formation-bombing method of attacking moving ships. In the China campaign, the
bombers chose targets individually, but in the upcoming battle "over there"
(his friend pointed to the cup of coffee, the drink representing a Western
nation) they would be dropping carpet bombs in a formation against "them."
Miyazaki said, "So, you're really going out to attack them, over there?" Tada smiled enthusiastically
and said, "Yes, we are, Miya-chan." He smiled playfully, using the most
informal form of address. Miyazaki didn't press him further, knowing well Tada
couldn't divulge the actual target even if it was only was a rumor. 


The three-man Kate bomber crews trained to drop their
bombs as a group in order to bracket moving ships. "It didn't surprise me.
Things had been heating up for a long time, and when the United States refused
to sell us oil it was the last straw. There was often talk of when we would go
to war against England and the United States. Not if, but when," he commented.


Miyazaki recalled on December 3, or possibly December 4,
an order was given to arm the fighters at Yokosuka with live ammunition. "There
was tension in the air, something was going to happen."60 Days later, on the morning of December 8,
(Dec 7 in Hawaii) the base PA system squawked with the news: "Attention, all
hands. Now hear this. Our nation has entered into a state of war with the
United States of America." He thought, "Good job, Tada, you boys did it!"


Newspaper headlines flashed the news across both sides of
the Pacific Ocean: War.
Japanese radio announcers trumpeted stories of the flying navy's victory over
the US Fleet in Hawaii and the destruction of Allied airfields in the
Philippines. Franklin Roosevelt declared that December 7 would be "a day of
infamy." In Japan, the common man reading the war news had faith in the empire, for hadn't Japan been triumphant in a half dozen
wars in the past fifty years? Why would this
new conflict be any different? Miyazaki later was saddened to learn that his former flight instructor, 
WO Ryōichi Nakamizo, was assigned to Formosa in
the Tainan Kōkūtai61 and killed during the December 8 attack on
the Philippines.









The Doolittle Raiders Encountered in the Air


The Japanese sought to sever Australia's shipping ties
with the United States in order to secure their southern flank. The Zuikaku's aircraft
were among those in a task force that attacked Australian bases; first at
Rabaul in New Guinea, then by Lae. Miyazaki felt a twinge of jealousy since he
knew his old pal Tada was fattening up his flight log in the South Pacific
while he was languishing, flying pointless combat air patrols at home.


In April 1942, the carriers Zuikaku and Shōkaku took part in the Indian 
Ocean raid, striking the British naval bases at Colombo and Trincomalee on
Ceylon. Aircraft from Akagi, Sōryū, and Hiryū 
then made short work of the Royal Navy aircraft carrier HMS Hermes and the heavy 
cruisers HMS Cornwall and HMS Dorsetshire. 
It was a dark time for the Allies indeed.


While Tada was dropping bombs on enemy cruisers in the
Indian Ocean, Miyazaki was still in Yokosuka, watching the cherry blossoms
slowly come to full bloom. He took to the sky behind One-Wing Kashimura. Behind
Miyazaki was another wingman, PO2/c Sueji Gokaichi. The trio were on mundane
CAP duty in the yawn-inducing skies above one of the heaviest-guarded ports in
the empire. It wouldn't be too boring as Kashimura made sure they did some
simulated dogfighting. It was Friday, April 17, a day that would prove to be
the last day the people of Japan could hear the sound of aircraft engines and
not pause to look up. It was believed there was no way an enemy aircraft could
even get within sight of land due to the heavily patrolled waters of the
Pacific. Air patrols fanned out from various islands all across the Pacific,
including the Philippines, the Marshalls, the Carolines, and Wake Atoll. In the
days before advanced radar, there was a gigantic blind spot in the Northern
Pacific. Located roughly from thirty to fifty degrees longitude, it was large
enough for a task force to sail through undetected. That is what the Japanese
did four months earlier when they raided Oahu. It was the Americans' turn to
exploit the blind spot.


After his flight that morning, Miyazaki made the
appropriate notes in his flight log, the same as the day before—time,
observations, nothing new, never anything interesting. It was the season for hanami 
(cherry-blossom viewing) and that meant picnics under the cherry trees. 


At 9:30 a.m. on April 18, before the sun had a chance to
warm the chilly spring air, Miyazaki prepared for his four-hour shift of CAP
duty. He patiently waited for the maintenance crew to warm the engine. It was
Saturday, and that meant baseball, a game the Japanese embraced with a passion.
The nation was abuzz over the Japanese High School World Series games scheduled
at Kōshien Stadium near Kōbe. The domestic pro teams were playing
too. At Kōrakuen Stadium in Tōkyō it was the Giants against the
Blackhawks, and at Nagoya Stadium the local team was playing a doubleheader
against their Osaka rivals. The games would be broadcast on the radio, but
since he was on duty he'd have to read about them in the paper the next day. It
was indeed a beautiful, bright morning as he climbed into the cockpit and
mindlessly began his preflight routine. All was in order as the trio raced down
the airfield and lifted into crisp, clean air; the only clouds he saw were the
pink and white clouds of cherry blossoms that dotted the parks, gardens, and
temples around Yokosuka below him. As he flew higher he saw Mt. Fuji to the
west, still capped in snow. He felt grateful to be a pilot and not shoveling
coal in the bottom of an old rust bucket. How far he had come. His trio would
relieve the early-morning CAP team that had gone up before dawn. He would be up
past noon when the Tōkyō game was scheduled to begin. The fans could
not miss the blazing patriotic slogan displayed on the stadium prominently for
all to see, "One million balls of fire advancing forward. The entire nation
will support the war until victory is won."62


Allow us to take another
look at that gaping maw of a reconnaissance hole to the northeast of Japan. It
was now the Americans who used this bitterly cold corridor to sneak in for a quick right cross. 
To help cover this area was a network of
picket boats that stretched out some seven hundred miles. It was thought that
nothing could get through unnoticed, and they were right.


This gap was recognized, so in the summer of 1941 the
Japanese Navy began commandeering upward of three hundred open-water fishing
vessels and their crews to pull double-duty as picket boats. The crews were
inducted into the Navy as contract workers (Gunzoku)
and their vessels outfitted with radio gear and 7.7mm, and in some cases 13mm,
machine guns. Each vessel was assigned two or three trained petty-officers to
operate the radio and the gun. The fisherman were incorporated into the 5th
Fleet and given the designation of the 22nd Tokusetsu Kanshitei Tai (22nd 
Special Observation Boats Unit) but were more commonly known as the Kuroshio Butai 
(Black Tide Unit).63 They were further 
organized into three separate units known as the 1st, 2nd,
or 3rd Patrol Units. In February 1942, a group of seventy-six such
vessels was cast into a net to guard against an enemy intrusion from the north
of Japan. It was a vessel from this early-detection system that first gave Tōkyō
a heads-up of an incoming formation of Allied warships on the morning of April
18, 1942. That fishing vessel was, Nitto Maru, a member of the 2nd Patrol Unit. She gave almost
six hours' advance notice of the Doolittle raid.


As early as February 1942, Adm. Ugaki had predicted in
his diary that the United States would attempt a retaliatory strike against Tōkyō.64 No doubt he slept better at night knowing
the Navy had the foresight to set up this organization of seagoing "coast
watchers" even before the Pearl Harbor raid had occurred. It seems far too
little has been said about the fishermen who, while performing their duties of
feeding the empire, stood directly in the path of the US Navy with nothing more
than a radio and a machine gun or two.


At 6:30 a.m. about seven hundred miles to the east of
where Miyazaki was having breakfast, the crew of the Nitto Maru sent a Morse code message, "Sighted
three planes, possibly carrier-based" followed by "Two enemy carriers sighted,"
concluding with "Large enemy formation sighted." The final transmission was
received at 6:45 a.m. Even though the Nitto Maru and her crew of fourteen was hunted down and blasted out of the
water by the cruiser Nashville, 
she had gotten off a series of warnings to Tōkyō along with her
position. VAdm. William Halsey, in an act of "closing the barn door after the
horse has ran off" unleashed a clowder of angry F4F Wildcats that lept from the
deck of the Enterprise. They
fanned out and pounced on a dozen other mousy fishing boats, but the damage had
been done. The cat was out of the bag. Tōkyō received a hailstorm of
warning calls from picket vessels in the same area, and it could only mean one
thing: TF-16 and TF-18 had been detected prior to the designated launch area.
Lt. Col. Doolittle's Raiders had to either launch immediately or abort. The
agonizing decision was made to launch sixteen B-25s immediately—ten hours
earlier and 170 nautical miles farther from Tōkyō than originally
planned. Doolittle might have assumed the Japanese were rolling out the red carpet since they had been
"made" by the fishing boats.


The Doolittle Raid was initially planned for Sunday, April 19, but turned 
into a high-noon strike on April 18. The bombers were ordered to bomb Japan, 
then fly on to god-knows-where in China. To wrack the American aviators' 
nerves even further, their radios had been removed to save weight to increase 
range. The loss of the radios meant they couldn't communicate with each other  
or the ship. One wonders what crossed the minds of those pilots and air crews 
as they trundled down the heaving deck of the Hornet that cold morning? It is 
this author's opinion their true grit is absolutely incredible.


An interesting comparison can be made to the advance
warning the Americans received at Pearl Harbor, yet they were caught
flat-footed. Both the Americans on December 7, 1941, and the Japanese on April
18, 1942, showed equal ability to fumble incredible windfalls of intelligence.
It is not entirely understood why the Japanese GHQ didn't respond in time to
the plethora of sightings. How was it the B-25 bombers were able to swoop in
despite the Japanese having notice of the incoming attack, and having fighters
in the air?


Admitting such discussion was above his pay grade,
Miyazaki surmised the communication network simply failed to perform as
designed, with messages being lost or snarled in bureaucratic red tape.
Perhaps, GHQ got the word but in their hubris slapped a protractor on a table
map, drew a circle around the reported location of the enemy carriers, and
calculated that it would be at least fifteen hours before the enemy carriers
could launch their aircraft. There would be time to organize a welcoming party
for the impudent Americans who dared enter the proverbial "oceanic moat" that
surrounded the Imperial Palace. 


In his home, nearly sixty-nine years later, Miyazaki
argued that the pencil pushers figured the attack wouldn't occur until dawn on
April 19 and didn't bother to get the word out until their plans were
completed. If those in the ivory towers received the warning messages from the
brave fishermen and navy radiomen who gave their lives delivering them, the
information wasn't instantly shared. Even though Miyazaki was in the air above
Tōkyō Bay, he had not been informed of the sightings and went about
his business as usual, same stuff different day. Despite having hours of
advanced warning, it seems no one at Yokosuka 
Kōkūtai knew about the sighting of enemy carriers.


The Japanese figured the obvious target would be the
aircraft carriers the "Yankees" surely hoped were moored in Tōkyō
Bay. The Americans would have to approach within 250 miles of the coast before
launching their carrier-based single-engine fighters and bombers. These planes
had limited range and needed to get back and land after the raid. Is it
possible the Japanese felt confident that before an enemy force could get
within striking distance they would be engaged by swarms of Japanese land-based
aircraft? Any one of the brass hats might have thought the brash Americans were
trying to achieve their own retaliatory version of Pearl Harbor, but it would
fail, for all the Japanese carriers were safe in the Indian Ocean. The planes
from a measly pair of carriers (the Japanese used six carriers on December 7) would
be quickly dispatched with ease by land-based fighters and bombers that would
rise up from the bases that ringed the Kantō plain. Indeed, the area
surrounding Tōkyō was a cauldron of Navy and Army airbases that could
send up a flock of birds so thick it would make Alfred Hitchcock blush.


It is unknown for certain if the Emperor was informed of
the encroaching task force, but one can presume he might have scoffed and said
his domain was "quite safe from the pitiful little band" of Americans. However,
the Japanese were about to be hoisted on their own petards, thanks to their
overconfidence and a surprising bit of good—no, make that great—luck.


One of those incredible great pieces of luck is the fact
the IJA told the Navy to keep their aviators clear of any twin-engine bombers
they might encounter; the Army was testing a pair of twin-engine planes in the
sky above Tōkyō Bay. Perhaps the Army was testing radar,
communications, or fuel consumption for its planes. The veteran couldn't even
guess what kinds of tests were being conducted. It didn't matter because the
message was loud and clear: steer clear of the twin-engine bombers. 


As the last B-25 was taking off from Hornet at 9:19 a.m., 
Kashimura, Miyazaki and Gokaichi were getting their final preflight instructions.
"Remember, the Army will be test flying a pair of twin-engine bombers in the
air. Give them a wide berth." With that information duly noted, the trio of
modern samurai jogged to their aluminum steeds. 


Contrary to what might have been assumed by Japanese
intelligence gatherers, the US wasn't out to conduct a copycat raid on moored
warships; the US was introducing something new. This was something the Japanese
had prepared for by staging morale-building drills, but thought would never
occur. A terror the Japanese visited on China for years: an air raid on the
homeland. Perhaps the war gamers were correct in their assumptions it would
take over a half a day for the Americans to arrive. Besides, no one in their
right minds on either side of the blue-versus-red table could have imagined the
Americans' ingenuity in sending medium bombers from an aircraft carrier on
one-way missions. 


Since landing a B-25 on a carrier was out of the
question, the B-25s would take off from Hornet 
to hit military targets in Japan, and continue westward to China. The goal, in
Doolittle's own words:


"It 
was hoped that the damage done would be both material and psychological.
Material damage was to be the destruction of specific targets with ensuing
confusion and retardation of production. The psychological results, it was
hoped, would be the recalling of combat equipment from other theaters for home
defense thus effecting relief in those theaters, the development of a fear
complex in Japan, improved relationships with our Allies, and a favorable
reaction of the American people."


—Gen. James H. Doolittle

(Doolittle Report, July 9, 1942)









Doolittle Raiders


As the B-25s approached the coast of Japan, the sound of their own droning engines
would have masked the unnerving, high-pitched, robotic sound of the dorsal
turret gunner spinning left and right, nervously scanning for Japanese planes,
his eyes straining to catch little black specks. The gunners knew of the Zero's
deadly 20mm cannon fire, and the havoc its explosive ammunition could do to
their thin-skinned aircraft.


Miyazaki described that day, "We were flying at six
thousand feet. I observed the twin-engine bombers on their test flight. They
were flying rather low, about fifteen hundred feet over the water toward
Yokohama. I thought, 'There they are, just like they said,' and didn't give it
a second thought. I never suspected the planes were enemy aircraft." After all,
an enemy air attack, however unlikely, would come in a large formation of
hundreds of planes; in the form of single-engine fighters and bombers. All
logic and common sense pointed to these bombers as being the duo of army test
planes he'd been told to stay clear of. This was a bit of incredible good
fortune for Doolittle and his courageous crews. It seems the word to "leave the
twin-engine planes alone" was widespread. According to Doolittle's after-action
report, few of the bombers saw enemy planes.65


The handful of Imperial Army and Navy pilots who saw the
planes in the opening moments of the raid could have been thinking, "Why are
these bombers painted brown?" and "We were told to stay back." When
antiaircraft guns spattered the skies with cranky black puffs of smoke,
Miyazaki thought the trigger-happy AA crews at Honmaki were mistakenly firing
at the friendly test planes. He went on the radio to tell Yokosuka Air Base to
relay a message for the AA gunners to check their fire. But he heard a loud
squelching sound. "The radio was useless; everyone was on at once, so we
couldn't get through. I was worried the AA gunners were going to bring down the
test planes." Then he saw a huge black pillar of smoke rising up from the
shipyard. Miyazaki thought that one of the test planes had crashed. Kashimura
led his wingmen down to land in order to make a report. But they were ordered
back into the air to attack the enemy bombers. What?! How could they have been enemy bombers? They
were twin-engine aircraft. It made no sense. It had to be a mistake. Kashimura
led his wingmen back up into the air, but the trespassers were long gone. By
now, Miyazaki observed two big ships burning in Yokosuka Bay, the carrier Ryūhō and
the submarine tender Taigei. What in the hell just happened? 


At 12:08 p.m., the Japanese announced the air raid to the
public over radio. Air raid sirens split the spring air over Tōkyō, Kōbe,
Nagoya, and Ōsaka. Fans watching baseball games, families enjoying picnics
or tending to weekend chores, must have felt annoyed the military was
conducting yet another air raid drill. But this was no drill.


"We chased phantoms all day," he laments. "If only we had not gotten that
last-minute report about the army test flight we would have flown closer to
inspect the aircraft and downed them both." He later fought B-25s over the
Marshall Islands and was confident his shōtai 
could have gotten both of the Doolittle Raiders that day. "It was frustrating
to think how close we had come. It made me physically sick to my stomach for
years after the war." He leaned back in his seat and looked at his folded
hands. "It still does sometimes."


Records indicate the two B-25s he encountered over
Yokohama were possibly plane number 11, Hari
Kari-er (89th BS), flown by Capt. C. Ross Greening, and 
plane number 12, Fickle
Finger of Fate (37th BS), flown by Lt. William Bower. It
seems that Lt. Bower's plane was named in a moment of incredible premonition.
In his after-action report, Capt. Greening said he observed several Japanese
aircraft that didn't attack. He was strafed by four planes thought to be Zeros,
without much damage. It is conceivable that Miyazaki was one of the flights he
observed that didn't attack. Lt. Bower stated that several biplanes shadowed
them but did not attack. Perhaps the biplanes were unarmed trainer aircraft. 


The raid caused negligible material damage, but succeeded
in boosting American morale. It also casting doubt in the minds of policymakers
in Japan about the ability of the military leaders to protect the empire. It
forced the Navy to suspend operations and recall the powerful carrier force
from the Indian Ocean to chase after the intruders. The withdrawal from the
Indian Ocean must have sounded to the British like a bell to an exhausted
boxer. As an added bonus, the raid
provided Adm. Isoroku Yamamoto with the necessary collateral to convince his
opponents of the need to implement his previously resisted plans for the
invasion of Midway. He wanted one final victorious battle that would sweep the
seas clean of the US Fleet once and for all. One can imagine Yamamoto might
have felt just as happy as Doolittle about the attack which played right into
the admiral's hands. Now there would be no opposition to his plan to finish off
the carriers he'd missed at Pearl Harbor.









Rabaul and Guadalcanal


Luckily for Miyazaki, he was in Yokosuka and missed participating in the Midway disaster. A few months later, in October 1942, 
Lt. Masaji Suganami, Hikōtaichō 
of the 252nd Air Group's fighter squadron, came to Yokosuka to
observe the training of the newest batch of pilots. He was a salty veteran who
led the first wave of Zeros over Pearl Harbor. He was looking for a few good
men. After hours of observation, he approached Miyazaki's superior officer,66 asking for a pair of specific pilots:
Miyazaki and his classmate Tetsuo Kamada. Suganami requested these two be
released to his new fighter unit. Lt. Suganami confided the 252nd
Air Group was expected to head far south into action against the American
fleet. When the orders were cut, Miyazaki said farewell to Kanichi Kashimura,
whose parting cautionary words were so familiar he mouthed them in his head: "Always
check your tail before you fire," and "Never follow the enemy over his own territory."
Miyazaki saluted crisply and promised, "Thank you for all you have done. Please
don't worry."


With that, Miyazaki and Kamada were dispatched to
Kisarazu Air Base to join the newly reorganized 252nd Air Group. It
was commanded by the fatherly forty-two-year-old Capt. Yoshitane Yanagimura.
Prior to the war, Capt. Yanagimura served aboard the carriers Akagi, Sōryū, and
finally on Kaga as Hikōchō. He 
then worked at the Naval Aircraft Combat Test Center (Kugizō Hikō Jikkenbu). He was 
indeed a true flight officer who knew the business.67 The 252nd was blessed with a
competent and experienced Hikōchō 
in Lt.Cdr. Tadao Funaki, and the Hikōtaichō,
Lt. Suganami. There was China-theater veteran Ensign Kazuo Tsunoda, veterans of
the Philippines Bunkichi Nakajima, and Kaneyoshi Mutō[32] who helped
fill out the ranks of experienced aviators. The 252nd was chock full
of old salts who would show Miyazaki the ropes.


The carrier Taiyō 
ferried the 252nd Air Group to New Britain, New Guinea. On November
9, the 252nd Air Group left the flight deck for their short hop to
their new home at Rabaul. Miyazaki thought, "This is it. I am finally on the
front lines." The beauty of the island struck him, and he forgot for a moment
where he was. It was a tropical paradise right out of a postcard. Simpson Bay
was filled with ships, docks, cranes, warehouses, and buildings, the surface of
the water was calm and glassy, reflecting the AA gun-studded verdant hills that
surrounded it. Rabaul was teeming with a surprising amount of activity, with
roughly one hundred thousand Japanese Army and Navy personnel calling it a home
for the duration. He recalled his wonderment on seeing the Southern Cross
constellation for the first time, something not visible in Japan. Even at night
the trade winds were warm, gentle, and relaxing. If it wasn't for the war this
would be a nice place to visit.


His unit had arrived to replace the worn-out pilots of Tainan Kōkūtai,
whose dwindling roster once included famous aces such as Hiroyoshi Nishizawa,
Saburō Sakai, Junichi Sasai, and Yoshio Ōki. The haggard pilots of
the Tainan Kōkūtai 
would be leaving Rabaul via the same carrier back to Japan. The Tainan Kōkūtai 
would reorganize into the 251st Air Group. 


"At Rabaul there were lush tropical trees, fruits, and
plants like in a Tarzan movie." It was on his first day at Rabaul that he
strolled around the huge airfield, getting his bearings, and happened upon a
long-lost "friend" tucked away on the edge of the airfield. It was that same
plane that the Honbanji 
temple had donated to the navy. "I rubbed my eyes and stared at the gray Zero
with the slogan Hōkoku 
and the temple name Honbanji 
in faded black paint." He jogged happily over to the plane and smiled as he
patted the fuselage affectionately—like one would a horse's
neck—and thought, "Hello, old friend, I'm surprised you are still around.
How in the world did you end up down here, boy?" He told the author, "I imagine
the plane was thinking the same thing about me," he said jokingly, "It was a
good omen." 


On his first day there was little time to sightsee or
enjoy the warm tropical surroundings because the pilots would immediately be
supporting a joint Army-Navy operation aimed at getting troops safely to
Guadalcanal. Army troops from the 38th Division were aboard
transport ships heading to Guadalcanal to retake the airfield.[33] 
It had been under construction when the the US 1st Marine Division
invaded on August 7. Both sides were now rushing troops to the island in a
frantic race to control the airfield.









Combat over Iron Bottom Sound


Word came in early on the morning of November 12, an
American convoy of six transport vessels, five cruisers and eleven destroyers,
was spotted off Lunga Point. It was RAdm. Richmond Turner's Task Force 67,
attempting to reinforce Guadalcanal.68
In response, a flight of nineteen torpedo-carrying Betty bombers and thirty
escort Zeros took off from Rabaul to attack the convoy. 


Miyazaki was in Lt. Suganami's shōtai in the number-three spot
behind WO Bunkichi Nakajima.[34] 
"I counted twelve enemy warships as the Betty bombers started their
descent for their torpedo runs.
However, at about three thousand feet the enemy opened up with a tremendous
barrage of colorful flak—white, black, red, and blue. The bombers flew
down through the smoke toward the enemy ships. One of them caught fire, and
then another. One dove straight into an enemy warship, breaking in two halves.
One half bounced skyward before exploding." He witnessed the USS San Francisco being
struck by a bomb in the aft superstructure that killed fifteen men and
destroyed the secondary command center.69
"We were then jumped from behind by F4F Wildcats," he said. The US Marines
fielded a large number of Wildcats from VMF-112 and VMF-121 as well as Army pilots
flying P-400s.70


Miyazaki became entangled with an F4F Wildcat, turning
and climbing until he found he had been separated from his leader and was alone
against his opponent. He realized his foe was leading him closer to Henderson
Airfield, where the American sought the protection of friendly AA fire. Instead
of breaking off, Miyazaki stayed in the snarl for a few more loops and latched
on to the Wildcat's tail. He fired and sent the Wildcat down into the jungle
for his first victory. "I did it!" he shouted. Almost as suddenly, he was
bracketed in a curtain of AA fire that buffeted his plane and filled his
nostrils with the acidic smell of cordite. Miyazaki's body took over for his
stunned mind and instinctively pushed the throttle and joystick forward, diving
for the deck. He hugged the ocean and managed to get away unscathed to join up
with the rest of the fighters, who were circling out of range of the AA
gunners. 


After landing back at Rabaul, Miyazaki expected a hearty
congratulatory slap on the back for his first victory. Instead Lt. Suganami
stood him in front of the group and read him the riot act. "Why the hell did
you break away from me? Dammit, I told you not to go chasing after them. What
were you thinking?" Miyazaki's stood at attention; his face grew hot with shame
as he stoically received his well-deserved chewing out. Suganami's ranting
nearly drowned out the voice of One-Wing Kashimura in his head, yelling at him
in their hometown dialect, "Didn't I tell you to be careful about that?" He promised
Lt. Suganami and himself he'd never do it again. The 252nd Air Group
claimed eight victories, but it had failed to protect the Betty bombers; nearly
all of them were lost. 









Death of Suganami, Battleship Hiei


The following day November 13, Miyazaki's mission, was
not to attack the Americans, but to fly air cover for the Battleships Kirishima and Hiei. The pair,
along with their destroyers, had left Truk on November 10 with orders to shell
Henderson Airfield on Guadalcanal. The "First Naval Battle of Guadalcanal"
occurred around 1:30 a.m. on the 13th in an area known as "Iron
Bottom Sound." According to Miyazaki, in the morning of November 13th the
Japanese fielded about 40 aircraft while the Americans had about twice that
number in the air. The Battleship Hiei 
was badly damaged by American surface fleet fire in the early hours and then
further damaged by US torpedo bombers.[35]


On November 14, 1942, Lt. Suganami led a formation of six
Zeros from Rabaul to escort a convoy of eleven troop transports bringing
reinforcements into Guadalcanal. Suganami's wingmen were PO2/c Iwao Namino in
the number-two slot, followed by Miyazaki as the third man. The transports were
attacked near Savo Island by aircraft from the USS Enterprise and Guadalcanal's "Cactus
Air Force." The 252nd Air Group record states at 1:15 p.m. the Zeros
engaged a formation of F4F Wildcats escorting eight B-17 bombers.71 The Japanese claimed fourteen Wildcats and
damage to four B-17 bombers. The record simply states that Lt. Masaji Suganami
went MIA, but Miyazaki was there and knew the real story. The sky had been
cleared of enemy planes around 5:00 p.m., and the six Zeros were running low on
fuel, so they headed back to Rabaul. Lt. Suganami motioned for Namino and
Miyazaki to head back without him. Namino ignored the command and stayed with
Suganami with Miyazaki in tow. Suganami angrily repeated his hand gesture then
flipped an Immelmann turn and headed back toward the transports. Following
direct orders, Miyazaki and Namino formed up with the other Zeros and returned
to Rabaul. The pilots waited, hoping Suganami would come flying in, but he was
never heard from again. Another pilot lost that day was US Marine Corps legend
and Medal of Honor recipient Lt. Col. Harold William "Indian Joe" Bauer
(VMF-212). Bauer was leading his US Marines against the Japanese convoys that
Miyazaki and Suganami were tasked to protect.72









Out of Gas, Into the Drink


While waiting for Lt. Suganami's replacement to arrive,
Miyazaki experienced a hair-raising water landing after running out of gas. He
was in one of the newly arrived A6M3 Model 32 Zeros. These new Zeros had some "improvements"
in the design. While the Zero still lacked armor, it had a supercharger engine
that was longer than the original one. But due to the tight tolerances in the
air frame, it also had a smaller fuel tank in front of the pilot. This was done
to make room for the bigger engine. The more powerful engine consumed more gas,
but there was now less fuel on board. In addition, the once aerodynamic
wingtips were clipped off. This was a cost-cutting design modification from the
"bean counters" at the Navy Dept. The original folding wingtips cost more to
produce. However, the new squared-off wings caused a whirlwind flutter effect
that made the plane less stable and decreased lift. The Model 32 Zeros were
unpopular with the pilots. 


A prime example is when Miyazaki ran out of gas and
elected to make a water landing at Wide Bay about seventy miles south of
Rabaul. There was a Japanese Army coast-watcher team there who would likely
spot him. He made a perfect water landing about one hundred yards from shore;
his brown kapok-filled vest kept him afloat as he casually swam toward the
beach, towing his harness and valuable silk parachute behind. He was relieved
to see a small boat motoring out to him. As it approached he could see an army
trooper excitedly waving at him. He thought, "I'm not hurt, no rush." Miyazaki
waved back with one hand as if acknowledging an adoring fan. As the boat drew
closer he could make out what the soldier was shouting, "Get in the boat!"
Startled by his fan's rude candor, and perhaps thinking the boatman had spotted
an enemy plane, he quickly clambered inside. He was manhandled
ass-over-teakettle by the seat of his trousers. The moment he plunked down one
of them said, "Why were you splashing around? Didn't you see them?" Miyazaki
tried to reach into the water to pull in his harness and chute. The man stopped
him and let the parachute float free. "What are you doing? I need that," he
protested. The soldier pointed to several nearby logs floating half-submerged
in the slightly murky water. "Nevermind. Those crocodiles almost had you for
lunch," the soldier said. Miyazaki felt a cold shiver run down his spine.


He was rescued from the water, but there was no immediate
way of getting back to Rabaul. He was stuck for three days until a two-seater "Pete"
float plane could be arranged to fly in and retrieve him. Three days later the
Pete flew in and idled up to the beach. One of the troopers gave Miyazaki a
piggyback ride and waded out to the plane to keep the pilot dry. Miyazaki
climbed onto the float and said his farewells to his hosts, thanking them for
their hospitality. The soldier who fished him out of the drink smiled knowingly
and handed him something wrapped in a banana leaf; he opened it to find a
memento: a necklace made from crocodile teeth.73


According to his own log, from November 12 to January 15,
Miyazaki participated in fifteen of the unit's twenty-three escort missions in
the Buna and Guadalcanal areas. Shortly after his crocodile incident, Lt.
Suganami's replacement arrived. It was Lt. Motonari Suhō who graduated
from the Naval Academy in 1934 and spent three years serving aboard a ship. 

He then became a pilot and racked up nearly a dozen victories in China flying
the Claude and Zero. Thirty-one
year old Suhō came to Rabaul from the Naval Aircraft Combat Test Center (Kugizō Hikō Jikkenbu)
and was said to possess uncanny dogfighting skills. Miyazaki said he was quiet,
friendly and overall good officer, too.









Transport Escort Duty


On December 1, 1942, during a transport escort mission to
Buna, New Guinea, the 252nd battled planes from the US Army 5th
Air Force—B-17s, B-25s, and P400s. Miyazaki claimed a B-25 in the battle,
possibly Sunsetter's Son 
flown by 1st Lt. Ross Menoher Jr. (71st BS, 38th
BG).74 "The B-25 was a tough customer.
You had to fly at an angle and slip slide so his gunners couldn't get a good
bead on you. I got credit for the victory, but it took hits from all of us to
bring it down," he said. "We lost some of the transports. The sea was coated with
a film of wreckage. Men were clinging to life rafts, small boats and heaps of
wreckage. Due to fuel concerns we had to break off and return, but not before I
witnessed a horrible sight. The Americans were strafing our troops in the
water. I couldn't do anything about it." He headed back to Rabaul ashamed at
his inability to defend the pitiful troops. "The American pilots might have
been acting under orders, but it was still wrong. How could they do that?" In
recounting this story, Mr. Miyazaki, bent and brittle from old age and
sickness, waved his gnarled hands in the air, describing the disturbing scene.[36]









Emergency Landing


On the way back to Rabaul after one long combat mission,
it was getting late, and he was low on fuel from dogfighting. Once again, he
knew he couldn't make it back. He flew to a landing strip that was home to
several large Type 97 "Mavis" flying boat reconnaissance aircraft. He was able
to make a rough landing but was out of gas. It was getting dark so he decided
to stay the night and fly out in the morning. The recon air crews were living
primitively, sleeping on wooden planks under thatched roofs like in Robinson Crusoe.
That evening one of them asked him, "Would you like to join us for the farewell
party tonight?" He questioned who was leaving and was told, "The crew members
flying tomorrow's search pattern are going to die." Miyazaki replied, "We all
could die at any time. It's war, isn't it?" The man said, "No, you don't
understand; orders are to fly 'the death route,' so we are saying goodbye to
the crew." The man explained the Mavis would be flying on a route from which no
one returned. They would patrol while the plane's radioman tapped out a short
constant Morse code message. When the signals stopped is how they knew where
the enemy ships were located. The man said with a look of resignation, "They
won't come back. No one ever comes back from the death route."









Water Landing, Again


Miyazaki recalled the second time he went down in the
water. It was January 7, 1943. Lt. Suhō led the Zeros on an escort mission
for transport vessels near Lae, New Guinea. They encountered US Army P-38
fighters, one of which hit him in the engine which threatened to seize. He thinks
it was near Gasmata Bay where he made a textbook water landing. Adrift, he
pulled off his gloves, black leather flight boots, and trousers. He was worried
about the sharks. He untied his white silk aviator's scarf and wrapped it
around his waist. It would create the effect of a false tail, keeping the
curious sea creatures at bay, or so he was told. He kept his pistol tucked into
his float vest, ready to pull it out if sharks attacked him. "I had no
intention of getting eaten alive, so I was prepared to shoot myself in the
head." He looked at his Swiss-made Cyma wristwatch, as the hours crawled by. "I
checked my watch again, but it had stopped."75



It seemed like hours had passed but he made it ashore. He
rested but his thirst sent him searching for water. He was careful to hug the
tree line as he moved. He heard men talking loudly in the jungle in an
unfamiliar tongue. He didn't know if the voices were from friendly or
pro-American natives. He crept up to discover three men chatting happily as
they hacked at a dugout canoe. He raised his pistol, thinking, "I hope it still
fires," and stepped out of the brush. He blurted out, "Kora!" The startled men looked up in
surprise, at the half-naked Asian man. They froze, holding their sharp,
club-like tools in mid-swing. After a tense moment, one of the men broke the
silence by asking in pidgin English, "Japan soldier?" Miyazaki nodded and
stammered out in English, "Yes." The native stepped forward, smiling broadly as
he dropped his tool to the ground, putting the soaking-wet pilot at ease.
Miyazaki shoved his pistol into his float vest band and gave a greeting in the
form of a head bow. Through sign language he told them his story. He pointed to
his throat, and one of the men quickly handed him a gourd, from which he drank
deeply. "That was the sweetest water I ever tasted," he recalled. The man
motioned there were three more "Japan soldiers" on a neighboring island and
offered to take Miyazaki to them. Questions and doubts raced through his head
as he sized up his new friends. "Why would there be three Japanese soldiers out
here in the middle of nowhere?" He pondered, "Is this a trap?" He realized
there was little he could do but trust the natives. The leader motioned for
Miyazaki to follow him to the beach, with the other two behind carrying their
tools. Miyazaki glanced over his shoulder, gripping the handle of his pistol,
half expecting to be struck on the head at any moment. The group climbed into a
dugout and paddled away. The islanders took him ashore at another place where
he was stunned by a fairytale scene. 


There were several beautiful European-style homes in the
middle of nowhere. These were most likely remnants of the German colonization
period of the 1880s, when copra was a major export item. Miyazaki was
temporarily distracted by the out-of-place European-style homes and was
startled when one of the men cupped his hands and shouted out towards the
jungle. With his hackles raised, Miyazaki fingered his pistol as a figure
emerged from the jungle. It was a deeply tanned man in a white fundoshi 
(loincloth), which indicated he was Japanese. The two saluted a mutual
greeting. Miyazaki learned the man was part of a defense unit assigned as coast
watchers. The soldier said there were two others who would be coming back soon.
In the meantime, the man listened intently to Miyazaki's tale of fighting the
gull-winged Corsairs. The soldier had witnessed the aerial battle and saw a
couple of parachutes in the sky. While waiting for some rice to cook, the
soldier radioed his HQ and informed them of Miyazaki's miraculous arrival.
Miyazaki waited with the trio of Japanese coast watchers for several days until
a scheduled boat carrying supplies for the various outposts arrived. 


He was able to hitch a ride to a larger base. He was
given shoes and trousers. He eventually caught a ride in a truck back to his
airfield. He walked toward Air Operations building and was greeted with
surprise and disbelief. Questions and friendly jokes assaulted him. "Are you
Miya's ghost come back to haunt us? You leave in a Zero and come back in a
truck? Were you on shore leave somewhere with a beautiful native girl? Lt.
Tsukamoto said, "He's so tough, not even the sharks will eat this guy." It was
a compliment Miyazaki remembered fondly.[37]









The Death of Kanichi Kashimura


Soon after his "vacation," he learned his old shōtai leader
from Yokosuka, Kanichi Kashimura, transferred in to Buin to lead the 582nd
 Kōkuūtai.
Kashimura landed on Rabaul and was reunited with WO Kaneyoshi Mutō from
his senyū[38] 
from the China days. Also there were his apprentices Miyazaki and Tetsuo
Kamada. Kashimura seemed surprised they were still alive despite the heavy
losses they suffered. Normally, the reunion would call for the clinking of
glasses, but Kashimura didn't imbibe. 


Soon after this reunion, Kashimura was injured in a
landing mishap and hospitalized. Miyazaki and Kamada went to visit him, and the
old instructor said, choking back the emotion he felt, "You two are the only
ones who came to check up on me. They all dislike me. I know it." Miyazaki said
Kashimura was a strict teetotaler, a loner, and not very well thought of due to
his cockiness, and sharp tongue. "He had a reputation for being difficult, and
many pilots avoided personal contact with him. Kamada and I owed him a huge
debt for all he taught us when we were hatchling pilots."


One of One-Wing Kashimura's subordinates from the 582nd
Air Group, Kazuo Tsunoda, wrote about an interesting incident that occurred
during a bombing escort mission against American shipping off Eastern New
Guinea. During which Kashimura was flying with wingmen, PO2/c Mitsuo Hori[39] 
and CPO Hatagorō Akiyoshi. At one point during the mission, CPO Akiyoshi fired his guns past Kashimura's
aircraft. 


Tsunoda was recovering from malaria, so he was grounded
for this mission, but was on the airfield when the fighters returned. Kashimura
leaped from his plane and barked at Akiyoshi, "You tried to shoot me down!" The
pilots at the control shack began clapping. The humiliated Kashimura backed
down. It seems Akiyoshi spotted a B-24 and fired his guns to alert Kashimura,
which was standard practice. Or perhaps it was an accidental discharge?76 The fact that Kashimura, an experienced
pilot, thought he was being fired upon raises questions as to what really
occurred. Kashimura didn't kick the offender from his shōtai and continued to fly with
Akiyoshi.


A week after the incident, Kashimura led his wingmen,
PO2/c Hori and CPO Akiyoshi, in aerial combat in which Hori's plane was shot
up, forcing him to bail out. Hori's injuries resulted in his rotation to Takao,
Formosa. Hori and Akiyoshi had served in the Tainan Ku together before coming
to Rabaul, and they were undoubtedly close friends. 


On March 6, Lt. (jg) Noguchi led his first buntai, covering a
group of nine Val dive-bombers. Kashimura led the second buntai, escorting a
similar group of bombers to the Russell Islands, thirty miles northwest of
Guadalcanal's Cape Esperance.[40] 
The Americans were building airfields and a PT boat base on Banika Island.77


There still exists some intrigue surrounding the death of
Kashimura. The formation was bushwhacked by US Army P-39s from
the 67th Fighter Squadron, 347th Fighter Group. The
Americans ignored the fighters and concentrated on the dive-bombers. Two of the
Zeros failed to return that day. One of the Zeros was claimed by an SBD tail
gunner named SSgt. Robert Banner of VMSB-132, who shot down his attacker some
fifteen miles southeast of the Russell Islands.78
The other Zero that failed to return was flown by WO Kanichi Kashimura. A
member of the 582nd Squadron, Ensign Kazuo Tsunoda, claims in his
book that when Kashimura's wingmen, PO1/c Fukumori and CPO Akiyoshi, landed
after the battle they reported they had become separated from Kashimura during
the fight.79 When they last saw him he
was alone, engaging a group of eighteen enemy fighters east of the airfield at
an altitude of fifteen hundred feet. They stated Kashimura shot down one of the
enemy planes before going into the ocean.80
They claimed they were unable to assist. 


Right after the war, Hori told Tsunoda he heard rumors
that Kashimura had been "fragged" by friendly fire. While in his book Tsunoda
believes the rumors sprang from the fight between Kashimura and Akiyoshi,[41] 
it does raise an eyebrow.









Wake Island


In February, shortly before the death of Kashimura,
Miyazaki and the 252nd Air Group were assigned to defend the
Japanese Uchinanyō 
(Inner Southern Seas), which consisted of the Micronesia Islands, Mariana
Islands, the Gilberts, the Marshalls and Wake Atoll. The area was so vast the
various buntai 
were split among several island bases. Two buntais
went to Wake Island, one buntai flew to Nauru in Micronesia, one buntai 
went to Taroa Island (Maloelap Atoll) and the HQ was on Roi-Nomur (Kwajalein).
The 252nd Air Group fell under the control of the 22nd Kōku Sentai (22nd
Fighter Command) headed by RAdm. Shunichi Kishira. The admiral was an
accomplished aviation pioneer in his own right. He gained notoriety for his
flight in an early Type 10 biplane on March 16, 1923, when he become the first
Japanese to land on an aircraft carrier, the Hōshō.


Miyazaki reflected on the two months he spent on Wake
Atoll. There were ninety-eight civilian contractor workers who were kept behind
to build defensive emplacements and repair the airfield. He was impressed how
deftly the Americans used a contraption called a buru 
(bulldozer) to move large amounts of rocks and rubble. He had never seen such
machines in Japan, where all roadwork was done by hand. "I remember there was
an older POW[42] driving his buru 
with a pipe in his teeth. He smoothed out a mound of rubble. Now, if this were
Japan, it would take at least two full days for several men to flatten that by
hand. But "Mr. Pipe" did it in no time." 


During his off-days he and the other pilots enjoyed
fishing, sunbathing, swimming, and watching the various entertaining musicals
and plays put on by Wake's garrison. "The Americans had volleyballs and a net,
which was always in use by off-duty pilots. They also had baseball equipment,
including bats, balls, and mitts, so we used to play catch. Once we had an
army-versus-navy baseball game, but we had a member of our maintenance unit who
had pitched in the Kōshien[43] 
so we used him as a ringer! Ha! He smoked those army boys." He added, "There
was theater equipment including makeup, wigs, and costumes, so our troops put
on plays and musicals that were quite entertaining."81 They would also watch captured American
movies. 


"The American barracks on Wake Atoll were large and
comfortable, with beds so big you could sink into them. We had trouble with one
of the younger guys who took long naps covered in blankets. It was common to
spend the off time sleeping the hours away, but this character did nothing but
sleep! One day a pilot walked in after his shift and instead of waking up
'sleeping beauty' he jumped up on the bed, causing the youngster to cry out,
'Owww, my delicates!'"
The men roared in laughter at the hapless sleepy pilot, who crashed to the deck
doubled over in pain, clutching his groin, the victim of a typical prank.


One day he asked Lt. Suhō what he should do about a
sore tooth. Suhō instructed him to visit the American POW compound, which
was rumored to have a dentist. "The POW 'dentist' looked at my mouth and
gestured that it had to come out, so I sat on a chair, and he pulled the tooth,
and boy, did it hurt! The next morning my face was swollen, and when Lt. Suhō
saw me he demanded to know which man pulled my tooth. He thought the culprit must have done something to
intentionally hurt me. I told him the American pulled my tooth, but didn't use
painkiller. Lt. Suhō asked, 'Why didn't he use painkiller, that rat? I am
going to talk to him; show me which one did this to you.' I told him, 'But sir,
I don't think they have any painkiller even for themselves.' And with that, Suhō
changed his mind about punishing the dentist." After that incident, his gums
healed with no signs of infection or ill effects so the next time Miyazaki saw
the dentist he motioned him over and thanked him with a handshake and a wide
grin, showing the hole in the back of his mouth created by the vacated tooth.









Good Times at Taroa Island, Maloelap Atoll


In April 1943, Miyazaki was transferred from Wake Island
to Kwajalein. 
In May 1943, Miyazaki was promoted to chief petty officer. In June, he was
transferred to Taroa Island on Maloelap Atoll where he was stationed until
February 1944. The island was home to a unit of Zero fighters from 252nd
Air Group, and a unit of Betty Bombers, 755th Air Group. There were
concrete air raid shelters, concrete aircraft revetments, bomb magazines,
coastal artillery and electric generators. The two-story concrete air
operations building is similar to the ones found on Saipan, Tinian and Peleliu.
There were roughly 3,000 Army troops Naval airmen and some civilian
construction workers all packed into the tiny 
island. They lived mostly in wooden barracks.


Miyazaki recalled many good memories from his time on
Taroa Island. "I was there the longest," he said. He talked about a local
Marshallese named Nedan (possibly Neda) who worked as their helper. He was 26
years old, the son of a respected family on Kwajalein. Before the war, he
attended a school set up by the Japanese. Nedan's family even arranged for him
to visit Japan on a school-sponsored trip. He was proud of the sunglasses and
swim mask he brought back from Japan. The aviators paid him in cigarettes,
candy, or other things they were issued. "He worked hard, and called everyone "Hancho-san."
"He was well liked by all of us," Miyazaki said. Once the pilots received a 
resupply shipment that contained a pair of extra-large flight boots that none
of them could wear. "It was against regulations, but we gave them to him, and
they fit perfectly. He was happy in those boots. He took me out to catch
lobsters one night when the moon was full. He knew right where to go and
quickly caught twenty-four lobsters and cooked them for the squadron inside an
upside-down propeller-spinner cap. They were delicious."


Lt.Cdr. Funaki would often visit the pilots in the
evenings to drink and build camaraderie. There was a lot of beer and osake that flowed,
and poor Funaki just couldn't handle it. "More than a few times after a night
of drinking we had to heft him back to his quarters. We rolled him onto a
stretcher and lifted him over our shoulders like an omikoshi,[44] chanting, 'wasshoi wasshoi'[45] 
as we bounced him up and down on the way to his quarters. He was a good officer
and a good man, and we loved him." Life was relaxed for the most part on Taroa.
About twice a month the pilots had "at-home days" when they would throw parties
or put on plays and musical performances. He said it was a small island with
very little to keep oneself occupied. The army and navy units on Taroa had these
kinds of entertainment. "It's odd what one remembers. Once a fellow was
dressing up like a geisha for a play, his face was covered in white face
pancake. Unexpectedly, the air raid warning gun fired. Instead of going for
cover he ran to his Zero but never returned. I can picture his face covered in
white makeup."









Flight of the Blowflies


Miyazaki shared a story that military men around the
world can relate to experiencing. In English it is called "Scavenging", "Pilfering"
or "Liberating" items from fellow servicemen, preferably from officers, desk
jockeys or competing branches of service who clearly don't deserve the item one
is needing. This was called the flight of the "Ginbae"
(Bluebottle Blowfly). Miyazaki explained that if supply clerks didn't keep a
watchful eye on their stocks they might get whisked away by blowflies. "The
thing about blowflies, no matter how many times you shoo them away, they always
come back. Aviators can be that way when it comes to getting things we want,"
he said. 


He gave an example of an incident with Lt. Cdr Funaki who
invited Miyazaki and a few others in for a nightcap. "I've always been able to
hold my liquor. We were having a nice time drinking the hours away when the Hikōchō held
up the large bottle of nihonshū[46] and complained that
it was empty. Miyazaki knew where more was located and sneaked into the night.
He returned with thee bottles of a top-shelf rice wine called Kuromatsu Hakushika.
He "Blowfly'd" them from the Accounting Officer's office. The large green
bottles had been set aside for the rare special guest who might visit the
squadron. The officers knew they could offer the high quality nihonshū to
even an admiral if necessary. As the men opened the first bottle, Miyazaki was
asked where he had gotten it. He replied it was best not to ask questions. He
figured, "How often do we get special guests. No one will miss it, and I will
replace it later." The men polished off all three bottles.


After breakfast he learned they would be receiving a
visit from the Fleet Commander that very afternoon on an inspection tour. His
blood ran cold. "Oh No! They will be looking for the wine for the admiral," he
said. He flew to another island (possibly Mili or Majuro) and managed to "blowfly"
several bottles of high quality nihonshū,
but it had been a close call. "I almost got caught. It still gives me the
shivers to think about that. What are the odds of a visit the very next day?"
he asked rhetorically.









The Americans Smash Wake Island


Back on Wake Island, the fighters from the 252nd
Air Group and Betty bombers from the 755th Air Group were destroyed
by an October 5 air raid and naval bombardment. Japanese radar alerted the
presence of the approaching American task force, but the carrier planes arrived
earlier than expected and caught the bombers on the ground. About half of the
Zeros were destroyed, but some made it into the air. Miyazaki says that fifteen
Zeros never returned, and six were shot up in a post-battle strafing raid on
the airfield.


Wake Island needed to be reinforced. RAdm Kishira ordered
Lt. Yuzō Tsukamoto to escort seven Bettys (755th Air Group had
planes scattered over various islands as well) from Kwajalein on the five hour
flight to cover 1,100-kilometers to Wake Island. There were seven Zeros divided
among three shōtais led by Lt. Tsukamoto.


First shōtai:


Lt. Yuzō Tsukamoto, PO2/c Kumaichi Katō, PO2/c Shirō Tsukahara


Second shōtai:


WO Kojima, CPO Bunkichi Nakajima


Third shōtai:


CPO Hide Kotobuki, CPO Isamu Miyazaki


Miyazaki said the fighters were flying at an altitude of
4,000 meters with the bombers below them at 3,000 meters. He recalled flying to
a point about 65 kilometers from Wake Island when they were jumped by
aggressive new enemy fighters. "In an instant I knew these were different from
their size and low wing positioning," he claimed.


The official 252nd Air Group history records
the following:86 "October 6, Departed
Roi 08:20. At 13:12 encountered three Grumman fighters. At 13:20 fought
multiple fighters and ten or more other enemy aircraft." Miyazaki recalls his
first encounter with the new F6F Hellcat, one of the first Japanese pilots to
see the new American fighter and live to talk about it. "It was cloudy. There
was no warning as the enemy fighters spilled out of a split in the clouds. They
were about 1,000 meters above us. We fought them off. Shortly after these we
were hit again by more of them. They tore into the Bettys, which scattered." He
checked his fuel gauge and broke off pursuit. The battle was over. He located
two other Zeros who formed up on him; Kato and Tsukahara. The other Zeros were
not to be found. They had become separated from the Bettys, which they relied
on to navigate the long distance to Wake Island. Miyazaki knew it would be
nearly impossible to find the island by themselves. 


Miyazaki led the trio up to 8,000 meters hoping to get a
better view and possibly find an island on which to make an emergency landing,
or perhaps a bearing on Wake Island. He was surprised by feint wakes left by
the US Fleet. Fighting back his initial feelings of panic, he counted 23
vessels below. He noticed a formation of aircraft flying in a large counter
clockwise circle about 5,000 - 7,000 meters above the fleet. He flew above them
in a wide arc so as to appear to be a friendly group of planes . He didn't want
to look aggressive and draw undue attention to themselves. Lost, low on gas and
in the middle of a hornet's nest he signaled his intentions to his new wingmen,
"When we run out of fuel, let's dive into a ship." The others smiled and held
their fists up. They would attack three different enemy ships. 


Just then he caught sight of a single Hellcat straggling
in from a completely different direction, and thought, "That plane must be
returning from hitting Wake Island." Without hesitation he flipped his plane in
the direction the Hellcat had come from. 


He flew towards Wake Island glancing nervously at his
fuel gauges. He located a break in the clouds. Soaked with sweat he spotted an
odd shaped island he recognized as being close to Wake Atoll. "We're saved!"
The pilots felt relief as the atoll grew in size. As he made his landing
approach he had too much speed and was waved off. He was running on fumes, no
time for a second pass. He forced the plane down for a rough landing that
nearly sent him into one of the aircraft revetments. He was followed down by
Katō and Tsukahara who hugged him with tears in their eyes, "You did it!
You brought us back." Tsukahara landed on a bomb crater that wrecked one of his
landing gear, but he was okay. The planes left Taroa Island at 8:20 a.m. and
arrived exhausted on Wake Island at 1:50 p.m. 


Miyazaki reported to the air control building, or what
was left of it. Wake Atoll had been pounded so hard it was unrecognizable. Lt.
Tsukamoto was there, he somehow made it on this own. Lt. Suhō thanked
them, and almost apologized, "I need your planes back in the air." Miyazaki and
Kato refueled and took to the air again but no more enemy aircraft were
spotted, and their long day came to a close. Lost in the battle were Kojima,
Kotobuki and Nakajima. The loss of WO Bunkichi Nakajima was keenly felt by
Miyazaki who said, "Nakajima was with me when Lt. Suganami was killed over
Guadalcanal. I couldn't believe he was gone. I sometimes have nightmares about
Suganami and Nakajima's deaths, and wake up sobbing."87


The following day, the pilots "handed their keys" over to
Lt. Suhō and caught a ride in a Type 96 Nell bomber that arrived to ferry
them back to Roi and then to Taroa Island, Maloelap Atoll.88 It was of no condolence the Zeros claimed
four Hellcats and two probables that day. As for the fate of seven Bettys from
the 755th Air Group, Miyazaki learned that one was shot down, one
made an emergency water landing, one was MIA, and the remaining four made it to
Kwajalein. Not one Betty bomber arrived at Wake Island.









Attack on Makin-Tarawa


The Japanese had anticipated the American push through
the Gilberts and planned to send more aircraft to beef up the defenses on
Betio, Tarawa. However, on November 20, 1943, the US Marine 2nd
Division beat them to the punch and landed on Betio, depriving them of the
airstrip. On November 24, Miyazaki was among nineteen Zeros armed with two
60-kilogram bombs each, sent to dislodge the Marines. Before the lumbering
Zeros got within sight of the island they were intercepted by Hellcats from the
USS Lexington who
were flying at 23,000 feet. The Japanese pilots were experienced aviators, not
a greenhorn in the group. They were following orders to bomb Betio Island so
were reluctant to jettison their ordnance. Their strict adherence to orders
made them easy prey for the Hellcats, who caught them from above. "There was
nothing more tragic than using our nimble Zeros as bombers. With the added
weight, the plane didn't respond well. I jettisoned my bombs and was able to
fight my way free. We lost men with no results whatsoever. A complete waste of
men and machines." 


Lt. (jg) Eugene Ralph Hanks (VF-16) from the USS Lexington, claimed
five kills and gained the honor of being the first F6F pilot to score five
victories in a single day. "The next day, twenty-four more bomb-laden Zeros
went out with similar dismal results. We lost seven more planes and didn't do a
single thing to affect the outcome of the Battle for Tarawa. I don't know how I
made it out of that second battle either. It was insane to use Zeros as bombers!
Headquarters ordered Lt. Motonari Suhō to send another formation out on
November 26. Instead, Lt Suhō flew to Kwajalein where it was rumored he
got in a fight with the chief of administration. I don't know for certain what
happened, but the flight for November 26 was canceled." On those two days the
US Navy claimed thirty Zeros, with only one loss.89 For his historic tally against the Zeros
near Tarawa, Lt. Hanks was awarded the Navy Cross.









Vacation is Over


The war heated up for Miyazaki. The 252nd Air
Group record, Sentōkitai
Sentō Kōdō Chōsa,90 states that during the period of December 1
to December 21, Miyazaki and the pilots sortied fourteen times, claimed
eighteen B-24s (five probables) and four B-17s (one probable). In addition,
they claimed to have damaged fourteen B-24s and three B-17s. He said it was
difficult to remember the details of all the dogfights. The days ran together,
and everything became an exhausting blur of flying and sleeping. 


"We had no radar to give us warning of approaching enemy
planes, so we had to stay in 'ready mode' in the mornings.[47] It was hot.
We pilots sat sweltering in the shade, wearing nothing but our fundoshi, waiting
for the lookouts to give the signal with a few bursts from a mounted machine
gun in the tower. It was worse for the poor maintenance crews who had to sit
under the wings of our planes, baking in the tropical sun." The loud, staccato
braaap sound of the incoming warning alarm always startled him, even though he
knew it was coming. With that literal starting gun, the pilots scrambled into
their flight gear and ran to the planes; simultaneously, the crews started the
engines and were standing ready to remove the wheel chocks. "If everything
worked right, we would intercept the low-flying bombers and force them to
jettison their payload early. But if the lookouts were tired and didn't catch
the planes in time we would be unable to hit them until after the damage was
done. The goal was to land one or two 20mm cannon rounds. If we got a couple of
20mm rounds into a B-25 or B-24 it would have problems getting home. It might
have fuel leaks, electrical or other problems. We had a few pilots who
instructed the ground crews to remove the nose-mounted 7.7mm machine guns in
the hopes of reducing the aircraft's weight and gaining some speed. The 7.7mm
guns were not much use against the armored bombers."









Captured American Fliers


He shared an experience about a group of captured fliers.
"At the end of the year our boys captured the crew from a B-24 that went down
in the water." He said the fliers were handed over to an army colonel who
commanded a contingent of soldiers that were, unlike the Navy aviators,
permanently stationed on the island. "The soldiers cursed at the Americans. But
I didn't feel any animosity toward them. They were aviators like me." After
seeing many different American airmen, some alone, others in small groups he
had the impression they were motley-looking. "Some wore flight suits with
flight helmets; others had baseball caps with plain trousers and t-shirts. Some
wore boots, regular shoes, or tennis shoes. It looked as if they wore whatever
they pleased." He tried to talk to the Americans, who he said were pleasant
fellows." He had no idea what happened to them after they left Maloelap Atoll.


Post interview research revealed he might have referred
to the crew of a B-24 named Baby Sandy 2 (431st BS, 11th BG). The plane ditched near Majuro on December 29, 1943. The 
pilot and co-pilot were killed in the crash. 1st
Lt. Ivan Osborne and 1st Lt. Raymond D. Cloyer
are rumored to have been buried on Majuro in unmarked graves by locals.
The remaining eight airmen were fished out of the water and transited through
Taroa Island, where Miyazaki saw them. They were sent to Kwajalein and
executed.91


Another airman who was captured in the Marshall Islands
was more fortunate. 2nd Lt. Louis Zamperini was a bombardier on a
B-24 (42nd BS, 11th BG) that flew missions against many
of the islands on which Miyazaki was stationed. It is entirely possible
Miyazaki faced Zamperini in the air over the Gilbert Islands. On May 27,
Zamperini's B-24 crashed during a search mission. He and one other survivor
were adrift at sea for forty-seven days until they were rescued by a Japanese
ship and sent to Wotje, then Kwajalein. He was transferred to a POW camp at Ōfuna[48] 
and survived the war. Louis Zamperini was a member of the US Olympic track
team in the 1936 Olympics in Berlin. He wrote about his experiences flying in
the Pacific, surviving the ordeal at sea, a prisoner of war, and his steadfast
faith in God in his book Devil at My Heels.









Bushi No Nasake, "The Warrior's Mercy"


Miyazaki's notes record that between December 25, 1943
and January 30, 1944, he was
involved in nearly every reactive missions against incoming American bombers
and fighters. The USS Enterprise 
action report from January 29 - February 4, 1944, describes a January 29 attack
against Taroa, Maloelap. At 5:15 a.m., the USS Enterprise 
launched aircraft from Air Group 10. As part of Task Force 58, the Americans
lost one Hellcat in combat, lost one due to operational causes and two losses
were undetermined. The fighters from VF-10 claimed to have destroyed five
medium bombers and between twelve and fifteen fighters on the airfield. The SBD
Dauntless bombers from VB-10 dropped over six tons of bombs on Taroa's
installations with no losses. The Avenger bombers from VT-10 dropped ten tons
of bombs and claimed to have destroyed two Japanese aircraft on the ground with
no losses.


At the end of the attack Miyazaki came across a stricken
F6F Hellcat barely flying, more like fluttering, along the surface of the
ocean. He got behind the damaged plane to give it a burst, but was curious why
the Hellcat didn't try to evade him. He pulled to the right and looked down
into the Hellcat's cockpit to see the American looking back at him with a
pitiful look of despair. Miyazaki was filled with pity. "His plane was damaged,
and there was no way he could make it back to his carrier, so what was the
point of killing him? I pulled away and let him go." When pressed for more
details he said his wingmen (possibly thinking Miyazaki's guns were jammed)
finished off the crippled American fighter. It seems the F6F Hellcat was
piloted by Ens. Fletcher Jones of VF-10 (USS Enterprise).
His ship was part of Task Force 58 ordered to support the U.S. Army's 7th
Division's landing on Kwajalein. They were to suppress up the airfields in the
Marshall Islands prior to the invasion. Ens. Fletcher radioed that his right
wing had been hit by AA fire, his engine was smoking, and he was losing power.
He failed to return and listed as KIA on January 29, 1944.92









The Flight of the Emilys


With the US 4th Marine Division's capture of
Roi-Namur, and the US Army's 7th Division's capture of Kwajalein,
the Japanese decided to throw in the towel in the Marshall Islands. The 200 or so surviving pilots and air
crews from Taroa, Majuro, Mili, Wotje, and Eniwetok were ordered to return to
Japan. The precious airmen were to be husbanded for future use. On February 5,
under cover of darkness, a pair of Betty bombers, the type converted to carry
passengers, departed Taroa to evacuate the pilots from the 252nd Air
Group and the bomber pilots and air crews from the 755th Air Group.
The planes were to begin a long journey that would take them to Truk Lagoon,
Saipan and finally to Yokohama. Lt.Cdr. Funaki and the sixteen other Zero
pilots boarded the first plane. Capt. Yanagimura, shook their hands as they boarded,
inexplicably holding a blinker signal light in his left hand. He stayed behind
with the maintenance crews, armorers, administration personnel, and
base-defense personnel. After all, he was still the commander and couldn't
abandon his men. Perhaps when the situation changed the pilots would return?
When the bombers left the pitch-black airfield they were given a surprise by
Yanagimura, who "continually blinked a sad message, 'Sayōnara' [in Morse Code] over and
over," Miyazaki said. The bright signal light reflected on the placid water far
into the distance as the planes pulled farther away into the inky darkness.
Miyazaki wondered when, or if, they would meet again. Yanagimura knew his hope
for survival vanished with the men on the planes. "The lonely vision of the
blinker light is burned into my memory," he said. Captain Yoshitane Yanagimura,
the 'old man' was killed in an air raid on March 31. 


The pair of Betty bombers touched down at Takejima
Airfield on Truk Lagoon, and the pilots spent a week waiting for transport to
Saipan. They were put to good use test flying Zeros that arrived as cargo via
transport vessels and assembled at Truk.[49] They also
trained some of the younger fighter pilots on Truk. After a week, the pilots
were flown to Saipan. 
The following day they were assigned to take the six hour flight to 

Yokohama in a trio of long-legged, four-engine Kawanishi "Emily" flying boats.
They lined up on the dock to climb into boats that would ferry them out to
their waiting transports floating in the water. An adjutant read off the name
of each man according to the plane he would board. Lt.Cdr. Funaki noticed his
drinking buddy Miyazaki had been assigned to a different aircraft and jokingly
pulled a bottle of whisky out of his bag. "Hey, Miyachan! I've got some good
stuff here. Come keep me company." Miyazaki didn't need to be told twice, and
being quite fond of the brown liquor he was happy to trade places with PO1/c
Magoichi Kosaka, who volunteered his spot on the number one plane. Kosaka never
touched a drop of alcohol so why waste a perfectly good bottle? 


To the sound of water sloshing against the thin-skinned
behemoth, the men settled in, resting on their sea bags and float vests they
arranged to form little couches far behind the crew cabin. The Emily had a
built-in Western-style toilet aboard, complete with a washbasin and a
foot-pumped faucet. They each had a bentō 
box lunch and bottles of lemon soda, which they would enjoy along with the
whisky, once they were in the air. The large engines cranked up one by one,
telling the passengers they were getting ready to take off. After the signal
from the flight engineer the shōtai 
of Emilys picked up speed and rushed noisily through the water. The first two
flying boats left the water without trouble. Funaki pulled the cork on the
whisky and offered it to Miyazaki with an impish grin when one of the men
shouted, "Ah!" But there was no time for Miyazaki to get to the tiny vision
port. The third plane porpoised up and hit the water. The port wing dipped into
the sea, causing the huge plane to tumble and disintegrate. The two remaining
Emily planes turned around and landed. 


Miyazaki said the Emily's pilot, copilot, and navigator
escaped with minor injuries, but the crash killed the rest of the Emily crew,
the tee-totaling PO1/c Kosaka, and five other of his friends; Lt (jg)
Yamashita, PO1/c Ishimori, PO1/c Tashiro, PO1/c Murai and PO1/c Yamazaki. In an
instant, the unit lost six of its remaining seventeen fighter pilots. The
flight to Yokohama was postponed until the following day. "We cremated their
bodies on top of a mountain," he said. Miyazaki recalled how he almost lost his
own life that day if it wasn't for the last-minute switch. "I feel bad for poor
Kosaka. He knew I'd be happier sitting with Lt.Cdr. Funaki, so he switched with
me. I'm sorry, Kosaka," he said as he held his hands together in a gesture of
prayer.


Upon their return to Japan, they were used as the nucleus
for the rebirth of the Tateyama 
Kōkūtai. Funaki was promoted to naval commander. Lt. Nobuo
Kuri became the Hikōchō. 
The 252nd had four hikōtai 
(fighter squadrons): 302nd, 315th, 316th, and
317th. Miyazaki was placed in the 302nd hikōtai. His buntai leader was a
Mustang, Special Lt. Kazuo Tsunoda. He was a veteran of the early battles of
Guadalcanal and Rabaul with the 582nd Air Group with Kanichi
Kashimura. After Guadalcanal, Lt. Tsunoda spent last nine months as an
instructor at Atsugi Air Base. In March, they moved to Misawa Airfield to train
replacement pilots. Miyazaki recalled the large airbase with heated barracks
for the air crews. There was a frosting of snow on the ground when he arrived,
not the tropical conditions to which he was accustomed.









Iwo Jima


In June 15, 1944, the Americans landed on Saipan, which
put into effect Japanese war plan "Operation A-go." A conglomerate unit was formed called the Hachiman Butai.[50] 
This new unit consisted of pilots from the 252nd Air Group, the Yokosuka Kōkūtai,
and the 601st Sentai 
(301st Air Group) who were training at Tateyama with the Raiden "Jack"
interceptor/fighter. However, due to the short range of the Raiden, the men of
the 601st Sentai 
would be flying the Zero for this mission. The pilots of Hachiman Butai were
sent to Iwo Jima but arrived in two separate waves. Kaneyoshi Mutō was in
the first wave. Miyazaki and Tsunoda were in the second wave of seventy-one
Zeros that landed on June 25. When Miyazaki arrived, he was met with a scene of
total destruction. He lined up on the approach to land and noticed the usual
barracks and related buildings around the runways had been smashed or burned to
the ground. There were craters everywhere; twisted mangled plane wrecks lined
the airfield. The Yokosuka squadron took the upper Motoyama Airfield, and the
301st Hikōtai 
took the lower Chidori Airfield. After landing, he learned of the massive air
battle he just missed. The pilots on Iwo Jima sent up twenty-three Zeros, three 
Suisei "Judy"
dive-bombers, and nine Tenzan 
"Jill" torpedo bombers to attack Task Force 58, but took a severe plastering
instead. They lost ten Zeros, and seven Tenzan 
Jills.93 The survivors included Ryōji
Ōhara,94 Kunio Iwashita,95 and Saburō Sakai, who called Lt. Mutō
"the toughest man in the Navy."96 The
Americans recorded six losses that day. 


It would be a week of living in the dirt and ash of Iwo
Jima before he would get his chance to meet the enemy in the air. His
opportunity came on July 3. The air-raid warning sounded at 2:35 p.m., and
twenty-eight Zeros left Iwo Jima to engage sixty F6F Grumman Hellcats near Kita
Iwo Jima Island to the north. After the skirmish, the Hellcats departed to the
south. Sixteen Zeros returned at 3:50 p.m., claiming seven victories.


The following day was Independence Day for the Americans,
which brought a raid against Iwo Jima. At 5:25 p.m., the siren wailed, sending
seventeen Zeros into the sky to battle eighty Hellcats over Kita Iwo Jima
Island. At 5:40 p.m., twelve Zeros returned, claiming six Hellcats for a loss
of four killed and one injured in a crash landing.


"Previously, the Americans refused to dogfight and
employed hit-and-run tactics, but over Iwo Jima they went after us. The sky
above Kita Iwo Jima was the biggest and longest-lasting air battle I ever
witnessed." In contrast to his earlier fights against the Americans, where both
sides scarcely had ten planes in the air for a few minutes, the Americans would
spend a long time in the air. "They acted as if they had all the fuel in the
world."


When asked about Japanese pilots shunning the use of
parachutes, Miyazaki replied, "Our parachutes were always in the plane because
they acted as a seat cushion. But as a general rule, we didn't wear our
parachute harnesses if we were flying over enemy territory for fear of getting
captured. But since Iwo Jima was still the home islands I wore my harnesses and
clipped in the auto-release tether." At Iwo Jima, he could see parachutes
floating down into the water, but it was only the American pilots who enjoyed
the reassurance of having submarines standing by to rescue them. If a Japanese
pilot bailed out too far from shore, he would drown. "I saw a submarine pop up
and pluck a man from the water. It popped up again farther away and went back
down. They had submarines while our boys drowned within sight of land. We had
no undamaged boats left to save them." Iwo Jima's launches and skiffs had all
been shot to pieces or smashed by bombs. It was the first time I entertained
the thought of losing the war. We couldn't hope to defeat a nation that valued
the lives of their pilots. We were treated like disposable items."


On July 4, while the air battle raged, American warships
pounded the island, smashing facilities and aircraft. The bombardment was so
severe that it was presumed the Americans would invade the following morning.
The maintenance men spent the night frantically removing machine guns and
cannons from wrecked aircraft to use in defending the island. But as the sun
rose, nervous lookouts peering through high-powered binoculars saw an empty
horizon. The surviving pilots were flown via transport to Tateyama to obtain
more Zeros, then quickly returned to Iwo Jima. 


On August 10, Miyazaki, Tsunoda and the other pilots on
Iwo Jima were joined by "the Father of Yokaren,"
RAdm. Rinosuke Ichimaru. He was a pioneering aviator in 1926 and was
instrumental in organizing the Yokaren 
enlisted aviation preparatory course. The admiral came to Iwo Jima as commander
of the 27th Air Flotilla. Despite the admiral's leadership he was
unable to prevent the inevitable. Miyazaki and the other fighter pilots did
their best, but were whittled down. At the end of August the pilots were
evacuated to Mobara Airfield (Chiba Prefecture) for replacements and
reorganization. 


RAdm. Ichimaru remained on Iwo Jima with the nonflying
personnel, despite having not a single plane at his disposal. He is believed to
have died with the troops on March 26, 1945. He is known for his scathing
letter to President Roosevelt that was discovered after the battle. He was
posthumously promoted to vice admiral.









Okinawa


On October 10, Miyazaki and the others from the 252nd
were ordered to Okinawa to attack the US Fleet. "Naha was ablaze when we
arrived overhead. This was the first time I saw a Japanese city in ruins." The
Japanese Navy couldn't locate the US Fleet, which had reportedly moved toward
Formosa. "After a few days of search missions we were dispatched to Taichung,
Formosa."


The Americans were busy in the Philippines. Lt.Cdr.
Minoru Kobayashi led his twenty-six Zeros south on October 23, but bad weather
forced them back to Formosa. They succeeded in making it to Mabalacat Airfield
the next morning in time to join a large-scale mission against the US Fleet.
The attack group that left Clark Airfield at 6:35 a.m. consisted of three
different elements; an attack group made up of thirty-six Val dive-bombers and
six Zeros carrying 250-kilogram bombs, a fighter sweep group of fifty-four
Zeros (252nd and 221st) and twenty Shiden fighters, and
finally the escort group of fifty-one Zeros (206th, 653rd,
and 634th).97 Miyazaki took
off at 6:35 a.m., and despite the Zero pilots' vigilance they were caught at a
height disadvantage by fifty or so Hellcats about 150 miles out. The 252nd
contributed twenty-six pilots and suffered a terrible loss of twelve pilots,
two aircraft in crash landings, and two planes damaged by gunfire. Among the
dead was Lt.Cdr. Minoru Kobayashi. They claimed seven victories.


The following day Adm. Takeo Kurita and the battleship Yamato fought off an
attack by an aggressive much smaller American surface force called Taffy Three.
Then, with victory in their grasp, the Japanese warships inexplicably turned
away from the defenseless US invasion fleet in what is referred to as the Nazo no Hanten 
(Mysterious U-turn).









The Kamikaze


That night of the Nazo 
no Hanten, the Lt.Cdr. Hideki Shingō, awakened Miyazaki and
instructed him to assemble the pilots. Shingō received important news he
needed to share. Miyazaki rousted the exhausted men who were grieving over
their losses. The rain was falling on the roof of the hut as Shingō
addressed the sleepy survivors huddled together. Miyazaki said he could
remember the exact words Shingō used, "Men, thank you for your efforts
today. All of our ships have been damaged. Warships can no longer carry on the
fight. The only way to fight now is through direct dive-bombing against the
enemy warships. The only way to guarantee a hit is to carry the bomb directly
into the enemy from the height of zero feet. This means Tai-atari attacks."[51]


Shingō ordered Miyazaki to gather a list of names of
those wishing to volunteer for Tai-atari 
missions. The Kamikaze mentality that started with the neighboring 201st
Air Group had bled over to the 252nd as well. The men were told "Anyone
wishing to not volunteer for Tai-atari attacks
will take one step forward." No one moved. The names were all written down
and submitted to Lt.Cdr. Shingō.
He went back to bed, but sleep eluded Miyazaki. 


The next morning he was surprised to see Lt.Cdr. Hideki
Shingō join the formation in his bright white summer uniform, white gloves
and naval dagger. Shingō, who never seemed to care about his appearance,
looked like he stepped out of a tailor's shop in his freshly pressed uniform.
Shingō said, "I have accepted the list of names and have chosen the first
two groups of Tai-atari 
pilots personally. The following men will be in group one [he read five of the
names aloud]. The following men will be in group two [he read five more names
aloud]. These pilots will be transferred to the 201st and used as Tai-atari pilots."
As their names were called the men stepped forward, creating a new saw-toothed
line. "We will see the men off with bōfure 
[waving of the hat]." With that the ten men climbed into a truck to join
Lt.Cdr. Asaichi Tamai's 201st Air Group to became part of the first
official Tokubetsu Kōgeki-Tai, the Kamikaze.98


Miyazaki received notification of his promotion to
warrant officer on November 1. And with the promotion came the order for him
and two others to return to Japan to join a new air group at Yokosuka. "Whom do
we report to? What do we do when we get there?" he innocently inquired. Shingō
barked angrily, "Don't ask questions, just go." Newly minted warrant officer
Miyazaki, Ens. Shōzō Iwamoto,[52] and Ens.
Saburō Saitō barely had time to gather their possessions before
boarding a Betty bomber bound for Yokosuka. They didn't know their lives had
just been spared.


At Yokosuka the men couldn't find anyone to accept their
transfer because there was no fighter group on the base. After three days of
waiting, the trio decided to try and hitch a ride back to Clark Airfield to
rejoin the unit. They met a group of seven pilots who arrived from the
Philippines to obtain fresh planes but had been reassigned to the new 301st
Fighter Squadron, 343rd Air Group. Among them was Tomokazu Kasai and
the new squadron leader and old friend, Lt. Naoshi Kanno. Miyazaki and the
other pilots who were ready to return to the Philippines were snatched up and
incorporated into the 301st which was to be one of four squadrons in
the 343rd Air Group led by Cdr. Minoru Genda, planner of the attack
on Pearl Harbor. 


The men all traveled to Kawanishi's Naruo factory to
examine the new fighter they were assigned to fly. The factory was next to the
Kōshien High School baseball grounds. The company commandeered the Naruo
horse track to construct two runways, twelve hundred meters by one hundred
meters in dimension. "We watched the Shiden roll out of a hangar, painted in
orange-yellow test colors." Miyazaki and the others were eager to fly it. A
weakness was quickly discovered. The landing gear was too long due to the
mid-wing design, requiring a two-part collapsible landing-gear assembly that
had the tendency to buckle on hard landings. The mid-wing design was left over
from its original design as a seaplane with floats. This was noted in
test-flight reports to the Kawanishi engineers. There was also the addition of
creative under-wing auto-adjusting flaps that tightened the turning radius. The
improved newer version was called Shidenkai.


Lt. Kanno had discussions regarding a new location for
the new unit, because Yokosuka seemed to be too small. Kanno flew down to
Matsuyama and returned the next day, having decided to move the 301st
to Matsuyama. (More details are in Kasai's account.)


This was the beginning of the Tsurugi Butai (Blade or Sword Unit).
Over the next two months the 343rd would flesh out into a full air
group with three fighter squadrons flying the Shidenkai, as well as a dedicated recon squadron
of Nakajima C6N Myrt.


343rd Air Group: Capt. Minoru Genda


Executive officer: Cdr. Masanaka Nakajima


Hikōchō: Cdr. Toshio Shiga



Lt. Naoshi Kanno commanded the 301st Fighter
Squadron, known as Shinsengumi-Tai. The name came from 1860s-era Japan, when a group of loyal samurai
worked to protect the Emperor. The planes all had the English letter A in their tail
number.


Lt. Yoshinobu Hayashi was the first commander of the 407th
Fighter Squadron, the Tenchū-Tai,
which means "justice from heaven." The aircraft from this squadron were
identified by the English letter B 
in their tail number.


Lt. Takashi Oshibuchi commanded the 701st
Fighter Squadron, or Isshin-Tai, which took its name from the Meiji Restoration of 1867 in which the
Emperor was restored to power. These aircraft were marked with a C in their tail
number.


Lt. Takeo Hashimoto led the 4th Recon
squadron, Kihei-Tai, which
took its name from a pro-emperor
militia unit during the 1853–1867 Bakamatsu 
revolution.









Capt. Minoru Genda: The Legend


Genda graduated from the naval academy in 1929 at the
head of his class, an astonishing feat for which he received an Onshi engraved naval
dagger from the Emperor. For the next six years he served in various naval
posts, and in 1931 he was assigned to the carrier Akagi. He earned his wings and formed a
stunt team in 1932 that gave flying exhibitions across Japan to promote the Japanese
Naval Air Force. His small band of flyers was known as Genda's Flying Circus.
In 1933, he was assigned to the aircraft carrier Ryūjō, 
where he met Isoroku Yamamoto, a man he would later work for in planning the
raid on Pearl Harbor. Genda saw service in the 1937 air war over China and
became an instructor at the Yokosuka Air Group in 1938. In March 1939, he was
chosen as a military attaché in London. The following summer he traveled to
Germany to observe Heinkel production.99
In London he witnessed firsthand the famous aerial Battle of Britain and made
the conclusion that the Zero could beat any of the planes in Europe. On his way
back to Japan the flight stopped in New York and Washington, D.C., during which
he took copious notes that he hand-carried back to Tōkyō.


When asked his impressions of the famous Minoru Genda,
Miyazaki said the following: "He was a war god to us. One knew instantly upon
meeting him that he was extremely intelligent. He picked up new information
instantly. Although he had never flown in a Shiden before, he sat in the
cockpit for a briefing and immediately took off and landed. He had been on the
chief planning staff and understood things on a bigger scale than most did. He
never treated his pilots as lowly underlings but talked freely and openly with
us." 


Miyazaki later added that "Genda and his wife never got
along, and we only saw her once the whole time I was flying with the 301st.
She always lived separately from her husband with the children because of his
constant reassignments." Genda eventually found happiness in a mistress when he
moved to the Ōmura Air Base. She was a lady from Nagasaki with whom he
spent a long time with even after the war. 


Miyazaki recalled an experience involving some drinking
and carousing at a high-end restaurant in Matsuyama called Shirataki, in which
he, Lt. Kanno, and two others blew off some steam and caused more than a bit of
noise in their walled-off semi-private booth. The pilots were telling tales and
laughing, when from the next booth came a voice shouting, "Keep it down!" The
men were surprised and lowered their voices for a few minutes until the roar
naturally started up again, leading to a second warning from the unseen
customers in the adjoining booth. Lt. Kanno, emboldened by liquor was not about
to have his evening spoiled by jerks who couldn't appreciate a good time. He
shouted a loud retort, "I dare you to say that again!" Miyazaki and the others
tried to calm him down. The men grabbed his arm urging him to sit back down but
Kanno insisted on getting up to confront the strangers. Miyazaki stood up to
follow Kanno who was going to demand an apology. Miyazaki thought, "Oh no, this
is not going to end well." Kanno staggered over to the next booth. When they
rounded the wall he saw a rear admiral and several members of his staff,
sporting gold aguillettes. Their brows knitted tight, shooting icy daggers at 
the pilots. Miyazaki came to attention. Not Kanno. He folded his arms
defiantly, sat his buttocks on the edge of their table and returned the stares.
The admiral broke the tension by saying, "You've had enough fun for one night.
Go home." Kanno snorted in contempt and walked away followed by a trembling
Miyazaki and the others. 


The next morning the pilots were called into Capt.
Genda's office. As they stood at the doorway they saw Genda talking with the
admiral from last night. Genda gave the men a moment and said, "Stay there,"
the men to freeze in their tracks. Genda said, "Seems like you had some fun last
night." After a tense stare he dismissed them, never speaking of it again. "Good
officers support their subordinates. Genda was that kind of man," Miyazaki
said. 









Action in the Shidenkai


From April 12 through June 22, the 343rd Air
Group was sent out six times on escort missions for Tokkō Kamikaze pilots.100 Miyazaki said escort missions for Kamikaze
pilots were depressing. He doesn't know how many men died as Kamikazes during
the war, according to one source, in the Kikusui 
Operation alone there were 1,637 naval aircraft and 934 army aircraft ordered
to crash into Allied ships.101, 102 He recalled being shot at by friendly
Japanese Army fighters over Kaikai-Jima who must have mistook the Shidenkai for
F6F Hellcats, which had a similar outline. As a result, Lt. Kanno took a
Shidenkai to the army base at Chiran to let the pilots and AA gunners have a
good look at it to prevent another mistake.


April 15 saw the death of Ens. Shōichi Sugita,
killed by Robert Weatherup of VF-46 from USS Independence (CVL-22) during a strafing raid against the airfield. Capt. Genda
was warned of the approach of the Americans, but misjudged the arrival time and
ordered the fighters to take off when they should have taken cover in the air
raid shelters. This was a mistake he regretted for the rest of his life (more
details in the Kasai chapter). Miyazaki's old friend WO Kaneyoshi "Musashi" Mutō
transferred in from Yokosuka to replace Sugita. 


On April 16, Miyazaki tangled with an F6F Hellcat over
Kikai Jima and was nearly shot down as the aggressive American landed several
good hits. "It was the rugged construction of the Shidenkai that brought me
home. If I would have been in a Zero I would have been killed." The following
day the planes moved down to Oita Airfield, and then again farther south to Ōmura
Air Base near Nagasaki. Miyazaki praised the B-29s, claiming they were well
constructed and difficult to bring down. Although B-29 kills were claimed by
the 343rd Air Group, he was never able to add one to his records.103









The Shidenkai as Kamikaze, No Dice


According to Lt.Cdr. Toshio Shiga in a postwar interview,
after the unit moved to Ōmura the topic of Tokkō 
attacks for the 343rd Air Group arose with Capt. Genda. Shiga had
been against the idea and shared this with Genda, saying, "If we are to go, I
will lead the attack, taking the naval academy graduates and buntai division
leaders with me. We must not send the reserve officers or the young Yokaren pilots. We
must lead by example and sacrifice the leaders first. And of course, you will immediately
follow me, won't you?" Genda paused, thought hard about the implications, and
replied, "I understand." The subject of sending the Shidenkai pilots out to
crash into enemy ships was never raised again.104


In May, Genda received a report that American ships had
appeared off the Korean coast preparing to invade the peninsula. Genda ordered
his new 301st Squadron leader, Ens. Chitose Isozaki, to investigate.
Isozaki was a long-time pilot with over four thousand hours of flight time. He
had flown in China, on various
aircraft carriers, at Rabaul, and in and other areas. Upon receiving his
orders, Ensign Isozaki entered the 301st barracks and caught
Miyazaki's gaze. He asked him to come with him on the flight to Saishuto Island
(Jeju, or Cheju-do) off the southern tip of the Korean peninsula. If the report
was true, it was doubtful either of them would return alive. The sky above the
invasion forcer would be dark with US Navy fighters and flak. 


As the pair of fighters left the airfield, the weather
was rough, and foreboding for most of the hour-long flight, giving Miyazaki a
bad feeling. When they approached the island the sky cleared to reveal a pair
of enemy submarines shelling the coast with their deck guns. Astonished, the
pair of fliers strafed the submarines, which sent them into a crash dive to
escape. The report of an invasion had merely been the submarines shelling the
shore, but for what purpose? He has always wondered.105 The author's research revealed a possible
explanation: several suicide boat squadrons called Shinyō-tai were stationed on
Saishuto Island in preparation for the expected American invasion of
neighboring Kyūshū Island. The Shinyō-tai 
units on the island (45th, 119th, and 120th)
were made up of newly minted naval pilot trainees who were given motorboats
instead of airplanes with which to perform their seaborne Kamikaze missions.106[53] It is
believed the US submarines were shelling those facilities.









B-29s Take a Toll


Although the Shidenkai pilots did their best to bring
down the B-29s flying from Okinawa and Saipan, they were unable to prevent the
destruction of the factories that produced aircraft and spare parts for their
fighters. On March 1945, the 343rd Air Group had eighty planes; in
May they were down to fifty planes, and in July that number had been whittled
down to fewer than thirty fighters. Their numbers were further reduced by a
bitter battle on July 24, in which six more were shot down, including Kaneyoshi
Mutō. It was harsh blow to morale, indeed. The beloved Lt. Naoshi Kanno
died on August 1, bringing more misery to the despondent squadron.


Miyazaki recalled an incident prior to Kanno's death, at
Oita Airfield. There were no passes being given out, but Kanno took Miyazaki
outside the gate on a special afternoon of drinking and a hot soak at a nearby onsen. The pair were
enjoying the soothing waters when they caught a glimpse of Capt. Genda entering
the establishment. "It's the old man!" Miyazaki inadvertently whispered as the
pair of truants leaped out of the bath and scrambled to gather their clothes.
Genda pretended not to notice them as he entered the bathing area and sat down
on a short wooden stool facing the wall. He commenced with the pre-bathing
scrub. As the pair quietly opened the door and tried to sneak out into the
dressing area they heard him say, "You boys like this place too, eh? Take care
on your way back to the base." The men threw on their clothes and scrambled
out. However, in Genda true fashion, nothing more was ever said.









No Picnic at Nagasaki


Two days after the horrific atomic bombing of Hiroshima
the Shidenkai group
fought their last real air battle. It occurred over Northern Kyūshū,
involving twenty-four Shidenkais against countless American fighters and
bombers. The Japanese claimed six fighters (P-47 and P-51 combined), a single
B-24, and a B-29 at the cost of nine of their own.


On the morning of August 9, Captain Genda gave the pilots
a well deserved rest. They were worn out mentally and emotionally so he issued
orders for a general stand down. It is not understood if the recon squadron was
also released, but the fighters were given day passes. The 301st FS
decided to drive to a small mountain between the airfield and Nagasaki. As the
men were hiked through the grass and brush they didn't know a B-29 dubbed Bockscar departed Tinian Island
in the Marianas earlier that morning carrying a second atomic bomb. The men
hiked to the top of the small mountain and sat down under some trees to eat.
They saw a pair of shiny B-29s flying overhead. Then, far in the distance
parachutes opened and drifted in the wind. Miyazaki thought perhaps someone had
bailed out. The parachute was not an aviator but special instruments used to
measure the effects of what was about to hit the city. He didn't give it a
second thought as he opened his metal bentō 
box and examined the contents. 


"Suddenly, everything was nothing. There was a huge flash
and then following that came a rumbling roar.  The 'special bomb' went off, not on the ground but above the city."
The men watched the mushroom cloud grow as they ran down the mountain to the
trucks. They raced back to the airfield,107
where they learned what had occurred. Genda ordered all vehicles driven to the
city to help the wounded. That evening the trucks were driven back, carrying
loads of injured people. 


"What if Genda ordered combat air patrols that day?
Perhaps we could have shot down that B-29 and saved Nagasaki." If Miyazaki felt
bad, it is certain that Genda felt many times worse.









Final Flight of Four


Miyazaki's last flight was August 12, when he lead his
four-man kutai on a patrol to Yakushima Island, located roughly three hundred miles to the
south of Nagasaki. "Perhaps the Americans are planning to use their 'special
bomb' again," he thought. His wingmen were PO1/c Shōichi Handa, Air 1/c
Ken Okimoto, and Air 1/c Hideo Izawa. The formation took off from Ōmura
Air Base, headed north at three thousand feet. They planned to hook west and
swing down to Yakushiima. However, as they flew over the town of Karatsu,
nervous Japanese Army AA gunners mistook them for American aircraft and opened
fire. The storm of friendly fire damaged three of the Shidenkai, including
Miyazaki, who made a forced landing at Gannosu Army Airfield. An Army major met
Miyazaki when he climbed from his damaged plane. The officer offered apologies
and contacted his unit to explain what had occurred. 


Okimoto's plane was damaged and subsequently wrecked
during his forced landing in a rice paddy. The
next day Miyazaki and Okimoto took an ignominious train ride back to Ōmura
Air Base where they met Handa who had landed safely. The fourth man, Izawa, had
ditched in the sea and was hospitalized for several months until after the war
ended.









The Voice of the Crane


He learned of the end of the war by listening to the
August 15 noontime announcement known as the "Voice of the Crane." The day
before the broadcast Genda ordered a formation for an important announcement at
noon the following day. There were rumors as to what it might be, but none
guessed it would mean the cessation of hostilities. 


"This long war is over, and I have somehow survived."
There was talk of a revolt to continue the war, but Genda absolutely forbade
it. A few days later, on August 19, word was given for all the warrant officers
and officers to assemble at the Kenmin Hall at 8:00 p.m. with their side arms
to commit Jiketsu,[54] 
a poetic military term for suicide. Genda said, "This is not a direct order.
There is no dishonor if any man declines." At 7:55 p.m., with pistols in hand, Ens. Miyazaki and Ens.
Masashi Shibata (who had written the 301st Squadron's patriotic
song) entered the hall together to take their own lives. "I guess I didn't
survive the war after all," were his sad thoughts as they approached the door.
Capt. Genda and Lt.Cdr. Shiga arrived in a car. Genda was carrying a sword
wrapped in white cloth. He ordered those with wives and children to return
directly home to their families. Miyazaki and most of the men returned to their
quarters to packed their belongings. He does not know exactly what transpired,
but Capt. Genda and the others didn't take their own lives. 


On August 20, he boarded a crowded train. He made his way
to Omichi, where he paid a fisherman to ferry him across the thirty-mile
channel to Shikoku Island where his mother was waiting. Soon there was a radio
announcement instructing the former 343rd Air Group pilots to return
to the base at Ōmura. There was a rumor that former pilots were to be
prosecuted as war criminals. "This is it; the Americans are going to execute
us," he assumed. He turned around and headed back to Ōmura Air Base with a
heavy heart.


On the way, he bumped into several former 343rd
pilots who were also concerned. Miyazaki offered to go to Ōmura alone and
see. If he didn't return right away, it meant bad news. When he arrived he was
met by Lt.Cdr. Shiga, who wanted to compile an accurate record of all those who
had served in the unit. It seems a lot of records had been hastily destroyed.
Miyazaki recounted the names of those in the 301st FS while a pair
of young Yokaren 
cadets acted as scribes to record the details. After the better part of two
hours, Shiga handed him a thick envelope stuffed with cash, equal to three
years pay. He rushed back to tell the the nervous pilots who knocked themselves
over racing to collect their windfall.


After the war he learned from Lt.Cdr. Shiga about the 343rd
Air Group's involvement with a plan to spirit the royal household to a
mountainous region in Kyūshū. Sufficient amounts of money and necessities had been gathered for the
operation that was ultimately abandoned.108









News About the 98 American POWs


During the interview, Miyazaki asked the author if he
thought the POW "dentist" who pulled his tooth might still be alive, and if so,
could he be located? Perhaps he and the dentist could correspond. The author
informed Miyazaki that on October 7, 1943, RAdm. Shigematsu Sakaibara ordered
their execution.82 After hearing this
disturbing news Miyazaki asked about the POWs several times. It interrupted the
flow of the conversation as he returned to the Wake Island massacre as if his
mind were caught in a loop. "But are you sure 
they were executed? They never caused any trouble and were a nice bunch of
guys. I can't believe it. I think you are mistaken."[55] His son
Noriyuki retrieved a laptop and looked it up on several Japanese websites that
he showed his father. This sent the old gentleman into a tailspin that nearly
derailed the interview. A quick change of subject and some more sweet bean cakes
helped get things back on track, but it had been a close call. Due to the aging
pilot's illness and the author's limited time in Japan this would be his only
chance to record his experiences. 


Admiral Sakaibara ordered the POWs killed on the beach
close to his concrete command bunker.83
This was done following the massive Oct 5th and 6th
American air raid and bombardments. The Americans arrived offshore on October
5, and for two days delivered 340 tons of bombs on the tiny atoll; the
accompanying cruisers and destroyers tossed in 3,198 eight-inch and five-inch
projectiles.84 Sakaibara was convinced
it was a precursor to an invasion, and ordered the execution of the prisoners.85









Post War Life


After the war, Miyazaki ran his family osake brewing
business and rarely spoke of his experiences as a fighter pilot. About the only
time his son Noriyuki heard his father talk about the war was when his uncles
visited. Miyazaki's kid brothers had followed in his footsteps. Yoshikazu was
trained as a naval aircraft mechanic and spent the war in Japan. Wataru
graduated from the Yokaren 
12th Cycle in March 1944. He went to the Tokushima Kōkūtai. His unit
was relegated to flying the lumbering Shiragiku 
flight crew training aircraft on Kamikaze missions. Luckily for Wataru his turn
never came. "My parents were happy we all came home," Miyazaki said. 


In 1978, a Shidenkai was discovered in Lake Biwa that
turned out to have been flown by one of the KIA from his 301st
Fighter Squadron. Miyazaki was located and involved in the recovery of the
aircraft that is now on display at the Shidenkai Tenjikan Museum in Ehime
prefecture. He was interviewed by by NHK for a documentary about the event. The
emotional experience opened his heart and loosened his tongue. He even wrote a
book about his experiences.


Miyazaki said he was credited with sixteen victories and
thirty-six shared kills. Talking about the war brought depression and often
nightmares. "War is not glorious. I lost a lot of dear friends."


In April 2012, the cherry blossoms were in bloom just as
they had been in 1942 when Doolittle bombed Japan. However, Miyazaki had lost
his wife and, like many older men of his generation, was devastated. With the
familiar pink and white blossoms outside his window, the 92 year-old fighter pilot
left us on April 10, just a week shy of the seventieth anniversary of the
Doolittle raid. Miyazaki's son told the author his father was playfully
bickering with his sister shortly before he closed his eyes and gently passed
away.














Chapter Three
Haruo Yoshino


Visiting Mr. Haruo Yoshino's beautiful home situated in
the rural farming area of Chiba prefecture was like stepping back in time. I
would be traveling from quite a distance so he suggested I spend the night at a
local hot springs onsen 
and then start fresh in the morning with the interview. After a relaxing
evening of soaking and feasting on local delicacies I was refreshed. In the
morning, Yokaren 
graduate Mr. Mikio Ōtsu (former Shinyō-tai member) drove me to Yoshino's hundred-year-old traditional home that
looked like it was ripped from the pages of a James Clavell novel. He said his
family farmed the land for generations and the current structure was rebuilt a
'mere' century ago. It was the house in which he and his siblings were born and
raised. The floors were lined with fragrant tatami 
straw matting. The decorated and elegant interior sliding doors opened to
reveal a magnificent Japanese nihonma 
"empty" room. Within it lay a heavy wooden table, beside it was a pile of WWII-related documents. The
high ceiling and ornate carvings atop the sliding doors gave an appearance of
subtle grandeur. Of the hundreds of Japanese Naval aviators who participated in
the attack on Pearl Harbor, he was one of only a handful still living. Mr.
Yoshino refused interviews even from fellow Japanese, but especially from
outsiders. I was able to meet him thanks to recommendations from Mr. Jirō
Yoshida and Mr. Ōtsu. After the formalities, the exchanging of name cards
and gifts, I plugged in my recorder's microphone and pulled out my list of
opening questions. I was momentarily dumbstruck by the historical gravity of my
situation. I read about the Pearl Harbor attack for decades, and found myself
sitting across from one of the actual participants. I was hoping to get an hour
or two of his time, but he kept me until dusk sharing his experiences. He was
serious, at times stern with a no-nonsense feel to him. He possessed a sharp
mind and a seemingly endless reserve of energy. As he shared his experiences I
felt like a time-traveling voyeur peeking into history. But there would be so much more.









Early Days


Haruo Yoshino was born in 1920, in the very house the
interview was conducted. He grew up like any boy would on the farm, playing in
the fields, and catching frogs and fireflies. His family wasn't effected by the
depression and he never wanted for any basic needs. When he was twelve years
old, a conflict broke out on the continent of China. As per Japanese law,
twenty-year-old men were drafted for a three-year enlistment into the Army or
Navy. In his town the men were usually drafted into the Army's locally based 9th
Infantry regiment. However, young men could choose to join the military at any
time after their sixteenth birthday with their father's permission. Like all
middle-school-aged Japanese boys in the 1930s, he and the other students moved
to the sound of bugle calls at school and even carry decommissioned rifles as part of a pro-military
curriculum. The army anticipated harvesting the lion's share of these young
middle-school boys so started training them early. 


In 1937, the Japanese Navy introduced the Yokaren preparatory
aviation course for teenage boys. This was Yoshino's opportunity to cheat the
draft board out of a pair of hobnail marching boots. He got his father's
permission to take the Yokaren entrance exam and passed. On April 1, 1938, immediately after
graduating from middle school, he said goodbye to his family and reported to
the Yokosuka Naval Air Base for admission into the Yokaren Kō-Shū 2nd
training cycle. Yoshino was one of 297 trainees in the cycle, of which
sixty-two survived the war.


The first three months at Yokosuka Naval Base consisted
primarily of military indoctrination, rules and regulations, and physical
conditioning. The aim was to toughen and mold the boys into navy men. The boys
referred to themselves by their last name followed by their title, such as
Yoshino Renshūsei (trainee).
The instructors were part drill instructor, part professor, and part father to
the young cadets. 


"I can't hear you little mouse. Speak up like a navy man!"
the instructors would shout. 


"Hai!" squeaked the pubescent cadets. 


"Still not loud enough. All of you will receive two swats
from the bat. Line up, face the wall, bend over." 


The beatings were as routine as reveille. The boys went
through a daily schedule that would have made the Spartans blush with envy. The
rowing in Yokosuka Bay taught the cadets to work as a team. Soon, their oars
moved in unison, propelling them faster through the water. Many of the boys
developed blisters on their hands and buttocks from hours of cutter rowing.
Once, Yoshino and the rest of the crew, despite the cool Spring weather, were
dripping sweat as they pulled their large wooden oars through the water. The
instructor feigned a tone of concern asking, "You boys look hot. Do you want to
cool off?" Without waiting for replies, he ordered the boys over the side. They
shivered and struggled against the cold as they treaded water. "No need to
thank me; not all instructors are so kind," bellowed the man.


He went through the introductory training from April
until October. Then began his thirty-day orientation cruise at sea. This was
before the Pacific War when the Navy had the luxury of temporarily releasing
the cadets to the Fleet. Yoshino tried to control his enthusiasm as he hefted
his dark-blue sea bag over his shoulder and saluted the colors aboard the
battleship Hyūga. Other
cadets went to different ships. It was "a harsh introduction into navy life," he recalled.109 The boys "learned through strict
discipline." He met the Hyūga's
spotter float plane crews and was resolved not to wash out and risk getting
drafted into the regular Navy, or worse, the Army. This was pre-war aviation,
where only the crème de la crème were permitted to graduate. There were no
mulligans granted in 1937, so if a would-be Yokaren aviator didn't make the grade he went back to regular civilian life
and waited for his draft card. Or he could voluntarily join the regular Navy.
It wasn't until later, when Japan became desperate for aviators, that washouts
were recycled into another training cycle.


After the experience aboard the Hyūga, he and the others returned
to Yokosuka to continue their education and pre-aviation training. In March
1939—due to the planned Yokaren 
expansion—the main training campus was relocated to a much larger
facility slightly north of Tōkyō in Ibaraki prefecture. The young men
continued their training at the base shared by an active unit.


A pleasant memory was when construction of the concrete
swimming pool was completed. While there were many who were athletic, more than
a few of the cadets couldn't swim. The swimmers were issued white cotton swim
caps and matching fundoshi 
loincloths while the novices wore distinctive red swim caps and red fundoshi. The
instructors would tie a rope around a non-swimmer's waist and push him off the
diving board. The cadet would struggle and somehow make it to the edge. The
process was repeated. "This is how many of us learned to swim," Yoshino said.


During Morse code training he discovered a knack for the dots and dashes that
initially confused some cadets. At first, the instructor would tap out a single
letter which the students had to shout out when called upon. When they were
given their own Morse keys, they called out in unison the letters they were
tapping. The combination of verbalizing the dots and dashes hastened the
absorption process. Tests were given with recording machines that would record,
much like an old stock ticker, the trainees' speed and accuracy. He was
eventually able to send an impressive eighty letters per minute, or receive
ninety letters per minute. 









Sundays for Relaxing


Yoshino looked forward to relaxing at the "Sunday Club,"
a chance for his ten-man squad to spend the day at a local family's home
relaxing. The Navy issued them a bentō 
lunch, carried in a rectangle-shaped aluminum box, complete with an anchor
embossed on the lid, so as not to burden the supportive families. The homes were
referred to as Kurabu 
(Club). At the Kurabu 
he read magazines, napped, played chess, and wrote letters. The households
usually had a son or husband in the Navy and were eager to do their part for
the war effort. The woman of the household was old enough to be their mother
and was referred to as "Auntie." There was no drinking or smoking allowed, and
there was a 5:00 p.m. curfew. Since contact with females was strictly forbidden
for trainees, these homes did not have adolescent girls residing in them. Another
welcome distraction was the occasional Yokaren 
field trip to visit museums, shrines, and temples to learn more about their
nation's history. A popular place in Yokosuka was the battleship Mikasa, flagship of
Adm. Heihachirō Tōgō, made famous for defeating the Russian Navy
in the war of 1904–1905.[56]









Separating the Pilots from the Navigators


At the close of the demanding pre-flight training, the
cadets were separated based on test scores, physical aptitude and abilities.
They all wanted to be pilots, but
not all men are created the same. Yoshino did better in the skills needed for
the teisatsu 
(observer) role so went to the Suzuka Kōkūtai, where he spent ten months in the 
Teisatsu Renshūsei or "Teiren" course. He learned advanced navigation, aerial gunnery, bombardier
skills for bombs and aerial torpedoes, night-attack illumination flares, signal
flares, blinker-light communication, radio operation, aerial photography, and
aircraft/ship recognition. Yoshino was disappointed at not becoming a pilot,
but joked, "We observers had to train harder and learn more than the pilots. We
teased them saying they were taxi drivers who drove the observers and radiomen
to work." The navigators were trained in the use of charts, maps, standard
slide rules, the Bygrave tubular slide rule, sextants, special calculation
paddles called kōrōkeisanki, and (since the Japanese Navy preferred to fight at night)
navigating via the stars. The navigators had so much gear to carry on board the
aircraft they were issued large bags called yōgubukurō 
in which to store the maps, charts and equipment. He would also have high power
binoculars, a flare gun and possibly an aerial camera. 


After graduating from the grueling observer/navigation
course, he was assigned to the Tateyama 
Kōkūtai in March 1940 for practical in-flight training.
Following his graduation from practical training he was assigned to the Ōmura Kōkūtai 
in July. He received the highly coveted posting to the aircraft carrier Kaga on December 18, 
1940. Yoshino was assigned to fly in the center observer position on a Nakajima
Type 97 Kate torpedo bomber. Yoshino almost always served as the kichō (plane 
commander position), which was held by the senior man, usually the observer. 


When Yoshino and the other aviators walked the streets of
Sasebo on shore leave, the regular sailors stepped aside upon seeing their
airmen-rating ranks. "You could see men's eyes as they looked at the naval-air
round rating patch on my sleeve. Petty officers and enlisted ranks always stole
a glance at each other's sleeve ranks to size each other up," he admitted. 









Torpedo Practice


The Japanese Navy developed several different types of
torpedoes for use in light and medium bombers, destroyers, submarines, and
midget submarines. The Kates used the ubiquitous Type 91 aerial torpedo.[57] Yoshino
described the training process in which they practiced with retrievable dummy
torpedoes whose warheads were painted red to signify they were filled with
water (kusui tōbu), 
while the live torpedoes had a black warhead (jitsuyō tōbu).[58] 
The practice torpedoes were designed to be retrieved and recycled, so once the
torpedo exhausted it's fuel supply the propeller would stop. The water in the
warhead would be forced out by compressed air, making the forward portion
buoyant, causing it to bob to the surface. It would float vertically, standing
up on its tail, slightly out of the water with the warhead poking its head
above the surface like a dolphin. The torpedo had a red blinking light and
emitted a stream of smoke to help the recovery team locate it. The team would
take a small vessel out and stick a flag in a small slot in the torpedo's nose
to mark it for the recovery ship, which had a crane on deck with which to winch
it out of the sea. The torpedoes were brought back to the base, where the
ordnance team would handle the refueling and maintenance. "The live torpedoes
were different, since having live torpedoes floating around in the ocean would
be a navigation hazard, they were designed to sink to the seabed once they ran
out of fuel. The first time I used a live torpedo was on December 7, 1941."
Yoshino speculated there must be hundreds of live torpedoes on the sea floor
across the Pacific, weapons that were launched from warships and aircraft that
missed their targets and eventually sank to the bottom.


"The practice torpedoes had a blinking light that helped
both the air crews and the ships follow it in the water during practice. This
was helpful at night when we would conduct red-versus-white war games with
ships. In Kagoshima Bay we practiced nighttime attacks against a stationary
target. Two planes would be assigned as shōmei-tai 
(illumination unit) and fly at three thousand feet. The radioman from each
plane would drop six parachute-illumination flares over the target area. The shōmei-tai 
would then clear the area for the torpedo-attack planes to make their runs
against the brightly lit target." Yoshino described nighttime torpedo practice
as being frightening yet beautiful to watch because the red torpedo lights
could be seen in the dark water as they headed to their target. The
phosphorescent creatures stirred up in the torpedoes' wake left a beautiful
blue or green trail behind the red light. He said, "The torpedoes we trained with
and used at Pearl Harbor left a visible trail of bubbles."[59] At night for
safety reasons the attacking aircraft flew at six hundred feet instead of the
daytime normal height of three hundred feet. He explained the most dangerous
part of the mission was when the flares went out, which could cause a pilot to
lose sight of the horizon. "We once lost a plane during a nighttime exercise.
It was thought the pilot had become disorientated and flew straight into the
sea instead of trusting his instruments. All three men on the plane perished."


He remarked, "During training, the running depths for the
practice torpedoes were set deeper than normal in order to pass under friendly
ships. We practiced against ships that were ordered to sail a straight course
while we ran torpedo runs against them. We ran another drill where the ships
were permitted to evade our attacks. This was excellent training for both ships
and the air crews," he said. The
only thing missing was AA fire, something they would see plenty of in the
coming year. 









Level-Bombing Practice


Yoshino explained how high-altitude bombing runs involved
the observer taking the Type 90 bomb site from storage behind him. Due to its
large size it was normally stored out of the way. He then would open a small
panel in the floor to his left and attached the site box to a short post. This
allowed him to look down through the bombsight at the target. The pilot would
release the bomb safety lever located in a bank of three red levers to his
left. During a level-bombing run, the observer would call out to the pilot via
the voice tube, "a little left, right", followed by "steady as she goes", until
the observer lined up the cross hairs and called out the preparatory command of
"Yooooi,"
followed by the self-directed order to drop, "Te!"
He pulled the bomb-release lever located in his section of the cabin. 


Torpedo runs were a different story. The observer
selected the target, and the pilot lined up while the observer called out air
speed and altitude. Yoshino said that either the pilot or the observer could
release the torpedo, but due to the low altitude of the Pearl Harbor attack it
was Yoshino who released the torpedo upon command from the pilot. This allowed
the pilot to focus entirely on lining up the shot.









The Nakajima B5N2 Kate


The Kate was a big girl at nearly thirty-four feet long,
with a fifty-one-foot wingspan. She had to be beefy to deliver her hefty
payload of either a 800-kilogram torpedo, an 800-kilogram bomb, a pair of
250-kilogram bombs, or six 60-kilogram bombs. Her power plant was a
one-thousand-horsepower Sakae 11 engine that could carry her over one thousand
miles on a tank of gas. She could operate to an altitude of twenty-seven
thousand feet and could make 235 miles per hour. She was strong, but not quick.110 


Yoshino explained the Kate's unique cockpit canopy that
allowed each member of the crew to operate his section independently to best meet his needs.
The men would clip their parachute harnesses to the seat-pack parachute and
then clip the emergency parachute-release cord[60] to a hook
located on the floor (or in some cases next to their seats). It would
automatically deploy the chute by pulling a thirty-foot-long cable. This
failsafe device automatically opened the chute for one too injured to pull the
rip cord. This device was universally used in fighters, dive-bombers, and
torpedo-bombers, but not in larger aircraft. 


Each man in the Kate had a different type of seat. All
were bucket seats that utilized the parachute as the seat cushion, and all had
lap-seat belts (as opposed to harness belts). Those who designed her didn't see
the need for harness safety belts because she was designed for long, steady
bombing and torpedo runs; it was the fighters with their fancy aerial maneuvers
that needed the harness belts.


The pilot had a lever to enable him to raise the height
of his seat for improved field of vision during torpedo runs. He had a sight
centered above his instrument panel for use in lining up torpedo attacks. The
center seat used by the observer was lower than the pilot's but had a
barber-chair like arrangement that permitted him to raise the seat fourteen
inches. He could rotate the seat left or right by up to thirty-seven degrees.
This allowed him to more comfortably perform his functions that included
photography and intelligence gathering through observation. The last seat in
the row was for the radioman/gunner, who had a rather cheap-looking
aluminum-frame folding seat that he used when facing forward to operate the
radio. However, when operating the rear-facing machine gun (unlike the Aichi
Type 99 "Val" dive-bomber, whose gunner could rotate the seat around 180 degrees)
the Kate's gunner had to fold up his seat and clip it against the wall first.
In order to man the gun, he unfastened his lap belt, stood up with the
parachute pack attached to his bottom, folded his seat up, and secured it
against the port side bulkhead with a clip. This gave him room to stand
up, turn around, and rotate the gun up and out over the back of the rear of the
plane into its firing position. He would then clip it into the neutral "ready"
firing position. With his back to the pilot, he could aim the gun forty-four
degrees to his left (aircraft starboard), thirty-eight degrees to his right
(aircraft port), eighty degrees upward, or forty-five degrees downward. 

Mr. Takeshi Maeda, a radioman who also flew from Kaga,
claimed there was no safety-clip to keep him secured in the plane once he stood
up to man the gun. This means the rear gunners stood up in the plane with
nothing between them and the blue sky but a good grip on the handle of the
machine gun and leg strength pushing outward against the interior of the plane.


If something went wrong, the rear gunner could be tossed out of the plane and
(if injured and unable to pull the rip cord) would be saved by the auto-release
tether. However, according to the author's 2010 interview with Mr. Takeshi
Maeda, "I didn't wear a parachute harness on the Pearl Harbor raid. I would
rather die than be taken alive," Maeda said.


Yoshino said, "Those of us on the Kaga didn't wear parachute harnesses in
the Pearl Harbor raid because we didn't want to risk being captured.[61] 
What was the point of wearing a parachute harness? If we got shot down we
would, of course, be expected to crash into the enemy or kill ourselves." This
sentiment was echoed many times by other pilots and air crewmen the author
interviewed who nearly all agreed they would use parachutes only over friendly territory to
avoid the shame of capture. Despite some authors' claims that Japanese pilots
flew without parachutes, the aviators in the Zeros, Kates, and Vals had
parachutes in their planes because they were sitting on them as seat cushions.
Some air groups or carriers ordered their crews to wear parachute harnesses,
but it was still up to the individual whether or not to hook up to his
parachute. 


In regards to personal weapons, Yoshino stated, "I was
issued an [Type 14] semi-automatic pistol prior to the Pearl Harbor raid. I
didn't care for its bulky size; it got in the way of my work. I later switched
it for the smaller one [Type 94] which was flatter and more compact."111 When flying on a combat mission, he
carried his pistol secured around his shoulder and neck with a lanyard, tucked
muzzle-down into the float-vest waist strap. He said that unlike the Americans
who looked like cowboys with pistols on their hips, the Japanese aviators'
pistols were for jiketsu. 
It was in the Senjin Kun 
military code that every soldier and sailor memorized during basic training. 

Section Two, Chapter Eight, titled "Value Your Family Honor," reads:


"He
who knows (and thus seeks to avoid) shame is strong. Be vigilant, ever mindful
of your family crest, making the utmost effort, even unto death, to avoid
suffering the shameful crime of soiling your name by being taken alive as a
prisoner."112 (Author's
translation)


When asked if he wore a headband, he replied, "No, that
was for the Tokkō-tai 
that came years later. Come to speak of it, I never saw anyone on Kaga wearing a 
hachimaki headband."
Asked if he had ever carried a sword into battle, he replied "I never saw
anyone take a sword on a plane. It could have happened somewhere else, but I
never witnessed it myself."


He said one thing they all carried was an omamori, a small,
flat, lightweight good-luck amulet that was purchased from a Shintō
shrine. "You might think it too incredible to believe, but when a man was
killed we would find his omamori 
in his berthing area or mixed in with his personal items. We would say to each
other, 'Why didn't he take his omamori 
with him?'" Yoshino received several omamori 
from friends and family, and when flying he carried at least one to make sure
the good luck didn't stray. "I never took any chances, and I showed my
good-luck charms respect and appreciation so they would take care of me, and
they always did."









Aircraft Carrier Kaga


Kaga 
was named after the former samurai-era province of Kaga in present-day Ishikawa
Prefecture. Originally intended to be one of two Tosa-class
battleships, Kaga 
was converted under the terms of the Washington Naval Treaty to an aircraft
carrier. Kaga 
was rebuilt in 1933–1935, increasing her top speed and adapting her
flight deck to accept more modern, heavier aircraft. She was the third Japanese
aircraft carrier to enter service. Kaga figured prominently in the development of the carrier striking-force
doctrine, which grouped carriers together to give greater mass and
concentration to their power. It was a revolutionary concept at the time.113, 114


From the waterline, Kaga 
was a vast, towering ship. She still had an 
arrangement of ten powerful, but ironically useless, 20cm guns to defend herself 
against enemy destroyers in a surface battle. It seems even the designers of the 
Kaga couldn't entirely break free from the age-old surface-warfare mindset. 
She had a crew of 1,708 men, more people than who lived in Yoshino's farming 
village. Kaga  
was powered by a pair of Brown-Curtis turbines (made in Japan 
under license) that produced 127,400 horsepower, giving her a cruising speed 
of sixteen knots, and if needed, twenty-eight knots at full speed. She carried a 
complement of seventy-two aircraft: eighteen Model 21 Zeros, twenty-seven 
Type 99 Val dive-bombers, and twenty-seven Type 97 Kate torpedo-bombers. 
In addition, she had six spares of each aircraft crated and stored to replace 
losses.115


Her home port was Sasebo, a town near metropolitan
Nagasaki that had Western-style buildings, Christian churches, and a long
tradition of exchange with Europeans that started with Dutch traders in the
1600s. Sasebo was home to a massive shipyard and the Sasebo Naval Arsenal. Kaga had a large
flight deck, with the bridge set off to the front starboard side of the ship.
She had white painted lines running down the length of the wooden deck to
assist the pilots in takeoffs and landings, and to act as a safety marker for
the ground crew. The command to "stay out of the paint" would help aircraft
handlers stay alive. The ship had a large circle painted on the fantail, a
target for pilots to aim for when lighting on the carrier. She had four large
elevators that were flush with the deck. Three were used for hauling
aircraft up and down between the flight deck and the hangar deck. The aft
elevator was used for uploading and spotting the heavier Vals and Kates that
required a longer distance for takeoff. The middle elevator was used for
lowering the Vals and Kates to the hangar deck for maintenance, arming, and
refueling. The fore elevator was used to spot the fighters which required less
distance for take off. There was a special elevator on the port side that went
down to the ordnance-storage locker. This elevator would lift the torpedoes and
bombs to the hangar deck as well as to the flight deck if necessary. The
standard practice was to arm planes on the hangar deck below.


Yoshino said when the elevators were in operation there
was a tinny warning-bell. The "ching ching" sound gave the impression a child
would be coming up on the elevator riding a tricycle. This bell was designed to
be heard above the din of warming aircraft engines and rushing wind.









Carrier Operations


Yoshino explained that when the planes were ready to
launch, the carrier would turn into the wind (kaze
ni tatsu), and emit from the forward end of the flight deck a spray
of steam, like a teakettle, to give the pilot a sense of the end of the flight
deck. The heavy Kates required a headwind of fifteen or sixteen meters in order
to achieve the necessary lift, but if they were loaded with ordnance they
needed eighteen meters of wind. "To get up enough power the pilot had to rev
the engine. The plane pulled hard against the three chocks we needed, one for
each wheel. The man in charge of the release of the planes was called Hakkanshiki (flight
deck officer) and was usually a senior petty officer or flight-related junior
officer. He wore a flight helmet to differentiate himself from the aircraft
handlers. Each plane's maintenance-crew leader would raise his hand when his
plane was ready. The flight deck officer observed the movement of the deck
handlers and motioned with a raised flag when the next plane was ready. The Hikōchō,
would be on the bridge monitoring the flight line. He would confirm the
readiness of the line and wave a hand held white flag to give the order to take
off. The flight deck officer would signal the first plane in line by blowing a whistle while
dropping his arms down at his side. This was the signal for the ground crew to
haul away the wheel chocks and move to safety. It was a highly dangerous job on
the pitching, slippery, windswept wooden deck of the carrier. "During take offs
the flight deck officer moved
down the row of planes and wasn't always standing in a certain spot on the deck
but was always in a spot where the pilot could see him in his peripheral vision
to the right. He wore a flight helmet and flight boots. They usually wore white
coveralls; we all did. I usually wore white coveralls myself under my flight
suit. I wore even when off-duty because they were comfortable. Sometimes the
wind was so strong he would fight to stand up. I felt sorry for whoever had the
deck duty. In the freezing winter months the deck officer had it tough. The
deck crew handling the chocks were miserable in the winter too. They would get
wet and cold, and that wind would bite into their skin.…I felt sorry for them;
they were miserable, but never grumbled. Navy men don't complain."


He said, "Carrier takeoffs were dangerous, because even
with the escort destroyers nearby, if you had a mishap during takeoff it was
trouble. There were cable nets on the side that provided a layer of protection
to slow down the plane before it rolled over the edge. But if you went over, Kaga could run you 
down, or you could get stuck in your airplane and drown." 


However, carrier landings were never easy either. During
the landing approach, from his seat behind the pilot, Yoshino would bark out a
constant stream of information from his own set of gauges; this allowed the
pilot to keep his eyes glued forward so he could concentrate on lining up with
the colored landing lights on metal riggings, jutting from the sides of the
ship. The red and green lights would align directly on top of each other only
at the proper angle. If the green lights went out, it was the wave-off signal
to the pilot to abort the landing attempt.


"We lowered the landing gear and slowed down to a near stall
speed to land." The pilot lowered to full flaps, and the plane would flutter.
When the plane was lined up and the lights were aligned all red and green,
Yoshino called out, Kanbi kawatta (Passing control to you) and dropped the tail hook with a
lever. The pilot decreased speed further and pulled the nose slightly up to get
a three-point landing, (hitting the landing gear and rear wheel at the same
time) to catch one of the fifteen arresting cables on the deck. As soon as the
plane was hooked the deck officer would raise his red flag to signal the pilot
to cut his engine. Yoshino, through practice, could time the tension in the cable,
and as it released just a little, he would pull a lever to open the clip on the
tail hook to free it from the arresting cable. But if his timing was off the
ground crew would have to assist with getting the cable out of the hook's
grasp. "It was a matter of pride not to depend on the crew to unhook the plane."
After the cable was cleared from the tail hook, Yoshino manually cranked the
tail hook back up into the stowed position.


The arresting cables were normally lying across the deck
but were lifted up slightly off the deck during the recovery process. "After
the war I learned the carrier USS Kitty 
Hawk had only four arresting cables, which impressed me. The
American pilots must have been very skilled at landing."


He chuckled as if remembering an inside joke and said, "You'd
be surprised how fast a man can scramble out of a plane rolling for the edge of
the deck. I saw a Kate miss the arresting cables, because of a malfunction with
the arresting hook. I thought, 'They aren't going to make it,' but then I
laughed at how fast the three aviators popped out of the aircraft as it rolled
over the side. It was rather comical at the time. We teased the chubby
navigator, 'It's too bad you can't move that fast all the time!'"









Shipboard Life


"Our Navy was patterned after the British naval
class-system hierarchy. The officers were treated much better than the rest of
us," he said. The Japanese Navy patterned itself after the British Navy, so
much so that even the Etajima Naval Academy had a building made entirely from
bricks shipped from England in the 1800's. Because English had become the new
international language, the Navy used a lot of English vocabulary words. Many
functions aboard the ship were westernized. "The officers ate from full china
sets with silverware. They were served by waiters who approached from the
right. One was not permitted to lift one's own bowl. I learned this years later
when I made the rank of ensign." He also explained, "We used English-alphabet
signal flags to send messages in our own language. And the huge Japanese-style ofurō (bathtub)
on the ship was not referred to as ofurō, 
but was called basu (bath).
The sailor in charge of the bathing area was called Basu Tōban. The toilets on the Kaga were Western
style, with modern ceramic bowls. I was raised in the countryside, so we used
an outhouse with a traditional squat-style hole in the floor. The toilets
aboard the Kaga 
had individual stalls with doors, tile floors, and there was a long trough for
urinating. We brushed our teeth using a small
cup of water supplied by the sailor on washroom duty called Kawaya Tōban. I
am describing the facilities for the enlisted and petty officer ranks; the
officers had it much better." More examples of the English used in the Japanese
Navy: A drill was aramu 
(alarm), the deck was dekki,
a length of cable was keburu,
sandopawa 
meant a sound-powered phone. A group of aviators in the same plane, regardless
of the number of crew members, was referred to as pe-ah (pair).


"We had laundry aboard the ship, but didn't wash our fundoshi. We tossed
them in the waste along with our socks. We aviators never wanted to be caught
wearing dirty underwear or socks," Yoshino said.









Training for Pearl Harbor


In September 1941, the decision had been made to attack
the US Fleet at Pearl Harbor. The raid on the American Territory of Hawaii was
called "Operation AI." Yoshino said he had no idea they were going to be
attacking Hawaii. Pilots and crews conducted intensive training on daytime and
night missions at eight locations throughout Japan. Since the torpedo bombers,
high-level bombers, and dive-bombers had different training requirements they
were assigned to different bases with special ranges. Yoshino trained at the
now-famous location at Sakurajima in Kagoshima prefecture, a scene portrayed in
the 1970 movie, Tora Tora
Tora. The torpedo bombers from Kaga 
and Akagi 
trained at Sakurajima Bay which was selected for its resemblance to Pearl
Harbor. The planes flew not from their carriers, but from a horse race track
that was turned into an airfield. It was offered for use by the city of
Kamoike. Since the planes were shore-based during training, the carriers were
able to return to their home ports for maintenance. 


One of Yoshino's shipmates from Kaga was radioman Takeshi Maeda. He
described the torpedo training, "We flew night and day, over and over. We would
take off from the race track and fly out over Sakurajima Bay, turn back, and
head straight for this little mountain called Shirohama. We would turn again,
and fly over a five-story concrete department store called Yamagata Hyakkaten
towards the bay. We then dropped down over the water to make practice torpedo
runs at one hundred feet. This was much lower than the standard height of three
hundred feet. Our target was a set of buoys with flags that represented the
fore and aft sections of an enemy warship. We flew dry-run practice missions as
well as dropping retrievable dummy torpedoes," he said. The five-story
department store was still standing when the author visited Sakurajima in 2010,
and is said to have resembled a structure located at Pearl Harbor. 









Innovative Modification


At the time, Yoshida didn't understand the reason for the
hazardous and nerve-wracking low-level runs that rendered the altimeter
useless. Aerial torpedoes were considered useless in shallow bays or harbors
because the weapon needed a depth of 150 feet to dive before coming up to
proper running depth. Without proper depth and distance to recover from the
drop, the torpedoes would either stick into the seabed or pass under their
intended targets. This problem was overcome by combining two developments: the
training of crews to drop their torpedoes at slower speeds at lower altitudes,
and an ingenious new design. It involved a gyro and a rudder-controlled
breakaway wooden extension fin that was mounted to both sides of the rear of
the aerial torpedoes. This kept the torpedo level during its brief drop to the
sea. The wooden fins were attached to the torpedo's existing metal side fins.
The wooden fins acted like wings to adjust up or down on each side of the
torpedo to keep it stable in flight. Once in the water, the wooden fin
extensions broke away. 


Lt.Cdr. Haruo Haruta and Lt. Makoto Kodaira designed the
wooden fins, which were first developed in 1937, and later perfected. Yoshino
explained, "They added an anti-rolling controller, and a wooden box tail
assembly to keep the torpedo level with a slight dip to the nose. This
prevented it from skipping across the surface of the water like a stone. At
such a low height the torpedo didn't have time to tip its nose down, so the
wooden box assembly was used to push the nose down so it wouldn't skip and
bounce." 


Yoshino explained the way the torpedo worked.


The aerial
torpedo is prepared for launch by turning a release switch to "On."


The observer
pulls a red handle attached to a cable that ignites a charge that breaks the
metal loading-wire band.


The torpedo falls, the arming wire is
pulled free, and the torpedo is "armed" but not yet "live."

3a. The gyroscope for the vertical rudder
controller is activated.

3b. The gyroscope for the anti-rolling
controller is activated.


Impact forces
water through a small slot in the head that starts the engine.

4a. The impact snaps off the wooden roll rudders and the wooden box covering
the tail of the torpedo that has also kept the original metal vertical and
horizontal stabilizers locked in place during flight.


The
counter-rotating propeller screws are unlocked as the engine begins running on
high-pressure air.


The depth
gauge is activated, and the combustion engine runs hot, propelling the torpedo
forward. After a preset distance has been run, the warhead goes "live" and will
detonate on impact.


While the torpedo bombers trained at Sakurajima, Kaga's Val
dive-bombers were at the Tomitaka Airfield. They honed their skills by day and
at night using parachute flares to light their target, a rock outcropping
formation just offshore at Oguragahama, near Hyūga city. Upon completion
of the torpedo-bombing training at Sakurajima, the Kate crews flew to Tomitaka
Airfield in mid-November join up with the dive-bomber crews.116


Yoshino was glad that "after we arrived at Tomitaka we
received a three-day shore leave. We had no idea we were about to go to war and
had a wonderful time eating and drinking. When we returned to the ship we
discovered engineers from the Navy Department had arrived to paint our planes'
upper surfaces with a coat of dark-green so-called camouflage paint. They
brushed them in a haphazard way with ugly textured paint." He said that in 1940
the Kates were in their natural aluminum unpainted state. Sometime later they
were painted gray which was not popular. "We liked the bare aluminum because we
could polish it to reduce wind resistance," he said. One can imagine that if
the switch from bare aluminum to gray paint was unpopular, the new paint scheme
was disliked even more. Yoshino
could see no justification for it. 


In the beginning of November 1941, the Navy Department
dispatched crews to paint the torpedo bombers with flat, dark-green, sometimes
green-and-brown paint. The goal was to reduce the reflective surface of the
torpedo bombers that would be forced to fly low for their torpedo/bomb runs.
The Kates from the carrier Hiryū 
that were training at the Izumi Air Base were painted using air compressors to apply a camouflage
coating of green paint mixed with black paint. Akagi's
Kates were training in Kagoshima when they were painted green. Kaga's planes were at
the Tomitaka Base when they were painted (possibly by brush) with a
matte-finish dark-green paint. Some of the planes from Zuikaku had brown-and-green
cloud-pattern paint jobs resembling the one commonly seen on large bombers
operating over China. Still other Kates from Zuikaku 
had a sparse brown-and-green paint job that seemed to leave much of the plane's
gray surface exposed. It seems there was no standardization for how the Kates
were painted, and there were color and pattern differences from carrier to
carrier.117 


A different viewpoint on the new paint scheme was noted
in the memoirs of Kate pilot PO2/c Saburō Satō, who flew from Akagi in a plane
marked A1-325. He was in the first wave of bombers carrying 800-kilogram bombs
in the high-level attack on Pearl Harbor. "The new dark paint scheme gave our
planes a somber and deadly appearance."118
(Author's translation) The author feels they camouflaged the torpedo bombers
indicating they expected US fighters to be in the air. They wanted the Kates to
have as much protection as possible as they flew over the jungles of Oahu
Island.


For the Pearl Harbor attack, the Zeros and Vals retained
their gray color scheme. "Many of us grumbled about the added weight and
increased wind resistance. We didn't know about the Pearl Harbor attack, or the
logic behind the paint. In my opinion it was haphazard paint job, and an ugly
color at that. However, it made some sense after we learned we'd be flying over
the Hawaiian Islands." Photographic evidence suggests that some of the Kaga aircraft
received green-and-brown paint, but Yoshino firmly stated that his personal
plane was entirely dark green, except on the bottom.119 He also pointed out that he assumed a
declaration of war would be sent to the United States before the attack so
casualties were expected to be high. 


After November 12, the carrier Kaga left for the northern rendezvous
point of Hitokappu Bay with engineers from the Navy Department still on board.
They had work left to do regarding the final touches to the aerial torpedoes. 


"We left Saeki Kyūshū, and after we passed
Shikoku Island we learned the ship was destined for Hitokappu Bay at Etorofuto[62] 
to assemble with the other carriers to form a task force to hit the US Pacific
Fleet moored at Oahu Island. This was big news to us. I didn't have any hatred
for the US, but she had been pushing and goading Japan in to war for a long
time. The ships had orders to abort the attack and turn back if word was
received from Naval HQ. Perhaps the attack would be called off at the last
minute; this was made clear to us." He explained that at Hitokappu Bay, the
aviators were shuttled in groups to Akagi 
for mission briefings given by the architect of the mission, Capt. Minoru
Genda. "Using a pointer and a detailed relief map of Oahu, Genda explained our
attack routes and general targets. My plane's target would be any one of the
warships on Battleship Row. The table map was about the size of two tatami straw mats.[63] 
Genda carefully showed us in which direction to attack and where the ships
would be berthed. He didn't mention the other carriers' targets. However, it
seems that since Akagi 
and Kaga were
both in the 1st Carrier Division it is possible we were assembled
together for the briefing. I'm sorry, I can't recall if the Akagi pilots were
with us or if they had a separate briefing."


After the briefing, some thought this was going to be a
one-way mission. "The enemy will be waiting for us. Would any of us even get
close enough to make a torpedo run?" Yoshino worried. The thoughts were echoed
by PO2/c (later Ens.) Takeshi Maeda,[64] a radioman
on a Kate that torpedoed the USS West 
Virginia. "Once we left the flight deck I felt I would never see Kaga again. As we
circled, I looked down at the waving hats and wished them well on their journey
back to Japan without us," Maeda said. His Kate, Tail no. AII-312, was flown by
PO3/c Kashirō Yoshikawa, and commanded by PO2/c Kōji Ojino. Maeda
flew right behind Kaga's
torpedo chūtai 
leader, Lt. Ichirō Kitajima.120 


Another man who shared his thoughts directly with the
author on the gloomy nature of the mission was PO2/c Shintarō Hasegawa. He
was a member of the torpedo-squadron maintenance crew aboard Akagi. "I figured
this was a one-way mission, so I was at the ship's canteen everyday trying to
spend my money on cigarettes, beer, and sweets. What was the point of hanging
onto the pay I saved? You can't take it with you."121


While making its way eastward toward Oahu, they
maintained strict radio silence. The carriers monitored the Japanese NHK radio
station at the end of each broadcast day, waiting for the daily signal that the
raid was still green lit. The message was a recital of the poem Kinshu Jōka no Saku,
penned by Gen. Maresuke Nogi.122 It
meant, "US-Japan talks unsuccessful." On November 22, Kaga was the last of the carriers to
arrive at Hitokappu Bay; she had been delayed one day in loading the special
aerial torpedoes. Kaga 
had aboard several engineers from Mitsubishi
Heiki Seisakushō (Mitsubishi Armament Works) who worked hard to
fabricate the wooden box tails. They disembarked at Hitokappu Bay so were not
on the actual mission to Hawaii. 


On December 2, the Kidō Butai received the message from Imperial General Headquarters, 
"Niitakayama Nobore 1208"
(Climb Mt. Niitaka 1208) This was the final message giving Adm. Chūichi
Nagumo permission to attack. The message referred to 12,965-foot-tall Mt.
Niitaka,[65] 
the tallest peak in Japan's colony of Formosa. It was 578 feet taller than Mt.
Fuji making it the highest peak in the empire. The number 1208 referred to the
date of the attack—December (12) Eighth (08)—which was the date in
Tōkyō when Hawaii was to be attacked.123



Yoshino and his crew decided to each buy a large
1.8-liter[66] bottle of Gekkeikan brand osake 
from the ship's store and have the bottles blessed at the Shintō Kamidana altar. They
believed the sanctified rice wine would protect them from harm in the coming
battle. When they made it back, if they made it back, they would send the
bottles to their parents as special souvenirs. The author asked, "But wouldn't
carrying the bottles add more weight to your plane? After all, you mentioned
being unhappy with the new paint jobs that would slow your plane down." At this
point, Mr. Yoshino stood up and returned with a large bottle of nihonshū and
cups for his guests. He handed the author the bottle, and said, "See? It's
really not that heavy. I loaded all three in the center compartment with me." 


Yoshino said the day before the attack Kaga picked up
Hawaiian music which led them to believe they had traveled undetected across
the Pacific. The attack would be a surprise. The melody was truly "music to
their ears." Perhaps, the sanctified osake 
was already bringing them good luck.









The Sleepy Giant That Refused to Wake Up


On December 7, the Japanese almost gave away their
intentions. At 5:30 a.m., Adm. Nagumo sent out a pair of E13A1 Jake biplane
float planes, one each from the heavy cruisers Chikuma and Tone,
on a mission to scout ahead over the target.


CPO Masaharu Fukuoka commanded the aircraft from the Chikuma. His crew
consisted of his pilot, PO1/c Akira Ito, and the radioman, PO3/c Fusanobu
Kasamori. These men should be mentioned for their incredible display of
intestinal fortitude. After flying over Pearl Harbor at a height of roughly
nine thousand feet and making observations on the ships below, at 7:35 a.m.,
CPO Fukuoka ordered his radioman to tap out a message: "Enemy formation at
anchor, ten battleships, one heavy cruiser, ten light cruisers." CPO Fukuoka then
noted and related conditions important to the approaching first wave. Then, at
7:38 a.m., he ordered his radioman Kasamori to tap the following message: "Cloud
clearance over Pearl Harbor 1,700 meters, cloud density seven." Having
reported, the plane swept south over one hundred nautical miles trying to
locate the American carriers. Finding nothing but open ocean, the float plane returned to the 
Chikuma. Unknown to
CPO Fukuoka, the American carriers USS Lexington (CV-2) and
USS Enterprise (CV-6) were near Wake Island, delivering airplanes to the US Marine aviators in
order to strengthen the defenses of the tiny outpost. The USS Saratoga (CV-3)
was entering San Diego after an
interim dry-docking at Bremerton, Washington. The USS Ranger (CV-4), USS Hornet (CV-8), and
USS Yorktown (CV-5) were operating around Norfolk, Virginia, on the other side of the world.
And the USS Wasp (CV-7) was in Grassy Bay, Bermuda.124


The heavy cruiser Tone's
search plane scouted the US naval anchorage at Lahaina, Maui Island. At 7:05
a.m., the plane commander, CPO Ryozō Narukawa, ordered his radioman, PO2/c
Nobuo Oku, to report, "Enemy fleet not in Lahaina anchorage." He then lingered
to observe the initial attack before returning. However, when the pilot, PO1/c
Takahashi, attempted to land his float plane in the wake of the Tone, he broke the
main float strut, and the aircraft sank. All three men were plucked from the
frigid water.


This use of the scout planes mirrors the definition of
the Japanese phrase urging caution, "to tap a stone bridge before crossing."
Even though the Kidō Butai was fully committed to the attack, Nagumo ordered the  Tone and 
Chikuma to conduct last-minute recon missions that could have blown his cover. It could have
spelled disaster if the Americans acted on their detection. Unknown to Nagumo, Chikuma's flight
over Oahu was actually picked up by radar units at Kaiwailoa, Kaaawa, and Opana
Ridge. From 6:45 a.m. to 7:00 a.m. all three radar sites forwarded information.
The staff duly placed board markers on the unknown plane, but at 7:00 a.m. the
information center's NCO-in-Charge cleared the board of markers and closed down
the facility. Tragically, info on the aircraft was not forwarded to a higher
level of command. Lucky for the Japanese, there were no IFF[67] transponders
on US aircraft until months later.125


Were the risky recon flights by the Chikuma and Tone truly necessary?
Or were the last-minute stone-tapping measures by Nagumo a risk by an obsessive
compulsive man that nearly tipped the scales against him? There were many
chances for the Americans on Oahu to have picked up on the attack—a
telegram sent through non-urgent channels from Washington warning of possible
hostilities, a Japanese submarine was fired upon at the mouth of the harbor, a
suspicious scout plane picked up on radar, and a large formation of incoming
planes picked up on radar—but it seems the gods of war were with Japan
that day. It can be said the "sleeping giant" hit the snooze button on December
7.









The Attack


The day before the raid, Hikōchō 
Cdr. Naohiro Sata instructed the torpedo-squadron leader, Lt. Kitajima, to give
a final chalk talk. He reminded the torpedo crews of their targets: the
battleships. The aviators then assembled on the flight deck in the shadow of
the bridge to hear a final message from Kaga's
commander Capt. Jisaku Okada. "He spoke loudly and could be heard without any
difficulty despite the wind. I don't remember exactly what he said, but I
remember thinking I would never see him or the ship again," Yoshino said.


Yoshino would be flying with the tail marking AII-305,
accompanied by his usual "pair," consisting of pilot PO2/c Ichiji Nakagawa and
radio/rear gunner Air1/c Mitsuo Kawasaki. The trio would be in the first attack
wave, second attack group, 1st buntai,
42nd shōtai.
Yoshino typically wore his white jumpsuit under his flight suit, but thinking
this could very well be his last sunrise, he decided to wear his dark blue
winter-service uniform. In the inner breast pocket of his uniform he placed his
favorite omamori 
good-luck charm.


The first wave was guided to Hawaii by Akagi's Lt. Cdr.
Mitsuo Fuchida who sat in the same position as Yoshino. "Fuchida's plane
carried an American invention known to as kurushi,"
he said. It was a device that honed in on radio-wave signals emitted from a
source point. "It was a small, round antenna that Fuchida manipulated to follow
a radio wave. As long as the needle stayed between the two bars on the face of
his gauge, the plane could follow a radio wave right to the target," explained
Yoshino. "My plane did not have the device." 


On an interesting side note, an Akagi Zero that crashed at Fort Kamekameha
bearing the tail number AI-154 carried a US-manufactured Fairchild Radio
Compass (Model RC-4, Serial #484) that was tuned in on 760 KC.126 The plane was piloted by PO1/c Takashi
Hirano.


Yoshino generously praised the leader, "It was Fuchida's
navigational skills that guided the formation through bad weather and over
heavy cloud cover. He led us right to Oahu." This was an impressive display of
navigation, rare for someone of his rank, since few command ranks continued to
fly once they reached that lofty position. Instead they flew a desk buried
under heaps of folders and red tape. Like most complex skills, navigation is a
perishable skill that must be maintained through practice. 


As the formation approached Oahu, the radiomen sitting in
the backseat of the Kates begin a unique functional dance. Take for example,
Air 1/c Mitsuo Kawasaki, the radio/gunner in Yoshino's plane. During normal
flights, he manned the radio facing forward in his collapsible aluminum-frame "beach
chair." Yoshino said that when the battle zone was reached, Kawasaki slid
forward his section of the canopy, unbuckled the safety belt, stood up, folded
the seat in half and sat on it, facing backwards. Or he could swing it up
against the starboard bulkhead of the plane and secure it with a metal clip.
This gave him room to stand up and move freely while operating the gun. The gun
was normally stowed inside the aircraft on a mount that swung "down and in"
when not in use. 


For the Pearl Harbor raid the radiomen were instructed to
maintain radio silence, so Kawasaki could focus on his secondary role of
defensive gunner. Kawasaki kept one ammo drum on the weapon and five spare
drums, each held ninety-seven rounds of 7.7mm ammunition. The drums were on a
row of pegs on the port bulkhead under the gun. Due to the surprise nature of
the attack, and the quick work of the advance force of Zero pilots, Kawasaki
didn't need to fire a single round. "But he did," Yoshino said.


As Kaga's
formation of twelve Kate torpedo bombers approached Barber's Point they shifted
from their pyramid formation to a single line to make their torpedo runs from
the southern end of the harbor. Yoshino selected a target and gripped the
torpedo release handle.









Detected!


Long before Yoshino and the rest of the attack force left
the decks of the carriers, the minesweeper Condor 
sighted a periscope at 3:42 a.m. A blink-light message went to the destroyer
USS Ward, 
which was now alerted to the presence of a possible submarine in restricted
waters. This was less than two miles from the harbor entrance. At 6:45 a.m.,
while the attack force was flying toward Oahu, USS Ward fired on a submarine then dropped
depth charges. Her report was not deemed credible, and further confirmation was
requested. 


At 7:15 a.m., following USS Ward's unheeded warning, two soldiers
manning a US Army radar installation at Opana detected an incoming formation of
fifty or more planes 130 miles out. They called in the sighting to 1st
Lt. Kermit Tyler, an army fighter pilot assigned to the 78th Pursuit
Squadron at Wheeler Field. Tyler was working the 4:00 to 8:00 a.m. shift as the
officer on duty at the Fort Shafter radar information center. Tyler
understandably presumed the men were tracking a formation of B-17s coming from
California that were due to land at Hickam Airfield at 8:00 a.m. He was unable
or unwilling to share this information about the incoming friendlies, instead
he told them "not to worry about it."









Torpedoes Running in the Water


As the Japanese approached Oahu, Yoshino and his crew
steeled themselves for the specialized torpedo run for which they had devoted
themselves for the past three months. At 7:49 a.m. Yoshino listened intently
over his headphones and heard Lt.Cdr. Fuchida's Morse signal to commence the
attack: "To To To."127 He also heard the message, "Tora Tora Tora,"128 signifying the attack was a surprise. Due
to favorable atmospheric conditions the transmission of the "Tora Tora Tora"
signal was heard by Adm. Yamamoto and his staff. They were aboard the flagship Nagato anchored at
Hashirajima Island in Japan's inland sea. Yamamoto had been sitting up late
into the night anxiously awaiting for word on the attack.129


Yoshino's plane followed the others as they flew
southwest around the green, lush island of Oahu, following the coastline. They
fish-hooked back at Barber's Point before flying low between the fuel-storage
farm on the right, and Hickam Army Airfield on the left. The Val dive-bombers
had not yet struck Hickam. Yoshino noted the B-17 bombers lined up neatly on
the airfield. He knew Kawasaki had spotted them too, because the radioman fired
several long unforgiving machine gun bursts at them.[68] Even amid
the staccato report of gunfire directly behind him it felt like a training
exercise. That is, until Yoshino witnessed the first towering geysers of
seawater shoot high into the air from the Akagi 
air crews' initial attack. He had never seen a torpedo explode before and shouted
into the speaking tube, "Torpedoes running in the water!"


In Washington D.C., President Franklin Roosevelt and Gen.
George Marshall had been informed, by a decoded message, that Japanese
diplomats were instructed to break off peace negotiations with the United
States. This led the President to believe an attack was eminent somewhere in
the Pacific. At 7:45 a.m., a message was sent to Honolulu through a civilian
telegraph service because atmospheric conditions hampered a clear radio
transmission. The stale information reached Adm. Husband E. Kimmel after the
attack ended.


As Yoshino's torpedo-laden aircraft dropped down into the
harbor for the final run, the pilot released the red ordnance safety lever with
his left hand, calling out to Yoshino he was ready. Yoshino had a matching bank
of ordnance release levers in the observer's compartment. Yoshino gripped the
torpedo-release handle and waited. Yoshino and the other torpedo-plane
commanders were not assigned specific ships within Battleship Row but were
allowed to make spot decisions. Yoshino picked out the USS West Virginia, but
it was obscured by a red thundercloud of seawater raining down on the deck. He
shouted into the speaker tube, ordering the pilot to shift to a new target on
the left. The plane lurched; it would be the USS Oklahoma 
that received their deadly fish. "The air in front of me was filled with enemy
tracer rounds flashing red and purple like giant icicles. I had never been shot
at before and was mesmerized by the beautiful streaks of light. I wasn't
afraid, but rather intrigued by the colors," Yoshino recalled.


Another man who was momentarily dazed by the attack was
Sea3/c Paul Goodyear. He was on duty on the bridge of the USS Oklahoma and claims
he didn't realize they were being attacked until he saw torpedoes running in
the water toward the ship. He would have been in perfect position to watch
Yoshino's plane head straight for him that morning.130


While recalling the events of December 7, Yoshino became
animated as he subconsciously assumed the seated position he was in that day.
In his home 68 years after the event, he spoke about that moment. He stared at
the hanging scroll decorations in the tokonoma[69] 
behind the author, as if looking over his pilot's shoulder at Battleship Row.
The old man's right hand clutched an imaginary torpedo release handle. 


In response to Yoshino's command to shift left, the pilot
Nakagawa applied gentle pressure to the foot bar for a run on the USS Oklahoma. Nakagawa
lined up the shot and bellowed out
the long, drawn-out preparatory command to release, "Yooiii," followed by the sharp order to
launch, "Te!" 
Yoshino pulled the lever, releasing the torpedo. The plane, suddenly freed from
its burden, jumped skyward like a bronco. "There were red and purplish streaks
of light racing past the canopy and for some reason it hadn't dawned on me that
this was enemy machine fire until that moment. It was my job to observe the
enemy fire and instruct the pilot to break port [left] or starboard [right]. I
chose to bank to the starboard side. This took us over Battleship Row. What a
stupid mistake. I should have gone left, away from the ships," Yoshino said.
Nakagawa saw the streaks of light too, and pulled up. "Bang! Wham! Bang! Bang!
We're hit!" Sparks, dust, and smoke filled the tiny cabin, momentarily
overloading Yoshino's senses. A fraction of a second later, they were struck
again. "It sounded a metal trash can being dumped over. Whang! Bang! Clang! My
pilot turned to look over his shoulder, I could see the side of his face was
flushed red with excitement." The plane bobbed and weaved out of the curtain of
fire and headed north to the assembly area. "I wasn't able to see if our
torpedo hit the ship," he said.


"Despite being hit, the engine was in working order, and
we weren't losing fuel, so I felt we'd be able to make it back to the ship."
Yoshino got on the talker tube and asked Nakagawa and Kawasaki if they were OK.
The pilot was fine, but the radioman didn't respond. Yoshino craned around to
check on Kawasaki, expecting to see his back as he manned the gun. He was
surprised to see him facing forward in his seat. Kawasaki was looking down
holding his shin, grimacing in pain. "I grabbed the denseikan talker and asked Kawasaki
what happened, but he didn't react." Yoshino undid his seat belt and turned
back to get a good look at Kawasaki, who lifted up his end of the speaking tube
to show it had been shot away. Kawasaki gestured that the radio and gun were
useless. The radioman had miraculously escaped mortal injury when a round went
through the plane, hit the radio, his leg, and the gun. "I could see the gun
had been struck and was actually bent, which is why he must have lowered and
stowed it. I grabbed the talker, flipped the switch to the forward position,
and told Nakagawa what happened."


Yoshino said "I was shocked at how quickly the Americans
responded." Yoshino strongly felt
American gunners were ready for the attack. He feels they possibly had
ammunition boxes next to the guns. "If the US Navy was anything like the
Japanese Navy, the ammunition for the guns was under lock and key, and even
under the best of conditions it would take more than a few minutes to get the
lockers open and the ammunition distributed to the gunners. It seemed the
American gunners were expecting an attack and had ammunition ready at their
guns. Whether this is true or not, those are my observations."


As his plane reached the assembly point, there weren't
many aircraft from the Kaga, 
and those he saw had holes in them. Kaga 
lost a total of thirty-one aviators in the attack.131 "I couldn't tell at that moment due to the confusion, but the planes
behind me were hit: the one directly behind me, two from the 44th shōtai and two
from the 45th shōtai.
None of them made it back to the carrier." When the first attack wave returned,
those with wounded crews took priority in landing. Yoshino grabbed his hand
held signal light and blinked a message to Kaga.
Nakagawa banked his wings, telling the other pilots he had a wounded man and
would cut in line to land. As he rolled to a stop the deck handlers quickly
secured the arresting wire, then pushed it forward. The blood spattered
Kawasaki was lifted out of the plane, and carried below. Although Yoshino said
the wound didn't appear to be bad, Kawasaki was hospitalized and later
discharged from the Navy.132


The curious ground crewmen later examined the plane and
counted eight separate hits, six of which had come from the left side of the
plane. The pilot said the first round went right past his hand, and that if he
had not pulled back on the stick at that precise instant, the bullet would have
taken his hand off. The second bullet missed Yoshino in the center seat and
destroyed Kawasaki's radio in the rear. The rear defensive gun was damaged, and
Kawasaki took a hit to the shin. Bullets number three, four, five, and six went
horizontally through the fuselage behind Kawasaki, while numbers seven and
eight were from below, hitting the rear. Yoshino said, "I was happy our bottles
hadn't been shattered; none of the rounds hit the center part of the cockpit,
so maybe the 'holy sake' protected me." 


Another lucky navigator that morning was Lt. Minoru
Fukuda who ordered his pilot, PO1/c Shigeo Satō, around for a second pass
because the plane came in too high for a successful torpedo drop. Although
Fukuda's plane was also hit eight times, none of the crew were wounded. When
the author asked if Lt. Fukuda had taken bottles of rice wine aboard his
aircraft, Mr. Yoshino replied, "I don't remember, perhaps he had osake on board. In
any event, he was a brave man to come around for another pass. The gunfire was
intense." he said.


"I learned after the war that USS Oklahoma took nine bombs and torpedoes.
I think it got so much attention because of its advantageous position in the
harbor." The USS Oklahoma 
stubbornly rolled over only after sustaining an incredible amount of damage. It
capsized, sending Paul Goodyear into the water. He swam toward USS Maryland for safety
amid the second wave attack. Surely a haunting memory for Paul Goodyear could
be the sound of the ship's trapped crew, heard banging for help for three days.
Despite determined efforts, only thirty-two could be reached in time by cutting
through the hull. This left 429 sailors and US Marines trapped inside. It was
eventually floated, but sank while being towed back to the mainland.133 134


The author asked about the victory celebration they must
have had aboard Kaga 
as it steamed home. "I don't know about the other aircraft carriers, but on Kaga there was no
victory celebration. The ship's captain prepared a mountain of red-bean cakes
and other treats for us, but I had no appetite. There was little to be happy
about; we lost a lot of friends." Fifteen men he had gotten to know over the
past year were gone. Kaga 
was the hardest hit of all four carriers; in fact, the only torpedo bombers
shot down were from Yoshino's carrier. To give an idea of how unlucky Kaga had been,
thirty-one of the fifty-five airmen killed in the raid were from Yoshino's
ship. One lucky B5N2 pilot was PO2/c Kazunori Tanaka, whose torpedo struck the
USS West Virginia.
His plane was hit twice but managed to make it back to the Kaga. Not so lucky
was his radioman PO2/c Yasuji Inoue, who was struck in the face and disfigured
but survived; many of the Kate crews weren't so lucky. Five planes from the Kaga didn't return.
In fact, every first-wave torpedo bomber from Kaga 
flying in formation behind Lt. Kitajima's lead plane was damaged by American
gunners over Pearl Harbor.135 The Kaga's
dive-bombers seemed to share the curse as six Vals failed to return. Among the
Vals that made it back, only four out of Kaga's
twenty-six returned totally unscathed. Many of them took multiple hits, like
that of 24th shōtai
leader Lt. Shōichi Ogawa, whose bomb was one of five dropped on the USS Nevada. Lt. Ogawa's
plane was holed five times but managed to make it back to the carrier.136, 137, 138


"One of my former instructors from the navigation
aviation course, WO Sue Sukita, was to fly in the lead dive-bomber as the
navigator. Before the raid, he was upset because couldn't find his omamori and asked
our help in searching for it. It was nowhere to be found. He was agitated, but
we assured him he'd be fine. He failed to return. As strange as it may sound,
when we went to gather up his personal effects, the omamori was right there! It was there
as plain as day. It was a commonly held belief that if your omamori deserted
you, you were in trouble, so we all took extra care in the careful handling of
our omamori." 
Sukita was flying in the backseat of a Val dive-bomber piloted by the squadron
leader, Lt. Saburō Makino. They were in the second attack wave, in which
twenty-seven dive-bombers from Kaga dropped
250-kilogram bombs on ships in the harbor. Yoshino stated that Lt. Makino was a
good pilot for an officer. Lt. Makino's Val, tail number AII-240, didn't return
to the ship.139









The Ni'ihau Incident


One of the Zero pilots from Hiryū was Air1/c Shigenori
Nishikaichi. "Nishikaichi and I went through Yokaren 
together before he went on to become a pilot, and I went to teisatsu'in school.
I learned after the war he suffered hits to his fuel tanks and crash landed on
Ni'ihau Island." It was one of the designated spots for submarine rescue. "We
were told that if we had trouble to land on the southern shoreline so the
rescue sub could see the plane on the beach and come in. There was a submarine,
[I-74] waiting off the coast of Ni'ihau, waiting to pick up any aviators whose
planes were damaged. Nishikaichi didn't land his crippled Zero on the beach as
instructed, but in the middle of the island in a field. He was out of view. The
submarine commander [Capt. Masayuki Ikezawa] must have scanned the shoreline
with the periscope, and seeing no downed aircraft departed the area after the
attack." Yoshino learned that Nishikaichi burned his plane[70] and walked
to the beach looking for the sub. "A lone person standing on the beach would be
hard to see through a periscope," he admitted. Regarding the Ni'ihau Incident,
Yoshino said "Nishikaichi should have killed himself when he realized he missed
the rescue window. It was the greatest shame to become a captive. He chose to
live, and even harmed innocent civilians. His actions brought dishonor on all
of us."140









The Myth of the Third Wave


Yoshino stated there was no planned third wave attack 
against Pearl Harbor. This opinion was shared by others who were there; Takashi
Maeda (Kaga), Shintarō Hasegawa (Akagi) and Kaname Harada (Sōryū).


After the Pearl Harbor strike, Kaga's aviators gathered in the taiki-shitsu (ready
room, located beneath the bridge). "I don't recall any officers being present.
We squeezed onto the long leather sofas and chairs as we discussed the need for
a third wave follow-up attack." There was concern over the empty carrier berths
at Pearl Harbor. The 2nd CarDiv's Sōryū and Hiryū 
were slated to attack the US Pacific Fleet carriers at Pearl Harbor, but none
were located. "All were in agreement we needed to head back to find the
carriers, but instead, the ships headed westward, away from the enemy! What is
the Commander-in-Chief thinking?" Yoshino said, "Without a doubt, there was
discontent on Kaga 
as the Kidō Butai 
headed west."


When asked why the Japanese did not attack the fuel tanks
at Pearl Harbor, Yoshino responded, "I believe the fuel farm was overlooked by
planners. It would have only taken a single shōtai 
to completely destroy the fuel-storage facility. We nearly flew right over it
during my torpedo run. We dropped bombs on targets that were already damaged,
yet left the fuel-storage yard untouched. There were no plans for a third-wave
attack, so this means the fact that the storage tanks were not attacked proves
it was a huge error in planning. Out of the all planes that morning, couldn't
just three 
have been sent over the fuel-storage tanks? We must have wasted a large number
of bombs that were dropped harmlessly into the bay when level-bombers released
their 800-kilogram bombs, some missed their targets," he said in an angry tone.
"With the enemy carriers missing, we should have shifted to hitting the shore
facilities." The fuel farm
contained roughly 140 million gallons of bunker oil, which provided a ready
source of fuel for American submarines. The subs were vital to early war
anti-Japanese commerce raiding.


"After the raid I wrote a letter to my parents informing
them of my participation. They were happy to know that I was safe. I sent home
my bottle of osake."
A few weeks after his return he was surprised to read in the newspapers that "midget
submarines" had taken part in the Pearl Harbor raid. "They listed the names and
photos of the nine mini-sub crewmen who died in the attack, and were classified
as "war gods" (gunshin).
Why were the submariners war gods while my shipmates didn't receive any
recognition?" The tenth midget-sub crewman, who later became the most famous,
never appeared in the newspapers during the war; he was Ens. Kazuo Sakamaki. He
was the very first POW on either side of the Pacific War. He commanded a
two-man midget sub (HA-19) that was released from the deck of a larger
submarine (I-24) the night before the Pearl Harbor attack. His midget sub was
attacked by USS Helm.
It was damaged and grounded on a coral reef. Sakamaki and his crewman, PO2/c
Kiyoshi Inagaki, made a swim for the shore through the rough surf, but only
Sakamaki made it. He was discovered passed out by a pair of Hawaiian National
Guardsmen.141 [71] The body of
Inagaki[72] was discovered and laid to rest in the Schofield Cemetery alongside PO1/c
Takeshi Hirano, pilot of the Zero from the Akagi 
that crashed at Fort Kamehameha.142


Although Sakamaki risked his life for the nation, it was
as if he had never existed because he suffered the shame of allowing himself to
fall into enemy hands. "The use of the midget subs at Pearl Harbor was a
mistake. They achieved little while nearly alerting the Americans. Sakamaki was
a Naval Academy graduate so should have killed himself rather than be captured,"
said Yoshino who didn't hide his disdain.









Invasion of Rabaul


The next combat mission for Kaga would be an air raid prior to the
Battle of Rabaul, known as "Operation R." The reason for the capture of Rabaul
is made clear in this statement by RAdm. Sadatoshi Tomioka:


"In
the initial plans, Rabaul, strategically located at the northeastern tip of the
island of New Britain, was fixed as the main Japanese objective. Of great
potential value to the Allies as a naval base for the protection of
communication lines to Australia, it could also serve as a base for bomber
attacks against the key Japanese naval stronghold of Truk. Conversely, its
control by Japan would secure Truk's southern flank and give the Japanese Navy
an advance air base from which the sea area to the northeast of Australia could
be reconnoitered for signs of Allied fleet activity."143


On January 19, the carriers departed Truk Lagoon, headed
for New Guinea. On January 20, 1942, Yoshino was part of a huge strike force of
over eighty-six planes from CarDiv One and CarDiv Five that bombed and strafed
the Australian and New Guinea defenders of Rabaul.


The Kaga 
sent out nine Zeros to cover the twenty-seven plane formation of Kate
level-bombers. The bomb-laden Kates were organized in three buntai. Each buntai had three 
shōtai flying 
in a pyramid shape. Yoshino was the No. 2 slot of the 2nd shōtai in the
lead buntai. 
His eyes were fixed on the lead bomber plane. The buntai-chō was at the front of the
formation until the planes approached the target area; he then traded slots
with the lead bomber plane, whose observer, PO1/c Katsuo Yamamoto, was the most
skilled in the formation. The buntai-chō 
slowed down as the pilot, PO1/c Tatsuya Sugihara, pulled forward to take the
lead. It was something they had done many times before in training. The
maneuver was repeated just like the Pearl Harbor attack, when Yamamoto dropped
his 800-kilogram bomb. 


PO1/c Sugihara was now in the lead slot. His bomb,
released by PO1/c Yamamoto, initiated the bomb release of the entire formation.
The buntai-chō 
also timed his bomb on Yamamoto. The Australian AA gunners got the range and
hit the top of the formation. Sugihara and Yamamoto went straight down. Lt.Cdr.
Hashiguchi's plane and the number-three were hit and fell behind, trailing fuel
from ruptured wing tanks. Before they were over the target they had lost three
planes. Yoshino's plane was damaged too, but he stayed in formation. After the
bomb run, the other crew members commented on the vibration in the engine.
Yoshino decided to leave the formation and head straight back to the carrier. "After
we touched down, Lt.Cdr. Hashiguchi rushed up asking if we were alright. His
damaged plane had landed prior to ours. He was concerned about the aircraft
that continued on after he turned back. I told him I didn't know about the
others because we were forced back by engine damage. There was a large piece of
shrapnel stuck in the engine and dozens of small holes in the right wing, but
they had missed the fuel tanks and my crew." After the rest of the planes
returned, Yoshino learned that one plane had been shot down, and five of the
nine planes in the 1st buntai were damaged from the accurate Australians.


The raids on Rabaul were followed up on January 21, by
attacks by seventy-five planes from the Zuikaku and Shōkaku 
against Lae, Salamaua, and Madang, on the east New Guinea coast.
Planes from the Akagi and Kaga then attacked
Kavieng.144 After a follow-up air attack
against Rabaul, the invasion convoy entered Simpson Harbor on schedule on
January 22, 1942.


After the capture of Rabaul,
the Japanese transformed it into a major naval port with several airfields.
Simpson Harbor was deemed an ideal location for transports and warships. The
island's land-based planes were used to protect the sea lanes so Japan could 
continue her quest south.









Port Darwin


On February 19, Cdr. Mitsuo Fuchida led the first of two
waves in a devastating air raid at Port Darwin, Australia. Darwin wasn't as
important a physical target as Oahu, but its destruction was a tremendous blow
to the people of Australia. Planes from CarDiv One and CarDiv Two attacked the
airfield and ships in the bay, claiming damage to forty-six vessels and sinking
twenty-one more. Also damaged in the raid was the American seaplane tender William B Preston.
The Japanese claimed to have sunk 403,429 tons of shipping.145 Yoshino recalled little about the raid,
other than that it was uneventful for the Kaga 
crews. He personally dropped six 60-kilogram bombs against ground installations.
When pressed for more details, he waved his hand and looked down at his notes, "Not
much to tell. It was overkill with little opposition."









Java Invasion Support


On March 1 and March 5, Kaga 
participated in raids at Tjilatjap (Ciracap) on Java. She supported the Army
invasion of Java and the Dutch East Indies. Yoshino's plane carried an
800-kilogram bomb. Kaga's
Vals claimed the oil tanker USS Pecos 
(AO-6). The overall battle is known as the Battle of the Java Sea, and is
generally known for the loss of the heavy cruiser USS Houston. The Dutch defenders on Java
surrendered to the onslaught of Japanese Army troops a week later. 


Kaga 
then made its way to Staring Bay, Celebes. However, her bilges were damaged
when she struck a reef during normal shifting of her mooring position. This
February 9 accident reduced her cruising speed and eventually forced her back
to Sasebo Naval Base for repairs.146 She
spent the following month at Hashirajima in the Japanese inland sea. The Kaga was slated to
participate in the raid on Colombo, Ceylon, but due to the repairs, Yoshino
missed the battle.147 After repairs were
completed, she steamed from the inland sea on May 27 to participate in the
invasion of Midway Atoll.









Midway


The Battle for 
Midway Atoll has been researched and dissected in countless books. It is hoped
that some of this new information from Yoshino will fill in some of the tiny
gaps that still might exist. 


Midway Atoll has three islands, two of which were used by
the US military. The airfield was on Eastern Island while the main facilities
were location on Sand Island. When people refer to the "island of Midway" they
generally mean Midway Atoll. At the start of the attack, both of the islands
would be attacked, and then once secured, Japanese aircraft would fly in to
Eastern Island. For this purpose, in addition to the normal complement of
aircraft, the Midway invasion fleet carried twenty-one Zeros from the 6th
Air Group, led by Lt. Tadashi Kaneko. They were not intended to be used in the
initial attack on Midway Atoll, but to be sent to the atoll after it was
secure. Lt. Kaneko would be leading his team to the airfield on Midway Atoll's
Eastern Island to create a temporary land-based squadron. The fighters were
being transported evenly dispersed among the carriers. On Kaga it was Lt.
Sakio Maki who was in charge of the buntai 
of Zero pilots being ferried below.148, 149


When recalling the Battle of Midway, Yoshino often showed
anger in his voice. He didn't try to hide his resentment at the paltry number
of recon planes sent out to scout for the Americans. He is mystified that
although there were four aircraft carriers in the Midway Invasion, only two of
them sent out a single recon plane each to scout for the enemy carriers.
Yoshino played a key role as commander of one of the seven recon planes. As the 
Kidō Butai 
moved southeast to Midway, the seven scout planes were given specific lines on
which to conduct their searches. They would fly a dogleg pattern traveling 300
miles out, turning to port for 60 miles and then return to the Fleet. Yoshino was on search line #2. His
search pattern would take him to Green Island located a mere 58 miles from Midway
Atoll.


At 4:30 a.m. on June 4, Yoshino's plane left Kaga on his search
and photography mission. His task was to recon the area southwest of Midway for
enemy vessels and take photos of Green Island, Kure Atoll (Kyūwa-tō).
It was nearly identical in size to Midway Atoll. Yoshino said, "I later learned
we intended to simultaneously land Army troops on Green Island to secure the
airfield-sized area." Yoshino was to photograph the island and the atoll area
to prevent any nasty surprises. 


[image: maps and photos]


In addition to these recon flights, Nagumo dispatched
submarines to the area east of Oahu on the assumption the US Fleet would not
sortie from Pearl Harbor until after the Atoll was attacked. However, the
Americans departed Hawaii before the submarine listening posts were in place.
The proverbial hare had slipped the snare. 


Another failed chance at confirming the location of the
carriers was a plan in which Kawanishi Type 2 flying boats would travel from
the Marshall Islands, refuel via submarine at French Frigate Shoals. The Emily
flying boats would then proceed to photograph Pearl Harbor to determine if the
American carriers were still in port. The Japanese pulled the same stunt a few
months earlier in "Operation K."[73] 
Thanks to clues gleaned from Operation K, Allied intelligence teams were able
to unravel the fact that Japanese flying boats were refueling at French Frigate
Shoals. Several American warships were dispatched to the area as a precaution.
These ships were spotted by a Japanese submarine, which resulted in the
cancellation of the Type 2 Emily flying boat recon flight over Oahu. The flight
would have told Nagumo there were no carriers in Pearl Harbor. Might this
information have changed the outcome of the Battle of Midway? News of the
failure to conduct the Emily recon mission doesn't appear to have reached
Nagumo's desk in time, or possibly not at all.


One more bit of bad luck for Nagumo was just as
disastrous. The Jake scout plane from Chikuma commanded by Lt. Nobu Toma 
(search line number 5) flew directly over the Americans at 6:30 a.m.,
but made no report. The Chikuma's other Jake, search line number 6,  turned back at 6:35 a.m. due
to bad weather conditions.150 Nagumo in
his after-action report stated, "The weather of the day certainly was not a
friend of our search planes."151


Yoshino had a far different take on Chikuma's
scout planes. "The Chikuma's
scout planes didn't see the Americans even though we know they should have seen
them. If the clouds were thick they should have flown lower and lower until
they were right on the deck, even if it cost them their lives. Their behavior
was scandalous and unforgivable. I ordered my pilot to fly down to eighteen
hundred feet to get us under the clouds."


Yoshino held his hands up to his eyes
as if holding an imaginary pair of binoculars. "Once you saw the enemy, they
were sure to have seen you too. Once we spotted them we would continually tap
out the Morse signal code 'Ta' [large enemy formation sighted] or 'Hi' [enemy
aircraft sighted] and then our own aircraft's identification signal so when we
were shot down, the fleet would have the approximate location of the enemy. It
was our duty to gather intelligence even if it meant our lives." Yoshino
expressed his utter disdain for the commander of Chikuma's search
plane 5. 
"That guy [Lt. Nobu Toma] survived the war and talked unashamedly about flying
high over the clouds and missing the enemy fleet. He bragged about being in the
Midway Operation. He claimed he fought against an American SBD but never
reported it until after the war. He was a coward and a deserter for not doing
his duty." Yoshino tapped his finger hard against the table to emphasize each
word. "If Lt. Toma would have flown under the clouds he could have spotted the
Americans. Yes, he most likely would have died, but his sighting of the enemy
carriers might have altered the outcome of the battle, and in turn, perhaps
even the war," he said angrily. Upon hearing this the author asked, "What if
you would been on search line 5 instead of Lt. Toma? Would you have spotted the
American ships?" He replied, "If I was on that search line I would have
certainly spotted them without fail. If only I had been on that search line."


After the war, Lt. Nobu Toma, who 
changed his last name to Kuroda, admitted to flying over the clouds instead of
under them. "I was in the perfect spot to locate the enemy, but due to cloud
cover I was unable to do so. Although the skies over our own fleet were clear,
it was overcast over the enemy."152 (Author's translation)


Yoshino feels that there would have
been more search planes launched from Kaga if a key member
of the squadron had not been rotated out prior to the battle. Shortly before
the Midway attack, one of his superiors, Lt. Iwai, organized a special
reconnaissance unit aboard Kaga that would focus entirely on
search missions. He was transferred away, so with no one championing the recon
movement, Yoshino and the other scouting teams were absorbed back into normal
flight operations.


Yoshino said, "The scout planes were scheduled to take
off with the Midway attack group. Following the launch of the recon planes,
antisubmarine patrols would take up their positions over the fleet." The
scouting Kates from Akagi 
and Kaga took 
off as scheduled. However, the commander of the 8th Sentai Fleet, RAdm.
Hiroaki Abe, (flagship Chokai),
chose to reverse the launch order, giving priority to the submarine patrol. It
seems he was more worried about enemy submarines than he was enemy carriers. As
a result, Tone 
first launched an E8N Dave to scout for enemy submarines, then subsequently
launched her E13A Jake to join the scouting efforts. Tone had previously launched its float
planes in the antisubmarine role during the Pearl Harbor raid and the Wake
Island invasion.153 Much has been
written placing the blame for the losses at Midway on this delay to launch.
According to recent research, it seems the delay in launching the Tone's search plane
actually helped the Japanese. Had it been catapulted away on time, it would not
have been in the area where it spotted the U.S. Fleet.154


As Yoshino took off at 4:30 a.m., and far away, a group
of eleven US Navy PBY flying boats left Midway Atoll on a similar mission: to
locate the Japanese task force. Yoshino set a course to the south-southeast,
away from the direction of the main attack group. He trained his binoculars on
the horizon, searching for ships or planes. "As we came up to Kure Atoll the
pilot made two passes so I could snap several photos using the aerial-camera. I
observed no activity. I noted in my log the time, altitude, and direction. I
wanted my reports to be detailed and complete. After running the search pattern
I set a heading back to where the Kaga 
would be, in relation to where it would have traveled to after we left that
morning," he explained.


As he neared Kaga 
he spotted an enemy observation seaplane, but it left the area as soon as
Yoshino vectored toward it. It is possible the plane was a Catalina flying boat
piloted by Lt. Howard Ady, or the ship flown by Lt. (jg) William A. Chase. The
Kates had little defensive capability in comparison to the Catalina flying
boats, so it was lucky for Yoshino the recon plane decided not to engage. Both
Catalinas were in Yoshino's general area, and reported on the location of the
Japanese fleet around 5:30 a.m.


"We had been in the air five and a half hours, and I was
happy to see Kaga's
green landing lights. I was tired when the plane caught the arresting wire." He
handed the camera to the crew chief. After he climbed out of the plane, Yoshino
noticed his Kate getting manhandled toward the elevator by overeager ground crewmen who appeared
to be moving faster than normal. He shrugged it off and went to submit his
report to air group leader Commander Takahisa Amagai. "I saluted and began to
speak but he interrupted me, 'We've got incoming enemy aircraft. I'll have your
report later.[74]'"









The Day the Rising Sun Stood Still


Yoshino entered the pilots' ready room, buzzing with
excited talk of an attack the Kaga 
evaded prior to his return. "They said the ship was attacked by dozens of enemy
torpedo planes, but our fighters knocked them all down." Kaga had escaped the
first wave of US Navy torpedo bombers from USS Hornet 
and USS Enterprise. 
But there were many more American aircraft on the way.


"I hung up my flight helmet and kapok float vest. I
stepped out of my flight suit when I was startled by a loud kah-bang-boom!
Through the loudspeaker I heard the bugle blare out the tune Taiku-sentō 
[enemy air attack]." The merry ditty sent chills through the spines of everyone
on board. He could hear the booming of 25mm guns that combined to perfectly
replicate the deafening roar of a freight train rushing through a tunnel. Kaga had AA guns
that could reach thirty thousand feet into the sky up to nine miles away, but
there had been no time to implement them. The sound of the "little boys" going
off meant immediate danger. "I ran to the gun deck and saw 25mm AA guns firing
vertically. I craned my neck to see what they were shooting at and saw the top
of a Dauntless dive-bomber as it flipped upside down. It hung like a spider on
a thread coming right down at us." Knowing what gift the Dauntless was bearing,
he instinctively ducked down into a tight ball, gritting his teeth for another
explosion. Bam! The deck bounced like a hobbyhorse. He stayed down for a
moment, then he took a peek. The AA gun crew was gone. His ears were ringing,
and he was choking on thick, acrid black smoke. 


The dive-bombers from USS Enterprise, 
under Lt. C. Wade McClusky, hit the Kaga 
first with a 1,000-pound bomb and then with at least three 500-pound bombs. One
bomb landed amidships and penetrated into the hangar deck where the armed
planes were on standby. One hit near the fore and aft elevators, and one struck
the bridge, killing Capt. Jisaku Okada and his senior staff. One of those bombs
also went through the pilots' lounge. Many were killed including dive-bomber
pilot Lt. Shōichi Ogawa, Lt.Cdr. Minoru Fukuda (the man Yoshino respected
for his second pass at Pearl Harbor), and level-bomber pilot Lt. Yoshitaka
Mikami,155 whose Kates targeted the USS Tennessee and the
USS West Virginia.156 
It was at this point the 6th
Air Group's Lt. Yukio Maki received horrific burns to both his hands and face,
but miraculously survived. He was waiting to fly to Midway Atoll with Lt.
Kaneko but never got to fly that day.157


The explosions ruptured the ship's aviation fuel lines,
causing gasoline to spill through the lower decks. Also damaged were the
starboard fire-suppression main lines and the emergency generator that powered
the fire pumps, as well as the carbon-dioxide fire-control system. The ship
turned into an inferno, and the crew was left with little to fight the
conflagration.


"I could hear bombs and torpedoes cooking off below
decks. The ship started to shudder, pitch, and roll as the explosions rocked us
from side to side." He doesn't recall hearing the order to abandon ship, but
made his way to the lower deck, joining up with another navigator, PO2/c Koichi
Hamano.[75] 
They could see a destroyer approaching, so they decided to climb down as low as
they could before jumping into the sea. "We both dropped into the water and
went in fairly deep but popped up together. We swam away hard, thinking it
would sink and pull us down." As the pair struggled to open some distance
between themselves and the impending vacuum, they happened upon a large piece
of wooden deck planking. "At this point, I reached into my pocket to clutch my omamori for
reassurance, but it was gone. I checked all my pockets. I knew I was done for, but I didn't tell
Hamano because it would worry him."


Eventually, the destroyers Maikaze 
and Hagikaze 
pulled in to pick up survivors. The Hagikaze lowered her gangway ladders, wooden lifeboats, nets, and ropes to
enable the survivors to clamber aboard. Some were injured and had to be pulled
up with ropes. "The deck was packed with the injured, dying, and those too
exhausted to move. It was chaos. I started to peel off my wet clothes, and
there it was! My omamori 
was clinging to my chest! It had somehow gotten out of my pocket, and instead of
floating away it stuck to my skin. I turned to show Hamano, who laughed and
said, 'Wow, that was a close call. You were almost deserted by your omamori!'" 


The two were interrupted by a friendly voice calling out,
"Hey, Haruo!" He was startled at being called by his first name and glanced
around. He scanned the crowd and heard it again as an enlisted sailor gingerly
stepped over the mass of broken
survivors. "If it isn't Haruo-san!" the sailor said as he grabbed his shoulder.
It was his cousin Hachirō Shirai, wearing the rank of leading seaman.
Yoshino said they had grown up together as kids playing in the rice fields,
catching fireflies, frogs, and crayfish. He said Hachirō was good looking,
could talk freely with anyone he met. Yoshino stood, dumbfounded. His cousin—smiling, as if the men
were standing in the parlor of his home —said, "Don't just stand there,
give me those wet clothes, and I'll have them dried out in no time." 


Yoshino explained, "Hamano and I handed over our wet
clothes. Shirai looked at the leather flight helmet on my head and said, 'You
look funny standing in your underwear and wet flight helmet; let me dry it
too.' I said, 'You don't need to worry about this; just throw it away. I'll
just get another.' 'Then may I have it?' he asked.' 'Sure, why would you want
this old thing? OK, but give me something else to wear. I can't go around with
a naked head, can I?'" Cousin Shirai handed Yoshino his own white cotton cap
and rushed off to dry the clothes. He surprised the pair of aviators by returning
in about twenty minutes bragging, "I'm a big shot in the engine room, you know."
Shirai smiled proudly as Yoshino pulled on the dry uniform, letting slip a
happy "aaah" as the warm, cotton jumpsuit instantly warmed his shivering body.


"For the rest of the day as we cruised around the burning Kaga picking
up survivors, Cousin Shirai told his shipmates we were related. I heard it so
many times that I grew tired of it and begged him to stop, and not tell anyone
back home about it. I heard he was later transferred from the Hagikaze to another
ship that went down. What a shame; he was a wonderful person without a negative
bone in his body," Yoshino said. 


The destroyers rescued about 700 of the Kaga's 1,700 crew
members; the rest are presumed to have been killed in the initial attack, the
ensuing explosions, or trapped aboard the ship when she went down. The decision
was made against salvaging the stricken carrier. From the deck of the Hagikaze he watched
the torpedo crews mount the tubes and wanted to say, "Wait, look, she can still
float." He stared in numb silence as the torpedoes trailed toward Kaga. Yoshino said
there were manly tears rolling down the cheeks of the men as they saluted
farewell to their ship. It went down on an even keel, her proud bow being the
last portion to slip beneath the waves. He never got the chance to make his
report that morning; there was no longer a need for it. 


The sinking was reported by another witness, Cdr. Seiji
Nakasugi, the captain of the Maikaze:


"The 
 Kaga burned
intensely for the entire day. It was quite an intense fire. My ship stayed
close by; about one thousand meters separated us from the massive burning hulk.
The bridge resembled a volcano as metal melted and poured down the sides. Adm.
Yamamoto sent me an unciphered message asking if  Kaga could make way. I replied in
unciphered text that it was not possible. As the sun was setting the Kaga emitted a massive explosion.
It rocked our ship, breaking the compass. The Kaga began to sluggishly dip below
the waterline. I recorded her sinking at 7:26 p.m."158



Yoshino boarded the battleship Nagato the following day and was
brought to Shibushi Bay in Kyūshū, then transported to Kanoya Air
Base. The aviators were held in a quasi-quarantine. He was reunited with PO2/c
(later warrant officer) Takurō Yanagimoto. Yanagimoto was a Kate pilot
aboard Hiryū during
both the Pearl Harbor and Midway attacks. The Navy didn't want word of the
historic loss being made public, and it needed time to decide how to reassign
the survivors. "There wasn't much to do but study, exercise, and play board
games." Yoshino spoke with other surviving aviators, some of whom had been
aboard Hiryū and
Sōryū, 
and learned that both carriers had Val dive-bombers fueled, armed, and ready to
fly but were told to wait for fighter escort. "It seems they could have
launched their Vals but hesitated. It was fate," he said.


He had not been able to give his report or ever see the
photos he took of Kure Atoll. Later research revealed that after Yoshino passed
Kure Atoll, a Kate piloted by buntai leader Lt. Rokurō Kikuchi—in the 1st 
shōtai under
Lt. Tomonaga's Hiryū 
bomber group—was damaged by US fighters but managed to make a water
landing about thirty nautical miles northwest of Midway. One of Kikuchi's wingmen
flew over the spot and noted the crew was in a life raft, and circled overhead
before Lt. Kikuchi waved him away with a pistol in hand. Kikuchi and his two
crewmen, WO Noriyoshi Yumoto (navigator) and PO1/c Hironori Narasaki
(radioman), had a small cache of emergency supplies so might they have felt
they could hold out for a couple of days for the Kure Atoll invasion force to
arrive. Even if they couldn't make it to land, surely one of the vessels in the
Kure Atoll force would spot them. The seaplane tenders Chiyoda and 
Nisshin were scheduled to bring in
midget submarines and patrol boats. All the downed aviators had to do was sweat
it out for forty-eight hours. As they floated in the sea, they had no way of
knowing the entire operation had been called off. When the planned invasion
date of Kure Atoll came and went, the three men must have figured something had
gone wrong. Although details are vague, it is presumed they killed themselves
per the Senjinkun 
military code, rather than risk being captured alive.159, 160









Reassigned


"The Navy decided to keep the loss at Midway a secret, so
for several weeks we were not allowed to leave the base or even speak with
other aviators. I could see officers coming and going in the barracks next
door, but we were ordered not to speak with them. Rumors circulated that
surviving aviators would be assigned to training bases across Japan to serve as
instructors. I hated the idea of becoming an instructor," Yoshino admitted.


There came about a plan to recycle the experienced pilots
and air crews into combat units. The aircraft carrier Shōkaku had been damaged during
the Battle of the Coral Sea, exactly one month prior to the Battle of Midway,
but in mid-July she was ready for action, and along with her sister-ship Zuikaku and the
light carrier Zuihō.
They were designated as the 1st Carrier Division. The Shōkaku was
upgraded to include the latest radar, improved fire-fighting pumps, and
tri-mounted AA guns fore and aft to give the ship better self-defensive
abilities. She became VAdm. Nagumo's flagship. Nagumo's chief of planning was
RAdm. Ryūnosuke Kusaka, and command of the ship fell on the shoulders of
Capt. Masafumi Arima. The Shōkaku 
needed replacement air crews, and there at Kanoya was a large group of pilots,
navigators, and radiomen playing baseball and shogi.
It was here that Yoshino ran into Lt. Iwai, the man who championed the idea of
forming a specialized recon unit for the Kaga. The lieutenant said, "Yoshino, I'm so glad you made it. I
thought you'd been killed. Why don't you come join my new recon group on the Shōkaku?"
Yoshino at first resisted the idea of heading back out to sea on an aircraft
carrier, but Iwai was persistent. He promised Yoshino he could fly with the
same pilot he had paired with at Pearl Harbor; besides, PO2/c Ichiji Nakagawa
had already been assigned to Shōkaku. 
Yoshino felt flying with the same pilot was a good omen.









Battle of Santa Cruz


The Japanese ground offensive on Guadalcanal was halted
in the Battle for Henderson Airfield. Nevertheless, the naval warships and
aircraft confronted each other on the morning of October 26, 1942, north of the
Santa Cruz Islands. These Islands are due east of Guadalcanal, and in similar
fashion to the Battles of Coral Sea, Midway, and the Eastern Solomons, the
opposing ships were not in visual range of one another. Both sides were
attempting to simultaneously reinforce Guadalcanal while preventing the opponent
from doing the same.


The odds were in favor of the Japanese, who had four
carriers: Shōkaku,
Zuikaku, and the two light carriers, Junyō and Zuihō. 
The Americans fielded only two; USS Hornet and USS Enterprise. "I was 
in one of four Kates sent in search of the American Fleet." Scouts from the
heavy cruisers Myōkō,
Takao, Maya, and the light cruiser Isuzu 
were also on search missions.161


The Americans were also
looking for their foe. Sixteen planes were sent out in pairs from USS Enterprise to
hunt for the Japanese carriers.162


The Japanese spotted the American Fleet at 6:58 a.m.,
just eight minutes after US search planes discovered the Japanese; it would be
a battle of "who would get there first." At 7:25 a.m., the Japanese launched
the first of two waves of Kates, Vals, and Zeros. Shortly after this, a US
search plane found the carrier Zuihō 
and hit her with a 500-pound bomb, sending her scurrying out of the fight. The
two opposing formations of aircraft passed each other in the air, resulting in
a brief skirmish that left three Japanese fighters downed and six American
fighters lost. 


At 9:10 a.m., the Japanese first wave hit the Hornet, setting her
aflame and dead in the water. It was about 9:30 a.m. when Yoshino returned from
his search pattern. He was turning to make his final approach to land on Shōkaku when
the green landing lights suddenly went out. The ship made a hard starboard turn
that swung the stern to the left. He saw Dauntless dive-bombers coming straight
down on the carrier, and barked at the pilot to make a hard left. Bombs
exploded in the water, sending skyscraper-high plumes of water over the ship.
As Yoshino's plane circled, helpless to do anything but watch, a bomb hit the
ship. "We flew past the huge column of smoke and flame that erupted from the
bomb." If Yoshino had returned one minute earlier his plane would have been on
the deck. "I circled the carrier and could see they were working hard to put
out the fire. Hoses were pulled across the deck. They were able to get the fire
under control so quickly because, unlike at Midway, we had no aircraft in the
hangar at the time. But where to land?" Yoshino flew over to Zuikaku, 
and saw her deck buzzing with activity. There were dozens of planes circling,
attempting to get permission to land. "I told Nakagawa to take us over to Zuihō, but she
had a big hole in her deck. We couldn't land there either, so we returned to Zuikaku, lined up
with the other planes, and circled for a long time before we could land," he
recalled. 


At 10:15 a.m., the second wave of Japanese planes hit the
 Enterprise. 
The carrier Junyō 
launched a wave of Vals escorted by Zeros, which chose to bypass the crippled Hornet and attacked
the battleship South
Dakota and cruiser San
Juan. But they inexplicably missed the Enterprise. The Junyō sent a second flight of
Kates escorted by Zeros that hit the Hornet 
again, but she refused to go down. The Americans abandoned the Hornet which was
later sunk by torpedoes from Makigumo 
and Akigumo. 


As a result of the battle, the Japanese lost the use of
the carrier Shōkaku,
which returned to Japan for months of repairs. The carrier Zuihō and
cruiser Chikuma 
were also damaged. The Americans lost Hornet 
and the destroyer Porter,
which both sank. In addition, Enterprise,
South Dakota, and San Juan were damaged.


"The following day I was aboard the Zuikaku headed for
Truk Lagoon. There I was able to shuttle to the damaged Shōkaku which headed to Yokosuka 
Naval Base for repairs."


Although it was a tactical victory for the Japanese, the
loss of many veteran air crews provided a significant long-term strategic
advantage for the Allies, whose aircrew losses in the battle were relatively
low in comparison. As such, it is considered a Japanese Pyrrhic victory. Japanese carriers played no further
significant role in the Guadalcanal campaign.









Tateyama Kōkūtai


Possibly due to the length of time needed to repair Zuikaku, he was
assigned to the land-based Tateyama
Kōkūtai and dispatched to the new Toyohashi Kōkūtai in Aichi
prefecture. He spent over a year flying uneventful antisubmarine missions, and
transport escort duty. He didn't say much about this period.









Iwo Jima


In February 1944, the Toyohashi Air Group was sent north
to Chitose, Hokkaido. Yoshino returned to Tateyama until April 1944, then was
dispatched to Iwo Jima for several months of antisubmarine patrol around the
Ogasawara Islands. "At that time Iwo Jima had two airfields. I was based at the
upper airfield [Motoyama]." He said the maintenance crews strung large
camouflage nets over the planes, with strips of cut-up cloth woven in help
disguise the aircraft's silhouette. His quarters consisted of a tent set up
at the entrance to a cave, located some distance from the airfield near the old
town hall. This was before the US Navy destroyed the small town and farms that
existed on Iwo Jima.


"Our job was to patrol the area, carrying bombs in case
we encountered enemy submarines. The water is very clear around there, so I
expected it to be somewhat easier to spot enemy submarines around Iwo Jima than
near the coast of Japan, but they never surfaced during the day. The Army had
spotters with large binoculars stationed all over the island, looking for
submarines that surfaced at night. We would get reports with exact information
on an enemy-sub location and fly out before dawn but could never catch them on
the surface. We couldn't fly at night, so it was very frustrating." Iwo Jima has no natural harbor in which
ships could bring in supplies, and the wooden jetties had been smashed in air
raids. The prowling subs meant there was no time for the island's defenders to
send smaller craft out to offload supplies from vessels anchored off shore. It
was too risky for the supply vessels to linger, and transport vessels were
deemed too slow to outrun the submarines. This meant vital supplies were sent
to Iwo Jima in old destroyers that were rushed up and beached, as was done
during the Wake Island invasion.


When asked if he had the opportunity to walk around the
island or meet any of its famous commanders, he said he had no incentive to
venture too far from the airfield and never saw Gen. Tadamichi Kuribayashi. "There is no fresh-water source on Iwo
Jima, so rainwater was collected in concrete basins for drinking. We also
captured steam from vents for condensation, but it had a funny taste. There
were volcanic sulfur vents in many places, giving off the stench of rotten
eggs." Soon after arriving on Iwo Jima he contracted a bad case of dysentery
that drained him of his energy, making it exhausting to fly. "My bowels seemed
to understand that letting loose while in flight was not acceptable. But as
soon as the wheels touched down I had to make a dash for the head. This is one
of the many unpleasant memories of Iwo Jima." Fortunately, it cleared up after
a week with no treatment other than tiny black Seirōgan[76] pills and careful attention to his 
drinking water. "It must have been the damn blowflies," he said. "They were 
everywhere."
 

Yoshino endured the June 15 air raid by US Naval Task
Groups 58.1 and 58.4 that struck Chichi Jima, Haha Jima, and Iwo Jima. The air
raids were aimed at suppressing Japanese air power for the invasion of Saipan.163 "The Americans often dropped cluster
bombs that opened and released smaller bombs. If we were near the airfield
during a raid we tucked into the closest raid shelters. They were U-shaped,
little tunnels, usually dug into a hillside or slope and offered effective
protection."


At the end of
June, the ranks of Iwo Jima's airmen were swelled with the arrival of the Hachiman
Butai. The unit consisted of Zero fighters, Tenzan torpedo planes, and Suisei dive-bombers
from the Yokosuka Air Group (including Isamu Miyazaki, Saburō Sakai, and Ryōji Ōhara).164 
The 252nd Air Group and the
301st Air Group were tasked with harassing US Naval forces attacking
the Marianas.165 On June 24, US Navy pilots from Task
Force 58.1 sortied to Iwo Jima but were intercepted by Japanese
aircraft, who were alerted by Iwo Jima's radar. The Japanese shot down six
Hellcats in exchange for twenty-nine of their own. The Iwo Jima-based Yahata Butai flew
several ineffective retaliatory raids during the day, losing another
thirty-seven planes.166


In July,
Saipan was secured, giving the Americans a huge airbase with which to conduct
bombing missions against Japan. Iwo Jima had a large radar facility that acted
as an early-warning system for the island's defenders and the mainland of
Japan. It also had small airfields that could be widened and lengthened to
accommodate American escort fighters, and act as an emergency landing field for
stricken B-29s. Japanese GHQ was aware of this, and in June sent Gen. Tadamichi
Kuribayashi to Iwo Jima to prepare for an expected invasion. "There was talk of
a US invasion, but there were no machine guns or rifles for us aviators. All we
had were our pistols," Yoshino lamented. He could look up and "see the long
white contrails as B-29 bombers flew overhead on their way to bomb Japan," but
was helpless to do anything about it.


Yoshino was
briefly recalled to Tateyama. Before flying back to Japan he approached his
unit's quartermaster, asking if he had any special requests for items from the
homeland. The quartermaster wanted as many cigarettes and bottles of fresh water
as the plane could carry. He explained it was important for the men to know
they could get a taste of water from Japan. After his work was completed at
Tateyama, Yoshino asked others to give him their empty osake 
bottles so he could take fresh water to the men on Iwo Jima. Many were eager to
help fill bottles and he had no trouble cramming his plane with twenty large osake 
bottles of water, and stuffing perhaps one hundred cartons of cigarettes into
every nook and cranny. After his pilot carefully landed on a bomb cratered
Motoyama airfield, he immediately learned that while he was away things had
worsened for the airmen on Iwo Jima. Another massive battle on July 3
and July 4 decimated the remaining fighters and aircraft. Not only was the air
unit all but destroyed, the rest of his antisubmarine unit had left; they had
been summoned to Chichi Jima, and that was all anyone could tell him.[77] "My plane was still full of cigarettes
and bottles of water that I needed to unload before I could leave for Chichi
Jima. I couldn't leave the plane unattended because it would get pillaged by Ginbae. 
We grabbed a motorcycle and quickly unloaded as much as we could into the
sidecar. I asked a maintenance petty officer to hide the stash until we come
back to properly distribute the items. Unfortunately, an army soldier saw us and
"offered to help", but grabbed a cartoon of cigarettes and began handing packs
out to other army troops, who came rushing out to swarm the plane. I don't
blame them; the army troops on Iwo Jima had almost nothing." As Yoshino's crew
offloaded his plane more soldiers came out begging for smokes. Soon, most of
the cigarettes and the bottles of water were pilfered away.


As the plane
was being refueled, army troops pleaded with Yoshino to mail letters to their
families for them. "We accepted their bags of postcards and letters, which had
already been censored by the Army, and promised to tender them when we landed.
We took off for Chichi Jima Airfield to catch up with our squadron, but when we
landed there were no planes; it turned out they had already left for Tateyama.
Having no further orders, I returned to Tateyama." When he landed, he submitted
the bags of postcards and letters from the soldiers, but harbors a deep regret.
"I never made it back to Iwo Jima. I should have written down the addresses of
some of those troops in order to tell their families after the war where they
died. The letters were mostly to Tochigi prefecture, and were censored, so many
families never knew what happened to their boys or that they were on Iwo Jima.
But I had no idea the island would be such a bloodbath. When the movie Letters
from Iwo Jima came out I went to see it and was reminded about those
bags of postcards and letters. I feel guilty for not doing more," Yoshino said.


An
interesting side note is that during his time on Iwo Jima, he was married in
absentia to his bride Matsuko.167 Their wedding photo was assembled by
attaching two separate photos.


Yoshino
learned after the war that President George H. Bush had been shot down over
Chichi Jima about a month or so after Yoshino left Chichi Jima. "He was rescued
by a submarine [the USS Finback] that was 
standing by. The Americans seemed to have an endless supply of submarines to
rescue aviators and attack our ships. I envied them."[78] 168









Meeting Judy


The Japanese
had written off Iwo Jima, so Yoshino was reassigned to the 653rd Air
Group's K263rd Hikōtai in Kagoshima.169 "In August, I switched from flying in
the Kate to the Suisei (D4Y1 "Judy").
Somehow, since I had taken part in so many recon missions, I was labeled as a
recon-man. The Judy was fast and originally designed as a carrier-based
dive-bomber with a liquid-cooled engine, but when it was adapted as a
land-based bomber/recon it was given a tougher air-cooled radial engine,
because the liquid-cooled engine was difficult to maintain and often
malfunctioned," he said.


Yoshino said
it was known as long as the Judy's liquid-cooled engine was working it was a
great plane to fly, but when it malfunctioned it was a death trap. "I was
conducting escort patrol for transport vessels making west-east runs when we
experienced engine trouble east of Daiozaki. The oil temperature gauge kept climbing higher until the needle moved deep into
the red. Rather than risk burning the engine, I instructed the pilot to make an
emergency landing at the closest airfield, which was the Army airfield at Oizu.
There was no time for a proper approach, so we just came straight in. It was
a fast landing, and with the wind at our tail we kept going down the airfield
until we smashed into a grove of pine trees and flipped us. After surviving so
many close calls in combat was I going to die in a lousy accident? Happily,
the plane didn't catch fire, and soon a truck arrived with soldiers who helped
free us from the wreckage. An officer, I think he was an Army Major, ran up
to us, concerned that we had been hurt. The truck took us to the air operations
building, where I borrowed the phone to make a report. I was told to wait until
a car could be sent to bring us home. The bases were close, but we still had
some time to kill. The Major gave me his name card and told us to present it to
the restaurant next to the base and order whatever we wanted, which we did.
In return for his kindness I told the officer we would be happy to give him the
aviation gas in our main and wing tanks. You should have seen how fast those
soldiers pumped out the gas." Yoshino said he examined the oil-reserve tank
and saw filings of Kelmet Alloy in the oil. His theory is that something foreign
(such as a rag) blocked the flow of oil, causing the engine to burn up.


Another accident he encountered in the Judy was on the morning of
October 4 or 5, 1944. The radial engine stopped dead not long after takeoff
while the plane was pulling for altitude. Yoshino explained, "I thought, 'My,
isn't that odd; the propeller is spinning, but there is no sound.' The pilot tried
to restart the engine, but it was no good. It started to stall. He nosed down to
get some speed and control for a water landing. I have to hand it to him; there
was just barely enough altitude to pull it off. When we slid over the water the
plane made a whoosh as the tail pulled through the sea. This was followed by
a loud bang as the plane hit the water. She was a heavy plane with short wings,
and she started to sink surprisingly fast." Yoshino was able to undo his safety
belt just as water spilled into the cabin. The pilot's canopy was still shut as the
plane sank beneath his feet. There had been no time for him to lock it open.
Yoshino could see the pilot struggling in the clear water below as the plane
sank. A moment later the pilot shot up out of the water, gasping for breath. His
parachute harness had been caught on something, and he was barely able to
free himself before the plane took him down too deep. The pilot hit his head in. 
The pilot hit his head in the landing but was otherwise uninjured. "It was quite a scare for both of us!"
said Yoshino. "An old man in a small boat laying his fishing nets had seen us
splash. He rowed over and helped us into his craft. The fisherman said to us,
'I saw the whole thing. You two boys are lucky to be alive!' His boat had no
engine, but he took us to a larger boat fishing close by with an engine that took
us back to the air base," Yoshino recalled.


Two days
later Yoshino asked the maintenance chief when they would learn the cause of
the engine failure, but he was told that the plane couldn't be raised for an
investigation because the currents in that area were too strong. "That was a
lie. I knew that wasn't true because the fisherman who pulled us out was laying
nets in that area. I think the maintenance crew didn't want the plane recovered
because it would reveal their negligence. We can't have engines conking out in
mid-flight, can we? Shouldn't we find out the cause of the failure to prevent
it from recurring? If they never raised the plane, no one would be held
accountable, and it could be swept under the rug. Dammit, we almost died in
that crash," he said with a look of disgust.









Leyte Gulf


On October
10, 1944, Yoshino found himself aboard Adm. Jisaburō Ozawa's flagship Zuikaku, which would
soon be taking part in the Battle for Leyte Gulf as part of the decoy Northern
Force in Operation Sho-Go-I, the Japanese counterattack to the Allied
landings on Leyte. The Northern Force was centered around Zuikaku and the
light carriers Chitose,
Chiyoda, and Zuihō. Protecting them
were the battleships Hyūga 
and Ise, and
the light cruisers Isuzu, 
Ōyodo, and Tama.
In addition, there were six destroyers that rounded out Ozawa's northern decoy
force. The carriers were essentially being used as bait to draw Adm. Halsey's 3rd
Fleet north, away from the US invasion force. This would permit Adm. Kurita's battleships (Fusō, Musashi, etc.) to
engage and destroy the invasion fleet. It would be the largest naval battle of
WWII, and possibly in history. It would also see the first organized use of Tokkō attacks.


Yoshino was now flying in the B6N2 Tenzan "Jill" attack
aircraft, he called it "a sleek fast ride with 'stubby wings' that gave her
slightly overall poorer flight characteristics when compared with the Kate." On
the plus side, the Jill could fly one hundred kilometers per hour faster than
the Kate, and it came with an increased ceiling of twenty-seven thousand feet.


On October 24, Zuikaku 
launched aircraft along with the light carriers Zuihō, Chitose and Chiyoda in an
ineffective strike against the US 3rd Fleet. Several of these
aircraft were shot down, and the majority of the surviving aircraft did not
return to the carriers, instead landing at bases on Luzon. On October 25, at
6:13 a.m., during the Battle of Cape Engaño, Zuikaku 
launched her last remaining aircraft: five bakusō 
Zeros, one Judy dive-bomber, and four Jills. Yoshino was in one of the Jill
attack bombers. His mission was to search for the American Fleet, report and
then fly directly to Clark Airfield. He was instructed not to return to the
carrier.170 At 8:20 a.m., carrier
aircraft from Adm. William Halsey Jr's 3rd Fleet struck VAdm.
Jisaburō Ozawa's Northern Force. Planes from the carriers USS Essex and USS 
Lexington hammered Zuikaku, causing a
severe list to port. The Americans also hit and sank the light carriers Chitose and 
Chiyoda. The carrier Zuihō 
was also sunk by planes from the Essex,
Franklin, Lexington, Enterprise, and the small carrier San Jacinto, 
east-northeast of Cape Engaño.


The unsung Battle of Cape Engaño could be called "Little
Midway" for its devastating losses. As luck would have it, many of the
aviators, like Yoshino, had been evacuated to the Philippines and were not on
the ships when they went down. Not so lucky were the Zero pilots flying escort
for Zuikaku 
who had to ditch in the sea with nowhere to land, just like Kaname Harada did
at Midway. With Zuikaku 
listing heavily to port from a combination of aerial torpedoes and bombs, Adm.
Ozawa shifted his flag to the light cruiser Ōyodo.171 The order to abandon ship was issued at
1:30 p.m., and much of the remaining crew aboard Zuikau 
gathered on the heavy slanting deck to salute the naval flag as it was lowered
with a bugle call shortly before 2:00 p.m. She rolled over fifteen minutes
later with hundreds of crewmen still below decks. Zuikaku sank stern-first, taking ship's
captain RAdm. Takeo Kaizuka[79] 
and hundreds of Zuikaku's
crew with him. However, of the 1,712 souls aboard, 862 officers and men were
rescued by the destroyers Wakatsuki and Kuwa,
which searched for days, rounding up the men who had gone adrift.172 The Americans had taken their full
measure of revenge by sinking the last remaining Japanese carrier that
participated in the Pearl Harbor raid.









Clark Airfield


From his new
home on Clark Airfield, Yoshino participated in nighttime bombing raids against
recently captured Tacloban Airfield. On November 4, during one such late-night
mission over Tacloban Air Base, Yoshino's plane was caught in the grip of
several blinding, white-hot American searchlights. Light flooded the cabin
temporarily blinding the crew. Yoshino heard the all-too-familiar ba-boom of
incoming AA fire. It was getting closer; he could smell gunpowder, they had
found the range. The radar-guided AA fire hammered the sky around them. The
aircraft bounced, buffeted by the concussion. Yoshino shouted to the radioman to
dump chaff but he was already tossing it out the canopy. The AA gunners fired
at empty sky behind them, at the long silver strips of chaff that were gently
floated down. "More than one light had us. That was about the closest call of
my life. I thought we were dead men," he said.173


In
mid-November, Yoshino was operating from Luzon's Ban-Ban Airfield. Soon, due to
the constant raids, Yoshino's unit had no operational aircraft. The airmen were
sent to join the other aviators taking refuge north of Manila at Mt.
Pinatubo.









MacArthur's Promise Fulfilled


In a textbook
pincer movement designed to cut the island of Luzon in half, the Americans
landed on January 9, 1945. About sixty-eight thousand men under Gen.
Walter Krueger of the US 6th Army—following a devastating
naval bombardment—landed on the western side of Luzon, high above Manila
at Lingayen Gulf. Over two hundred thousand US soldiers landed over the next
few days, establishing a twenty-mile beachhead.


The Americans
landed at Lingayen Gulf, threatening to trap the aviators in a giant bag.
Yoshino thought his fate was sealed to die as an infantryman. They dug trenches
and fighting positions in which to make their last stand. However, orders were
issued for the aviators to make their way northeast to Tuguegarao Airfield for
evacuation to Japan. Yoshino joined the ragtag band of airmen for the
exodus-like trek through the mountains. The airmen traveled on foot for several
weeks, joined by a number of Army troops who hid from strafing American planes
during the day and moved under cover of darkness.The going was painfully slow.
They scavenged off the land, gathering food and sometimes liberating it from
locals. Yoshino didn't wish to give details on this nearly month-long retreat
through the jungle, but he said that some of the Army troops they traveled with
were charged with war crimes after the war.


Once they
reached Tuguegarao they were evacuated via converted Betty bombers that landed
on Formosa. Most of the Zero pilots were reassigned to the 205th Air
Group; in a new Kamikaze unit dubbed Taigi-tai.
Yoshino along with the navigators and radiomen left Formosa on February 5 and
eventually arrived at Kisarazu Air Base where he received his new assignment.
When he returned from the Philippines via Formosa in February 1945, he was
assigned to the Kisarazu 752nd Air Group's 102nd teisatsu 
squadron. He would be in the high-flying, speedy C6N1 Saiun 
"Myrt" recon craft.









The Kamikazes at Iwo Jima


On February
15, Japanese search planes from Katori Air Base discovered enemy ships near Iwo
Jima. The Third Air Flotilla's VAdm. Kinpei Teraoka made a drastic decision
intended to stop the Americans from capturing Iwo Jima. On February 16, he
ordered the 601st Air Group at Katori Air Base to form a special
attack unit. This Kamikaze unit was called " Dai
Ni Mitate Tokubetsu Kōgeki Tai" (Special Attack Unit 2nd
Emperor's Shield). The 2nd Mitate-tai 
command was a mixture of thirty-two aircraft: twelve Judy dive-bombers armed
with 500-kilogram bombs, four Jill attack bombers armed with 800-kilogram
bombs, four Jills with torpedoes, and twelve Zero fighters as escort/observers.


One of the
navigators assigned to that one-way mission was CPO Saburō Kojima. As a sixteen-year old, he
entered the Yokaren 14th Otsu 
cycle on at Kasumigaura Air Base on August 1, 1940. Shortly before his
assignment as a Kamikaze in 1945, Kojima was given a brief shore leave to visit
his family in Suginami Ward, Tōkyō. "He didn't talk about the war. He was
cheerful and acted like nothing was wrong," said his younger sister Harue.[80] When asked what kind of person he was,
she replied, "He was a good big brother. He studied hard and often bought me
snacks with his own pocket money. I remember when we were kids he cried when
our pet rabbit died. He was embarrassed, and made me promise not to tell
anyone." She said, "After his visit," that turned out to be the last time she
would see her brother, "we walked him back to the train station. My last image
is him smiling as he waved to me. He shouted from the train platform, 'Don't
worry. I'll be back soon.' But he never came back."


The US
Marines landed on Iwo Jima on Feb 19. The order to launch the Kamikaze attack
from Katori Air Base was set for February 20, but weather forced the unit back
to Katori. They made a second attempt on February 21. The planes flew to
Hachijo-jima Island arriving around 10 a.m. While having their fuel tanks
topped off, the men were treated to a last meal of red-bean rice[81] and osake.
The leader, Lt. Hiroshi Murakawa, split the unit into five attack groups to
depart at different times. The first three groups were the twelve Judys with
Zero escorts, the remaining two groups were unescorted Jills. PO1/c Saburō Kojima was in the fourth group. The
members of Kojima's "pair" were: Pilot, Ensign Yoshitaro Nakamura (Naval
Reserves); and the radioman, PO2/c Yukihito Kano.


The first
group of escorted Judys took off from Hachijo-jima at noon. The unescorted
Jills departed at 2 p.m., in 15 minute intervals, all heading for Iwo Jima to
strike the U.S. Navy's Task Force 58. The planes arrived in waves between 4:00
p.m. and 7:00 p.m, and struck
seven US vessels. They sunk the
escort carrier USS Bismark Sea (CVE-95),
damaged the carrier USS  Saratoga (CV-3), 
and lightly damaged the escort carrier USS Lunga
Point (CVE-94), escort carrier USS Saginaw
Bay (CVE-82), cargo ship Keokuk (AKN-4), LST 477 (carrying tanks for the 3rd MarDiv) and barely clipped LST
809.[82] Each group reported on their target and
time. The Jills in the fourth group attacked a cargo ship at 5:50 p.m. this is
possibly Keokuk.


Shortly
afterward, the Japanese government sent the Kojima family a ceremonial ikotsu
bako box meant to contain the cremated ashes and selected bones of
the honored war dead. The box was empty except for a slip of paper with her
brother's name on it. And it wasn't even made of wood, it was made from layers
of ersatz heavy paper. Mrs. Masuda still
has the paper box, death notice and several postcards her brother sent home
during the war. He also left behind his tenugui 
navy scarf from his Yokaren training
days. The family didn't even know when or where he had died until long after
the war.


In recent
years she has visited Iwo Jima to pay her respects at the monument on top of
Mt. Suribachi that is dedicated to the men of the 2nd Mitate-Tai. Mrs. Masuda said sadly, "He died on my 
birthday, February 21st. I think about him every day, but especially
on my birthday. I don't like birthdays." Kojima's story is tragic in that he
died trying to protect his parents and sisters from an "invading horde of
barbarians." But after the war, Mrs. Masuda discovered the occupying Americans
were friendly. "Why did Saburō have to die? It was pointless. War is
pointless. I was told the Americans were cruel people that would do unspeakable
things to us if we lost the war. But the American soldiers I met were nice."
She added, "I feel sorry for the American family members who lost their
brothers, sons or husbands due to the Kamikaze raid on Iwo Jima. Why did we
have to fight them? Why did we have to kill each other?"









Promoted to Special Ensign


A tragic
personal loss to Yoshino was the death of his good friend WO Takurō Yanagimoto. He died on March 20, 1945.
In response to American carrier strikes against Kanoya airfield, Yanagimoto and
five other Frances attack bombers from K501st Attack Squadron (762nd
Air Group) departed on a Tokkō mission called "Operation Kikusui" 
(Floating Mum). One of the planes damaged the aircraft carrier USS Hancock (CV-19) and sank the destroyer that was refueling her, USS 
Halsey Powell (DD-686).


Yoshino was
concerned about following suit and being ordered on a Kamikaze mission, but the
ensuing months only brought more recon flights for Yoshino. On May 1, Yoshino
became a Mustang when he was promoted to tokumu shōi (special ensign) and joined the officer
class. He purchased a snappy naval dagger to commemorate the occasion. He was
proud of his symbol of prestige and authority which is said will 'repel evil
spirits and attract pretty girls' or so they say.[83]


In the summer
of 1945, the specter of the Kamikaze revisited Kisarazu. Four of the 752nd
Air Group's new Aichi Type 11 Ryūsei bombers (Allied codename 'Grace')
from the 5th Kōgeki Hikōtai were sent out on a Kamikaze mission on July 25. The mission was
called 7th Mitate-tai, 1st
Ryūsei-tai. The planes were dispatched to the southern area of
Daiōzaki south of Mie Prefecture. But Yoshino has no idea if they ever
made it.









Mercy Mission to Truk Lagoon


On August 5,
752nd Air Group leader Capt. Takejirō Kikuoka
ordered fellow Academy graduate Lt. Myosui Ichikawa to lead four planes to Truk
Lagoon on a mercy mission to delivery emergency medical supplies. Third Air
Fleet commander VAdm. Kinpei Teraoka was on hand to see the men off on their
journey. Ichikawa's four plane kutai 
would be carrying precious quinine for the men suffering from malaria. As the
planes were being loaded, Capt. Kikuoka approached them with several orderlies
carrying boxes. He wanted them to take along shredded dried squid and five
large bottles of osake as a morale
booster for the pilots at Truk Lagoon. As Lt. Ichikawa and navigator Yoshino
were busy finding space for the items in the already overloaded planes, they
heard a clakkity-clack sound. Yoshino turned to see his radioman, PO1/c Tokuei
Otsuki, bouncing toward him wearing his trademark smile and a pair of wooden geta 
clogs with his flight suit. "What are you wearing those for?" he asked, barely
able to contain a laugh. Otsuki said, "My boots are wet so I have to wear
these." They teased Otsuki who took it with aplomb. One of the maintenance men
offered to trade his service shoes with him as long as he promised to return
them. With the last of the loading complete, the aviators squeezed into the
Myrts packed to the gills with life-saving medicines and special treats.


As the formation
approached the island of Hachijo-jima, the unit picked up a warning of a large
typhoon heading toward Tōkyō. Lt. Ichikawa ordered the formation to
land and wait out the typhoon. It was either a large typhoon or a series of
them because the planes were grounded at Hachijo-jima for several days. The
aviators waited impatiently for the storm to clear so they could get the
medicine to their comrades to the south.


In Yoshino's
absence, several more Kamikaze attacks from the 752nd Air Group were
launched against American and British vessels. In addition, Kisarazu Air Base
witnessed the test flight of a special aircraft possessing "stubby rockets"
attached to each wing. It was the Japanese version of the German Me262 jet
fighter called Kikka (orange blossom).
It was test flown at Kisarazu on
August 7, by Navy Lt.Cdr. Susumu Takaoka from the Yokosuka Naval Air Group. The
Nakajima Aircraft Company produced a copy of the German Me262 at their Koizumi
plant and brought it to Kisarazu for testing. Yoshino heard rumors that the
pair of what were called "loud
stubby rockets" would provide a limited amount of flight time. He later learned
they were early jet engines.









The Fat Lady Sings


As the foul
weather finally moved past, Lt. Ichikawa received orders to scrub the mission
and return immediately to Kisarazu. "Had Truk Lagoon been invaded?" Yoshino
wondered. He left behind the five bottles of osake 
and the snacks for the men on Hachijo-jima and returned with the medication.
After the planes landed at Kisarazu Airfield, he was told of an important
announcement to be made at noon the following day, August 15. Like many other
veterans interviewed by the author, he had difficulty understanding the
contents of the speech. "I listened carefully but couldn't make out what was
being said. The general consensus was the war was over. I would never imagine
we would surrender," Yoshino said.


Yoshino
explained that prior to the American occupation, the Japanese aviators were
told to flee to prevent arrest by the vindictive Americans, who would certainly
be coming after them for what they did at Pearl Harbor. "On August 20, I was
informally discharged and went to my parents' home.[84] We assumed the aviators would soon be
arrested and jailed, or forced into hard labor." He sweated it out, waiting for
a knock on the door from American soldiers bearing an arrest warrant. "On
September 15, I received a telegram from my former commander, Capt. Kikuoka,
ordering me to report to Kisarazu Airfield." He thought, "Well, this is it."
Yoshino said, "I went as ordered and met Capt. Kikuoka. He offered me a drink 
which told me everything was fine. He told me we were instructed to
provide a certain number of serviceable aircraft to the US Naval Technical
Team." He was soon reunited with some of the pilots and air crews he had flown
with in the closing months of the war.


He met an
officer named Lt. Philip[85] who was in charge of securing the test
planes. "He was friendly and courteous. I liked him. One day Lt. Philip told me
to go to the warehouse to gather up flight gear for myself and the others
involved in the test flights. I was rather nervous because the young American
soldiers guarding the storage building were shooting their pistols and carbines
at scarecrow targets they made from flight suits, float vests and such. They
seemed to be bored. I was worried about approaching them, so I returned to Lt.
Philip and asked him to accompany me, but he refused. I asked for a written
order, but told me not to worry." Yoshino cautiously took two men with him in a
small truck to the warehouse and explained in his limited English that he was
sent by Lt. Philip to gather supplies for the test flight. "The guards waved me
in without question. We loaded the little truck with all the gear we could
possibly use, plus many extra parachutes, clothing, and miscellaneous items I
knew I could trade or sell on the black market. I could have taken more, but
there wasn't enough room, and making multiple trips might have raised
suspicion."


He recalled
the American soldiers having a soft spot for stray dogs. "I often saw them
playing with stray dogs, no matter how dirty they were. They especially liked
puppies. One day Lt. Philip asked me to find him a puppy. I wasn't interested.
He kept asking me. I finally told him that 'puppies were not in season at this
time.' He said, 'There is no such thing as a 'season' for dogs. They make them
all year round!'" Yoshino hoped the lieutenant was still alive after all these
years.


In early 
October there were test flights at Kisarazu Airfield. He said he couldn't
understand the American English being spoken in the control tower, so he relied
on a green light that meant, "Clear for takeoff."


While on the
final test flight in which the planes were flown from Kisarazu to Yokosuka's
Oppama Airfield, Yoshino looked up to see the usual sight of F4U Corsairs
above, and behind. The American fighters kept an eye on the Japanese planes to
make sure there was no funny business. Yoshino said to Lt. Ichikawa, "Why don't
we see who is faster?" The trailing Corsair fell behind them, but one of the
top cover planes dropped down and latched onto his tail. "Looking back, we were
lucky he didn't shoot us down right there. We landed safely at Oppama Airfield.
I understand that plane was taken to the United States," he said. Someone told
him it was in the Smithsonian Museum.174









Postwar Observations


Adm. Isoroku
Yamamoto had been a military attaché in Washington, D.C., before the war, and
Yoshino feels Yamamoto should have loudly protested Japan's war with the West,
since he himself had seen firsthand the wealth of the United States. "Yamamoto
bears a great deal of responsibility for allowing the nation to go to war with
an enemy he must have known would crush Japan." Yoshino feels that
Yamamoto's death in battle was because "Yamamoto knew the war was lost and took
the easy way out. He made the decision to achieve a glorious death in battle by
visiting dangerous front line areas crawling with enemy fighters. What was the
point of the Commander-in-Chief risking his life in a 'one-shot lighter'
protected by a handful of Zeros? They could have sent up fifty Zeros, and he
still would have been in peril against the P-38 Lightning. I saw these planes
in action in the Philippines, and they are not to be taken lightly. Whether it
is true or not, this is my opinion." When asked about his feelings concerning
the cause of the war in the Pacific and events leading up to the Pearl Harbor
attack, he commented, "It has long been said that a soldier must avoid politics."
However, he felt angry that a formal declaration of war had not been issued to
the United States before the attack. The unfortunate delay of information
resulted in what has been called a cowardly "sneak attack."









The Hollywood Version


He said he
received a formal invitation to a screening of the Pearl Harbor movie released
in 2001. He was expected to answer questions at a press conference, but
declined. "I'm glad I didn't go because it would have been difficult for me to
comment other than they had obviously spent a great deal of money. I saw it in
the movie theater. I am troubled that future generations might think it
accurately depicts history, which it does not," he said.









Lessons Not Learned


Yoshino commented on the failure to learn the lessons
they taught the Americans December 7. "It was foolish to keep building
battleships like Yamato 
and Musashi. 
With the materials and money that went into the battleships we could have built
more aircraft carriers and thousands of aircraft that could reach thirty times
farther out to sea than Yamato's
guns." 









Occupation by the Allies


Mr. Yoshino openly stated that Japan is truly lucky to
have been occupied by the United States, and not by Russia. The Japan as we
know it today would certainly not exist if the Russians had been allowed to
participate in the occupation. He said, "As we know, the Russians took away
hundreds of thousands of Japanese citizens to their work camps, and only a
small percentage ever made it home. Stalin and Mao together killed over twenty
million of their own people during and after the war. We Japanese owe a debt of
gratitude to the way MacArthur treated us. Our young people are not taught
this. This is worrisome," he said. 









Postwar Events


In 1948, Mr. Yoshino took a job with an electric company,
Tokyo Denryoku. He retired in 1977. In 1998, National
Geographic filmed a documentary involving the search for the
aircraft carrier Kaga. 
Along with Robert Ballard, famous for discovering the Titanic, there were three veterans of
the Midway battle: Haruo Yoshino and Yuji Akamatsu, who were both observers
flying in Type 97 torpedo bombers from Kaga,
and an American named Bill Surgi, who was aboard the USS Yorktown. In
December 2001, Mr. Yoshino traveled to Pearl Harbor for the 60th
Anniversary of the battle. He expressed to his travel partner, and author, Mr.
Naoki Kodachi his displeasure with the fact the US has not released information
on all of the crash sites, photos and disposition of his fellow aviators's
bodies from the Pearl Harbor raid. He passed away at age 92 on November 12,
2011.














Chapter Four
Toshimitsu Imaizumi


Mr. Imaizumi was one of the most energetic and vibrant
Japanese veterans I have ever had the pleasure of meeting. He was upbeat and
always smiling. We met twice in Tōkyō and then corresponded. The
second meeting took place in the Yūshūkan Museum at the Yasukuni
temple complex. Our interview was in the shadow of the Zero on display next to
the café where we spent the entire afternoon. During the interview he often
stood up and pointed to the aircraft, explaining different aspects of its
design. It felt like I was watching a historical documentary being filmed. He
spoke humbly of his own experiences and openly praised those of his departed
comrades. During his time on Hainan Island off the coast of China, he caught
and tamed a monkey he named "Saburō", and whenever he talked about it he
could barely contain his enthusiasm. His memory was sharp, he spoke clearly and
often drew sketches to better illustrate his stories. He was humorous and warm.









Early Days


Toshimitsu Imaizumi[86] was born in
1923 in Tōkyō, the second of three brothers. He admitted as a
youngster he wasn't interested in school but was athletic, strong, and prone to
scrapping. The war with China broke out in July 1937, when he was fourteen
years old. He remembered sitting in front of the radio with his family, hearing
news of the "glorious victories" on the Continent. The Japanese made a
concerted effort to share the good news with their populace. Shortly after, a
plane flew overhead, dropping leaflets adorned with photos of airplanes
announcing Japan's advances in China. He said the boys snatched the leaflets
out of the air, devouring the news like hungry wolf cubs. After his father was
finished with the daily newspaper young Toshimitsu would lay on the tatami mat floor and
cut out the romanticized accounts of pilots in action. The radio broadcasts
that described victorious aerial battles seemed more like baseball games than
wartime news. The impressionable young man was convinced there was nothing more
exciting than being a fighter pilot.


Imaizumi talked about the reason he wanted to join the
Japanese Naval Air Force; it was mostly due to the exploits of a naval pilot named
Kanichi Kashimura.175 In China,
Kashimura collided with an enemy plane which tore off one-third of his own left
wing. In spite of the damage he managed to make it back to his airfield in
Shanghai.176 For his incredible feat of
airmanship he earned the catchy moniker "Katayoku"[87] 
Kashimura, as well as the Golden Kite 5th Class Medal. The Navy knew
a good story when it heard one, so on April 15, 1938, his plane was placed on
public display in Tōkyō at the Navy Exhibition Hall (Harajuku Kaigun Kaikan).
This turned him into a celebrity across Japan and inspired tens of thousands of
young boys to become pilots. Imaizumi was one of those youngsters. 


Imaizumi's idol, Kanichi Kashimura, joined the Navy as an
enlisted man in the same month and year as Saburō Sakai, but successfully
entered the enlisted aviation program years earlier.[88] One of
Kashimura's wingmen from the 582nd Air Group on Rabaul was Mitsuo
Hori, who went on to serve with Tomokazu Kasai in the 343rd Air
Group.177 The commander of the 582nd
Air Group, Captain Ei Yamamoto, also later served in the 343rd Air
Group. It seems the destinies of so many of Japanese naval pilots seem
intertwined.









The Path to the Cockpit


Young Imaizumi dreamed of being a pilot, but such
aspirations were difficult for a boy of his status in society. After graduating
from middle school he enrolled in a government-run trade school associated with
Nissan Motors, a company that made military trucks during the war. His
trade-school days consisted of studying, working in the factory, and performing
military drills. He knew about the Yokaren 
program, but knew he couldn't pass the strict entrance exam. However, there was
the Yokaren Hei-Shū 
program (formerly known as Sōren)
 for enlisted personnel who wanted to be aviators. He could join the
regular Navy and then attempt to get into the Sōren 
program. Knowing this was his only route to the cockpit, he took his first step
toward his boyhood dream by entering the surface Navy as an enlisted man on
September 1, 1941. 


He underwent his rigorous three-month basic training at
the Yokosuka Kaiheidan 
before serving aboard a destroyer for nine months, during which time he endured
the harsh life of an enlisted sailor. He was beaten with fists and clubs but
endured all under the hope of one day taking to the air as a fighter pilot. "Whatever
happened to me, no matter how I was mistreated, I viewed it as a necessary
stepping stone on my path to becoming a pilot. I would let nothing stand in my
way." Over a year after he entered the Navy he took and passed the Sōren entrance
exam administered aboard the ship in October 1942. In January 1943, he left the
ship and walked down the gangplank as he, and two other sailors, were showered
with a thundering applause. It was an official send-off from the captain and
crew who lined up on the railing to "pipe us off the ship". There was no
turning back; he had to succeed, because if he failed, he'd be sent back to the
ship cowering in shame. There could be no worse fate. He soon reported for duty
at the Tsuchiura Kaigun Kōkūtai 
for admission into the preparatory flight course, and felt proud to be one of
only three men from his entire ship who were selected to attend the course.


His class of enlisted-men cadets was referred to as the "16th Hei-Shū"
cycle. For those who came from the Navy like Imaizumi, the aviation preparatory
course lasted from January through May. It was designed to weed out those who
were not physically or mentally ready for the challenge that awaited them in
the next phase of aviation training, which was the basic flight course. According
to Imaizumi, there were three different classes (Hei-shū,
Kō-Otsu and Kō-Hi)
totaling two thousand boys at the Tsuchiura Air Base. They were all competing
hard to earn the right for a spot in the basic aviation course. Any
sailor-turned-cadet who failed tests or was deemed unworthy was quickly dropped
from the program and returned to shipboard life. 


For the boys in Kō-Hi 
and Otsu-Hi 
cycles who had come from civilian life, being washed-out meant simply returning
home. However, for those who had come to Tsuchiura from the shipboard Navy, the
shame of failure was never an option. "I didn't care what it took, I would
never go back to being a shipboard sailor," Imaizumi said.









The March of the Ducklings


One of the many new friends he made was Toshi Fujimoto.
He was smart and highly motivated to become not just a pilot, but a fighter
pilot. The pair seemed to connect. "We did everything together," he said. As
mentioned in the opening section of this book, the trainees studied and
exercised six days a week with very little relaxation permitted. Life at
Tuschiura was a test of endurance to see who was qualified to become an
aviator. Even the relaxing daily ritual of the Japanese-style bath was a test
of endurance. The simplest of daily
activities were made comically tragic by the need to handle large numbers of
personnel in a limited time. Every activity was regimented by time, even taking
a bath. The ofurō 
(Basu) was about one quarter the size of a swimming pool, and about three feet
deep. In a Japanese-style bath the Japanese scrub themselves squeaky clean
outside the tub before getting inside. Only after cleaning and rinsing
themselves do they enter the ofurō.
They then typically soak neck deep in the hot water for ten to fifteen minutes.
"However, at the pre-flight prep school with so many boys using the bath in
such a short time we had to line up in rows, and slowly waddle across the
bathtub like ducks in a pond." There was no time for the weary cadets to sit
down in the water to soak their aching muscles, just enough time to squat down
and move forward, trying to keep ahead of the group advancing from behind. They
tried to get as low in the water as possible before being shepherded forward
with the rest of the chorus line. "Fujimoto made me laugh once when he flapped
his wings and quacked." 


Every activity was conducted on the group level; there
was no private time apart from sleeping, and that was done in hammocks in a
large room that served as their classroom. Even that activity was monitored by
an instructor who would snatch a cadet out of his hammock to conduct a "fire
watch," in which the pair would walk the line, counting each man. The custom
was then, as it is now, for schoolboys to remove their shoes and change into
slippers when entering the school, just as they do in their own houses. The
cadets did the same. One morning while they were eating their meager breakfast
at the long bench and table in their barracks, an instructor discovered someone
had inadvertently tracked a tiny bit of sand into the barracks' foyer (genkan). He
exaggeratively examined the long, narrow shoe rack with horror, as if
investigating the scene of a ghastly crime. He shouted "Whose shoes are these?"
Imaizumi, Fujimoto and the others swallowed hard against dry throats, knowing
full well what was coming. "The trainee responsible will come forward!"
Imaizumi's heart stopped as he saw one of his squad mates rush forward,
automatically bringing the others with him as if tied by an unbreakable
invisible cable; none dared stay behind.


"Look at this! Don't you know the deck of your barracks
is the same as the deck of a sacred battleship? You are no better than street
mongrels, and you will act like the mutts you are. All of you, down on your
hands and knees like dogs." And with this he paced down the line, shoving the
toe of a leather slipper[89] 
into each man's mouth. "Now crawl around and bark like the stray dogs you are."
He forced them to crawl around the hard wooden floor barking like canines,
drool slipping from the corner of their mouths.178



The boys formed ninety-man units that studied and lived
together with a kind of squad leader called a gochō[90].
Imaizumi was the gochō 
in his unit and felt great pride and responsibility in being given that honor.
One evening as they prepared to turn in, he noticed one of them was missing. He
panicked and knew that when an instructor came in for a head count he would get
a beating and, worse yet, lose his prized leadership position as gochō.179 He rushed about and found the man. It was
a man named Nakajima,180 trying to hang
himself with this belt in the toilet area. He quickly shoved him back into the
barracks but was caught by one of the instructors, who ferociously beat both
cadets with the bat he carried with him. "I had a hard time walking for the
next day; but they didn't demote me, so I was happy about that. Nakajima
snapped out of whatever was bothering him, too," he said.[91]









Sunday's Lunch Box


The day all the cadets looked forward to was Sunday, when
they were given passes to leave the base and visit local homes and be immersed
in a family atmosphere. Contrary to the Sōren 
cadets who came from the Fleet, the Yokaren 
boys were civilians and much younger. Some couldn't resist the temptation of a
full belly, and secretly ate their lunches before leaving the base. At the
gate, instructors would randomly select cadets and order them to shake their furoshiki wrapped
lunch boxes that, when empty, would reveal a telltale rattling sound. "Why, you
hungry little mongrel. You already ate your goddamn lunch, didn't you!" The
instructor shouted in feigned surprise, as he unwrapped the furoshiki and pulled
the lid off the metal box to discover the contents had been neatly devoured. "Get
back to the barracks!" Imaizumi chuckled to himself at the weekly event of
seeing a hapless sad sack's shocked face when caught with an empty bentō box. "They
never learned. Out of the hundreds of cadets who went out on Sunday there was
always somebody, usually one of the civilian kids, who got caught at the gate
with an empty lunch box," Imaizumi recalled with a grin. "Sometimes their
entire barracks would be punished. That never happened in my group. We came
from the Fleet and were much more disciplined."


Another memory was being assigned to KP (Kitchen Police)
duty in the kitchen. The trainees on KP were charged with filling the rice
bowls evenly and fairly for his barracks. However, they were also entrusted
with dishing out their own chow, which tempted the crafty ones to mash the rice
down into their own bowls, giving themselves an unfair heftier portion. The instructors
were wise to this and kept a close eye out for this tactic. If they caught wind
of this chicanery they would simply wait until the men sat down and, just
before giving permission to commence eating, they would shout, "All hands stand
up, move one seat to your right!" They must have enjoyed the looks of shock and
disappointment on the faces of the guilty ones, who watched their neighbor reap
the benefits of their "hard work." Equally entertaining was the look on the
face of the happily surprised cadet who won the food lottery and picked up his
unusually heavy bowl with a smile.









First Time in the Air


Prior to graduation from Yokaren,
Imaizumi and the other cadets were given a taste of what was to come, a flight
in a trainer aircraft. His year in the Navy enduring hazings and beatings
seemed all worth it. It's easy to forget in today's world of daily non-stops,
which carry harried passengers from A to B, that in the 1940s there were no
Japanese domestic airlines. Ordinary citizens weren't able to travel by air
like they do today. Aside from expensive, private flying organizations, only
military aviators were able to fly, so to actually sit in an airplane for the
first time was Imaizumi's boyhood dream came true.


Like most of the world's WWII-era pilots, his first
flight was in a biplane. The Japanese Navy generally used the Yokosuka K5Y Type
93 Intermediate Trainer "Willow" painted orange to help the students identify,
and more importantly avoid, each other in flight. This cloth-covered, open
cockpit, two-seater looked like something out of barnstormer motion picture
complete with a wooden propeller. But it could fly like a dream. 


The cadets lined up on the airfield in preparation for
their initial flight, a ten-minute, once-around-the-block, orientation flight
where they were sharply ordered to "touch nothing; just sit and observe." The
instructors were testing the boys' mettle to see what they were made of. It was
now where the wheat said farewell to the chaff. Those who did well would be
considered for future pilot training, and those who didn't would be considered
for the aircrew jobs as navigators and radiomen. Imaizumi stood on the grassy
airfield, lined up next to him was Fujimoto and the other trainees in brand-new
flight gear from head to toe, anxiously watching the biplanes land and take off
with new passengers for their short flight around the airfield. The trainees'
names were written on an easel-mounted chalkboard and called out in turn. The
planes landed, and the pilots in the backseats idled their engines patiently
while the trainees switched out in a kind of "bread-and-butter routine." He
heard his name called out and felt the adrenaline rush through his body as he
stepped up to the chalkboard, marked his name and reported for duty. He nervously
jogged toward the plane; the aircraft's loud motor and spinning propeller gave
him "butterflies in my stomach." The cadets had practiced using a mock-up, but
this was different. In the mock-up there was no guttural engine noise, no prop
wash, no vibrations, and no adrenaline pumping through his veins. He
acknowledged the instructor with a salute and climbed into the front cockpit. A
veteran pilot, PO1/c Ono, who had spent three years piloting a torpedo bomber,
would be taking him to a height of 750 feet. He was in excellent and capable
hands.


"I carefully sat down and buckled the safety harness. My
hands were shaking with excitement," he said. He plugged in the hollow denseikan 
speaking-tube and ear piece that allowed him to communicate with Ono in the
backseat. He shouted into the mouthpiece, "Testing. Can you hear me, sir?" The
grizzled instructor must have rolled his eyes, but calmly replied in his
headphone, "Yes, I hear you. Calm down. Did you fasten your safety harness?" 


"Yes, I did." 


"Did you hook in your emergency chute release?" 


"Yes, I did." 


"Off we go. Keep your hands off the stick and keep
your feet on the deck and off those rudder pedals! Do you understand?" 


"Hai!" And with that the instructor gave the hand signal
to the ground crew to pull the wheel chocks. Ono eased the throttle forward,
and the plane responded by moving gradually faster forward down the grassy
field, bumping as it went, picking up speed. The vibrations and deep, throaty
rumble grew louder as the pilot revved the engine, pulling the plane down the
huge green field. Bits of exhaust-tainted grass and dirt swirled around the
open cockpit. Imaizumi quickly remembered to pull his goggles down over his
eyes. He hoped the others on the ground hadn't seen the mistake. Soon, a
foolish grin splashed across his face. His smile grew larger as the plane left
the ground to begin the first flight of his life, and the most memorable. "I
looked around at the sky and the ground, thinking I was the luckiest guy in the
world. I took it all in, the sensations, the sounds, and the smells. But all
too soon it was over, and we were back on the ground. I wanted to say 'Again!'
I exited the craft and reported to the instructor at the chalkboard, 'Trainee
Imaizumi, orientation flight complete.'" Imaizumi admitted to the author that
he failed to look at the instrument panel to note his altitude, wind direction,
takeoff and landing time. He was in a trance. He wasn't punished; the
instructors understood the trainees' excitement and were forgiving.









Flight Training at Tsukuba


On May 11, 1943, the "16th  Hei-Shū" cycle
of enlisted cadets graduated from the preparatory course. He was sent over to
the Tsukuba Air Base for six months of basic flight training. The 16th Hei-Shū 
class members graduated from the pre-flight aviation course earlier than the Yokaren Kō and 
Otsu classes because
they had come from the fleet and already received basic training. Imaizumi and
the other pilot cadets were now separated into different classifications to
become a pilot, navigator or radioman. "Fujimoto and I submitted our requests
to become pilots. I think everyone did," he said.


His wish was granted. He and the other Sōren graduates
who made the pilot cut now entered the six-month Hiren course. 
The ninety men in his group would be known as the "32nd
Hiren" cycle. 
Those who were designated as observers/navigators or radiomen/gunners went on
to a different training facility. The 32nd Hiren cycle was divided between Tsukuba
Air Base and the Hyakurihara Air Base. However, being assigned to Hiren didn't
necessarily mean one would become a fighter pilot. The Navy needed other types
of pilots, too. Among Imaizumi's fellow group of ninety graduates, thirty
cadets were assigned to become fighter pilots, twenty were assigned to become
torpedo bomber pilots, twenty were assigned to become dive-bomber pilots, and
the remaining twenty trainees were sent off to learn to fly the large
crew-served bombers, transports and flying boats. 


"I don't want to die because of your stupidity!" became a
catch phrase the instructors shouted on a daily basis. During the following
months the trainees studied, ran countless laps around the airfield, and flew
three ten-minute flights every day. Five men were assigned to take turns with
each plane. Every aviator learned the phrase, "Steady as she goes to Mt.
Tsukuba" (Tsukubasan muke
yōsorō). This was a phrase used by the instructors to
order the trainees to set a course for the mountain for which the town and the
airbase were named.


During the time when the plane was in the air being flown
by another student, Imaizumi and the others would sit on a long bench
looking up at the sky, imagining they were in the cockpit. They mimicked the
plane's every move with their hand on an invisible stick and their feet on the
nonexistent foot bar. "We were flying invisible planes, and we must have looked
foolish, but it was good mental training," he said.


The trainees were given free time on Sunday, when they
spent the majority of the day enjoying the comfort and hospitality of families
living near the airbase. While walking to the homes of their adopted families
they had to keep military discipline, with the man on the far right of the
group saluting others of higher rank they came across in town. "If you were on
the right side of a small group you had to salute to represent that group. And
if you failed to salute when required, you got slapped in the face. More than
once the poor guy on the end got distracted by conversation or something in a
store window and paid the price. So before leaving the gate we all pushed and
shoved, trying never to be the guy on the right end of the group!"









First Solo Flight


The weeks dragged on, with Imaizumi looking forward with
excitement to his first solo flight. The average trainee had to log eight hours
of instructed flight before given the chance to solo. When it came time for his
flight he was nervous at the thought of having so many eyes on the ground
watching his every move. A 140-pound bag of sand was placed in the backseat as
ballast to replace the instructor's bodyweight. "My mouth was dry, at the
thought of being judged by everyone. What if my landing is bad?" He was so
relieved when the flight was over that he shouted, "I did it!"


The trainees learned the basic maneuvers of flight as
well as the various kick rolls, spins, and the ubiquitous Immelmann turn. This
was followed by three-man formation flying, which is not hard in straight-level
flight, but once the lead plane starts to turn or dive it becomes very
difficult for the second and third plane to stay in formation. For example, if
the lead plane turns to the right, the inside number-three plane has to cut
back on power to stay inside the turn while the outside number-two plane has to
increase engine power to stay in formation on the outside of the turn. If the
lead plane applies full power he can easily lose the trailing wingman. By this
time the Japanese Navy preferred to fly in four-man formations with the Zero.
The biplane trainers lacked the horsepower to keep up on the outside turn, so
the trainees practiced using the three-man formation. The ability to maintain
formation was one of the most important cut-off points for the delineation line
between those men who would go on to the fighter-pilot training course and
those who would fly other aircraft. The instructors once yelled, "If you can't
stay in a simple three-man formation flying biplanes how can we expect you to
stay in line flying a Zero?" 


One of the most nerve-wracking aspects of the training
was the blind-instrument flying, where a hood was placed over the cockpit,
forcing the trainee to fly on instruments alone with no visual clues to the
terrain or sky outside. This was essential for when the future pilots were
caught in a situation such as a storm, rain, or darkness, where the instruments
would be all they could rely upon for guidance. Imaizumi did not like this
aspect of the training.


After three months of flight training at Tsukuba it had
become clear which trainees were cut out to become fighter pilots and which
were going to proceed to pilot the transport aircraft, heavy bombers, torpedo
bombers, dive-bombers, or reconnaissance aircraft. Imaizumi said those who
learned faster were sent to the fighter-pilot course. "A fighter pilot is alone
in his aircraft; no one ordering him how to fly, and no one depending on him.
The Japanese call men like this an ippiki
ōkami (lone wolf)," he said.


After graduation, the men were told to which course they
would be advancing. Imaizumi's dream of becoming a fighter pilot was brought
one step closer to reality when he was picked to travel to Hainan Island for
advanced fighter training. Recounting the event sixty-nine years later, he
said, "It was a dream come true!" His friend Toshi Fujimoto, also made the
fighter pilot cut, but went to a different air group for his advanced fighter
training.









Combat Training - Hainan Island


On November 1, 1943, he was one of five fledgling pilots
who boarded a transport plane at Kasumigaura headed to Hainan Island. It would
take about half a day to reach the island which is situated between the
northern-most coast of Indochina (Vietnam) and southern China. The
thirty-mile-wide Hainan Strait separates Hainan from the mainland's Liuzhou
Peninsula. Hainan was governed by China until Japan invaded in a largely
unopposed landing on February 10, 1939. The Japanese viewed the island as a key
linchpin in the procurement and safe transportation of oil and other natural resources
from East Asia, Borneo, and Indonesia. Not only was the island in a strategic
location to protect the shipping of vital resources, it was a stepping-off
point for her invasion of the rich oil fields to the south, and the attack on
Singapore through pro-Japanese Siam (Thailand) and Malaya. 


The island of Hainan, slightly larger than the state of
Maryland, has a year-round growing season that favored the cultivation of rice,
coconuts, palm oil, tropical fruit, coffee, tea, sugarcane, and rubber trees. In
addition to Hainan's thickly forested tropical hardwoods, it is rich in
minerals, high-grade iron and tungsten, titanium, manganese, copper, gold,
silver, coal, cobalt, graphite, and crystal. For the invading Japanese,
Hainan's rich offshore fishing grounds also provided a natural bounty. 


As the transport plane neared Hainan Island, he could
hardly believe the brilliant azure ocean as it turned to crystal-blue and then
foamy white at the shoreline. As the plane descended toward the white
crushed-coral runway, he pressed his face against the window to get a better
look at the deep, lush green vegetation and palm trees. An unexpected bonus to
being stationed on Hainan, the "Hawaii of the East," was the aforementioned
abundance of tropical fruits, fresh crustaceans, and fish. "In Japan, the
citizens underwent food rationing, but on Hainan we feasted like kings." One
type of fish, Tai or
Madai (sea
bream snapper), was a delicacy enjoyed only on special occasions in the
homeland, but harvested in abundance in the seas around Hainan. "Tai fish is great,
but after months of eating it I got sick of it. Even today I can't touch the
stuff," the old veteran said, shaking his head in a comical fashion.


Capt. Kurō Hori was in command of the airmen on
Hainan Island. His 254th Air Group was split between two locations;
Samah Bay in the south, and Haikow in the northern part of the island. The 254th
Air Group was divided out of necessity for its duel role; 1) Supporting
Japanese Army operations on the mainland and protecting Hong Kong to the north,
2) Providing escort for transport vessels moving through the Bashi Straits to
the south. In addition, it also conducted advanced training for fighter pilots.


The units were named for the bases from which they
operated. In the south, sharing the airfield was 254th Kōkūtai 
(bona fide fighter pilots) and the training unit called Sanya Kōkūtai. The commander
of the Sanya Kōkūtai was Lieutenant Sugiura. The smaller element in the north was called 
Kaikō Kōkūtai,
commanded by Special Lieutenant (jg) Yoshikazu Minami. His right-hand man was
WO Satoshi Kano.


Imaizumi was one among forty-five newly minted pilots who
came to Hainan from the Sōren 
and Yokaren 
courses from bases across Japan. Most were teenage Yokaren trainees. The young pilots
would receive their advanced fighter training at Hainan and then be dispersed
to other combat units or carriers as needed. The training period would last
from November through March, but after just a few days on Hainan, he hoped that
he would be assigned to the 254th Air Group. The training of new
pilots was overseen by a Mustang officer, a long-in-the-tooth,
thirty-nine-year-old Special Lieutenant (jg) Miyoji Kobayashi. He was a pre-war
enlisted sailor who graduated from the 9th Sōren 
cycle and had been in the Navy for twenty years. He was a fatherly figure,
calm and confident, and every bit the stereotypical "old man." He was logging
flight time when his students were still tugging on their mama's kimono sleeves.[92] 
After watching their landings, Minami
would tease them, "You land like gooney birds. You need to touch down on the
same spot every time, just as if you were landing on an actual carrier." The
trainees were as green as newly sprouted rice shoots and so were referred to as 
Shin-mai.


Since the training group shared the field with the 254th 
Kōkūtai,
the youngsters were able to rub elbows with some top notch pilots. One of them
was thirty-one-year-old WO Tomokazu Ema.[93] In December
1933, Tomokazu Ema was one of only twenty-seven graduates of the Sōren 22nd
cycle. He was in the air long before Kaname Harada, Shōichi Sugita and
Saburō Sakai. Imaizumi estimated that Ema had several dozen aerial
victories. He is credited with two in China with the 14th Air Group,
a couple of Wildcats claimed over Guadalcanal with the 6th Air
Group, an SBD over Guadalcanal on October 2, 1942 (possibly Second Lt. Joseph
Waterman from VMSB-141) and a P-38 over Sanya on July 29, 1944.181, 183









Fighter Pilot Training


Fighter pilot training began immediately for Imaizumi and
the others, who held the rank of airman 2nd class (Air2/c). They
started flying in the Type 96 Claude, a giant leap up from the wood-and-wire
biplane trainer. He said, "The Claude was a joy compared to the Akatonbo trainer. I
was excited to fly in the same type of plane that Kashimura flew over China."
They practiced fighter formation in the four-man echelon, shifting from the
standard arrowhead formation to a straight line, with the leader in the shooter
spot. After a week of practicing in the Claude the trainees moved onto the
two-seater trainer version of the Model 21 Zero. 


Imaizumi shared a few interesting factoids about the
Model 21. In order to save weight, it was designed without a solenoid
self-starter, so it required two crewmen to crank start the engine. A pair of
crewmen would insert the dogleg-shaped inertia handle into a slot in the
lower-right side of the engine. They would wind up the starter, creating a
recognizable slow whine that grew louder and higher. The man in the cockpit
pulled the choke and shouted, "Hanare"
(clear) before shouting "Konta" (contact). Once the ignition switch was flipped the engine barked to
life, and the ground crewmen would duck under the wing and escape to the rear
with the handle. The man in the cockpit waited for the pilot to climb up, using
the retractable foot pegs (that are popped out from the side of the aircraft by
depressing a button) to trade positions. He said that launching a Zero required
a five-man crew. The plane's crew chief stood off the right wing to monitor the
entire process, until the pilot ran the engine up to full power. If everything
was in working order the pilot signaled the crew chief, who ordered the men to
pull the wheel chocks away. Failure to remove the blocks at the same time could
spell disaster as the plane could spin left or right and cause damage to other
planes and/or kill ground crews. This was serious business that required
vigilance and teamwork. 


Once the plane left the ground the pilot pulled a lever,
located near his right knee, to the "Up" position to raise the landing gear.
The landing gear was operated by oil pressure, and since there was insufficient
pressure to fold the gear simultaneously, the plane could only close one "leg"
at a time, starting with the left, which accompanied a buzzer that told the
pilot the process had begun. Once the left wheel was about halfway up into the
wheel well, the right landing gear and rear wheel retracted. Once that was done
the buzzing ceased, reminding the pilot to flip the landing-gear lever from the
"Up" position to the "Neutral" position. When landing, the pilot did the
reverse order. Red pins on both wings, located above the wheels, popped up like
a turkey timer, so a quick glance at the wings confirmed the landing gear were
down and locked. It would be bad news to see both, or worse one, of the
turkey-timers pop up in flight, or to see only one when making the landing
approach. Imaizumi explained that in an emergency, the pilot could operate a
hand-cranked pump that would push oil into the landing gear, forcing it to
lower into the locked position. Imaizumi added, "That is, if the plane wasn't
too badly shot up."


Even though
it was vast improvement over the Claude, there was no way for the Model 21 Zero
to take off without the help of a crank start. An example he gave was when a
pilot made an error in navigating and found himself over China instead of
Ishigaki Jima. He was low on fuel and was forced to land at a Japanese Army
fighter base. They refueled him, but since it was an Army airfield they didn't have
the navy-designed starter crank. Although it was a fighter base for an Army
fighter called Hayabusa 
"Oscar" which looked similar to the Zero, the Army didn't have a starter-crank
rod for the Zero. It took four
days, but the Army maintenance-shop manufactured a makeshift device to crank
the engine. "However, since it took so long, the hapless fellow was listed as
killed in action. When he returned he was first yelled at and then teased,"
Imaizumi said. The fact that a naval pilot was in safe hands for four days, and
the Army couldn't, or didn't, contact his air group on Hainan, signified bigger
problems with communication and information sharing that the Japanese struggled
with during the war.


"Speaking of engines," he said, "the older pilots warned us 'fledglings' that if we
experienced engine troubles to never land outside the airbase because
anti-Japanese forces were everywhere." Although Hainan was technically under
Japanese rule, there were some local Chinese who were not quite happy about it.
The island had never been completely subjugated. One night, he was awakened by
the sound of an engine backfiring in the distance, then another. "Gunfire!" A
band of resistance fighters staged a small nighttime raid on one end of the
airbase, and although the base bōbitai 
defense unit quickly repelled the attack, the literally rude awakening drove
home the fact that he was no longer in Kansas.









Isamu Tahara


His advanced fighter instructor was WO Isamu Tahara, a
battle-proven veteran who had been in both the Pearl Harbor and Wake Island
attacks. On December 7, Tahara was in the first wave of six fighters under Lt.
Kiyokuma Okajima from Hiryū that struck Barber's Point. PO3/c Tahara was flying behind Lt.
Kiyokuma Okajima and PO1/c Kazuo Muranaka. Their job was to prevent US aircraft
from taking off, and shoot down any that managed to get off the ground. The
unit claimed forty aircraft destroyed and twenty-two damaged as a result of
their strafing raids. On the way back to Japan, the 2nd CarDiv
heeded an urgent call for help by RAdm. Sadamichi Kajioka who was stalled in
the invasion of Wake Island. The invasion force had been thwarted by the US
Marine Corps Defense Battalion gunners and US Marine Corps aviators. The
defenders gave Kajioka's force a severe thrashing that resulted in the sinking
of the destroyer Hayate. They
also mauled the admiral's flagship Yubari.
The stalled invasion cost at least four hundred Japanese lives, and not one of
them had so much as set foot on dry land.[94] The invasion
force had no organic aircraft to send up against the American fighters so the
call went out for help. As mentioned in Mr. Harada's story, the Japanese pilots
met no resistance on December 21. The following day Lt. Okajima led his
wingmen, PO1/c Muranaka and PO3/c Tahara, out to escort the bombers and were
shocked to see a pair of F4F Wildcats brazenly throw themselves at the
formation.[95] 
With his wingmen in tow, Lt. Okajima gave chase, and soon caught up with the
first Wildcat. He unleashed his 20mm cannons. Capt. Herbert Freuler's Wildcat
was badly damaged and no longer viewed as a threat. The Zeros turned to 2Lt.
Carl Davidson, who was never seen again. Although American historians give the
credit solely to Tahara, he was the junior man flying in the number-three slot.
It is almost certain that Lt. Okajima, flying in the shooter position, and not
Tahara, was the one who damaged Freuler and shot down Davidson.182 WO Isamu Tahara taught Imaizumi many
valuable lessons.[96]









A Change of Command


The benevolent Special Lt. (jg) Miyoji Kobayashi was
replaced by Special Lt. (jg) Tsuneo Nakahara, a Mustang who had been flying
since 1937. Nakahara was the exact opposite of Kobayashi. Nakahara ruled with
an iron fist. But Nakahara was no desk jockey; he was the real thing. He was in
the air over Iba Field on Luzon Island on December 8, 1941, with the 3rd Kōkūtai
tearing up the parked American P-40s and B-17s. In addition, he gained valuable
experience at Port Darwin, Ambon, Celebes, Kendari, Kupang, and Guadalcanal. He
was unhappy in his new posting as wet nurse to a bunch of snot-nosed kids. This
new boss took it out on the youngsters with chickenshit enforcement of
regulations. He liberally spouted his catch phrase, "If you don't beat them,
they get lazy." He reinstated the routine slapping and beatings so the
trainees, who had been spared under the merciful command of Kobayashi, once
again began to suffer. Special Lt.(jg) Nakahara, whom the trainees secretly
referred to as "Mr. Demerit," was hated all the more because he had once been
an enlisted man like them. Nakahara was demanding and controlling; in fact, he
often took part in actual missions instead of managing the unit. It could be
said that Nakahara lacked any sense of the meaning of the phrase, "milk of
human kindness." 









Gunnery Range


One of the final lessons was gunnery practice using target sleeves that
were trailed behind a Claude fighter. The planes would fly out to sea and up to
a height of twelve thousand feet while the target plane towed a thirty-foot-long
target straight and level at nine thousand feet. The first four trainees were to
make 30-degree dives and fire on the cloth sleeve. According to Imaizumi's
recollection, the target was deployed from a metal fifty-five-gallon drum
attached under the tow plane's wing. The bottom was cut out and the lid fixed
with a hinge. A 150-foot rope was deployed when the target pilot pulled a cord
that opened the barrel's lid enough to force air through the barrel, thereby
pushing the coiled rope and target out behind the plane. In order to determine
who hit the target, the trainees' ammunition was dipped in different colors of a
paint-like substance that would leave black, red, blue, or yellow marks on the
target. Back on the ground they would examine the target and compare notes.
Imaizumi confessed, "Hitting the target was harder than it looks. That very
first time none of us hit it. Not even a single bullet. In fact, someone actually
hit the tow plane in the tail," Imazuimi said with a playful clap. "We were
terrible shots. And boy, were the instructors mad."


After seeing the damaged tow plane, and carefully examining the pristine
target, one of the instructors angrily shook the corner of the target like a dog
with a chew toy. He yelled at the fledgling pilots with threats on their very lives.
But the ever-calm warrant officer Ema stepped in and diffused the situation.
He turned to reassure the youngsters, "You boys need to relax. You are too
tense. Take deep breaths and relax." Imaizumi admits the young pilots should
have received much more gunnery practice, but it almost became a mantra:
"There isn't enough spare ammo to waste on practice. We have to conserve it
for combat."









Life in the 254th Air Group


After graduating from the Sanya 
fighter-pilot course in March 1944, his wish to be assigned to the 254th
Air Group was granted. He was one of five flight students selected to remain on
Hainan.[97] 
The other forty pilots were sent to different units. He moved his gear out of
the training barracks and was permitted to drink and smoke freely without
restriction or permission, for he was now a bona fide fighter pilot.


On a normal day, the pilots flew out carrying a pair of
30-kilogram bombs, just in case they spied any enemy submarines stalking the
fat transports loaded with precious oil. The transports were sailing back and
forth between Japan and the rich oil fields she had conquered. He regularly
flew four-hour missions from Sanya Airfield to Hong Kong, or to the sea to the
east near the Philippines, to provide air cover for these transports. Samah Bay
was a large naval base, home to submarines, and it regularly saw warships come
into the harbor. The entire base rose to the sound of the ubiquitous bugle
call, men rushing to attend to their duties, all except the pilots who were on
their own special schedule; they could sleep late if they weren't assigned to
fly that morning. Imaizumi said a lot of WWII aviators who wrote their memoirs,
filled with tales of aerial combat, failed to mention the long, boring hours of
monotony that make up the pilot's average day, with no assigned chores or
duties to attend to. There weren't daily dramatic dogfights and air raids. "We
would get air raids perhaps twice a month, and they were small harassing raids
where a pair of B-25s would fly over and drop a couple of bombs and then run.
There were a few missions to Hong Kong and other places that fell under our
jurisdiction, but for the most part it could be very boring." To break the
monotony, the young men would head to a lonely part of the airfield near the
water's edge to take potshots at seabirds with their service pistols. "We'd
make sure no one was working in the area first. I don't think any of us hit
one, but it helped pass the time." 


They did a lot of dogfight training, and on one of those
training flights they witnessed the death of his friend and fellow newly minted
pilot, Katsuhito Kojima, who failed to recover from a loop that he started too
low in the sky. "He couldn't pull up and smashed straight into the water. He
disappeared into a thousand pieces." His body wasn't recovered, and the
accident was seen by all on the ground, including Imaizumi, who remembered the
lesson well.


In addition to air-to-air lessons there were also search
and destroy missions assigned to the younger pilots, who went out pre-dawn to
hunt for enemy ships or snooping recon planes. The older pilots would head out
in the afternoon. The youngsters didn't have their own planes yet, so they
borrowed the others' planes for their training and search missions. Soon a
pattern developed. The older pilots slept late while the youngsters performed
their search missions, and the greenhorn pilots relaxed in the late-afternoon
hours. The pilots led an enchanted life on Hainan. For example, if pilots
entered the communal ofurō 
the non-flyers would exit the bath to show deference. Imaizumi always felt bad
about that, as he himself had once been an enlisted sailor at the bottom of the
dog pile. Men who have come up from a lower station tend to be more
compassionate toward those below. In addition to the liberation from a strict
military schedule the pilots also enjoyed higher pay and better food than the
ground crews. "We had cold milk at all times in the ready room, maintained by
an enlisted sailor who kept a metal pitcher sitting in a large bowl of ice. I
very rarely had milk in Japan but could enjoy it all day long on Hainan. We
were given rations of rock candy, caramel, yōkan,[98] 
tiny B-vitamin drinks, and fish-oil capsules to keep our eyes sharp. I thought
things would be rougher once we got to Hainan, but it seemed to be nicer than
being in Japan!" The pilots received special rations, one of the most popular
being small bottles of Suntory whisky, "They ribbed me because I was allergic
to alcohol. I traded mine for candy," he added with a chuckle.









Model 52 Zero


Shortly after his official assignment to the 254th Air Group, the unit
began to receive the upgraded Zero, the Model 52 Hei (A6M5c). It came with more
horsepower, firepower, CO2 fire suppression systems, and thicker
windscreen glass but still no armor. "It was loud, and looked fierce with the
extra armament," he said. The pair of 7.7mm machine guns in the nose were
replaced with a single 13mm (.50 caliber) machine gun. And in each wing had a
13mm machine gun and a 20mm canon. The drum fed canons were outfitted with a
new belt feed system that increased the ammunition they could carry. "It took
some time for the entire unit to get the new planes. The older pilots resisted
the changeover. They made us fly the 52s, and tried to keep the older 21s as
long as they could," Imaizumi said. He can thank his lucky stars the clipped-wing Model 32 design was dropped
and Jiro Horikoshi's design team was allowed to return to the original
aerodynamic wingtip design.









Oil-Tanker Escort Duty


One of their primary tasks, was to escort oil tankers on
part of their 5,000-kilometer trip from Indonesia, Java, and Borneo back to
Japan carrying their precious cargo. Capturing the oil-rich fields and
refineries of these countries was relatively easy, but securing the lifeline
needed to carry the oil and gasoline vital to maintain the war machine was
proving to be a different matter due to prowling US submarines. When the
tankers entered the Hainan area Zeros went up to protect them, but unlike in
the early days where the surface navy was able to attach escort destroyers, it
was now up to the naval air force to watch over the ships. His first solo assignment
was to fly out to an oil tanker and stay with it for one hour until relieved. "They
gave me coordinates, and told me to watch for enemy seaplanes and submarines.
It was unnerving to be flying over the ocean with no landmarks for an hour or
more. Am I going the right way? Are my calculations correct? What if I get
lost? What if my engine fails, and I have to ditch in the middle of the ocean?
I was constantly checking my legboard and making notes on course change and
speed." 


The more missions under his belt the more confident he
became. On one of these solo missions he was at nine thousand feet and spotted
a long, dark shadow underwater. "It's a sub going after the tanker!" he
thought. He dropped down to fifteen hundred feet to investigate. He flew over
the submarine and looked for a Japanese flag painted on the conning tower, but
the tower was submerged so he couldn't make it out. "It must be an Allied
submarine. Now is my chance to do something big." So he flew carefully over the
sub in the direction of the stern to the bow and dropped both his bombs,
sending up a huge geyser of water and spray. He banked left to confirm the
results but saw nothing except the white foam from his bombs forming two
circles. Then a couple of hundred yards away there was a fountain spray of
water, and he thought, "The sub is sinking; there's the air escaping. I am
going to get a commendation for this. I'll send a signal to base, and by the
time I get back there will be a reception committee waiting." The Model 52 Zero
had a radio but it was not powerful enough to reach the air base, he would send
a Morse signal. He pulled his hand away from the throttle and was about to
start taping. He took a second look to gloat over his victory, but something
was amiss, the submarine appeared to be undulating. He dove down lower to
investigate. "Oh no, it's…it's a whale," he gasped. The whale had broken the
surface and was swimming along, seemingly fine. He yanked his left hand away
from the Morse key as if it were a snake. The image of the welcoming committee
changed to one of him standing in front of a the unit getting chewed out for
wasting bombs. When his replacement arrived, he banked a greeting and returned
to Hainan with a "whale of a story" about an enemy submarine. 


The missions could be long and boring, so he found
himself getting into the plane's emergency rations. The little metal can
contained caramel cubes, rock candy, sweetbean paste, hard-tack biscuits, a
tiny bottle of whisky, and other snacks. He loved the yōkan made by a company called
Toraya. He often went begging for more from the supply clerk because he had to
replenish what he'd swiped before the plane was given to the next pilot to fly.
The men weren't assigned their own planes but flew what was available.









First Aerial Combat


A week later, a reconnaissance flight took photos of an
Allied base at Yungning (near Nanning). They had to be stopped. The enemy
planes harassing shipping around Hainan were from the American 14th
Air Force; they adopted the Flying Tiger mascot from their predecessor, the
American Volunteer Group (AVG) known as "The Flying Tigers." The American 14th
Air Force is also famous for supplying Chinese forces by flying aviation gas
and supplies over "The Hump" from India through Burma to China. The American
bombers based in China were a thorn in the side of the Japanese supply chain.


On April 3, 1944, Lt. Maeda relayed an order to conduct a
raid on Yungning Airfield, where
the enemy bombers were operating. The raid would take place on April 5 at
midday. It was to be Imaizumi's first trial by fire, and he was nervous. In
fact, he didn't sleep well the preceding two nights, worrying about how he
would perform in battle. The night of April 4, several of the veteran pilots
were up late drinking and talking, but since Imaizumi couldn't drink he just
lay in bed, listening to the noise and worrying.


That next morning the pilots flew north to meet up with
the instructors and pilots at Kaikō Airfield. After a brief speech from
Maeda, the thirty-two Zeros departed Kaikō Airfield to hit Yungning's hangars and enemy bombers. Before they
left the airfield, Ema sternly reminded Imaizumi, "It is going to get hot, so
stick right on my tail; do not 
get separated under any conditions." The planes would switch from the pyramid
formation to single file when facing enemy planes, and Ema wanted to make sure
Imaizumi didn't go off on his own.


The Zeros were split into four formations:


1) Strafing group (nine planes) 


2) Fighter group (nine planes) 


3) Top cover group (twelve planes)


4) Ambush team (two planes)[99]


Lt. Maeda was the flight leader for the entire formation,
so he flew as the lead plane in the fighter group. Imaizumi was Ema's
number-two man in the fighter group's 2nd shōtai. "It was only a
twenty-minute flight to Nanning, but in order to skirt enemy radar we took a
roundabout route that took forty minutes," Imaizumi said.


In theory, the ground-attack team of a nine-plane buntai would form up
and dive down to strafe the airfield, with the fighter group above them for
protection. But as the ground-attack group prepared to attack, Lt. Maeda seemed
to freeze up, and he flew right past the AA fire that was growing more
accurate. As a result, he pulled all nine planes from the fighter group out of
harm's way, but he also increased the response time should they be needed.


During one of the circles around the field Imaizumi
looked down and watched the ground-attack group go to work. The ill-tempered
Lt. (jg) Nakahara dove straight down and fired into one of the hangars before
threading two buildings in an incredible feat of airmanship. "The ground-attack
group consisted of veterans, whose experience had taught them to relax as they
flew so close to the hangars. They'd never had put me in the attack team."
Nakahara continued to fire and thread the hangars, followed by his number-two
wingman, CPO Takeo Kurume, but his number-three wingman fell behind and become
separated. "This is how it seems to go in battle; things start off in an
orderly fashion, but things soon fall apart." Imaizumi explained, "The lead
plane from each shōtai 
does the strafing while the two wingmen protect him, and do not fire." He saw
all three shōtai 
make successful strafing passes before twisting and climbing up for a second
run. It would appear to be the epitome of inefficiency; although there were
thirty-two planes in the formation and nine planes attacking the field, only
three aircraft were actually firing their guns on the field. He looked below
and saw in succession both Nakahara and Kurume crash into and between the
hangars. "They went in—Wham! Wham!—right after each other. They
must have been hit by ground fire and lost control, or CPO Kurume followed his
leader right into a hangar."


The
Americans had already been alerted by the Chinese coast-watcher network and had
five P-40s from the 26th Fighter Squadron up in the air ready to
meet them. The Yanks would have dispatched more planes, but the rest were
already out on a mission. According to 1st Lt. Lyn Marshall (26th
FS, 51st FG) the P-40s rose to eighteen thousand feet and caught the
Japanese fighters off guard, who were below at ten thousand feet. The P-40s
dove into the formation, and in the ensuing melee claimed nine planes, with
three probable and three damaged. Marshall received the Distinguished Service
Cross for his actions that day, in which he claimed four Japanese fighters.184


Imaizumi remembered the P-40s spilling out of the clouds.
He watched Ema flip and latch onto the tail of four P-40s flying in a string.
Ema downed the trailing plane, with Imaizumi right behind him. He had a
front-row seat as the P-40 exploded and fell to the ground in pieces. This is
thought to be Lt. Sam Brown from the 16th Fighter Squadron, who was
temporarily assigned to the 26th Fighter Squadron. He was the only
P-40 pilot killed in the raid. The dogfight raged for just two minutes before
the Japanese were chased away, harassed by the aggressive American pilots.


As the Zeros limped back to Hainan licking their wounds,
Imaizumi's confidence in the unit was badly shaken. They had lost, in the blink
of an eye, nine pilots, two of whom were their most experienced. Imaizumi for
his part didn't fire a single shot, but he at least managed to stick to Ema's
wing like glue, and for what it's worth he was proud he didn't fall behind.


The Japanese claimed destroying two B-25s and four P-40s
on the ground and two to four P-40s in the air.









Deadly B-25s


On April 8, in retribution for the attack on Nanning, a
flight of B-25s hammered ships in Samah Bay as well as the airfields.185 Tahara was given credit for downing a
B-25. The following day, a pair of bombers were spotted approaching Samah Bay.
It was the B-25s turn for some payback. The Zeros were ready and raced down the
field. Warrant Officer Ema was in the north at Haikow that day, so Imaizumi
took the number-two spot on WO Tahara's wing as they took to the sky.


The B-25s were after the fat transport ships sailing
south of Hainan Island, and they found a plump target in the Hokurei Maru. The
Zeros were in the sky but not in time to prevent the Mitchell bombers from
dropping their eggs on the Hokurei 
Maru, setting it ablaze. The B-25s must have seen the dust created
by the Zeros taking off and headed in different directions, followed by a swarm
of four Zeros each. Tahara's Zeros chased a B-25 as it fled low and fast out to
sea, but using the Zero's war-power boost system they were able to gain ground.
Before they got within range, the B-25's dorsal gunner clobbered Tahara with his
twin .50-caliber machine guns. "It happened too fast," Imaizumi watched in shock
as the Zero winged over in front of him. It went into the water and smashed
into pieces. The remaining Zeros scattered away from the deadly counter fire,
which was long enough for the bomber to escape. Imaizumi and the other three
Zeros returned to patrol high over Samah Bay, hoping to catch a second wave
that might be coming in, but the sky was empty.186
Losing the Pearl Harbor veteran Tahara cast a dark pall on the pilots at Samah
Bay. They had failed to protect the ships in their area of operation and lost
one of their admired leaders. Imaizumi was haunted by the "what if" of battle. "What
if Ema had been there would things have been different?"









July 29—Massive Air Raid


Word came of a formation of enemy planes headed to Hainan
from the direction of Nanning. The twenty-six B-24s from the 14th
USAAF were on a mission to attack a storage area at Hainan Island's Sanya
Airfield.187 In response, the Zeros rose
to fifteen thousand feet and circled, waiting. Imaizumi was among twenty Zeros
sent to greet them. "We were in the four-man kutai 
formation, with CPO Tochi in the lead, myself as number two, but I don't remember
the other two. As we climbed above fifteen thousand feet, I reached behind my
seat and opened the valve for the oxygen tank and put on my mask." This would
be the first time he ever used it in battle. "Just to make sure the air was flowing
I pinched the thin rubber tube and released it to feel the air pressure change."
It would be a big problem if it wasn't working. He saw the enemy planes as
specks in the distance at the same altitude of twenty-one thousand feet. As the
gap closed he could see the enemy formation split into two groups, with half
dropping down to fifteen thousand feet. Tochi signaled the attack with a quick
bank of his wings, and the shōtai 
dove down on the lower group of B-24s. The upper group of B-24s was actually a
group of P-38s flying top cover.


As the Zeros dove to attack the B-24s they were met with
a shower of tracer bullets that reached up to them from the dorsal gunners. "It
look like colorful ice pops heading directly at my face. I instinctively ducked
my head down into my shoulders like a turtle," he admitted.


P-38s wasted no time in hurling themselves at the Zeros,
but avoided a dogfight by diving through and flying away. He knew the P-38
could out dive and outrun a Zero so was momentarily startled when Tochi flipped
and dove down after them. Imaizumi missed the push over and fell behind. He
fell about three thousand feet behind when a group of four P-38s latched onto
Tochi's tail, right in front of him, seemingly oblivious to his presence. He
lined up on the number-four plane and let off a burst with all his guns. The
end P-38 headed down rolling over. "I did it! My first kill!" There was no time
to rejoice, a quick glance around showed he had lost his number-three and
number-four wingmen. He looked upward to see more planes diving down from
above, so he pulled hard on the stick and flipped the plane around to the
right, catching a glimpse of a P-38 flash past his canopy followed by a Zero.


Despite the confusion, he managed to find CPO Tochi's
plane again and latched on to it as they climbed back up to twenty-one thousand
feet for another attack. Tochi leveled off only for a moment before dipping
down again, chasing after another P-38. Imaizumi was able to keep up and
watched as the P-38's wingtip tore off from the explosive 20mm shells that
coughed from Tochi's wings. The pair then rose up to fifteen thousand feet and
leveled off. Imaizumi was panting in the mask, flush with adrenaline. Looking
down, he saw a group of P-38s chasing a lone Zero, making tight turns,
spiraling down. Tochi dove down to help the Zero, but the distance was too
great. The lone Zero's canopy was open, but the pilot wasn't moving. There was
no smoke or apparent damage to the airplane as it circled down into the sea and
crashed. It was CPO Aizawa, the man who had chased a P-38 down, and in turn was
attacked by other P-38s. He hit the water just outside the entrance to Samah
bay. The P-38s broke off the chase and headed back out to sea with Imaizumi in
hot pursuit, hoping to get revenge. Tracers shot by his right wing startling
him. It was Tochi, who had caught up to him and ordered, using hand
signals,"Don't chase them!" The eager youngster composed himself and flipped
around to follow Tochi back home.


The P-38s were from the 449th Fighter
Squadron, 51st Fighter Group, operating from bases at Kweilin and
Chenking, China. Lt. Keith Mahon is one of the pilots credited with one of the
squadron's seven kills. As a side note, another ace member of the 449th
Fighter Squadron was Lt. Rex T. Barber, who (while with the 339th) is credited
with shooting down Isoroku Yamamoto on April 18, 1943. However, in late 1943
and into 1944, Barber flew with the 449th Fighter Squadron, 23rd
Fighter Group in China, under Gen. Claire Chennault.


That evening the Hainan pilots remarked how pale-faced
and sick-looking Aizawa had looked that morning. "He must have blacked out
during a tight turn," Imaizumi said.









Saburō, the "Pocket Monkey"


In August 1944, Imaizumi received instructions to report
to the northern airfield at Haikow to join the northern branch of the 254th
Air Group, commanded by Lt.
Minami. In addition to the standard ground support personnel there were only
nine pilots and nine planes to command. CPO Kano was the flight leader. Behind
the command shack there was an old tree that little macaque monkeys gathered in
to eat the tree's red fruit. "The problem was the pythons liked to eat the
monkeys. We had an infestation of pythons under the trucks and other dark
places where they could find shade. Whenever we found one we'd drag it out and
use it for target practice with our pistols. The local base workers asked for
the snake meat, which they seemed to savor. I tried it and didn't care for it."


It was here that he "adopted" a monkey he named Saburō.
A couple of pilots had pet monkeys, but of course none of the ground crew would
have been permitted to keep a pet. Lt. Minami turned a blind eye to this
infraction of navy discipline for the pilots. The little monkeys were tame and
playful so the pilots would tie them with a little string harness and let them
sleep in the barracks.


He caught little Saburō by tying one end of a length
of string around an empty osake 
bottle and the other end to the tree. Then he placed a banana inside and waited
for one of the monkeys to come investigate. The monkeys seemed to be addicted
to the little bananas. They would squeeze their tiny hands in to grab the
banana. "He was too greedy to let go, so I slowly reeled him in and threw a
blanket over him and tied a leash around his torso. He screamed and thrashed
but calmed down after I gave him a banana. We all had a good laugh as the
little fellow wolfed it down." As long as the pilots fed the monkeys bananas
and treats the monkeys were quite happy to stay with them. Imaizumi said, "We
hung bananas from the rafter out of reach, which kept them interested in us.
Once, somebody's bunch of bananas fell to the floor, and his monkey ate so many
that it died. I was very careful after that!" 


The old pilot spoke of his pet monkey as one would a
favorite childhood pet. "Saburō liked to sit on my shoulder. He also
liked to crawl into the over sized
pocket on the leg of my flight suit. He was sweet and never bit or scratched
me. Once, I tied his leash in the barracks and went for a bath, but in the middle
of my bath I heard a chirping sound. I looked up and there he was, standing at
the door. He chirping at me until I got out and petted him. I picked him up and
put him in the bath to see what would happen. He merrily swam around in little
circles until he came to the edge of the bath and looked at me with content
half-closed eyes. He liked being washed and rubbed, too." One time Imaizumi
tied his leash to a post in the barracks and stepped back and teased him. "Saburō,
it's bath time. Come on, boy!" he said, and the monkey tugged at the harness in
frustration, wanting to follow him as he grabbed the hand towel and soap. "He
chewed through the rope and caught up to me as I entered the bath house." The
bath became a routine ritual. He was so tame that Imaizumi once took him on a
spin around the airfield during a simple engine test. "The Zero's engine noise
scared him so he hid in my leg pocket. I started calling him my poketto monki 
(pocket monkey). At the end of the flight he climbed up to peek out of the cockpit,
clinging to my left arm as we landed. He was a good boy."









R&R to Formosa


This was a relative period of calm before the storm. Imaizumi 
recalled a happy memory of being granted R&R in May 1944. He went to Formosa
with Tomokazu Ema, who paid for everything, including meals, drinks, and
entertainment for the younger pilot. "He was a warmhearted man who took pity on
me. We spent several memorable days in a house of leisure visiting a woman Ema
was fond of. There was also a pretty girl who liked me."
On a subsequent visit to Formosa, Imaizumi took Saburō the pocket monkey
with him and gave him to his special lady friend. "I was sad to leave Saburō
with her, but I had a feeling he'd be heartbroken when I was killed in combat.
I wanted to leave him with someone who would take care of him. He seemed to
like her, and she was happy to have him."









Saipan Falls


"The Americans didn't need to invade the Philippines;
they were already at Japan's doorstep with the capture of the Mariana Islands.
All they needed was Iwo Jima and then Okinawa before they were knocking at our
back door in Kyūshū. Like a boomerang the US surprised us by spinning
around to attack the Philippines," he said. In preparation for Gen. Douglas
MacArthur's return to the Philippines, the Japanese airfields on Okinawa and
Formosa first had to be neutralized. He said his timing on giving Saburō
away was perfect because the Americans were within striking distance of the
homeland, not a time to be playing with pet monkeys.


The aerial battles commenced on October 12, 1944,
involving the US Naval 3rd Fleet's Task Force 38. The following day
saw the first use of a Kamikaze to hit a ship, the carrier USS Franklin (see
Tomokazu Kasai chapter). An aerial torpedo dropped by a Betty bomber badly
damaged the cruiser USS Canberra.[100] 
Japanese aerial torpedo attacks had damaged the light cruiser USS Houston, and the
carrier USS Hancock .


That same day, October 13, Imaizumi was among twenty-nine
pilots from the 254th Air Group, including Minami, Kamata, and Ema,
who were urgently but "temporarily" sent from Hainan to Formosa under Lt.
Sugiura. The only thing he took with him was his pistol and a pack of Sakura
brand cigarettes. He left his possessions—including clothing, letters
from home, and photographs—in the barracks. He assumed he'd be back in a
day or two. But was never to see Hainan again. The remaining fifteen pilots who
stayed behind on Hainan were unified down at Sanya Airfield under CPO Tochi. 


The Japanese knew the Allies would have to wrest control
of the skies over Formosa before they could hope to invade the Philippines. The
Japanese Army and Navy assembled planes throughout the island at Taichu, Takao,
Tainan, and other fields in preparation for the big showdown. Many of the
planes were broken-down hulks, two-seat trainers, and even Akatonbo biplanes
that were never intended for combat.188


Early on October 14, the twenty[101] Zeros of
the 254th Air Group joined ten Zeros from the 256th Air
Group[102] 
to patrol the skies over Tainan Airfield. Imaizumi was in Lt. Minami's kutai which
consisted of Ema, Kamata and Imaizumi in the kamo slot. Around 10:00 a.m., Imaizumi saw something he had never
witnessed, a cloud of two hundred or more enemy aircraft approaching from the
south. "It was like a swarm of angry bees!" he exclaimed. As the planes
approached they split into groups, heading for different parts of Formosa. At
fifteen thousand feet the group of thirty Zeros headed right into a formation
of forty American fighters.


He saw a flight of four Hellcats head down to strafe the
airfield. They were followed by a kutai 
of four Zeros who, in turn, were chased by a flight of Hellcats, and so began a
giant string of pearls being pulled through the sky. This daisy chain of death
lasted less than a minute before the number-four planes on both sides began to
fall behind and picked off by other flights. Imaizumi soon found himself in
that dangerous spot of being left behind by the more skilled members of his
flight, who opened a gap of three thousand feet or more. A Hellcat that flashed
by his cockpit but he didn't chase after it. He could see the rest of Minami's kutai flying in
perfect formation ahead of him, he just couldn't keep up through the tight
turns and flips. He spun his head around looking for enemy fighters who were
hunting him. Just then, out of nowhere a Hellcat smashed into a second Hellcat,
sending both down in large pieces.


He trailed his squadron mates as they dove down to six
thousand feet chasing a Hellcat, then up to fifteen thousand feet for another
pass, all the while doing his best to latch onto Kamata. He shouted at himself,
"Catch up or you are going to die!" He was able to close the gap, then noticed
the battle had organically fizzled out. The Americans, low on fuel, had left
for home. The Zeros were also low on fuel and couldn't give chase. They knew
better than to follow the enemy out to sea, so they formed up and returned to
Tainan Airfield. He doesn't know how many planes were lost on either side that
day, but after they landed, Minami reported three shared kills for the
four-plane kutai: 
Minami, Ema, Kamata, and Imaizumi. "But I didn't do 
anything," he said to Ema feeling embarrassed. Ema replied, "Don't worry. You
did your job." It was not his
place to argue, and he was given credit for three shared kills.


The air battle continued on October 15 and October 16,
with fewer Zeros taking to the sky each day. The haggard pilots of the 254th
were unable to score any more victories. "The American attack method was to
send about one hundred aircraft to pound the airfields while another one
hundred planes patrolled the skies," said Imaizumi. "The American planes looked
like they just rolled out of the factory; their blue polished wings flashed in
the bright sunlight. It must have been great to fly those beautiful new
machines with no worries about parts, supplies, or gasoline. I envied them. You
see, we were running for our lives up there. The Hellcats were faster and
outnumbered us ten to one. It doesn't matter how skilled a pilot is if he is
outnumbered." Changing their tactics, the Japanese gave up trying to protect
the airfield, instead elected to climb eighteen thousand feet into the clouds
to hover and ambush thirsty enemy fighters on their way home. "We refused to
fight on their terms. Luckily, we didn't lose any planes the last two days."
Lt. Minami was strict about not permitting the pilots to chase too far after
retreating Hellcats, as it would be a hornet's nest near the carriers.









Hunting the American Carriers


On the afternoon of October 16, Lt. Minami received
orders to send six Zeros to join the thirty Zeros from the 256th Air
Group. A formation of seven Ginga Frances attack bombers and one Tenzan 
Jill, (acting as a guide plane), sortied out to hit the US Fleet in Leyte Gulf.


The six Zeros from Imaizumi's 254th were split
into two shōtai:


1st Shōtai: Lt. Minami, CPO Kamata, and PO1/c Hori


2nd Shōtai: WO Satoshi Kano, CPO Tochi, and PO2/c Imaizumi



The Ginga 
attack bombers flew at fifteen thousand feet, carrying either 250-kilogram or
500-kilogram bombs; he can't recall. The thirty-six escort fighters flew at
eighteen thousand feet for about an hour until they reached an area north of
the Philippines. A formation of fifty or more Hellcats flying at twenty-one
thousand feet spotted them. The Hellcats dove down through the Zeros toward the
 Ginga bombers.
A flight of Hellcat fighters shot at WO Kano who flipped away. Simultaneously,
CPO Tochi blasted the trailing Hellcat as it flashed by, sending it down. It
was all over so fast. "We dove down looking for the Ginga bombers, but there was no sign of
them or the Tenzan.
They had all disappeared. The Hellcats dove away and vanished. We circled
around looking for Kano, but he too, disappeared without a trace. Warrant
Officer Satoshi Kano had been the XO of the 254th Air Group at
Haikow and was the heart of our unit. He was experienced, intelligent, and
kind," he said. He had been a pilot for six years and had flown from the Zuikaku in the Coral
Sea battle and survived the Battle of Midway. "But he was gone in an instant." 


When the surviving Zeros returned to the base and
announced WO Kano's death the unit stood mute in shock; not a single word was
spoken for several minutes. Thankfully, the next two weeks brought a lull in
the battle as the Americans concentrated on the Philippines, ignoring the
pilots on Formosa.









Dispatch to the Philippines


On October 27, orders were to proceed to Nicholas Field
on Luzon. Lt. Yoshimi Minami selected nine pilots, including himself, Special
Ensign Kazuo Tsunoda, Imaizumi, and WO Tomokazu Ema to head south. Lt. Minami
and his eight Zero pilots arrived at Nicholas Field on Luzon Island at 1:00
p.m. Minami informed the men they were now under Second Air Fleet. At the
opposite end of Nichols airfield
was the 201st Air Group under the control of VAdm. Takejirō Onishi's First Air Fleet. 
Lt. (jg) Minami informed the pilots that the neighboring 201st Air
Group special unit: the Tokkō-tai. Imaizumi said
he asked innocently, "What is Tokkō-tai?" He had never
heard the phrase before; none of them had for that matter. "Its simple. A pilot
carries a bomb directly into an enemy ship," came the stunning reply from
Minami.









Ema Downs Two Hellcats


In October 1944, while in the Philippines, he witnessed
an aerial battle where Ema shot down two US Hellcats above Nicholas Airfield.[103] 
It was about an hour flight to Lingayen Gulf where the US carriers were
located. It was a calm, quiet day; nearly all the Zeros were safely parked in
their shelters. "We were lounging in our short pants, in a lazy mood, with no
enemy activity anticipated, and no orders to fly." The air-raid siren went off,
and the pilots and maintenance crews all dashed for cover as a group of
Hellcats came over, strafing the airfield. As the enemy fighters left, Imaizumi
saw a lone figure completely dressed in flight gear running for one of the
Zeros. Imaizumi said he felt like "it was like a scene from a movie. Ema
bravely racing to the plane, shouting and wildly gesturing for his ground crew
to come out of their air raid shelters," Imaizumi said admiringly.


"Ema must have been donning his gear during the strafing
raid and came rushing out as soon the enemy fighters finished strafing. The
ground crew had the engine idling in short order, and within moments Ema was
rumbling down the field, heading out to chase the Hellcats. Some were convinced
Ema was committing suicide by taking on four F6F Hellcats, who had both speed
and altitude on their side. But the Americans weren't expecting Ema to come up
from behind them like that," he said. 


Men watched anxiously as Ema gradually caught up to the
Hellcats from behind. Suddenly, he hit the trailing Hellcat. A loud cheer rose
up from the spectators. "He did it! He did it!" the men shouted and clapped as
they pushed each other around like baseball fans. The number-four Hellcat
trailed smoke and turned away. Almost as quickly, he tore into the number-three
plane.


The men on the ground went wild shouting encouragement to
the single Zero that had just taken out two enemy fighters. The remaining two
Hellcats turned into Ema and which began a twisting dogfight that climbed as it
developed. Ema latched onto the tail of the lead aircraft, but the number-two
plane got on his tail and fired. Ema slipped out of the way and then broke
left, spinning around and defeating the "Thatch Weave" the Americans
deployed against him. Neither side could gain the advantage, and the fight
pulled farther away. Ema deployed the hinerikomi 
maneuver that gained such respect from Allied pilots in the opening months of
the war. It was a move that led the US Army and Navy to warn their pilots
against mixing it up with Zeros, but instead to use "dive and dash" attacks.


Imaizumi and the others waved their hats and shouted,
knowing Ema couldn't hear them. They watched the scrap move farther out. "Then
suddenly Ema dove and made a beeline ahead with the two Hellcats right behind
him. The three planes disappeared from view, leaving the airfield as quiet as a
graveyard," he said. The men watched in suspense for Ema to reappear. The men
stood waiting; ten minutes became thirty minutes, and the men returned to what
they had been doing before the raid. After an hour there was still not a sight
or sound of the Zero anywhere. "Ema had given his life, but he took two of them
with him," he said to himself as he lowered his head and went into his
barracks. The hope that beamed across the faces of the men had totally faded.


As the sun was starting to set, and there came a shout from
outside the barracks that startled Imaizumi. "He's back! He's back!" He looked
out the door and saw a man
pointing at the horizon shouting and jumping. As the small speck grew closer it
developed into a Zero that banked its wings as it came in to land. Ema was
greeted with cheers and shouts of joy as he climbed down. He ignored the men as
he walked to the air control room as calmly as if he had returned from a
routine patrol. Ema explained, "Better to move the fight away from their carrier
than closer, eh? They would run low on fuel at some point." Imaizumi felt
guilty for doubting Ema's ability to think under pressure, and felt a fresh
wave of confidence knowing he would be safe as long as he flew with such an
amazing pilot.189 









The First Kamikaze


There were no orders for the remainder of the day, so
Imaizumi decided to walk around the concrete airstrip to clear his mind. From
the opposite direction came a familiar face from his preparatory aviation days;
it was Toshi Fujimoto. "Hey, Fuji!" he called out as the men jogged toward each
other, laughing in recognition. The two shook hands and exchanged customary
pleasantries. Naturally, Imaizumi asked what Fujimoto was doing there. Fujimoto
replied, 


"It's been a long time and I wish we had time to catch
up, but I'm going on a Tokkō 
mission tomorrow," he said with forced bravado, "they are calling us Hatsuzakura-Tai."[104]


Imaizumi was
shocked. He looked at Fujimoto, unable to say anything. He resigned to die for
the country, but to throw one's life away was a different matter. "Fujimoto
said to me, 'It's orders, so there's nothing that can be done.' I looked at his
face, his eyes were tightly closed. I tried to say something encouraging, but
the words lodged in my throat. He opened his eyes and suddenly slapped me on
the shoulder and said, 'We should have a drink to celebrate our reunion.' That
was the Fujimoto I remembered, and will always remember. He knew I couldn't
drink, but we agreed to meet on the airstrip with a bottle of nihonshū that
evening. I would pay for it in the morning, but didn't care. Sitting and
talking until the sunrise was the only thing I could do for him. We had been
through much together."


The next morning the airfield was socked in and overcast.
Fujimoto's planned Tokkō 
mission was scrubbed, giving Imaizumi a feeling of hope that perhaps Fujimoto
wouldn't have to go after all.


The 254th Air Group pilots were ordered to
leave for Marcott Airfield. "Fujimoto waved us off with his hat; he didn't look
hungover at all, but I had a splitting headache from the sleepless night and
alcohol," he said. Not long after they took off he found himself drifting off
to the vibration and sound of the engine's lullaby. He was warmed by the sunshine
coming through the canopy. "I was so sleepy. I tried to prop my eyes open, but
was on the verge of passing out. I jolted myself awake and noticed I had
drifted. I quickly tucked in close to the leader and acted like nothing had happened. I
glanced over at Lt. Minami, he was waving me away with an angry gesture. 'Keep
your distance,' he gestured. 'Farther, keep going,' he motioned again with a scowl," Imaizumi laughed. 


"We arrived at Marcott Airfield, it was just a field of
grass. I was so sleepy I could barely climb out of the cockpit. A ground
crewman who later told me that I stumbled away and fell to the ground and fell
fast asleep. Someone must have woken me up and got me moving because I didn't
remember falling asleep on the grass." He later learned that Fujimoto went out
on his mission on Oct 29,, and never returned. "No one knew the
results of his flight, but knowing him, he did his best," the old man said with
pursed lips. 


There were four separate Tokkō 
missions on October 29, so it is difficult to determine which group hit the USS 
Intrepid, let
alone which pilot.190, 191


The Hatsuzakura-tai 
consisted of three Tokkō 
Zero pilots (Fujimoto, Nonabe, and Yoshmori); all three had been at Tsuchiura
with Imaizumi. And two escort pilots (unnamed) returned to Nicholas Airfield,
claiming they lost sight of the Tokkō 
planes in the bad weather.192


Imaizumi explained that the airfields such as Clark,
Mabalacat (the Tokkō 
jumping-off point) Marucot (Marcott), Angeles, Nicholas, and others were manned
by no more than twenty or thirty pilots each. The orders were sent out from the
Naval HQ in Manila: one day the 201st Air Group would be sent out;
the next, it was the 221st Air Group, and then the 254th
Air Group, and so on.


The next day, Lt. Minami was ordered to conduct a
strafing raid on Allied warships in the Leyte Gulf area. He led a twelve-man
formation[105] 
of Zeros to Leyte Gulf. "We flew low, at about fifteen hundred feet, until we
came up to Ormoc Bay and saw masts from two Japanese sunken ships sticking up
out of the water. Beyond that and a short hill lay the Gulf of Leyte." As they
popped up over the hill and into the gulf they saw something incredible;
hundreds of Allied ships stretching out in every direction. Imaizumi thought, "We've
lost the war." The Zeros who normally flew in tight formations had planned to
break off and conduct solo hit-and-run attacks on the ships in the gulf.
Minami's instructions were simple. "One strafing pass only, then get out. Fire
at any and everything in your path, but don't try for a second pass." As the
planes dipped down and picked up speed the ships began to unleash a barrage
that enveloped the little planes, buffeting them around in the air. The Zeros
dropped to thirty feet off the deck so the ships would have trouble hitting
them for fear of shooting their own ships in the crossfire. He had never seen
so many tracers, it was beautiful. He raced forward, his left hand pushing the
throttle forward with palm, index and middle finger. He simultaneously squeezed
the 'bicycle brake' trigger with his ring finger and pinky. Then he saw it; a
plane dove straight out of the sky into one of the ships. It exploded, sending
up a huge column of black smoke. As the Zeros skimmed low zooming over the
ships he realized, "We were bait, sent to distract the enemy gunners so the
Kamikaze could do their job."


After the strafing attack Imaizumi and the others headed
to Peruto Princessa Airfield on Palawan Island. En route they spotted a flight
of eight Hellcats flying below them. It was generally unsound to do so, but the
confident US Navy pilots turned up to meet the Zeros, a maneuver they must have
regretted immediately. The two groups of planes, eight American blue and nine
Japanese green, collided at nine thousand feet. The air battle lasted less than
a minute. Lt. Minami and Ema both claimed a Hellcat.


The Zeros landed at Puerto Princesa Airfield, an airfield
in name only. It was one hundred feet wide by eight hundred feet long and
surrounded by coconut trees and jungle on all sides. One of the nine planes was
damaged on landing when it hit a rut in the grassy field, badly twisting the
tail, but the pilot himself was unharmed. The only other casualty was a
through-and-through bullet hole in Imaizumi's fuselage. There was no need to
worry since the plane was air worthy and could be patched up later when they got
back. However, the plane with the twisted tail was a write-off. 


"The locals living nearby would come to the airfield
seeking work of any type in exchange for bartered goods or money. Adults and
children alike approached the small airfield seeking to benefit from any kind
of work or chores. The little kids were cute and endeared themselves to us
instantly. The hungry children would stand by watching us eat. There were a lot
of kids, and they looked hungry and poor. Some were smoking tobacco in pipes,
unthinkable in Japan." The look of longing in the children's faces caused
Imaizumi to lose his appetite. They would empty their half-eaten rations of
rice onto a banana leaf, which the kids happily hauled away. "It was hot, we
were tired, and the rice wasn't really that good to begin with," he said, 
downplaying the gesture. Imaizumi gave most of his caramel cubes and yōkan to the
grateful tykes. "Their laughter was wonderful. In the few days we rested at
Palawan, the little ones did more for our hearts with their smiles than we did
for them with our candy."


Imaizumi gestured to a local by handing him a cigarette
and pointing to the top of a coconut tree. The young man accepted the cigarette
and shimmied up the tree and soon dropped several coconuts, which he opened
with his machete and proudly presented to Imaizumi. "The first one was so
satisfying and delicious that I drank a second and a third." This turned out to
be a painful lesson for the young aviator, who spent the following morning
stitched by cramps and diarrhea. That morning Lt. Minami announced the men were
flying to Marcott Airfield. Since Imaizumi was in no condition to fly, the
pilot whose plane was damaged would fly Imaizumi's aircraft, and Imaizumi would
crawl behind the seat and squeeze himself into the fuselage for the flight to
Marcott. "I gripped my belly in agony as the plane bumped along the airfield."
He moaned the entire flight to Marcott, trying to focus his attention on the
bright sunlight bursting through the bullet hole. The bouncy landing at Marcott
Airfield was equally brutal, and he swore he would never touch another coconut.









The Flight of Brand-New F6F Hellcats


He doesn't recall the date, but once on a flight from
Manila to Marcott he and another Zero were flying along at nine thousand feet
when he spotted a flight of four brand-new Hellcats flying beneath them. He
says his first inclination was to lead his wingman into a dive to shoot down at
least two of them, but he hesitated. He was in the perfect firing position to
smash through the Hellcats from above, where the gravity worked to his favor.
The 20mm shells wouldn't arch but fly straight and true to the center of his
pip sight. He looked at his wingman, who looked back, waiting for the signal.
As he again looked down at the brand-new blue planes he thought, "How can we
smash up such new and beautiful machines?" Perhaps it was battle fatigue, or a
touch of caution that colored his decision not to engage. As he gazed down at
the new planes with a bit of jealousy the enemy flight discovered the two Zeros
flying above, and dove hard for the deck. They would be impossible to catch in
a dive, so he decided that discretion was the better part of valor and climbed
up and away with his wingman in tow. The pair agreed not to report their
sighting when they landed for fear of being accused of treason, for they knew
all too well that the regulations were clear: to attack the enemy at every
opportunity. "The Americans were flying along in a loose, leisurely formation,
and I wanted to admire their shiny blue planes with those bold white stars," he
said. After landing, on his way to the flight shack he glanced around to note
there were fewer planes than last month. The Zeros looked old and tired; their
green paint rubbed through to their shiny metal skins in some spots. Many bore
embarrassing patches on their fuselages, giving them the look of vagabonds,
contrasting sharply with those brand-new F6F Hellcats. "We couldn't hope to
beat them flying in our beat-up jalopies, but what could we do? I would have
loved to have gotten the chance to fly a Hellcat."









Battle for the Philippines


Manila was the home of the 14th Army commanded
by Gen. Tomoyuki Yamashita, the "Tiger of Malaya." The Japanese had
approximately 280,000 troops split into three main groups, located in the
north, northeast, and northwest part of Luzon Island. In order to fulfill Gen.
Douglas MacArthur's promise of "I shall return," the Allies mauled the Japanese
Navy in Leyte Gulf. They also landed Army troops, capturing the airfield at Mindoro
in preparation for the landing on Leyte Island on October 20, 1944. 


It was during fierce fighting on neighboring Leyte Island
that Imaizumi and the other pilots from the 254th arrived at Luzon's
Marcott Airfield at the end of October 1944. Imaizumi was caught in a catch-22
as the swarms of American carrier-based planes attacked the various airfields.
If the pilots fly, they die; if they take cover in the bunkers their planes get
destroyed, and they are, in essence, useless to the war effort. So they flew
day after day, completely outclassed and outnumbered. "Every day there was more
of them, and fewer of us. We never got replacements, let alone any time to
rest," he sadly recalled. The pilots were ordered to strafe Allied forces that
were heading toward Marcott Airfield, but the Grummans were always in the air,
waiting to deliver punishing right crosses and uppercuts; the best the Zeros
could do was bob and weave. "I rarely saw American fighters go down, it was
always our planes that fell out of the sky," he said. He was lucky because he
was flying in the number-three spot behind Minami and Ema, to whom he
attributes his survival. "The Americans would come over at twenty thousand feet
and dive through our formations, using hit-and-run attacks, spraying the sky
like they had all the ammo and gas in the world. Every day the air-raid siren
would blare, sending us into the 'graveyard in the sky.' It was only a matter
of time before all of us were killed," he said.









Meeting an Old Friend


One day an unusual plane landed at Marcott Airfield.
Imaizumi walked out to inspect it, noticing its red-sun insignia but not
recognizing the aircraft. It was the new Yokosuka D4Y Suisei Judy dive-bomber. He studied the
aircraft as the maintenance crews secured the wheel chocks. He heard his name
being called and looked up to see the unfamiliar pilot—wearing sunglasses
and a white silk flight scarf up to his nose—climb out of the cockpit and
wave enthusiastically at him. As the mystery man approached he pulled down his
scarf and smiled, revealing the face of the fellow trainee who had tried to
hang himself. Imaizumi shouted, "Hey, if it isn't my old pal Nakajima!" The two
clapped each other's shoulders happily. "I thought you were dead?" 


"I thought you were dead!" 


Imaizumi playfully hit Nakajima on the top of the head. "I'm
the one who saved your neck, so you'd better not lose it out here." Nakajima
smiled bashfully and rubbed the back of his head in a traditional Japanese
gesture of unspoken appreciation. Nakajima explained that he landed on Marcott
because he was lost and couldn't find Clark Airfield. "It's easy to find; it's
made of concrete and stands out like a sore thumb. I'll show you how to get
there, but first take a break and have some cider[106] with me,
inside, away from this sun." The pilot declined, stating he was under orders to
report to Clark right away. As Nakajima climbed into the aircraft Imaizumi ran
to the shack and returned, panting, carrying two bottles of soda which the pilot
accepted with a smile. As the plane lifted off, Imaizumi waved his cap
furiously. The Judy banked its wings twice in a gesture of farewell. Nakajima
died a week later. Imaizumi thought fate was cruel to bring someone back into
his life for just a moment, never to be seen again.









Night Raid on San Jose


On a day with no air raids the exhausted pilots assumed
they would get a chance to rest, but "several of us were ordered out on a
nighttime raid against the American base at San Jose Airfield. The only light was
the weak ambient starlight, and the red cockpit reading-light, making an
in-flight collision a possibility. It was too dangerous to fly in formation at
night, so we took off at ten-minute intervals with the most experienced pilot
taking off first to mark the target with his four phosphorous sixty-kilogram
bombs."









Waves of Hellcats


Imaizumi couldn't recall the date, but it seems it was
October 29, 1944. It was a time when the entire day was spent fighting off wave
after wave of American fighters that came over in fresh groups of fifty or
more. Thirty IJA aircraft as well as three haggard naval air groups—the
254th, 252nd, and 256th—defended the
skies over Luzon. Japanese records state that between 7:45 a.m. and 4:00 p.m.,
a total of 133 aircraft, including Zeros and Shidenkai, rose to meet the approximately 290
American Navy aircraft that rolled over the islands in three massive,
unstoppable waves.193


The first wave concentrated on Clark and Nicholas
Airfields. The second wave hit Manila. Then, around 3:00 p.m., the final wave
smashed against the military munitions factories at the Sangley and Cavite
Naval Yards.


That morning, Imaizumi was among the nine aircraft from
the 254th that lifted off and climbed to an altitude of eighteen
thousand feet for a panoramic view. He could see other friendly fighters taking
off at fields here and there in preparation for the expected air raid. He was
flying in Lt. Minami's kamo 
slot behind Ema, and Kamata. Imaizumi managed to shoot down a Grumman Hellcat during
the second wave of fighters. He said that he was merely trying to stay on
Kamata's wing and happened to stumble on a Grumman right in front of him. He
fired but the tracer rounds arched short, so he pulled the red-colored "emergency
war power" boost tab and rushed up from behind to close the gap as the enemy
dove away. Once again he fired, hitting the Hellcat in the cockpit area and
causing it to explode and shatter, sending up material so violently that he
banked hard right to avoid it. "I got one!" he shouted, but a glance at his
altimeter showed he was at a dangerously low height of six thousand feet, right
in the kill zone and totally separated from his formation. 


The battle was going on above him at fifteen thousand
feet, and he needed to get back up to twenty-one thousand feet to the so-called
safe zone. It would take him almost three minutes to get back up there, an
eternity in aerial combat. He spun his head on a swivel since at this low
altitude he would be a tasty morsel for any of the dozens of hungry Hellcats swirling
around above him. Just then a Zero pulled up to his wingtip. It was WO Ema. He
had come down to check on Imaizumi. "He gave up his altitude to assist me. Ema
was a good man with a kind heart," he said. Ema was an experienced pilot who
might have read the battle and spotted a lull in the action. He raced down to
retrieve the lost sheep. As the two climbed, Imaizumi noticed several khaki
parachutes and knew they were American. "Ours were white, and there was not a
single white parachute in the sky. The Hellcats hit us so hard there was no
time to bail out. The Zeros either burned, or the enemy's armor-piercing rounds
cut you to ribbons in your seat," he said. He said many pilots refused to hook
up to their parachutes.


The pair of Zeros climbed to meet up with Minami and
Kamata at twenty-one thousand feet and reformed the kutai, but the enemy fighters were
already gone. Lt. Minami signaled for the men to land. When they got to the
ground, the exhausted pilots tumbled out of their cockpits, drained from the
long fight. The maintenance crews hustled to refuel and rearm the planes. The
pilots flopped on the grass, quickly smoking cigarettes, gulping down energy
drinks, lemon sodas or canteens of water. A siren split the air. "Oh no, a third wave? How many
airplanes can they possible have?" Amazed, he crawled up on to the wing root of
his Zero and accepted the seat from the maintenance chief. The Zeros once again
raced up into the sky.


It was the same yo-yo pattern: fly to twenty-one thousand
feet, dive down to attack the Hellcats from above, climb, and come back for
another pass. He soon became separated. When he spotted Lt. Minami and WO Ema
they were in hot pursuit of a pride of Hellcats fleeing out to sea. He nosed
over to go after them but before he could catch up he saw something that
made his blood run cold. In the distance, in the direction of the chase he
could make out more enemy fighters. Minami and Ema were heading straight for
them. "Don't they see them?" he said to himself as he headed higher above the
new threat.


The Zeros headed straight into the cloud of enemy
fighters. It was too dangerous to go after them, he knew he had to pair up
or die. He located a friendly aircraft and formed up. It was a fellow classmate
from his Yokaren 
days, PO1/c Masao Hori. He felt less vulnerable now.


"More Hellcats attacked, but we dove and twisted, then
climbed as they overshot and dove past. We did this many times, over and over,
as the Americans refused to turn with us, and we refused to dive with them."
Imaizumi had used up his 20mm canon ammunition but still had his nose guns. "Suddenly,
there was an enemy right in my sites so I squeezed the trigger." His nose guns
sneezed and stopped. "Out of ammo! It was time to get back on the ground, but
we couldn't land in the middle of that hornets' nest. We kept flying, spinning,
dodging, and weaving." Just then, Imaizumi heard a loud explosion and saw
flames shoot around his cockpit, and he assumed he'd been hit. But it wasn't
him; it was Hori. He had collided with a Hellcat. Both planes fell to the earth
spinning. Imaizumi kept flying and flipping until the Hellcats departed. He
returned to the airfield and learned that only three of the original nine Zeros
had survived. Neither Minami, Ema, Kamata, nor Hori's planes were ever
discovered. Also lost were Lt. Masao Kazami and PO1/c Hoshino.194


The three lonely survivors were Imaizumi, PO1/c
Hachimura, and PO1/c Kuroki, who crash-landed on Cebu but was uninjured and
given another Zero. The 254th was kaput. That night Imaizumi fell
into a deep depression, his will to live slipped away. He developed a raging
fever and began to shake and shiver; his malaria was back. After he was
admitted to the field hospital. The two other pilots, Hachimura and Kuroki flew
to Hainan Island. Behind them followed the maintenance crews as passengers in
converted Betty bombers. The aircraft-related personnel were evacuated, leaving
the keibitai (defense unit) to guard the airfield. 


Imaizumi was left behind in the field hospital in which a
dozen or more men were treated by a pharmacist mate with virtually no medical
supplies. "I was there about a week, shivering like in a snowstorm. They
covered me in blankets, trying to break the fever. I felt so cold. The corpsman
said, 'If any of you men survive malaria you won't ever have children because
it will destroy your reproductive organs.' He added, 'Mr. Fly boy here is
lucky. He'll never live long enough to get married anyway, so he has nothing to
worry about.'" There was very little quinine, "The little yellow pills were
bitter. I had to tilt my head back and let the pharmacist mate pop the pill
into the back of my throat. If it touched my tongue I would gag." The precious
pills worked, and his fever broke in about a week. 


By mid-November he gained some strength and was able to
catch a ride to Mabalacat Field to join the 201st Air Group's
growing, and simultaneously dwindling, ranks of Kamikaze pilots. "I wanted to
kill as many Americans as I could for what they did to my friends. What was the
point of living after all of this? I came to a point where I didn't give a
damn. Crashing my plane into an enemy ship would be the best way to die."
However, he ran a high fever again and was admitted into the field hospital at
Mabalacat. As a result, Lt.Cdr. Tamai never sent him out on a Tokkō-tai mission. 


On January 6, the American tidal wave rushed ashore on
Luzon Island at Lingayen Gulf. Up on Hainan Island, the remaining Zeros pilots
were decimated by a formation of twenty-three P-51s and P-38s from the US
Army's 14th Air Force. The Americans hit the airfield and other
targets in the Samah Bay area, claiming eleven aircraft destroyed.195 1st Lt. Keith Mahon claimed
three victories turning him into an ace over Hainan Island.









Head North, Young Man


The surviving pilots, navigators, radiomen and flight
engineers in the Philippines, eighty or so men in total, were trucked from the
Manila area north about seventy miles to Mt. Pinatubo. In addition to the
pilots from the 201st, the motley crew had survivors from the 256th
Air Group, 221st Air Group, Zuikaku 
pilots and a seaplane unit. For safety they were relocated to the (then dormant)
volcano located between Manila and Lingayen Bay. The aviators built shelters,
dug in and waited for orders. It was here Imaizumi met PO1/c Haruo Yoshino.
Another survivor in the group was Special Ensign Kazuo Tsunoda. On January 9,
1945, the US Army landed north of them in Lingayen Gulf threatening to trap
them. The misfit band of aviators were ordered to make their way northeast to
prevent being cut off. Their destination was the airfield at Tuguegarao, where
they would be flown to Kyūshū. The aviators struggled along trails
heading north, their numbers grew as they picked up stragglers. They were not
the only ones making their way north.


During the march, the aviators stopped at various
Japanese Army posts on the way. They moved at night when there was less chance
of being spotted by roving American aircraft. The men trudged north, meeting up
with Army troops who were on the same northern exodus. Once, the exhausted
group of aviators came across a Japanese Army base with proper barracks. They
decided to spend the remaining part of the night to rest, feeling secure amid
so many friendly troops. Late that night a band of resistance fighters attacked
the compound. "Gunfire sent us to the floor," he demonstrated. In the inky
darkness, friendly soldiers barked out guttural orders, the sound of boots
rushed past the barracks. The pilots were afraid to move as the sound of the
chaos grew. A bullet hit a metal pot in the barracks prompting one of them to
sit up and fire his pistol wildly out the glassless window frame. Soon others
joined in firing at an unseen enemy. Over the crack of pistol fire, Imaizumi
heard shouts and turned to see a soldier standing behind them in the barracks
doorway, his figure silhouetted by gunfire. One by one, the pilots stopped
firing. "Hey fly boys," the soldier mocked, "who are you shooting at? The
guerrillas are behind us! You sailors keep low. Leave this to us." And with
that the man dashed into the darkness. Moments later Imaizumi heard several
loud booms. The battle-hardened Japanese soldiers trained their 70mm battalion
gun on the intruders which sent them packing. Imaizumi was impressed with the
soldiers' coolness under fire.


After finally reaching Tuguegarao Airfield, they waited
for evacuation. Two fretful days later good news arrived; planes were on their
way to transport them to Kyūshū. Imaizumi, Tsunoda, Yoshino, Tamai,
and the others anxiously checked the skies, hoping to hear those lovely Betty
engines growling in, but there was nothing that day or the next day. "Perhaps
the 'one-shot-lighters' got flamed coming in?" he thought.


Imaizumi
said that at dusk on January 27, two transport-converted Betty bombers arrived
from Formosa. They rumbled in despite a smattering of small-arms fire from
optimistic freedom fighters deep in the jungle. The evacuee pilots and air
crews looked every bit the rag-tag confederate soldiers of the old South. They
had been through a great deal. All managed to squeeze aboard the pair of
aircraft, jammed in tight. Even as the hatch was closing behind the last man,
the bomber pilots were revving their engines to full power. Nervous passengers
peaked through the gunners' side windows. Imaizumi couldn't help but recall
what happened the last time he was a passenger on a transport plane. 


The planes rushed down the grassy airfield bumping, the
tired birds struggled to pick up speed. After they lifted off Imaizumi heard
the distinct metallic sound of a couple of random bullets ticking at the
airplane's metal frame. He slid his hands under his buttocks for some
protection. There was a smattering of flashes below, the jungle was winking
like fireflies. The craft clawed for altitude in the darkening sky. Imaizumi
felt a twinge of guilt, knowing there was little hope for those poor souls left
behind. 


Imaizumi settled in for a long flight to southern Japan
but was befuddled when the plane soon began to descend after two hours. They
were landing, but it was much too soon. "This can't be Kyūshū
already, can it?" he thought. The bombers landed at Taichu Airfield on Formosa
and the men were trucked to a barracks with no explanation. Their questions
were answered the following sunrise when the fighter pilots formed up. They had
been reorganized into a new outfit dubbed Taigi-Tai (Great Justice Unit). Haruo Yoshino and the air crewmen were sent
home to Japan. The pilots stayed behind to form the new Taigi-tai which was another way of
saying "Kamikaze unit." 









The Fraternity of the Kamikaze


Imaizumi's heart dropped when he heard "Tokkō-tai" 
because unlike before, he knew what it meant. The date was February 5, and the
leader of the new Kamikaze unit was Lt.Cdr. Asaichi Tamai. The buntai leader was to
be Lt. Kazuo Tsunoda. Several days later in a formal ceremony, the pilots were
presented a commemorative dagger in a plain wooden sheath. The name of Admiral
Soemu Toyoda was written in beautiful brush stroke penmanship on one side, and "Taigi-tai" on the
other. The daggers were encased in ornate silk brocade bags, much like a
treasured samurai sword. They were bestowed upon the aviators in a solemn
ceremony. Imaizumi mailed his home to his family. The daggers were not intended
as so-called "suicide weapons" as is often incorrectly stated outside of Japan.
These were precious keepsakes from His Majesty, and signed by Chief of Navy
General Staff, Admiral Soemu Toyoda.


The 205th Air Group's 317th
Squadron, or Taigi-tai, 
consisted of a motley group of pilots who had been assembled from different
tattered land-based units and survivors from the Zuikaku.
One of them was Special Lt (jg) Jiro Matsuda who had been in the Pearl Harbor
raid. Another was WO Kiyoshi Atsuki who had been a Type 2 Zero Seaplane "Rufe"
pilot with the 802nd Air Group in the Solomons. The unit's command
structure was based at Shizuoka's Fuji Air Base, but the operational units were
physically at Taichung, Formosa. There were 144 aircraft available for
conducting independent small-scale Tokkō 
Kamikaze attacks. Each individual Tokkō 
attack mission was given a number along with the Taigi-tai 
name (e.g., 1st Taigi-tai, 2nd Taigi-tai),
for a total of twenty-three missions that commenced on April 1, 1945.


On March 28, Imaizumi was joined by another survivor who
had his own separate march to Tuguegarao. It PO1/c Isamu Iwakura[107],
a fighter pilot from the 221st Air Group shot down over Lingayen
Gulf, losing two fingers and suffering horrific burns on his legs. Iwakura
spent two months trekking through the jungle with a group of Army soldiers
trying to make his way back to Tuguegarao Airfield. He made it back on March 25
but the pilots and planes were long gone. After a couple days, Iwakura
was given a seat on what turned out to be the last flight out of the
Philippines carrying the Quisling President Jose Laurel, his family and the
Japanese ambassador Shōzō Murata. When Iwakura landed at Takao Airfield
on Formosa, he was informed he had been adopted into the 205th Kōkūtai's
317th Hikōtai;
the Taigi-tai. 
Along with this news, he was given a commemorative dagger. The more famous
passengers on his flight went on to Tōkyō.


As mentioned, one of the other survivors of the long
march to Tuguegarao was Special Ensign Kazuo Tsunoda, a Mustang who graduated
from Yokaren in
August 1937. He wrote in his memoirs that many of the Tokkō pilots were kids with barely
more than fifty hours of total flight time.196
The more experienced were used as escort pilots. The youngest pilots were the
first to be sacrificed on the Tokkō altar.


The Taigi-tai's
Kamikaze missions consisted of six to eight planes. The pilots in each mission
were divided into two groups: bakusō-tai 
(Kamikaze) and engō-tai 
(escort). Those assigned to the bakusō-tai 
would carry a 250-kilogram bomb while the pilots in the engō-tai provided protection and
confirmation of the results. The bakusō-tai pilot would pull a jerry-rigged release wire connected to his bomb's
fuse once he spotted his prey. The wire was a safety feature in case the
Kamikaze pilot had to return to base due to engine problems, foul weather or
inability to locate a target. A common misconception is that Kamikaze missions
were a "one-shot do or die" situation. 


Sinking a carrier with a single 250-kilogram bomb was
overly optimistic. The tactic was for several planes to strike the same spot,
thereby punching a hole through the deck to get at fuel and ordnance below.
Thinking it was unlikely for two or three planes to be able to hit the exact
same spot, one of the pilots suggested using a 500-kilogram bomb. Imaizumi
said, "PO1/c Kozura, flew on a mission with a 500-kilogram bomb but was unable
to find the enemy and returned. The heavy bomb made landing tricky, so for
safety reasons he tried to jettison it, but it failed to release. The added
weight caused problems in landing, resulting in a hard landing and crash.
Luckily, he hadn't pulled the safety wire so the bomb wasn't 'live'. It would have
destroyed the runway and most of the people on it. The plane was a write-off,
so the decision to use 500-kilogram bombs was scrapped along with Kozura's
Zero."


The homeland of Japan was now under constant air attack
by B-29s flying from Saipan and Guam. RAdm. Onishi put great pressure on the Taigi-tai and other
flight groups. "Hit the enemy carriers with your planes. Don't drop bombs on
them, but hit them with your planes. Don't permit the Tokkō pilots and crews to return
with excuses of not finding the enemy or having engine problems." Onishi's
motto was, "Don't come back alive." Madness had gripped the Japanese High
Command, which concentrated on the deaths of their pilots more than the actual
results of their missions. 


Lt.Cdr. Tamai didn't want to waste the lives of his men
needlessly, so he told them to return if no targets were identified, no
questions asked. As a result of this, only fifty of his 144 pilots died in
Kamikaze attacks, a number far lower than other Tokkō 
units. However, the unit did score hits on three Allied vessels.









8th Taigi-tai


In the beginning of March, Imaizumi was ordered to fly as
an escort pilot for the Taigi-tai
No. 8, and left for Ishigake Jima. They would be the next in line to
strike, as soon as a target became available. "The waiting was brutal on us
mentally. We were going to die but had no control over when or where. This can
make a man go mad," Imaizumi said. A reconnaissance flight spotted a British
aircraft carrier south of the Kerema Retto Islands near Okinawa. On April 12, 1945, at 5:40 p.m., the 8th 
Taigi-tai  mission departed from Ishigake Jima. The
twelve-planes traveled south past Miyako Jima toward Okinawa, searching for the
elusive carrier.


On paper, the 8th Taigi-Tai was a unit of twelve planes,
but it was actually three separate flights of four planes flying at different
elevations. There were two escort planes and two Kamikaze in each flight. The
leader of each flight was given freedom in selecting the altitude and method of
attack. Imaizumi flew on the wing of naval reservist Lt. (jg) Seiji Kurashige
escorting the first flight of Kamikaze. He would soon come to loathe this naval
reservist for the rest of his life.


Kurashige flew at thirty feet above sea level to avoid
detection. The second flight flew in at fifteen thousand feet, and the third
flight chose the height of twenty-four thousand feet and was on oxygen. It was
thought three separate flights coming from different heights would increase
their chances of getting past the American CAP and hitting a target. However,
after reaching the reported target area no enemy vessels were located so the
formation returned. Coming home empty-handed was more common than finding a
target. "Even with fresh intelligence, locating tiny ships in the vast ocean
was not easy," he admitted. 









10th Taigi-tai


Imaizumi cracks the image that all Kamikaze pilots were
fearless automatons eager to die for the Emperor. He complained that some
pilots experienced unexplained "engine failure" or became separated in
non-existent clouds. They would return to a different airfield and request
maintenance to fix "problems" in order to buy time. On the other hand, there
were also honorable men who returned time and time again for legitimate
reasons. Most returned because they were unable to find a target. Some
commanders understood this, while others were harsh. He said there were times
when Kamikaze returned from a mission and were then sent out in a biplane
trainer. "Well, that is just a form of execution if you ask me," he said.


On April 14, 1945, a British carrier was spotted in the
Nansei Shotō area (Ryūkyū Islands). Lt. Cdr Tamai dispatched a
group of eight planes on a Kamikaze mission called 10th Taigi-tai. He told
them to "die a good death." Imaizumi was assigned as one of the six bakusō Kamikaze
pilots. The flight departed Ishigake Jima at 6:00 a.m. with two escort
fighters. He said the flight included the following:


Escorts: Lt. (jg) Hitoshi Soya (plus one, name unknown)


1st Bakusō:


Lt. (jg) Seiji Kurashige


PO1/c Takatsuka 


PO2/c Yoshinobu Miura


2nd Bakusō:

CPO Toshimitsu Imaizumi (plus two others)


They flew as one unit, commanded by Lt (jg) Hitoshi Soya.
Imaizumi worried, "This officer was an academy graduate but he just earned his
wings, I hope he can get us to the target." he thought. As they neared the
reported location of the enemy fleet he looked up for the escorts but they were
gone. He craned his neck and scanned the area, but the escorts had vanished. He
thought they were in the clouds, but moments passed. Without escorts the
Kamikaze were sitting ducks. "I don't want to die like this, not without taking
some of them with me," he thought. The lead Kamikaze pilot, Lt. (jg) Kurashige
must have read his mind because he dropped his bomb and flipped away. The
remaining pilots fumbled about then formed on Imaizumi. However, two more Zeros
jettisoned their bombs and left the formation. This left Imaizumi, Takatsuka
and Miura to carry on. Imaizumi gestured, "Stay with me." The trio passed
Miyako Jima Island. He then gestured for Miura to watch the sky while he scanned for
escort destroyers. Miura pointed upwards, meaning "Let's go up through the
clouds." Imaizumi shook his head. He knew there would be Hellcats flying high
cover the fleet. Against the sunlit upper surface of the clouds the Zeros would
stand out like "flies on a white blanket." The trio must stay under the rainy
cloud layer for safety. It was a game of cat and mouse between the hamstrung
Zeros and the hungry Hellcats lurking above. Suddenly, he saw Miura's Zero zoom
up through the clouds as he jettisoned his bomb. He tore through the clouds and
out of sight. "Don't do it!," he shouted. Miura too, had lost his nerve.


Worried about Takatsuka he looked over his shoulder. He
was reassured when his wave was returned. A moment later, distracted by the
search for ships below, he was startled to see Miura burst from the clouds
diving for the deck. He was chased by several Hellcats. He was done for, there
was no helping him. "Poor guy, I told him to stay under the clouds," he
thought. Imaizumi and his lone wingman ducked back up into the soup just in
case the diving Hellcats had spotted them. 


The pair of Zeros were then buffeted about violently in
the cloud. Imaizumi dropped beneath the clouds for a quick peek and caught a
glimpse of a formation of warships. "Their radar-controlled AA fire found us in
the clouds and was exploding all around us." His brave comrade Takatsuka stayed
right with him. "The good news is we must be close to the carriers in order to
get this much attention," he said to himself. He strained but couldn't identify
a flat top. He refused to expend his life on anything smaller.


Frustrated by the accurate AA fire, he changed his mind
and decided to crash into a cruiser. He motioned to Takatsuka "Watch attack,
report results." Imaizumi screamed down from fifteen thousand feet down to six
thousand feet and fired all of his guns. The cruiser quickly pulled hard to
starboard. At this speed Imaizumi had little control. The heavy Zero resisted
his commands. The ships' gunners somehow missed him. His eyes were fixed on the
bow of the ship when his mother's face appeared translucent on the windscreen.
He blinked and was now off course headed for the sea. He was about five
thousand feet when he released the bomb praying for a hit on the fantail.


He barely recovered over the surface of the ocean and
banked to see a hundred-foot waterspout rising behind the ship. "Dammit, I
missed." He said, "Takatsuka stayed up at twelve thousand ducking in and out of
the clouds after dropping his bomb." The pair formed up and made it back to
Ishigake Jima. Imaizumi reported their results but was afraid to look Tamai in
the eye but stated: "Bombed one enemy cruiser; PO2/c Miura killed in combat."
He learned what happened to the rest of the flight.[108]


The whole mission went south when the first escort fighter
claimed engine trouble and returned. Lt. Soya was then shot down above the
clouds in a dogfight, unseen by Imaizumi. What made Imaizumi's blood boil was
Lt. Kurashige, the leader of the bakusō 
Zeros, claimed engine trouble and returned not to the nearest airfield, which
would have been Miyako Jima (only forty miles west of their departure point),
but to Saishuto, an island located off the southern tip of the Korean
Peninsula. In Imaizumi's eyes, "This proved he was a damn coward." Imaizumi
blamed Kurashige for Miura's ignoble death. "Miura was a good man. He and the
others would have stayed with the group if Kurashige hadn't turn tail and run."
Long after the war, Lt. (jg) Kurashige changed his last name and his story. He
said his engine was fine, but his compass malfunctioned which led him north by
mistake. "He was a liar," Imaizumi punched a fist into his hand to make a
point.


After making his report to Tamai, Imaizumi expected to be
chewed out for coming back alive. Tamai said, "You and Takatsuka did well. You
will take the maintenance chief to Yulin Airfield for medical attention. He's
sick. Then you two will go to Shinshu Airfield." Imaizumi was stunned. The pair
departed early the following morning. The maintenance chief hitched a cramped
ride to Formosa, stuffed into the rear fuselage of one of the Zeros. The pilots
spent three days at Yulin before going to Shinshu, a new airfield that was
little more than a grassy field. They met a new batch of fledgling pilots who had arrived from
Japan. Imaizumi said, "There wasn't the time or resources to give them the
practical experience and training necessary. Most of them barely learned how to
fly in formation before they were thrown into the fray." Like baby chicks to a
chicken hawk. He explained, "I got my wings in 1943 and went through the
traditional flight courses before going to Hainan, where I had a full year of
man-to-man instruction and actual combat experience. Even with all that
training I had trouble keeping up with WO Ema." If he could barely manage to keep up, how
could these little chicks straight out of the shell manage to do anything but
stare at the Hellcats as they were gobbled up whole? "I truly pitied them," he
said. 









The Taigi-Tai Forges On


While Imaizumi was in Formosa, the Taigi-Tai stepped up
its Tokkō 
efforts. On May 4, 1945, a recon flight spotted British aircraft
carriers and 17th Taigi-tai was quickly launched. It was a large formation of twenty-one
Kamikaze and five escort planes, led by Lt. Kō Hosokawa. Newly promoted
Special Lt.(jg) Kazuo Tsunoda, from the Tuguegarao march, was one of the escort
pilots. Tsunoda observed eight hits on the enemy ships but reported none were
sunk. The British carriers Indomitable 
and Formidable were damaged. Upon learning of the attack, Imaizumi wondered why he was still
cooling his heels in Shinshu while the others were going out on Tokkō missions.
Every passing day he twiddled his thumbs with the greenhorns at Shinshu seemed like an
eternity. Throughout the month of May he was assigned to reconnaissance duty in
and around Formosa, but never saw enemy vessels. He grew restless. 


On May 9, 1945, PO1/c Senji Ishihara received orders to
escort four Kamikaze, it would be dubbed "18th Taigi-tai." They
would be carrying 500-kilogram bombs in search of a British carrier. One of
them was Lt. Yukinari Kurose, a college student in the Naval reserves. The five
planes left Formosa and headed south but were plagued with engine failures that
forced three of the Kamikaze to turn back. This left only Lt. Kurose's heavily
laden Kamikaze, and his escort PO1/c Ishihara. They pressed on. The pair flew
along at an altitude of only sixty feet to stay under Allied radar, but were
nearly discovered by an echelon of four Corsairs that flew right over them. The
Corsairs somehow overlooked them only moments before the Allied ships came into
view. Lt. Kurose gestured to his escort to climb to 3,600 feet. The pair slowly
rose higher, Kurose's engine struggling against the weight of the explosive.
Ishihara said as they climbed higher they could clearly make out the British
carriers. The British were operating under Adm. Spruance's 5th Fleet
as Task Force 57, and were charged with operating in the Sakishima Islands south of
Okinawa. The British carriers HMS Victorious,
Illustrious, Indefatigable, and Indomitable were part of the 1st Aircraft Carrier
Squadron commanded by Philip Vian.


Ishihara recognized the ships that had escaped just days
before, when the 17th Taigi-tai threw themselves against their armored decks in vain on
May 4. On that day, two Zeros escorted six bakusō 
Zeros but failed to sink a single ship. This time it was up to Lt. Kurose and
his single 500-kilogram bomb. They mustn't fail.


The antiaircraft fire started hitting closer. Ishihara
banked his wings in farewell as Lt. Kurose gunned his engine, which sent his
unbalanced Zero downward toward the armada of ships. Ishihara pulled up and
away, gaining altitude in order to evade the steel ring of AA fire streaming
skyward from the escort ships that huddled around the carriers. Ishihara
climbed ever higher to get a better view. Although he had successfully
protected Kurose to the target, he still needed to observe the results.
Miraculously, Lt. Kurose's Zero threaded the murderous AA fire and zoomed ever
faster toward a carrier. Ishihara watched as Kurose's plane slammed right into
the flight deck and exploded in a huge ball of fire and smoke. "He did it!" he
shouted to himself as he pulled away.


He returned to report that Lt. Kurose hit an enemy
carrier and certainly put it out of action. The carrier was the HMS Victorious, a
steel-reinforced-decked carrier that could withstand anything the Kamikaze
could throw at them, even a 500-kilogram bomb. Had it been a wooden-decked
American carrier, Lt. Kurose's attack would have been far more severe. The
tough British carriers shrugged off two more Kamikaze hits that day. However,
the ship suffered the loss of three dead and nineteen wounded.


In 1984, Imaizumi and the other surviving 205th Air
Group pilots learned from a British officer, who was aboard the HMS Victorious, about
Lt. Kurose's final moments. The officer was Phillipe W. Griffin, who testified
the Kamikaze's 500-kilogram bomb didn't explode. The Zero broke into four main
pieces and scattered fuel about the deck, injuring about twenty men.197 
Mr. Griffin stated, "A lone Zero escorted a second Zero that dove into
our flight deck but failed to explode. The other Zero flew away." It seems Lt.
Kurose had failed to pull the arming wire on the bomb before his dive, or the
bomb could have been a dud. The officer had taken a small piece of the plane
back to his home in London as a momento. In 1984 he felt the need to return it
to the dead pilot's family. Mr. Griffin donated the aircraft piece to the
Unabarakai (Yokaren 
Aviator Association) which he was able to find through the Mitsubishi
Corporation, the manufacturer of the Zero. Upon receiving the piece of Kurose's
Zero the former naval aviators held a religious ceremony for Kurose and placed
it in a temple in Toyama prefecture, where his parents' graves are located.









The Fall of Okinawa


On June 25, 1945, Lt.Cdr. Tamai made a proclamation: "We
were formed to protect Okinawa, but it has fallen. There will be no further Tokkō attacks."
While the pilots in Shinshu continued their fruitless recon missions, the
pilots at Taichu and Yulin traded in their planes for hoes and began farming
yams, potatoes, and other vegetables. Food was needed in order to sustain them
during the expected invasion of Formosa. Tamai told the men if the Allies
invaded Formosa they would immediately be sent out on Kamikaze missions.
Although the Tokkō 
attacks from Formosa halted, those from Kyūshū continued well into
August. The pilots on Formosa enjoyed a relatively quiet two-month period,
where the college-educated naval-reserve students taught courses in Chinese
language, English grammar as well as mathematics and history. The base doctor
taught a course on human anatomy, complete with written exams. The various
classes kept them preoccupied. There were still daily recon missions, but they
were largely fruitless.


The peaceful days of studying ended on August 10, when
the pilots were ordered to assemble at Taichu Airfield with their flight gear
and prepare for a mission. For several days the men waited. On the morning of
August 14, Lt.Cdr. Tamai made an important announcement: "Tomorrow at 4:00 a.m.
all pilots will depart on a Tokkō mission." 


On August 15, exhausted from a sleepless night, they
stood in formation for their final instructions. Tamai stood on the wooden dais
and addressed them with a twist: Adm. Onishi had canceled all Tokkō missions.
The pilots returned to their barracks in a state of confusion. Just before
noon, Imaizumi and another pilot flew a search mission into the Bashi Straits
and returned at 3:00 p.m. Imaizumi was in the air when the Emperor's recorded
speech was played over the airwaves for the citizens and soldiers of Japan. His
first question was, "What is going on?" It never occurred to him that the war
was over. 


Tamai told the men they must live for the future of Japan
and not waste their lives by dying a futile "dog's death." It might seem
hypocritical of the man who sent dozens to the grave to preach about the
future. Imaizumi feels Tamai was released from his military obligation and was
sincere when he told them to live full, meaningful lives.


That afternoon a number of the pilots argued against
surrendering. "We can't return home like this; it would be humiliating." They
agreed to conduct an unauthorized Tokkō 
attack against the US Fleet in the morning. That night they went behind Tamai's
back and plied the maintenance chief with drink. The man agreed to arm each
Zero with a 250-kilogram bomb for a 4:00 a.m. one-way trip to Okinawa. When
Imaizumi awoke at 3:30 a.m. he noticed something strange. Silence. The airfield
which should have been a bustle of activity was silent. The pilots sought out
the maintenance chief and demanded an answer. The man bowed his head, "Tamai
ordered me to remove the propellers. Please forgive me." The war was over for
Chief Petty Officer Toshimitsu Imaizumi.









Imaizumi's Comments


The author asked Mr. Imaizumi if he had anything he
wished to share with English speakers. He said, "War brings pain, suffering and
heartache. Old men start wars, young men fight them." He observed that mankind
will never be free from war because man, by nature, is a greedy creature. 


He wanted to share his opinion on the subject of aerial
kills which he believes were grossly over-inflated. In the pre-war years,
victories were awarded for strafing or bombing airfields. A pilot could drop a
pair of bombs on parked Chinese biplanes and get credit for three or more
kills. If a plane was shot at but didn't go down, as long as it was damaged, it
would count as a kill. 


"If our pilots shot down all the planes they claimed, we
would have won the war!" He gave an example of four pilots who have been
credited with amazingly high numbers of aerial victories; sixty, eighty, 100 or
even 200 aerial victories. He scoffs at the notion anyone could have shot down
that many enemy aircraft. "For example, the man credited with 200 victories
would have shot down more aircraft than we faced at Midway. Impossible." 


The author got a similar response during his 1994
interview with Saburō Sakai, conducted in the pilot's home in Tōkyō.
When asked about his number of kills, Sakai hesitated, "No one knows for sure,
and records were destroyed after the war." He declined to acknowledge the high
number of kills attributed to him by others. 


Imaizumi said most of the legitimate kills during the war
were scored against Chinese biplanes, Buffalo Brewsters or F4F Wildcats. By the
time the F6F Hellcat entered the scene, the tables had turned. The Hellcat's
powerful engine, thick armor and firepower made it difficult to bring down.


The
inaccurate recording of success was not only a problem with kill scores. Many
of the Tokkō 
Kamikaze escort pilots also inflated the results of their missions. Imaizumi
said it was not unusual for an escort pilot to report hits when there were
none. This was done to honor the dead Kamikaze, but it gave false hope to the
men in command. Perhaps, this misleading information prompted more men to be
sent on Kamikaze missions. He hoped that those who died in the war would not be
forgotten. He said, "I don't ask they be glorified, just remembered for their
own personal sacrifices."


The 86 year-old pilot passed away on September 15, 2009. This
was two months after his last interview with the author. It was his only
interview with a non-Japanese, and the final interview of his life.198















Chapter Five
Tomokazu Kasai


I met Mr. Kasai for two different interviews separated by
a year's time. Mr. Kōji Takaki and Mr. Nobuhirō Nakamura accompanied
me both times.199 Mr. Kasai was also
generous with correspondence. He is tall for a Japanese person, especially of
his era. Mr. Kasai stands ramrod straight as if on inspection, and has a
razor-sharp mind with amazing recall. He is rarely seen without a smile that
complements his rosy cheeks. He is affable and warm, with a fine sense of
humor. He tirelessly speaks to schools, civic groups, and others about the war
in hope that his experiences, and those of his fallen comrades, are not
forgotten. He is credited with ten aerial combat victories. He was nineteen
years old when the war ended, and is known as the youngest Japanese Navy ace of
the war. 









Early Days


Tomokazu Kasai was born the youngest of five children in
March 1926, to a farming family in Hyōgō prefecture. In April 1937,
just a few months before the war broke out with China, Kasai joined the
millions of others who beamed with national pride over the transcontinental
flight from Japan to England. The Asahi newspaper company wanted to gain some
publicity, and the Army wanted to conduct a serious test flight. They found
each other in the form of a 'civilian' flight aimed at setting a world record.
The newspaper asked the Army for use of one of their newly developed Type 97
recon aircraft which would be flown to London to commemorate the coronation of
King George VI. In hopes that the aircraft would fly "like a typhoon" it was
named "Kamikaze-go".
It was piloted by Army Lt. Masaaki Iinuma and his flight engineer Kenji
Tsukagoshi. The duo made history when they left Tachikawa Airfield on April 6,
1937, and flew to London via Laos, Calcutta, Karachi, Baghdad, and Athens
before completing their 15,357 kilometer (9,542 miles) journey. They arrived at
London's Croydon Aerodrome taking only 94 hours, 17 minutes and 56 seconds
setting a new world's record. Not only did crowds in England greet the Japanese
with enthusiasm, they became overnight celebrities in their homeland.200 To the people of Japan, the pair of aviators
were on a par with Emelia Earhart and Charles Lindbergh. The Asahi newspaper
company produced thousands of commemorative blue and white sake bottles and
cups with a depiction of a plane and the word Kamikaze.[109]


In 1939, during his second year of middle school, young
Kasai attended a presentation by a former student of the school, Lt. Takeji
Kotani. The pilot shared his tales as commander of the 13th Air
Group in China. So enthralled was Kasai he decided to become a pilot someday "because
the future of warfare is in the air!" His chance to become a pilot arrived
after finishing his third year of middle school, when the Navy recruited for
the Yokaren 
program. He told his teacher of his desire to sit for the Yokaren entrance
exam, but was told with no degree of confidence, "What makes you think you can
pass?" Undaunted, he begged his parents, for he needed their permission due to
his tender age. He passed the first round and then took the second battery of
tests. While awaiting for results, news broke that the Japanese Navy had
achieved a great victory at Pearl Harbor! The nation was ablaze with patriotic
fever, and young Kasai was beside himself in anticipation of the exam results.
Every day he asked his mother if any news had arrived. Little did he imagine
that, as he awaited for his test results, that Lt. Kotani— the man who
sparked his thirst for adventure— was already dead. He was killed while
bombing the city of Chunking, China, on June 10, 1940. 


On New Year's Day, January 1, 1942—just three weeks
after the Pearl Harbor raid—Kasai received the happy news of his
acceptance into the Navy's prestigious Yokaren 
aviation preparatory course. The document that arrived was in fact official
orders for him to report for duty on April 1, 1942, with the Tsuchiura Kaigun Kōkūtai. 
Shortly after celebrating his sixteenth birthday he entered the 10th 
Kō-Hi Yokaren 
training cycle, and was given the rank of airman fourth class. 


The first day at Tsuchiura was rather pleasant. The
instructors were friendly and behaved like older brothers. This changed on the
second day when the instructors appeared in front of the boys holding wooden
bats to "welcome them to Yokaren,"
he said. The teenagers were all given a fierce whooping on the buttocks and
told it was for their own good. As he tried to sleep that night, nursing his
bruised posterior, he lamented, "I think I made a big mistake."


He said, "I signed up to be a pilot, but when I got to
Tsuchiura there wasn't a plane in sight! Instead of learning to fly, we studied
math, science and Japanese language and history. I was tired of studying. I
wanted to get into the air." He joined the Navy for adventure but underwent
twelve months of lectures and strict discipline.[110]


"The boys were from all over Japan and spoke in different
dialects. It was interesting to meet so many different boys from all across the
country. We had short guys, tall guys, fat as well as skinny guys, and even a
few ugly ones. The tough training brought us together," he said. In regards to
the beatings, Kasai says, "I won't say I was punished more than the others, but
I was taller than most and seemed to get the most attention. As we say in
Japan, 'The tallest nail gets hit.' It's true," he laughed. The beatings were
meted out for offenses both real and perceived. This custom of beating the
sailors was a holdover from the British Navy, from which Japan copied
religiously the uniforms and customs in the 1800s.201


After a month of basic training he was promoted to
Air3/c. Another two months and he made Air2/c. Promotions in the shipboard navy
never came this fast.









First Ride in an Airplane


For their first flight the cadets were marched out to the
beach. Sitting in the shallow water were seaplane versions of the Type 93
Medium biplane trainers nicknamed Getahaki.
The instructors passed out aviation gear to the excited cadets. "Now this is
what I joined the Navy for!" 
Kasai thought. When it was his turn, he hopped on another cadet's back for a
dry piggyback ride out to the plane. His heart raced as he carefully climbed
onto the float and then into the cockpit. The instructor in the backseat told
him, "Don't touch anything; you're just along for the ride."


After ten minutes of flight he was startled to hear the
pilot's voice in his earphone say in a long melodic tone, "Steady as she
goes..... to Mt. Tsukuba!" He had never heard that phrase, and didn't know what
it meant, but it was imprinted in his mind. He feels every graduate of the Yokaren program at
Tsuchiura will remember the first time they heard those words.









Graduation—On to Flight Training


In May 1943, he graduated from the Yokaren course and
was assigned to the Kasumigaura Kōkūtai. He would be part of the 32nd flight
class, flying the Akatonbo. 
The course was shortened from twelve to only six months due to the urgent need
for more pilots. The instructors carried wooden joysticks in the plane. "Why do
they need a second joystick?" he wondered. His curiosity was satiated mid-air when the instructor
bonked him on the top of the head from behind with the club. "A sharp rap to
the top of the head will do wonders to get one's attention," Kasai said
jokingly. The Navy has a well-earned reputation for using brute force to ensure
a lesson is learned. "The next day a few bright fellows came up with the idea
of stuffing tenugui 
hand towels in their flight helmets as padding. We all got slapped around for
that stupid stunt!"


Thanks to the practical application of what the cadets
learned they were able to solo after just three or four hours of flight time.
Kasai said the average time required before solo flight had been eight to ten
hours. The war sped up everything. On October 31, 1943, he graduated from basic
flight training and promoted to Air1/c. 


His next posting was Tokushima
Kōkūtai for advanced fighter training. He recalled getting
off the train in Tokushima and exiting the station to see a navy truck flanked
by several angry petty officers. The toughest-looking one glared at the men
with a look of disgust and snarled, "Get in." 


The petty officers were old salts who were going to give
Kasai and the others advanced lessons in flying along with liberal doses of the
Gunjin Seishin 
wooden bat. When they arrived at the airfield they were met by a fierce-looking
officer whose face was covered with scars from a horrible burn. Lt. Yukio Maki
was a 1936 graduate from the Naval Academy. He 

had been a buntai-chō 
with the Tainan 3rd Air Group over the Philippines on December 8,
1941, and with the 6th Air Group at Kisarazu Air Base on April 18,
1942 when Doolittle's Raiders appeared. However, Lt. Maki's flying career came
to a screeching halt at the Battle of Midway. He was on the Kaga, one of those
scheduled to fly to Midway Island under Lt. Kaneko. Maki was horribly burned
when Kaga was
bombed and sank. He endured a long period of hospitalization that normally
would have warranted a medical discharge. Lt. Maki made up for his disability
in rage and vigor as he hounded the fledgling pilots. Kasai said, "Lt. Yukio
Maki was hard to look at due to his burn scars." 


Kasai had his first flight in a monoplane, the Mitsubishi
A5M Type 96 carrier-based two-seater fighter trainer. However, so hard-pressed
was the Navy for pilots that after just two flights with an instructor he was
ordered on a solo flight. He was next taken aloft in the Mitsubishi A6M2-K Type
0 Reisen two-seater fighter trainer. This time he went on a solo flight after a single
orientation flight with an instructor. 


After a similar solo flight, one of the youngsters, a
PO2/c Sakita, climbed down from the aircraft so the next student could take the
plane up. It was Sakita's task to relay to the next student the amount of fuel
in the plane. Sakita uttered the incorrect amount. Lt. Maki caught the mistake
and flew in to a rage. "You lied to a fellow pilot. He could have been killed,"
he bellowed. Maki ordered the
offender to climb the windsock pole while saying, "I am a liar, I'm a liar"
over and over. Sakita struggled to climb the slippery pole. When he reached the
top it began to sway. Sakita looked down nervously. Lt. Maki barked "Did I say
stop?" Just then the pole snapped, sending poor Sakita to the ground with a
dull thud. He doubled over in pain but managed to gasp out, "I'm a liar. I'm a
liar." 


The punitive Lt. Maki was promoted to Lt. Cdr, but killed
months later in Tsukuba as a passenger in a car. His driver tried to beat a
train at a railroad crossing. Kasai said the pole climbing Sakita later died in
a Tokkō mission in the Philippines.


After just twenty days of "special training" in the Reisen trainers, the
boys were deemed "ready for combat." At the time Kasai himself would have
argued that fact with anyone who cared to listen. He didn't feel ready and had
many unanswered questions that led him to state, "I knew enough to know I
didn't know enough."









The Leopard Cubs


Kasai completed his training and was now a bona fide
fighter pilot. On November 22, 1943, he was assigned to the 263rd
Air Group, known as "The Leopards" (Hyō
Butai) under Cdr. Asaichi Tamai. Just a month prior, the 263rd
Leopards moved from their lair in Genzan (Wonsan, Korea) to Matsuyama Air Base.
It was then charged with the defense of the Marshall and Mariana Islands. The
Leopards had the character Hyō 
on the tails of their aircraft to distinguish them from other units.


Upon arriving in Matsuyama, the first thing Kasai noticed
was that roughly half of the pilots were from Kasai's own 10th Yokaren class. This
unnerved him. "Where are all the real pilots?" he wondered. With only twenty
days of extended flight training, the 10th-class Yokaren pilots were
not "leopards" at all, more like "cubs". Many would still break out in flop
sweat when landing. The teenage pilots needed to walk before they could run, so
practiced takeoffs, landings, and formation flying. Up until now there had been
no time to learn dogfighting tactics. There had been no live-fire
aerial-gunnery lessons. In name only they were members of the 263rd
Leopard squadron, but they were, in fact, nothing more than helpless kittens
whose only skill was rudimentary formation flying, and even that was sketchy,
according to Kasai.


US forces bombed Saipan and Tinian on February 18, which
resulted in the 263rd Leopards dispatching sixteen of the senior
pilots to Guam. The 261st Tigers, under Lt.Cdr. Masanobu Ibusuki,
moved to Saipan.202









And Then There Was One


Kasai and the other leopard cubs stayed behind at
Matsuyama Air Base to train. However, the dogfighting training they needed was
not in the cards. On February 28, Kasai was among twelve Zeros ordered to
depart from Matsuyama for Katori Airfield, Chiba prefecture. Thus began an
island-hopping journey, via Iwo Jima and Saipan, to arrive on Guam. "It was the
first time for any of us cubs to fly over open water with no land in sight. To
make matters worse, up until that day we were flying the Model 21 Zero but were
ordered to fly the new Model 52 Zero," he said. The Model 21 has a single
exhaust manifold, which dumped from the bottom of the cowling, while the Model
52 had split exhausts that vented horizontally, almost right into the pilot's
face. "The sound was deafening. I quickly lowered the ear flaps on my flight
helmet but it didn't do much good," he said.


"We were assigned a guide-aircraft to show the way. As a
general rule of thumb, when fighters had to travel more than two hours over
open water we were provided a guide aircraft with a navigator. On this day it
was a Judy dive-bomber that showed us the way on the first major leg of the
trip to Iwo Jima," he explained. As the formation approached for a landing he
discovered he would have to fly directly over the soon-to-be-world-famous Mt.
Suribachi[111] 
in order to line up on Chidori Airfield. This required his full attention. He
was nervous because his training had been conducted at wide-open airfields with
long shallow approaches; having to maneuver around an obstacle was a first. His
caution was warranted when one of the Zeros crashed upon landing, wrecking the
precious aircraft. After landing, Kasai examined the bone yard of wrecked
aircraft strewn along the side of the airfield. He was glad not to be
permanently stationed on Iwo Jima. The island still sported scattered houses,
farms and trees but it was a desolate place long before the US Navy began
working the island over. 


The pilots gathered in a tent beside the airfield for
lunch, which to Kasai's disgust was quickly covered with blowflies. So thick
were the voracious flies that his rice resembled a bowl of green, shiny black
beans. Lack of ample fresh water caused dysentery, a problem before the US
Marines brought bigger trouble to the island in February 1945.


Happy to leave Iwo Jima, the eleven remaining Zero pilots
left for their next stop, Saipan. They followed a Betty bomber that took over
as their guide. "The bomber was carrying an aerial torpedo," Kasai recalled.
The formation was under strict orders to maintain radio silence. The Zeros had
radio-Mics built into their oxygen masks but they were not to use them. Kasai
felt pitifully small after leaving Iwo Jima because he was unable to find a
single island. On the first leg of the flight he could catch the reassuring
glimpses of islands along the way, but now there was nothing. Shortly after
leaving Iwo Jima, one of the Zero pilots used hand signals to say he was having
engine trouble and turned back. One by one, three more planes turned back.


He grew concerned, "I hope my engine doesn't conk out."
They were down to seven fighters now. As he flew along he saw an island where
an island wasn't charted to be, but it turned out to be a shadow from a cloud. "I
don't know what the hell I'm doing up here. I can't tell a cloud from an
island," he thought. He then saw what was
later explained to him as the wake from a large warship. He was later told the
wake from a battleship will last for several days. Shortly after seeing the
huge wake, one of the Zeros started wobbling and dove away, spinning out of
control. That left only six Zeros.


The little planes droned along following the Betty bomber
like ducklings. Kasai saw a massive storm head rising from the ocean to about
thirty thousand feet. They couldn't fly over it, so the bomber led the planes
down to Pagan Island (north of Saipan) where the group attempted to set down on
an emergency airstrip. The weather grew windy and it began to rain. Kasai
watched the first two Zeros fail in their landing attempts. Perhaps they hit a
rut in the field? Kasai and the fourth Zero successfully rolled to a stop. He
stood up in his cockpit and turned back expecting to see the remaining two
Zeros landing behind him, but the cloudy, rain-filled sky was empty. A local
Japanese inhabitant came rushing out to greet the pilots and explained that he
saw two planes follow each other through the clouds right down into the ocean,
short of the runway. 


The two pilots who went down were named Takagi and Aoki.
Kasai said the Zero pilots asked the leader of Pagan Island's defense force to
take a boat out to search for Takagi and Aoki, who might still be alive. The
man refused, claiming US submarines were operating in the area. Amazingly, the
commander of the unit was none other than one of Kasai's former petty officer
instructors from the Yokaren 
course at Tsuchiura! Still, the request was denied. He wonders what the petty
officer did wrong to get pulled from the Yokaren 
training course and dropped down on Pagan Island.


As the pilots scanned the ocean, a body rose to the
surface and slowly washed ashore. It was Takagi. With the help of one of the
Japanese civilian residents, Takagi would be given a proper funeral service
with Buddhist chanting. However, since it was late in the day the funeral and
cremation couldn't take place until the following morning. The body was placed,
as was custom, in the same room the pilots slept in for a Tsuya (wake). It was
a long night with very little sleep. The other body, Aoki, never surfaced, he
must have been strapped in and went down with the plane.203


Of the twelve Zeros that left Japan that day only two
Zeros (flown by Kasai and Yoshino) made it undamaged as far as Pagan Island.
The date was March 3 or 4, 1944.


Since the airfield was not a permanent home of an air
unit, there were no ground crew or aircraft-maintenance personnel on hand. The
base radioed a message to Saipan requesting a maintenance and repair crew for
the damaged planes. The remaining two planes would attempt to make their way to
Saipan. However, in his takeoff attempt from the grassy field Kasai hit a hole
and banged his wing into the ground. Yoshino was the only Zero out of the
original twelve to make it off Pagan. Yoshino headed on alone toward Saipan
trailing behind the bomber.


Kasai was uninjured, but his plane needed repairs.
The base radioed Saipan requesting a plane to pick up Kasai. The two injured
Zero pilots who wrecked their planes were not fit to move. The next morning a
Kate flew in to take Kasai to Aslito Airfield on Saipan. As the Kate prepared
to land on Saipan, Kasai noticed the airfield was slightly slanted to one side,
which would make landing tricky. "If only we had good airfields!" In the end,
of the twelve Zero pilots who left Japan only two arrived on Saipan with one
usable aircraft between them. They still needed to get to Guam."The trip was
too much to demand of hatchling pilots," Kasai lamented. "Men's lives and
planes were wasted for no good reason." He doesn't think any of the pilots who
turned back to Iwo Jima made it. PO1/c Yoshino[112] was the
only pilot to bring his plane safely from Japan as far as Saipan. Yoshino was
able to do so because he joined the Yokaren 
program in 1938, and received the full two and a half years of preparatory
training, plus flight training and combat training. Yoshino was only twenty-two
years old, but was an old-timer compared to the rest.


On Saipan, Kasai was given a Zero and ordered to fly to
Orote Airfield on Guam with Yoshino and several others. "It was about one hour
and forty minutes to Guam, so we didn't need a guide." Once there, he was impressed by the US Navy
barracks complete with beds. "They must be rich,." Kasai thought. He still
hadn't received aerial-gunnery training or dogfighting training. He was
assigned to a four-plane kutai 
flight ordered to patrol the waters around Guam for submarines. He needed the
stick time.









Operation Desecrate One


On March 30 and March 31, 1944, the US Navy launched "Operation
Desecrate One," the largest air strike against the Palau Islands prior to the
invasion of Peleliu. On March 25, in anticipation of this raid, the Japanese
Navy assembled a large number of dive-bombers, torpedo-bombers, bombers, and
fighters. There were twenty-five Zeros from the 263rd Air Group that
had flown down to Peleliu to reinforce the Palau Islands. Lt. Cdr Asaichi Tamai
sent Yoshino and the more-experienced pilots to Peleliu, leaving the hatchlings
to train on Guam. The only reason Kasai and the other inexperienced pilots
stayed in Guam was Tamai's insistence that, "If I send you kids down there
you'll get yourselves killed."


On March 31, the airmen on Peleliu were caught by
American fighters out in the open on the vast airfield. Many of the Japanese
were in the process of refueling. Kasai was told that an aerial bomb depot was
hit, causing a massive explosion that killed a great number of men. As a result
of Operation Desecrate One, a large number of Japanese vessels were sunk in the
vicinity of Malakal Harbor, and about 160 Japanese aircraft were destroyed.
Back on Guam the sad news arrived that eighteen more pilots from the 263rd
Leopards had joined the growing list of KIA, including PO1/c Yoshino.


The 261st Tigers on Saipan and the 263rd
Leopards on Guam were now comprised mostly of green replacements with little or
absolutely no combat experience or training. These units were to meet the enemy
fighters expected to attack the Mariana Islands. "The air battles over Saipan
and Peleliu took away our experienced pilots, leaving us cubs to fend for
ourselves. Losing the older pilots hurt because we had no one to show us the
ropes."[113]









Shōichi Sugita Arrives


In mid-April the squadron was joined by a pilot, PO1/c Shōichi
Sugita, who had come from Ōmura Air Base. He had been an instructor
alongside Saburō Sakai. Sugita was to play an important part in Kasai's
life during WWII, so his history and background bears some explanation. Sugita
graduated from Yokaren 
in the 3rd Hei-shū 
cycle in March 1942. It wasn't until after the war that Kasai learned Shōichi
Sugita had been one of the six escort pilots from 204th Kōkūtai assigned
to protect Adm. Isoroku Yamamoto on his fatal flight. Sugita was ordered to
escort, through relatively safe waters, two Betty bombers carrying nine
high-ranking IJN staff officers on an inspection tour to the Solomon Islands
and New Guinea. The primary officers were Chief-of-Staff VAdm. Matome Ugaki,
and Supreme Commander Adm. Isoroku Yamamoto. They flew with their staff in
separate Bettys from 705th Kōkūtai.
The Admiral's inspection tour to Buin on Bougainville Island was out of range
of the US fighters on Guadalcanal. So only six fighters were assigned to fly
with the bombers. The Zeros flew in two separate three-plane shōtais. Sugita
was in the "tail end Charlie" slot of the Admiral's escorts. The eight planes
departed early in the morning of April 18, 1943. Exactly one year after the
Doolittle raid.


Capt. Thomas Lanphier was in command of the sixteen P-38s
from the US Army's 339th Fighter Squadron which flew from Guadalcanal's
Henderson Airfield. The P-38 Lightnings were equipped with drop tanks that gave them
longer legs than their US Naval counterparts. As is well known, the P-38s
made short work of the two bombers. Yamamoto's plane went into the jungle,
killing him and ten others. Ugaki's plane hit the water, but he and two others
managed to survive.[114] 
Ugaki recovered from his injuries and was later given command of the 1st
Battleship Fleet, which saw action at the battle of Leyte Gulf. Then he
commanded the Fifth Naval Air Fleet, which participated in the massive Kamikaze
attacks against the US Fleet around Okinawa. Ugaki went to his death on August
15 by joining a Kamikaze mission after learning of the surrender.


Lanphier is generally credited with shooting down Ugaki,
while Lt. Rex Barber is given the nod for knocking down Yamamoto's plane. None
of the defending zeros from the 204th Air Group were shot down. One
of the Zeros, WO Kenji Yanagiya, claimed a P-38 over Kolombangara. It was
possibly Lt. Raymond Hine, who failed to return.


Some would say the mission, although a success, was a
near disaster for the United States as it could have jeopardized the fact
Japan's naval code (JN-25D) had been cracked. It was without question a
tremendous blow to the nation of Japan. Shōichi Sugita was badly burned
after bailing out of his stricken Zero on August 23, 1943. He was sent back to
Japan, where he recovered to become a flight instructor at the Ōmura Air
Base. From there he was assigned to Guam to become a squadron leader for the
263rd Air Group.









Training with Shōichi Sugita


"Sugita was an experienced, skilled, and daring pilot,"
Kasai said. "He was larger than life, and I was very fortunate to have been
selected to be in his flight." Sugita said in a serious tone, "You kids think
you can shoot down an American fighter? Don't make me laugh. You will glue
yourself to my wing and never break away. You will get some experience before
you die." Kasai recalled Sugita's strict and oft-repeated instructions. Sugita
forced the pilots to train day after day, flying formation and practicing
elementary dogfighting techniques. After each flight he would question Kasai
and the others about what they had seen, what altitude they had been flying.
His badgering instilled the habit of remaining alert.


Shōichi Sugita beamed with confidence and liked to
tell the men to show confidence and optimism when facing the enemy in the air.
His motto was "Nikkori
waraeba, kanarazu otosu," which can also be translated, "If you
smile you will certainly shoot your enemy down."









First Encounter in the Air


Kasai's first crack at an enemy bomber came on April 25,
1944, when a lone B-24 flew over Guam on a reconnaissance mission. Kasai was
ordered to intercept it. His heart raced as he gained altitude. "I never fired
my guns in anger before," Kasai said. He flew high above the enemy bomber to
conduct the only attack maneuver he knew, Kōjōhōgeki,
the textbook "above-and-behind attack." As he closed from behind, the massive
four-engine bomber loomed larger until it overflowed the orange circle pips on
his reflector gun sight. He fired bursts from his 7.7mm machine guns to no
effect. He flipped the switch to engage all of his weapons and fired again. The
big plane got away without any apparent damage.[115] Upon
landing, Shōichi Sugita scolded Kasai, "What the hell were you doing up
there, spraying bullets all over the sky like that? With those shooting skills
you wouldn't be able to fit enough ammo in your plane to score a single hit!"
Kasai recalled standing silently under the verbal assault, his face hot with
shame. Sugita said, "You must get close enough to collide before you fire."
Kasai was later almost embarrassed to accept his promotion to PO1/c a week
later.









Peleliu


In response to US landings on Biak Island, the 263rd
was rushed to Halmahera Island's Kau Air Base (Pulau Halmahera, Indonesia). But
US movement around the Marianas prompted a change in plans. The pilots would be
going to the relative safety of Peleliu Airfield in the Palau Islands.


The US Marines landed on Saipan on June 15, 1944. Three
days later, under "Operation A-Go," Kasai's unit took off from Peleliu,
carrying two 30-kilogram anti-ship bombs each. They flew, via Yap Island, to
attack US vessels off the coast of Saipan. Kasai dropped his bombs on a US ship
but thinks he missed it. In the midst of the intense antiaircraft fire and
being hounded by US Navy fighters he became separated from his flight. Low on
fuel and alone, he headed for Guam.


He met with another chewing out from Sugita for "going
rogue" and not sticking with his kutai.
Sometime later, as a result of US air raids most of 263rd squadron's
planes were damaged or destroyed. Kasai, the other pilots without aircraft and
the unit's non-flying support personnel were taken by transport ship to
Peleliu. There were six pilots whose planes were airworthy. They were ordered
to fly to Peleliu but on the way they were jumped by Hellcats that downed five
of them. Sugita's badly damaged Zero was the only one to make it to
Peleliu.


The 263rd Air Group was on Peleliu with
virtually no aircraft. As a result, it 
was disbanded and shipped to Davao, Mindanao, Philippines. The pilots were folded into the 201st
Air Group on July 10, 1944. Lt. Naoshi Kanno became the squadron leader of the
201st Air Group's 306th Fighter Squadron. Kasai and the
others from Peleliu were sent to the airfield on Jolo Island[116] 
for about a week, where they waited orders. During this time Kasai noticed that
the local children's legs were covered in little sores. Feeling sorry for "the
cute little kids," but having no medical personnel or even basic medicine to
give them, he took his toothpaste powder and mixed it to make a salve for the
children's sores. He did this several times and was quite surprised to see the
little sores began to heal, and within a week were nearly gone. The grateful
parents brought bananas and other fruits to the pilots. After a week the pilots
were ordered back to Davao.









Fighting the P-38 Lightning


On one mission, Kasai was with Sugita, flying a six-plane
formation at twelve thousand feet, when Sugita spotted a flight of P-38s at the
same altitude. Instead of engaging the P-38s, Sugita flew straight down and
away, with Kasai in tow. "Why are we running away?" he wondered. The P-38s
followed Sugita's flight down to about six thousand feet. Once the P-38s were
committed, Sugita flipped right up at them. He engaged them in a vertical
dogfight in which he turned inside a P-38 and knocked it down. When Kasai and
the others landed, Sugita gave them a lesson on fighting the twin-tail P-38. "Never
get caught in a high altitude horizontal fight with a Katsuobushi.[117] Get his
attention first, then dive away. Draw him down into a vertical fight around six
thousand feet, where we have the climbing and turning advantage. Then you can
wrap him up." It was a lesson that Kasai never forgot.









The Japanese Gestapo


On July 9, Kasai ran into some trouble. It started when
Kasai and two of his buddies, PO1/c Tetsu Matsuo and PO1/c Takaji Tomita, were
on shore leave, having a good time in a bar. Tomita, Matsuo and Kasai had been
good friends since their early days in the 10th Yokaren cycle and
were inseparable. "We were like the Three Musketeers. My pal 'Tecchan'[118] 
was a great guy who always looked out for me," he said. The trouble started when a couple of
arrogant men in plain clothes started questioning them. "The fellow Japanese
men began to pester us. They seemed like fellow servicemen but refused to
identify themselves, yet demanded to know our names," Kasai said. "We weren't
taking any guff from those jerks. One thing led to another, and we found
ourselves in a dog pile with fists flying. There was Tecchan, pounding away on
that arrogant so-and-so's face. Ha! That'll show them," he chuckled as he
recalled the beating. "We left the idiots on the ground bleeding." The trio of
brawlers made a beeline to the airfield, congratulating themselves as they
went.


"The following day we were called into Lt. Kanno's
office. On his desk was an arrest warrant from the Army," he said. The men they
beat up were undercover agents, one of whom was actually the head of the
despised Kenpeitai[119] 
unit in Davao. Lt. Kanno made the point of examining their knuckles and faces
before saying, "You three really stepped in it this time." The atmosphere in
the room grew heavy. Kasai explained their side of the story. A sympathetic
Kanno warned them not to talk about it with anyone. "The less people know, the
better," he said. Lt. Kanno didn't reply to the warrant, hoping the bulldog
would give up. The next morning,
the black-eyed, fat-lipped Kenpeitai 
commander showed up in his army uniform wearing his red-and-white armband. He
was madder than a wet hen. The humiliated agent sought the arrest of the 'three
drunkards' but Lt. Kanno played stupid. The Kenpeitai 
commander refused to let it go and showed up again demanding to know the
identities of the trio, whom he intended to bring before a court martial. Under
increasing pressure, Kanno came up with a plan to include the miscreants in a
special unit to be dispatched to Yap Island. He needed to move before the Kenpeitai could
escalate the affair and take it out of his hands, and this would do the trick.


The six-plane "Yap Special Dispatch Unit" included WO Shōichi
Sugita, Kasai, PO1/c Tetsu Matsuo, PO1/c Takaji Tomita, PO1/c Yasuharu Nikko,
and Lt. Naoshi Kanno. They first flew to Peleliu before traveling on to Yap
Island arriving on July 13, 1944. Kasai says, "We were surprised there were
many pilots on Yap, but they only had three planes. And they were undergoing
repairs. It seems they had been taking a beating." Yap had a radar installation
that drew the attention of B-24s that made regular missions into the area. The
morning after touching down on Yap, the radar crew reported an enemy formation
approaching at fifteen thousand feet. The six newly arrived planes took off to
intercept their foe, which came from the US Army's "Long Rangers" 307th
Bomb Group stationed on Los Negros. The Zeros were carrying two each of the
30-kilogram Type-3 cluster bombs designed to burst above an enemy formation and
spread out, like legs on an octopus, with burning phosphorus and metal. "We
approached from the high side, head-on. The key was to release the bombs the
moment the bomber was blocked from view by your own engine cowling," Kasai
explained. "If a Type 3 cluster bomb is dropped at the right spot in the middle
of an enemy formation, you can damage three or four planes at once. The burning
phosphorous will start fires that can eventually bring a bomber down. However,
this is quite difficult to accomplish," Kasai noted.


Kasai said, "The big silver B-24s came in groups of
sixteen or seventeen. We knew from which direction they were coming and their
altitude, but still had trouble spotting them sometimes. They appeared as
little dots in the distance in perfect formation." As for the B-24 he said it
was a tough plane to bring down with plenty of trigger-happy gunners. The B-24
had .50 caliber machine guns in the nose, dorsal turret, retractable belly
turret, waist and tail. "It was a porcupine," Kasai said. After the Zeros
dropped their special Type 3 bombs above the formation they concentrated their
attacks on one plane at a time, usually the plane at the rear of the formation.
The learning curve for the Zero pilots was steep, and the attack methods were
developed out of painful trial and error.


He explained that a unit's commander would determine the
ordnance and ammunition mixture, depending on the target for each mission.
There were several types of ammunition that were commonly used in various
combinations. The most popular ammo was the Sakuretsu-dan 
(explosive), followed by Shōi-dan 
(magnesium), Eikō-dan (tracer) and the Tekkō-dan 
(armor piercing). These were mixed in with the standard lead ball ammunition.


The Americans came over and were met by the newly arrived
Zeros, who dropped their Type-3 aerial bombs without much luck. They tried "head-on"
attacks, but they too, proved unsuccessful and dangerous. Lt. Kanno was
frustrated at their lack of results. 


Lt. Kanno observed that the B-24s were able to
concentrate more firepower to the front and especially the rear of their
formations, but the area directly above was a relative blind spot. He ordered
the pilots to drop their phosphorous bombs and then climb one thousand meters
above the enemy bomber formation and dive down through the sun. This new "straight
down from the top" (Chokujō
Kōgeki) method was employed against the bombers' weakest
defensive point. Kasai said the drawback was instead of being able to maintain
a steady attack from behind, the dive left him far below the enemy formation
and out of range. He needed as much as eight minutes to gain position for a
second pass, resulting in only one or two passes each raid. 


"We got far fewer firing passes in, but they were far
more effective and didn't expose us to their deadly .50-caliber guns. The
enemy's guns could start hitting us at one thousand meters away, so it was best
to attack from their weakest point. Diving down gave our 20mm ammo more range
because gravity worked with us and not against us. There was less arching. I
would get close enough to see the bomber crew's faces as I zoomed past. It was
exhilarating and terrifying," Kasai said.


There was one day he wishes he could forget: July 22,
1944. Kasai took to the sky in a four-plane formation comprised of Sugita,
himself, Tomita and Matsuo in that order. After failing to make any hits on the
first dive through the enemy bombers Kasai turned to climb for a second run,
and he caught a glimpse of a Zero exploding: it was Tomita. "At first I thought
Tomita had rammed the bomber, but the bomber kept going." Kasai pulled the
emergency power boost to coax more speed for his climb. He was inverted,
clawing for altitude when he looked down through his canopy to see Matsuo's
plane attacking the bomber formation from below. "Watch out! What are you
doing?" he yelled. Matsuo had also seen Tomita's death, and had flipped
straight up for a dangerous belly attack instead of getting out of range and
going around to attack from the top. When Kasai saw Matsuo again his Zero was
painting a long streak of fire and heavy black smoke headed for the ocean.
Kasai screamed, "Matsuo!" The dying pilot's name echoed in the cockpit.

Kasai climbed over the bomber formation and pushed over for his second attack
but failed to bring any bombers down. "I was very sad. Losing my best friends
at the same time was unimaginable," he said.

He wasn't able to watch either Zero hit the water. When he returned to Yap he
saw Matsuo and Tomita's empty beds and began to weep as he gathered up their
personal effects. The pair of 18 year olds, Matsuo and Tomita were posthumously
promoted two ranks to ensign.


During the summer of 1944, the Zeros on Yap were credited
by Japanese HQ with an impressive tally of seventeen bombers shot down, nine
probables, and forty-six damaged enemy planes. The commander of the First Air
Fleet, VAdm. Kakuji Kakuta, awarded them a rare special unit citation.204









Shot Down


Kasai was shot down by B-24 gunners on July 23, 1944. He said, "The
plane that got me was a silver four-engine B-24 with only one vertical tail.
I thought it was a B-29 at first and was confused."[120] 
His engine was badly
damaged and was forced to make an emergency landing. "I had to make a
water landing but knew there were sharks in the area. I heard sharks rarely
ventured inside the reef but preferred to stay outside the coral ringed barrier.
So I wanted to get my plane inside a reef and close to a beach to avoid the
sharks." As he lowered the plane he made a mental observation of the direction
in which to swim to reach the closest island, but after the rough landing he
became disorientated and was surprised to learn he could no longer see land.
While treading water he quickly removed his flight gloves, leather helmet,
boots, and flight suit, leaving nothing but his fundoshi underwear and his silk
scarf, which he tied to the flap of his underwear. "They say sharks won't attack
a creature larger than itself, so we were told to tie our silk scarf off and let it
float behind, giving the appearance of a long eel-like creature that, hopefully,
the sharks would be afraid to tangle with," Kasai said. He set out swimming
for the direction he believed the island to be, but the hours passed, and he
became exhausted.


After three hours he finally made it onto a beach and crawled out of the
water totally spent. He pulled himself into the underbrush wet, thirsty, and
tired. The next morning a local inhabitant named Furufe spotted him and
gestured for Kasai to follow him to his village where he received a warm
reception. Using hand gestures, Kasai explained he had been shot down and
wanted to return to his unit. The man agreed to help him. Furufe put Kasai on
a cart and pulled him over a trail to a friendly Japanese unit. However, upon
reaching his destination Kasai says he was initially met with suspicion due to
his appearance. His fellow Japanese accused of being a spy pretending to be
a downed aviator. He then accused the soldiers of being morons. He asked them to give his new friend Furufe, the good Samaritan, a
reward to show the Navy's appreciation. The request was denied with the comment,
"He's nothing but a dojin,[121] 
and we aren't wasting precious resources on his 
kind." The helpful guide, Furufe, was turned away empty handed. Kasai watched
in shame as his new friend walked away. It took fifty years, but Kasai was able
to repay the local man's kindness.









Kamikaze Attacks in the Philippines


On July 24, the seven remaining pilots were ordered to
board a transport ship to the Philippines. A week later Kanno, Sugita and Kasai
were training on the new method of skip bombing, believed to be the most
effective way to hit a mass of enemy vessels. They expected hundreds of enemy ships to be in the upcoming
invasion of the Philippines. However, the First Air Fleet was severely mauled
on September 9 and 10, losing about 200 of its 253 aircraft in the American
bombing raids. The 201st Air Group sent a dozen pilots back to Japan
via transport plane to ferry new Zeros back to Mabalacat. Kanno, Sugita, and
Kasai were among those sent to the Nakajima aircraft factory in Ota, Gunma
prefecture, to obtain fresh planes. Frustrating aircraft-production delays with
the engines kept the men grounded in Japan for over a month, waiting to return
to their unit at Clark Airfield.205


A few days into their unexpected stay, Kanno approached
Kasai with a requisition order in his hand, "You're a big guy; why don't you go
to Yokosuka and procure these supplies, and take so-and-so with you." Kasai and
the others went to Yokosuka Naval Base, submitted the requisition
orders, and returned to their lodgings in Ota loaded down with cartons of
cigarettes and bottles of Suntory whisky. Kanno was an accomplished nonbei and could
drain an entire bottle in one evening. During one of those nights of heavy
drinking Lt. Kanno confided in the men, "Something big is going to happen."
Kasai had never entertained the thought of losing the war and remembers
pondering, at the time, what Kanno meant. Unknown to Kasai and the others who
were stuck in Gunma chafing for new planes, an important decision was made
regarding their squadron mates at Clark Airfield. 


With Kanno in Japan, it was Lt. Yukio Seki who was
brought in as the 301st Fighter Squadron leader. Lt. Seki was a
naval academy graduate and had been aboard the battleship Fusō during the
Pearl Harbor raid. He later earned his wings as a dive-bomber pilot.









Midwife at the Birth of the Kamikaze


After the death of VAdm. Kakuji Kakuta on Tinian, VAdm.
Onishi arrived in Manila to take command of the First Air Fleet in the Northern
Philippines. It was on October 17, 1944. Onishi informed Capt. Ei Yamamoto, the
commander of the 201st Air Group, that he would visit Mabalacat for
an important meeting on October 19. However, both Capt. Ei Yamamoto and
Executive Officer Cdr. Asaichi Tamai ware visiting a secondary airfield and had
to rush to return in time to greet Onishi at Mabalacat in the morning. But
during the return, Capt. Yamamoto fumbled his landing, broke his left leg, and
was sent to a field hospital to set it in a cast. As a result, he was unable to
attend the meeting with Onishi. Cdr. Asaichi Tamai was forced to meet alone
with Onshi in the humble HQ tent beside the Banban River, adjacent to the
airfield. Onishi said that in order for the "Sho-go I" Operation to succeed as
planned, some desperate measures were necessary.206 "In my opinion, there is only one way of
assuring our meager strength will be effective. That is to organize suicide
attack units composed of Zero fighters armed with 250-kilogram bombs, with each
plane to crash-dive into an enemy carrier. What do you think?"


Tamai was at a quandary and said that he didn't have the
authority to make such an important decision without consulting with his
injured superior Capt. Yamamoto. Tamai asked for
time to consider the decision, and the brief meeting ended without a formal
reply to "the order that was not an order."


Cdr. Tamai called for Lt. Ibusuki, and talked with him
privately. He then informed Onishi that he agreed to the conclusion that Tokkō attacks
were the only solution. Tamai assembled his twenty-three pilots to explain the
unfortunate situation. He concluded by asking for a show of hands for
volunteers. All twenty-three fresh-faced men raised both hands; most were
nineteen years of age.


Tamai asked Lt. Ibusuki to select a mission leader who
was worthy of being enshrined as a "war god" (Gunshin)
whose name would be known to every man, woman, and child in the homeland. This
meant the leader had to be a naval academy graduate. Ibusuki suggested Lt.
Yukio Seki, the dive-bomber pilot who was brought in to fill the spot left by
Kanno's departure to Japan.


That night Tamai spoke to Lt. Seki privately and recorded
later that Seki wanted to sleep on it and discuss it in the morning.207 Tamai insisted there was no time because
tomorrow might be the first mission. Upon hearing this, Seki closed his eyes
for a few seconds, then responded, "By all means, please permit me to lead this
mission." Seki would bring the number of Tokkō 
volunteers to twenty-four. The fact that Seki's father had died when he was
young, and that he was married, should have disqualified him as a Kamikaze, but
these facts were overlooked. He was the only man in the group who would leave
behind a widow.


The final decision to use pilots to utilize the new Tai-Atari 
(body-crash) attacks into American ships was made. That night, work was carried
out right away to organize the men into four Kamikaze units, which would be
aptly named after phrases found in a famous poem by Norinaga Motoori
(1730–1801) that describes the nature of the Japanese spirit in one
simple line: Shikishima no Yamato Gokoro wo Hito Towaba 
Asahi ni Niou Yamazakura-bana. (If asked, 'What is the spirit of
Japan?' I would reply it is contained in the fragrance of the cherry trees
blooming in the morning sun.)[122]


The units were each given a name from a key word in the
poem.


Shikishima-Tai = Ancient name for the islands of Japan


Yamato-Tai = Ancient name for the country of Japan


Asahi-Tai = Rising sun


Yamazakura-Tai = Mountain cherry blossoms



Lt. Seki, in an interview with a Japanese naval war
correspondent on October 21, on the airfield minutes prior to his mission said:
"I am confident I can hit an enemy carrier with a 500-kilogram bomb. But still,
the Navy orders the needless death of an experienced pilot. I'm not doing this
for Japan, or for the Emperor but to protect my Ka.[123] 
I do this for those I love the most. What do you think? It's a wonderful way to
die, isn't it?"208


Lt. Yukio Seki's unit consisted of five bakusō Zeros
with four escort fighters; Hiroshi Nishizawa, Misao Sugawa, Shingo Honda and Ryōji
Baba. Two of the bakusō pilots, Nakano and Tani, were Kasai's friends from his Yokaren days. The men were awarded a
posthumous promotion of two ranks.


Cdr. Yukio
Seki (age 23):  Naval Academy, 73rd class


Ens. Iwao Nakano (age 19): 10th Yokaren cycle


Ens. Nobuo Tani (age 20): 10th Yokaren cycle


CPO Hajime Nagamine (age 19): 15th Yokaren cycle


CPO Shigeo Oguro (age 20): 17th Yokaren cycle


The target for this attack was VAdm. Clifton Sprague's "Taffy
Three" Task Force at Leyte Gulf. The Shikishima-tai 
returned without finding a target, but the Yamato-Tai 
was never heard from again, and no US losses are reported. The Shikishima-Tai was
sent out again on October 22, 23, and 24 without success, returning each time.
Finally, on October 25, the unit took off at 7:25 a.m. and located the US Fleet
at 10:40 a.m. in Suruan Bay. The Kamikazes hurled themselves at the American
ships, and each one sank or damaged a ship that morning.


The plan of "one plane, one ship" was a resounding
success; the brass in Tōkyō were encouraged by the reports to expand
the Kamikaze system. On October 25, Nishizawa demanded to be permitted to join
the Kamikaze group but was denied and ordered to ferry his plane the next
morning to Cebu and surrender it to be used by a Kamikaze. He then boarded a
transport plane, an LD2 "Tabby"[124] 
from Cebu back to Clark Airfield. Nishizawa's Zero was used by PO1/c Tomisaku
Kastsumata, who crashed into the escort carrier USS Suwanee (CVE-27) off the coast of Surigao.


However, on Nishizawa's way back to Clark, the transport
plane he was a passenger in was attacked by two F6F Hellcats from VF-14 (USS Wasp). The American
pilot who claimed the kill, Lt. Harold P. Newell, reported downing a transport
northeast of Mindoro. Nishizawa, who had such incredible mastery of the air
while at the stick died as a passenger.


The same day, October 26, Kanno, Sugita and Kasai
returned to Clark Airfield with fresh A6M5 Zeros, but they landed on the wrong
airfield. Kasai explained that there were many small airfields around the area,
and it appears that Kanno led the group to the wrong one. Kanno went to the
air-operation tent to ask for directions and got into a loud argument with an
army officer, who mocked him saying, "What kind of pilots are you if you can't
even find your own airfield?"209 The men had accidentally landed
at the Banban Airfield, home to the Army's 20th Fighter Squadron.
Kanno was fuming mad and hopped back into his plane. He purposely taxied off
the airstrip and up to the tent. Carefully and deliberately, Kanno spun his
plane around with the tail facing the tent and gunned his engine. The prop wash
blew the tent and its contents away in a shower of rocks and dirt. As he lifted
off the airfield Kasai smiled at the comical scene below; a delightful scene of
troopers scrambling to gather their scattered documents.


However, Kasai's jovial mood changed drastically after
they arrived at Clark Airfield to learn about the Kamikaze operations that
occurred during their absence. If they had gotten back sooner they would have
been in one of those four Kamikaze groups, and Lt. Kanno would have been the
leader of the Shikishima-tai 
instead of Lt. Seki. Kanno said to Kasai, "Our turn will soon come, and I
intend to have you with me on that final flight."210









Kamikaze Escort Mission


Lt. Kanno received orders to take eight planes to Nichols
Airfield in Manila to fly a sunset escort for a flight of four Judy
dive-bombers carrying 500-kilogram bombs on a Kamikaze mission. The Judy, designed as a
dive-bomber with a sturdy frame, was expected to enable the Kamikaze pilots to
dive at a steeper angle. It could also carry a heavier payload than the
previous Tokkō 
groups that used Zero fighters. This mission was given the name "Second Tokkō Chūyū-tai" 
commanded by Lt. Kyoji Yamada. Technically, the Kamikaze pilots in the Judys
didn't need their back-seaters for the mission but the navigators refused to
let their pilot take off alone, so each Judy carried a complement of two.


On October 27, one of the Judys was unable to start its
engine beneath the dark overcast sky. The unit took off with only three Tokkō planes.
To make matters worse, five of the escort fighters became separated in the
cloud cover. Lt. Kanno, Sugita and Kasai flew cover for the Judys that
meandered around Leyte Gulf, searching for targets. They were at twelve
thousand feet and fighting bad weather. Suddenly, a break in the clouds
revealed enemy ships below. The lead Suisei 
dove straight down, but at the last moment pulled up circled around. "Perhaps
he lost his nerve," wondered Kasai. The pilot adjusted and struck a ship, yet
there was no explosion. "Perhaps the bomb failed to detonate, or he forgot to
pull the arming wire." The second Kamikaze crashed into the sea. The third
Kamikaze hit a transport ship. 


Lt. Kanno, Kasai and Sugita returned to Cebu to make a
report to Lt.Cdr. Tadashi Nakajima. The planes arrived after dark for a
dangerous nighttime landing, the very first for Kasai. After landing, Kasai
entered the two-story wooden building and climbed the stairs behind Lt. Kanno
to the commander's office. He stood in the hallway behind Sugita as Kanno made
his report. He then heard Nakajima accuse Kanno of not witnessing the results.
Kanno was enraged at being called a coward and reached for his sidearm, but
accidentally discharged it, nicking his foot. The round went through the floor
but luckily missed the those working below. "Kanno limped out of the building
openly complaining about Nakajima," Kasai said.


When asked about the reason for carrying a pistol Kasai
said, "There were guerrillas who would ambush our unarmed soldiers and sailors.
We carried them for our own protection." Even at Clark Airfield if a pilot or
ground crewman wandered away from the safety of the airfield he could get
kidnapped and ransomed back for money or supplies, or was simply murdered.
Kasai heard several instances of this happening and was careful not to fall
victim. Kasai carried his pistol not as a suicide weapon, which is commonly
reported by other veterans, but as a defensive weapon against kidnappers and
guerrillas. The pilots in the Philippines regularly carried side arms, not just
while in the air but at all times to protect themselves. Officers usually had
pistols made by Browning or Colt, but the enlisted pilots were issued
domestically produced Type 14 Nanbu pistols[125]. The
aviators secured their pistols with a length of parachute cord, and slung them
around their necks, or tucked them into their pockets. They almost never used
holsters when flying. As for the cause of the argument that night, Lt.Cdr.
Nakajima was said to have scolded escort pilots who gave unfavorable reports or
achieved less-than-expected results on their missions. Kasai stated many of the
young pilots in the Philippines warned each other against landing at Cebu
because Lt.Cdr. Nakajima would send them out on Kamikaze missions at the drop
of a hat. It was also said that pilots at Cebu would avoid his gaze for the
same reason.


The morning after the argument, the pilots prepared to
depart for Clark Airfield when Nakajima told Kanno, "I need your planes for Tokkō attacks.
You men can find your own way back to Clark Airfield." Kasai believes the only
reason they weren't sent on a Tokkō 
mission by Nakajima was that Lt. Kanno protected them. Nakajima couldn't send
someone like Lt. Kanno out as a Tokkō 
pilot. Nakajima did the next best thing, he commandeered their planes and sent
the trio packing. Fuming about their aircraft being hijacked, they found a ride
back to Clark Airfield aboard a Type 96 G3M Nell bomber as passengers. 


Just over halfway back to Clark, near Mindoro Island, the
pilot frantically announced, "enemy fighter!" and banked dramatically. The
bomber crew's flight engineer, navigator and radioman leaped to their combat
positions, chattering away at the fighter with their anemic machine guns. The
smell of gunpowder filled the cabin as the engines roared and whined. This did
little to comfort Kasai and the others, who were nothing more than cargo. After
taking several hammer hits to the plane, the young bomber pilot announced, "That's
it, we're done for." An enraged Sugita rampaged into the cockpit and screamed
directly into the pilot's face, "Move! I'm taking over." He manhandled the
pilot out of the seat and crawled over him to grab the yoke. Sugita banked and
side-slipped the plane, temporarily ruining the fighter's aim. The running
battle continued as he raced ahead, searching for a landing spot. Lt. Kanno
shouted that he spotted a grassy field. It was on Lupang. Sugita pushed the
yoke forward, hoping to get down on the deck before their luck ran out. No time
to lower the wheels. He came in fast for a belly landing and brought the plane
to a skidding and bumpy stop. The dazed passengers and crew scrambled from the
plane as the American fighter strafed it, setting it on fire. Seemingly content
with the kill, the American departed the area without trying to strafe the men
as they ran for cover. "I wasn't going to let that idiot kill us," Sugita said
in reference to the Nell pilot. Kasai thinks it was divine intervention they
weren't killed.









Kamikaze Escort Duty Takes a Toll


The next few months were a flurry of dogfights and
Kamikaze escort missions, which Kasai dreaded the most due to the ultimate goal
of the flight. It was depressing to escort planes out to sea and see them get
shot down by AA fire, enemy fighters, or crash into enemy ships. There were a
lot of young inexperienced pilots arriving and then leaving on Tokkō missions
from Clark Airfield. There was no sense getting to know them. It was common to
eat breakfast with thirty men and have dinner with just five or six. "A dark
and gloomy atmosphere hung heavy in the air," Kasai said. "It wore us down
emotionally, until one day Sugita snapped." One day Sugita approached Kasai
with bloodshot eyes and said in a slow tone, "Put your pistol in your hand and
follow me." Kasai knew not to ask questions, so retrieved his pistol and
followed Sugita to the HQ tent. Before he knew what was going on, Kasai found
himself standing shoulder to shoulder with Sugita, with pistols in hand. Sugita saluted and addressed Cdr. Tamai
with a firm demand in the form of a request. Sugita said "Sir, we request
permission to become Kamikaze." Kasai's ears perked up. Tamai replied with a
hint of irritation in his voice, barely looking up from his paperwork. "So you
want to go out on a Tokkō 
mission, eh? Don't be in such a rush to die; there will be plenty of time for
all of us to go out on Tokkō 
missions. I have new orders for you. I can't do it myself, so I want you to
return to Japan to visit the family graves of all the pilots from the 263rd
Leopard Squadron." Kasai left the tent befuddled at the unexpected turn of
events. 


In the beginning of December 1944, Kasai was summoned by
Cdr. Tamai, who said, "You are going to Yokosuka, where Kanno will be waiting
for you. Understood?" Kasai believes it was Lt. Kanno and Cdr. Tamai who kept
him off the Tokkō 
list. "It was Tamai who saved my life by transferring me out of the
Philippines," Kasai said.


Upon returning to Yokosuka with several other pilots,
they reported to Lt.Cdr. Ubusuki, who told them Lt. Kanno was at the Kisarazu
Air Base waiting for them. Kasai and the others boarded a boat to Kisarazu,
only to find Lt. Kanno had returned to Yokosuka. Kasai said, "I was irritated
at the poor communication everywhere I went." After finally meeting up with
Kanno he was assigned to the 301st Fighter Squadron, 252nd
Air Group, flying escort missions for a new secret weapon called Maru-dai.[126] 
Lt. Kanno said all he could tell them was that it was a manned one-ton rocket
carried aloft by a bomber. Kasai thought, "I hope I never have to ride one of
those things." As the days passed, pilots and air crews from across the empire
began to trickle in to fill out the ranks.


Not too long after this, Kanno addressed the men at the
morning formation with new information. He told them they would be leaving the
252nd Air Group and forming up with a new unit, the 343rd
Air Group, under Cdr. Minoru Genda. Lt. Kanno told the men the 301st
Fighter Squadron would also be known as Shinsengumi.[127] 
They were to fly the new Shiden fighter. "The job of escorting the Maru-dai missions
will remain with the Zeros of the 252nd Air Group. These are the
personal instructions of his Highness Prince Higashi Kuninomiya," Lt. Kanno
said.









First Impression of the Shiden


The new Kawanishi Shiden fighter was wheeled out at
Yokosuka's Oppama Airfield on December 10, 1944. Kasai recalled the first time
he set eyes on it. "It rolled out of a hangar, in the orange test-flight color
scheme. It caught my attention with its thick body, four propeller blades, and pair
of 20mm cannons in each wing." Like teenagers watching a friend pull up in a
new car, the men chattered as they jostled each other around. There were oil
streaks and stains from engine leakage. He said, "The Shiden appeared bulky and
massive, and it didn't look like a nimble fighter. It looked similar to the F6F
Hellcat, and made the Zero look small and pitiful in comparison." 


After an orientation speech and a walk-a-round, the
pilots were permitted to take the plane up for a few laps around the airfield.
After flying it he was convinced this new plane would do well in combat. He
recalled using the new throat-Mic during the radio-transmission test and was
impressed that he could be picked up all the way to Atami from Matsuyama. There
were five channels (kan-one
to kan-five). "However,
compared to the American radios it seemed ours were still weak. I feel the gap
in communication technology was a contributing factor to our defeat," states
Kasai. Another observation was although the 20mm cannons in the wings were extremely effective, they
had limited range. He admired the American .50-caliber machine guns, which were
accurate at long ranges and could spit out a large volume of fire. "I would
have preferred six .50-caliber machine guns over four cannons," he said. 


There was a selector switch on the top of the joystick
about the size of a watch face. This switch could be rotated with the right
thumb to fire the two inboard cannons or all four cannons. Kasai said he fired
the two inboard first, then once he saw strikes he'd switch to all four for the
knockout blow. "The report and
recoil of the slow-firing four 20mm mounted cannons got my attention the first
time I fired them." He motioned with his hands stretched out, resembling
machine guns, and moved them back and forth to simulate the canons. He
gestured, "They make a big sound, like 'duh-duh-duh-duh.'"


In addition to the larger airframe, powerful engine, and
finally armor to protect the pilot, the Shiden was designed with Jidōkūsen 
Furappu (auto-adjusting dogfight flaps) that gave the added turning
power at the top of a loop. Kasai said at the top of a vertical aerial loop he
could feel the flaps slightly stutter, which pushed the plane tighter into the
loop, giving him a tiny amount of edge over his opponent. An engineer at the
Mitsubishi Aircraft Works, Saburō Shimizu, developed these special flaps,
made effective through the use of a small vacuum tube pump. The flaps were a
breakthrough for fighter aircraft but came too late in the war.


Various improvements were made, the wings were lowered,
and it was renamed "Shidenkai."[128]


It was at this time that Kanno started looking for a more
suitable base for the 301st Fighter Squadron to operate from. "Oppama
Airfield is too crowded. We must find a bigger base," Kasai recalled Kanno
saying. One of the pilots casually mentioned, "Matsuyama Air Base is big and
wide; might that not be a more suitable place?" Lt. Kanno replied, "Good idea.
I'll be right back," and took flight in a Shidenkai. As it turned out, the 601st
Kantai squadron was in the Philippines, so the airfield was vacant. But as the hours
passed there was no sign of Lt. Kanno. Night came and still no word, causing
the pilots to worry if perhaps he had experienced engine trouble on the way
down and crashed. The next evening Kanno flew back to happily exclaim, "Pack
your things, boys, we're going to Matsuyama." Kasai said, "Kanno evidently met
some opposition to his idea, so he had to wine and dine the brass down at
Matsuyama late into the night to bypass the red tape of official channels." 


On Christmas Day, 1944, the thirteen men from the 301st
were the first members of the new 343rd Air Group to arrive at
Matsuyama. He met eight other pilots who had been transferred to the unit. The
aggregated group began an intensive training period in the thirteen new planes,
taking turns flying. However, Kasai almost washed out when his weight shot up
to ninety kilograms.[129] 
Kanno teased him saying, "I should transfer you to a dive-bomber squadron.
Those planes can carry heavier payloads, like your belly." To add insult to
injury, during a fuel-consumption test flight, they used Kasai since he was the
heaviest. This proved that even with an over nourished pilot behind the
controls it could still fly according to designed specifications. "It was
embarrassing, but it was true. I got rather plump from the beer and osake," he said with
a smile as he patted his trim midsection. 









A Gathering of Aces


The 343rd Air Group was managed by none other
than Capt. Minoru Genda, the man behind the formation of the successful Pearl
Harbor plan. The unit was also known as Tsurugi-tai 
(Sword or Blade Unit) a name that hinted of its relation to the meaning of the
word "Shiden". The 301st Fighter Squadron was the first squadron of
the 343rd to be formed, so it had the most flight time in the
Shidenkai. The 701st Fighter Squadron would arrive a week later. On
February 1, the group was given the 4th Recon Squadron flying the
Myrt.211 This was followed by the
addition of the 407th Fighter Squadron that was at Izumi Air Base
until January 5. 


There were forty-eight fighters and twenty-four recon
aircraft in the unit. The executive officer was Cdr. Masanaka Nakajima, and the 
Hikōchō was Lt.Cdr. Toshio Shiga. When Kasai heard that Cdr. Nakajima had been
transferred from Cebu to Matsuyama to join the 343rd Air Group, his
first thought was not a pleasant one: "Oh no, not another Kamikaze unit!" But
this was not to be another suicide group of inexperienced pilots; this was an
assemblage of seasoned veterans. In addition to its organizational number, each
squadron was given a unique name from Japan's samurai past, in which groups of
loyal samurai defended the Emperor.


In January, after the move to Matsuyama, Sugita showed
up, having just arrived from the Philippines to join the 343rd Air
Group's 301st Fighter Squadron. Once again Kasai found himself flying under Sugita's wing, and
couldn't have been happier. With Sugita as flight leader, PO2/c Toyomi
Miyazawa, Kasai, and Leading Airman[130] Tsuneharu
Tamura were a four-plane kutai.
Tamura had transferred in from Ōmura Air Base, where he had been a student
of Sugita, so he joined Sugita's kutai as the fourth plane.


There were several other noteworthy members of the 343rd
Air Group, including PO1/c Saburō Sakai, WO Minoru Honda, CPO Ryōji Ōhara,
and CPO Isamu Miyazaki. Through January and February the unit trained at
Matsuyama flying the new Shidenkai, learning its strengths and weakness. It was
equal to any US fighter, and unlike the lightly armored Zero, it could to go
toe-to-toe with the F6F Hellcat or the F4U Corsair.


The Shidenkai Museum in Matsuyama states the 343rd
Air Group had 120 pilots and airmen, plus three thousand support personnel. The
4th Recon Squadron would account for the lion's share of the
non-pilot airmen, because each Saiun 
Myrt carried a pilot, an observer, and a radioman.









Koto-chan and the Purple Scarves


One day the men were given a day pass to enjoy some
much-needed R&R. Sugita, Kasai and two others found themselves wandering
the town looking for somewhere to eat their navy-issued boxed lunches. They entered
a cozy-looking restaurant and sat down. They were greeted by a friendly,
middle-aged lady who appeared to be the owner's wife. She apologized, "I'm
terribly sorry, due to the shortages we have nothing to serve today." One of
the pilots held up his metal box, said, "Don't worry, ma'am, we brought our
own, but we could use some green tea if you have it." She said, "Oh, all right,
we have plenty of that."


The woman couldn't help overhear the pilots talk about
their dogfights in the Philippines and the new plane they would be flying.
Filling their cups as an excuse to speak, she said, "You boys sure have seen a
lot of action. Thank you for your service." The men humbly waved their right
hands in front of their faces in a gesture of obligatory disagreement. The
woman continued. "I don't want you nice young men going to one of those awful
places looking for entertainment. I insist you come to our home and relax for
the rest of the day." The pilots accepted the kind offer and followed the sweet
lady around the corner and entered the couple's home. The men politely excused
themselves as they took off their shoes and stepped into the small house. They
crowded into a tatami-lined
room. "It felt nice to be in a real home. We ate our lunches and stretched out
in the sun that streamed through the open window," he said. They were like lazy
house cats, lounging on the fragrant tatami 
straw mats. "It was wonderful to lay down on real tatami again," he reminisced with a smile.


But all too soon the relaxing afternoon ended, and the
boys returned to their base, telling the others of the kind treatment they
received from the lady. Her name was Mrs. Kotoko Imai, but they soon came to
affectionately call her "Koto-chan." Word quickly spread, and soon more of the
men from the 301st were spending their R&R with the Imai family,
enjoying their unpretentious, down-home hospitality.


January 1, 1945, brought an air raid and a tragic landing
accident that resulted in the death of a pilot. The men were given a special
day pass, and several of them went straight to the Imai home to share the sad
news. Koto-chan had just returned from the Konpiragu 
shrine, where she begged the protection of the goddess of seafarers to watch
over "her boys." It was apparent the gods had turned a deaf ear to her pleas;
it was indeed an ominous start to the New Year. Rather than depend on fickle
supernatural protection, Koto-chan decided to be proactive. She made special omamori (protection
amulets) in the form of silk aviator's scarves they could wear into battle. Due
to war rationing it was nearly impossible to obtain silk, so she used her
wedding kimono's pure white silk underlining (juban)
to fashion thirty-eight silk scarves. With each stitch she embedded silent
prayers for protection.


She dyed the scarves purple in honor of their plane.[131] 
She asked some students from the Saibi 
girls' school to personalize the scarves by embroidering each pilot's name and
a patriotic saying of each pilot's choosing. Kasai said, "The pilots chose
various expressions to be embroidered into their scarves, but we four in the
Sugita flight decided to go with his favorite expression, 'Nikkori waraeba kanarazu otosu.'"[132] 
In a couple of weeks Koto-chan and the schoolgirls managed to carefully
embroider thirty-eight personalized purple silk scarves for the grateful
pilots.[133]









March 19—Air Raid on Kure Harbor


The Shidenkai's crucible was March 19, 1945, in the skies
over the naval port of Kure.212 The
pilots squared off against roughly 160 planes from Adm. Marc Mitcher's Task
Force 58.213, 214 Prior to departure, the men lined up in
front of the air operations building to receive Genda's orders. Kasai joined
the formation for the briefing, but wouldn't be flying because the flight
surgeon grounded him due to dysentery. Genda stood on a wooden dais to be heard
by all as he shouted, "It is inevitable the US naval task force will deliver an
air assault today. You are to meet the enemy fighters and inflict a severe
blow. Do not be distracted by their carrier-based bomber aircraft."215


At 5:45 a.m., a flight of four Myrt recon aircraft flew
in search of the US naval task force. At 6:50 a.m., a Morse code message came
in from an Ens. Takada's aircraft, the fourth plane in the recon flight,
reporting a visual contact with the US Fleet. "Enemy naval task force sighted.
Thirty Ri [seventy-three miles] south of Murotomisaki." This was followed by a second
transmission: "Large enemy aerial formation near Nangan Shikoku, moving north."
This told Genda the US task force was heading for the Kure Naval Shipyard.
Takada and his two-man crew failed to return to base and are presumed to have
been killed while trailing the American vessels. Genda quickly launched
sixty-three aircraft, seven of which were the older Shiden model.


At 7:10 a.m., the two opposing forces clashed in dramatic
fashion. The Japanese engaged wave after wave of F6F Hellcats, F4U Corsairs,
and SB2C Helldivers in a massive slug fest leaving neither side the clear
victor, but both sides bloodied. The Japanese claimed fifty-seven American
carrier-based fighters and bombers.216, 217 The Americans claimed to have shot down
fifty planes.218 Records suggest both
sides exaggerated their claims. Japanese lost sixteen planes in combat and five
that were destroyed on the ground. US Navy aircraft losses were closer to
fourteen aircraft. On March 14, as a result of the battle, Commander in Chief
Adm. Soemu Toyoda awarded the 343rd Air Group an official
commendation.


While both sides exaggerated their victories this day, US
forces inflicted a great deal of damage on surface vessels during the raid. The
Japanese pilots were ordered to ignore the US dive-bombers, which wreaked havoc
by damaging thirteen major ships in the Kure Naval Shipyard:


Battleships: Yamato, Hyūga, Haruna


Carriers: Amagi, Katsuragi, Hōshō, Kaiyo, Ryūhō, Ikuma


Cruisers: Tone, Oyōdō


Submarines: Ro-67, I-400


Kasai watched the air battle from the ground, following
the contrails and and black oily scars through the clear blue sky. The smoking
trails marked the death of another pilot, and then another. Lt. Kanno was shot
up but bailed out and managed to get back to the base that evening. His friend
Yasuharu Nikko with whom he had gone through Yokaren 
training, and flew with at Guam and Yap Island, failed to return. Kasai
recalled that as he watched from the ground, Nikko left the airfield flying in
the No.2 wingman slot in Lt. Kanno's four-plane kutai.
Nikko was separated during the fight and was last seen heading towards the
ocean below. His body was never found.


Several days later, the men were drinking at a pub called
"Nonbei". It was probably the alcohol talking, but WO Sugita publicly shamed
Kasai, "I can't use belly aching cowards like you on my wing. If you are afraid
of flying you should say so." Sugita accused him of faking the illness on the
19th. Feeling
humiliated, Kasai could do nothing more than tearfully apologize. The pain was
deepened by the death of his dear friend Yasuharu Nikko.









The Floating Chrysanthemums


With the US invasion of Okinawa, the 343rd was
organized under the Fifth Air Fleet. The 301st Fighter Squadron
moved south to Kyūshū Island's Kanoya Airfield on April 4. For
several days they tried to punch a hole through the US carrier screen so the
Kamikaze planes could get through. "As soon as we left Kanoya the enemy would
pick us up on radar and intercept us over Kikai-jima long before we got to
Okinawa.[134] 
One of my closest calls occurred at Kikai-jima. My wingman stayed with me as I
chased an F6F Hellcat and hit him with all four cannons. He went down trailing
black smoke. I turned and caught another Grumman right in front of me and hit
him too; he dove away in the same way, trailing a thick, black curtain of
smoke. I was low on fuel, so headed home. I happened to glance over my shoulder
and saw four enemy fighters drawing closer from behind. I dipped down closer to
the surface of the ocean to prevent them from getting under me. I sweated it
out as they closed the distance and got to within a long-distance shot. I
hunkered my neck down low under the armor plating, waiting for the bullets to
begin striking the aircraft, when luckily they were chased off by our combat
air patrol over Kanoya." After landing, he made his report to Kanno, saying
with a salute, "Petty Officer 1st Class Kasai has returned. Two
kills." Sugita, who had been standing with his arms crossed, said in a
disapproving tone, "Did you actually witness them hit the ocean? You didn't,
did you? You didn't even follow them down to confirm, did you?" Kasai was given
two probable kills. Looking back at the event, he says in his defense, "It was
impossible to watch a stricken foe all the way down. If you did that, someone
else would flame you. If your target caught fire or blew up in midair that was
different, but the Hellcats219 would
almost never burn. So in my book, as long as he was trailing smoke he was out
of the fight." Kasai admits that many kills were actually damaged planes that
made it back to their carriers.









More losses


On April 15, the pilots were sitting in their planes
waiting for information on where to vector to meet the enemy. The word came in
that enemy planes had been sighted to the north. Just then air-raid sirens
revved up to produce their familiar adrenalin-inducing wail over Kanoya. Out of
nowhere seven or eight US fighters rolled in to strafe the airfield. Sugita
gunned his engine to take off. But a Hellcat strafed him as he was taking off
causing him to crash. Right behind him was Tamura who took off but only gained
about three hundred feet before he was shot down. Kasai was right behind Tamura
on the flight line, trying to take off, but by a lucky twist of fate, he was
saved when the ground crewman ran off, leaving his wheel chocks firmly in
place. The plane behind him, Miyazawa, was blocked by Kasai, who was stuck in
place, revving his engine swearing at the ground crew. Kasai desperately tried
to ride over the blocks. A near miss from a rocket fired by one of the
attacking planes damaged his plane. He and Miyazawa both scrambled from their
planes and barely made it to an air raid shelter. "Aside from seeing Matsuo go
down over Yap Island, watching Sugita's death was the worst experience of my
life," Kasai lamented. "After the enemy fighters left, we retrieved his body
from the wreckage and cremated his remains with his purple scarf tied around
his neck." Sugita was posthumously promoted two ranks to ensign and credited
with seventy solo victories and forty shared kills; he was only twenty years
old. On a sadder note, his ashes were lost somewhere in transit between the
Kanoya Air Base and his parents' home. Of the original thirty-eight purple
scarves, only three men who received them survived the war.









April 16—Kikusui Mission


From April 17 to April 25, the 343rd
temporarily moved to the Kokubu 
Airfield Number One in Kagoshima, where it battled B-29s, including 
those from the 313th
Bomb Wing in the skies over Southern Kyūshū. The Shidenkai pilots had
trouble with the massive B-29s bristling with machine guns. Lt. Kanno preferred
the head-on attack, which he perfected over Yap Island against B-24s. However,
the B-29's defensive capabilities were not to be taken lightly. It had ten
powerful, far-reaching .50-caliber machine guns and a 20mm tail stinger that
were remote controlled through computerized futuristic gun sights that could be
transferred to a central fire-control officer on each plane. Many inexperienced
pilots misjudged the size of the giant aircraft and fired too early, or were
intimated into firing too early.220 On
April 21, the 407th Fighter Squadron leader, Lt. Yoshishige Hayashi,
had sworn not to return empty handed, and was last seen chasing a formation of
nineteen B-29s with only one other plane at his side. He was killed—not
by the B-29 gunners who damaged his engine, but in an attempt to land his damaged
Shidenkai on the beach at Akune in Kagoshima.221
He was replaced by Lt. Keijirō Hayashi.[135]


On April 25, the unit returned to Matsuyama and then was
sent to the Ōmura Airfield near Nagasaki, to continue the air war against
bombers and US carrier-based aircraft.


After Sugita was killed Lt. Kanno received a new leader
for the 301st, it was WO Kaneyoshi Mutō, an experienced 'super pilot'. On
July 24 over Kure Harbor, Mutō's 4-plane kutai was a flight of aces; CPO
Nobuya Komeda,WO Mitsuo Hori and PO1/c Susumu Imai. They bounced a pair of
VFB-1 Corsairs flown by Lt (jg) Robert Applegate and Ens. Robert Speckman. As a
result of the heated dogfight, Speckman and a Hellcat pilot Lt(jg) Kenneth
Neyer (VF-88) were killed. 
Applegate ditched in the sea to be rescued by the submarine SS Dragonet (SS-203).
He later received the Distinguished Flying Cross from President Roosevelt. Mutō
and Imai never returned. It was a huge blow to Miyazaki, Kasai and the other
pilots of the 343rd Air Group who viewed Mutō as invincible. 


In May 1945, Kasai broke his leg in a crash due to engine
trouble and spent a month in the hospital. Afterwards, he got back on the horse
and immediately got in a dogfight and claimed a P-51. The newest squadron
leader, Lt. Keijirō Hayashi, was killed. On August 1, while battling a
formation of B-24s from the 866th Bomb Squadron,222 Lt. Kanno, radioed that he experienced a
malfunction in one of the 20mm cannons. His dove away from the battle, followed
by his wingman WO Mitsuo Hori, who observed a hole in his leader's wing inboard
of the rising-sun emblem. Kanno ordered Hori to return to the fight and go
after the bombers.223 The explosion in
his wing seems to have been caused by accidental use of faulty pre-war imported
Elikon Swiss-manufactured explosive 20mm ammunition that had been deemed unfit
and placed in storage at the Ōmura Air Base. It is believed one or more of
his cannons were mistakenly armed with this ammunition.224 Lt. Kanno's crippled plane never made it
back. He was promoted two ranks to naval commander and credited with eighty
kills and twenty-four joint kills; he was twenty-three years old.


Kasai was with Miyazaki and the other 301st
Fighter Squadron pilots who witnessed the atomic bombing of Nagasaki on August
9.


On the infamous last day of the war, August 15, Kasai was
in the air conducting a test flight on a plane that underwent repairs. He
didn't hear the Emperor's speech to the nation regarding the end of the war.
When he landed, one of the maintenance crew came running out to him saying, "We
lost the war." Kasai said, "That's ridiculous. You misheard the announcement.
There is no way we could lose the war." Some of the pilots and maintenance crews
vowed to continue the war because they still had planes and were determined to
fight. In order to confirm the order to surrender, Genda flew with three
wingmen to Fifth Air Fleet Headquarters in Oita. He returned with the news; the
war was indeed over. 









Looking Back


Mr. Kasai is alive and well as of June 2012. He says, "I
wish I could have, just once, been in a winning battle. We were always reacting
to American attacks and rarely on the initiative. From the time I 
graduated from Yokaren 
we were always scrambling for fuel, parts, planes, and pilots."


After the war, knowing nothing but flying, he tried to
get a job with an airline but was told he needed a pilot's license. Not having
the money to obtain one, he applied for the newly formed Japanese Self Defense
Force as a pilot but was rejected since only former officers were permitted to
apply. He decided to work with his father at a cement-company in Osaka.


In 1994, Kasai visited Yap Island in hopes of finding his
downed Zero in the water. By a sheer stroke of luck his guide directed him to
an aircraft that was very close to shore, its tail with unit number still
visible sticking up through the water. It was Kasai's plane! Over the decades
the storms had pushed the plane into shallow water just five hundred meters
from shore. Kasai removed a small piece of the tail section, which he brought
back as a treasured keepsake. On a happy note, he was also able to locate
Furufe, the man who saved his life, and brought him to Japan for an
all-expenses-paid vacation.


Kasai still has nightmares. "I have the same dream of a
Hellcat on my tail, and I can't shake it." Kasai believes, "We must never
forget the lessons we learned. We have the duty to pass them on. War is ugly,
senseless and cruel. We must never forget."














Epilogue


After completing this book, I realized I learned more
than I could have thought possible, and am embarrassed at how much I thought I
knew five years ago. To borrow the words of Mr. Tomokazu Kasai, "I know enough
to know that I don't know enough."


I have several more projects in the works including a
follow-up version of this subject with different pilots and air crews. In
addition, I have interviewed many surface fleet sailors, submariners, Army pilots and soldiers. I am also
working on a manuscript of interviews I conducted with Japanese Iwo Jima
survivors. 


I found the experiences of the WWII Japanese aviators
fascinating on many levels. They truly lived in a different time filled with
duty, obligation, respect and courtesy. We will never see another time like
theirs; when pilots flew without the aid of GPS or radar, where navigators
worked entirely with a map and pencil to guide their aircraft home, and
radiomen tapped out coded messages on a wireless key while defending their
plane with hand operated machine guns. 


Like their former adversaries, the Japanese aviators
loved their nation, their families and their shipmates.


May those who have gone before us rest in peace.
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219 Japanese
pilots seem to refer to all American fighters—including F6F Hellcats,
P-47 Thunderbolts, P-51 Mustangs, and F4U Corsairs—using the generic term
"Grumman," unless there is a specific need to identify the plane by its actual
name.


220 Genda's Blade, Japan's Squadron
of Aces, by Henry Sakaida and Koji Takaki. Classic, an Imprint of
Ian Allan Publishing, 2003, ISBN 1 903223 25 3.


221 Genda's Blade, p.
162 –163.


222 Ibid.


223 The cause
for the malfunction is believed to be that one or more of these cannons were
mistakenly fitted into his aircraft. Sakaida and Takaki, in the book Genda's Blade, place
the blame on faulty pre-war Swiss-manufactured ammunition that got
inadvertently mixed in at Oita by inattentive ordnance personnel.


224 Genda's Blade, by
Henry Sakaida and Kōji Takaki.














Footnotes


[1]   A Japanese flag signed by well-wishers, thought to protect the owner.


[2]   The Emperor presented imported British Longines watches until 1936.


[3]   Mutō was in the same Shidenkai squadron as Isamu Miyazaki.


[4]   Most likely Mitsubishi G3M bombers flying from Formosa (Taiwan).


[5]   Author's visit to Nanjing War Museum in China, April 2005.


[6]    Soldiers illegally disguised in civilian clothing.


[7]   Harada had never seen the photos of the Panay's
crew returning fire, and he adamantly claimed that none of the Japanese
aircraft had taken hits.


[8]   On January 7, just days after Harada transferred back to Japan, Lt. Ushioda was killed in action.


[9]   $33,698,883.27, adjusted for inflation in 2012.


[10]   This
is the same month the hit motion picture Modern
Times starring Charlie Chaplin was released in Japan. Harada saw and
enjoyed it.


[11]   Jirō
Horikoshi was head of the Sentōki
Sekkei design team for the Zero. It was produced by Mitsubishi Jū
Kōgyō Corporation in Nagoya. He designed the Type 96 Claude, the J2M
Raiden "Jack" and the A7M Reppu "Sam" fighter.


[12]   Tokumu Shikan 
signifies an officer who has risen through the enlisted ranks, and not a naval
academy graduate. They wore three yellow cherry blossoms in a row on the cuff
of their sleeves to signify their Tokumu
Shikan status.


[13]   The author interviewed Japanese troops who went ashore on Wake Island in the
invasion.


[14]   Special
Naval Landing Force, similar to the US Marines.


[15]   Literally, something so simple it can be accomplished before breakfast.


[16]   The
author interviewed a naval paratrooper who participated in the raid, as well as
a Type 97 Mavis air crewman who flew from Ambon.


[17]   Winston
Churchill called him "the Saviour of Ceylon", and awarded him the Distinguished
Flying Cross for this action. 


[18]   A single blue, horizontal stripe on the tail, denoting shōtai-chō from the Sōryū.


[19]   Four carriers, two battleships, three cruisers, and twelve destroyers.


[20]   One light carrier, two battleships, ten cruisers, twenty-one destroyers, and
eleven transports.


[21]   The Zeros were spread evenly among the Akagi,
Kaga,  Hiryū, and Sōryū.


[22]   December 8, Japan time.


[23]   This denotes "Japan Time," which the Japanese military used regardless of their
location on the globe. It was actually 7:35 p.m. local time when he ditched
into the sea. He donated it to the Natl. Museum of the Pacific War in
Fredericksburg, Texas.


[24]   Yoshimatsu died April 5, 1944, on an escort mission to Nanning China, flying
from Hainan Island. (See Chapter 4 for more on Hainan's pilots)


[25]   Launched
from the submarines I-16, I-20, and I-24.


[26]   This
area was under the air umbrella of the 254th Air Group flying out of
Samah Bay, Hainan.


[27]   The
town would later become the location of a POW camp at which many of the Wake
Island POWs, and others, were housed. 


[28]   This was possibly "Ivan Gates Flying Circus".


[29]   Japanese pronunciation of the name Buchanan or Buckhannon.


[30]   "C"
Classification meant 'enlisted trainee' as opposed to a teenage civilian who
took the Yokaren 
exam. The men Hei-Shū 
course was more shorter than that for the teenage civilians who joined the Yokaren.


[31]   LtCdr. Shimazaki accompanied Cdr. Mitsuo Fuchida to the Imperial Palace for the
official Pearl Harbor report to the Emperor on December 26, 1941.


[32]   Mutō had been in the skies over Nanking with Kaname Harada; later, he was
in the 3rd Kōkūtai 
during the initial attack on Clark Field in December 1941, and then he was with
the Genzan Kōkūtai 
before it was folded into the 252nd Air Group.


[33]   The Americans dubbed it Henderson Airfield, in honor of US Marine Corps legend
Major Lofton Henderson, commander of VMSB-241, killed June 4, 1942, during the
Battle of Midway.


[34]   Nakajima was an experienced pilot who had been in the 3rd Air Group
when it attacked the Philippines on December 8, 1941.


[35]   Hiei  was sunk the
following day while being towed to safety.


[36]   In
all fairness, pilots on both sides engaged in this type of conduct.


[37]   Lt.
Yuzo Tsukamoto talked of the incident in an article on page 22 of the June 1944
edition of a magazine Taiyo 
(Ocean). The article is Kaigun
Sentokitai Danwakai.


[38]   Senyu
means 'war friend' and refers to those who have seen combat together.


[39]   PO2/c (later WO) Mitsuo Hori later saw action in the 343rd Air Group
with Tomokazu Kasai.


[40]   On February 21, the USMC 3rd Raider Battalion landed on Pavuvu while
the US Army's 43rd Infantry Division took Banika Island in an
operation known as "Cleanslate."


[41]   Akiyoshi was later transferred to the Yokosuka
Kōkūtai and died in an aerial battle over Iwo Jima on July
4, 1944.


[42]   The POWs were civilian contractors employed by the Morrison-Knudson Company,
part of a cooperative of eight construction companies called the Contractors
Pacific Naval Air Bases, headquartered in Boise, Idaho. The company was
contracted to build an airfield, a seaplane base, and a submarine base on Wake
Atoll.


[43]   The Japanese High School World Series that is popular to this day.


[44]   Portable Shinto shrine used in festivals.


[45]   A nonsense chant used to keep rhythm when hefting the Omikoshi.


[46]   Another
term for osake,
rice wine.


[47]   It was not clear if Taroa's radar stations had been damaged by air raids or
rendered ineffective by lack of parts or possibly mechanical failures. 


[48]   The
former camp was located two miles from where the author spent the summer as an
exchange student in 1981.


[49]   In 2006, the author visited Truk Lagoon and dove on the Fujikawa Maru, sank on February 18,
1944. Its cargo hold still contains aircraft fuselages and wings waiting to be
offloaded and assembled.


[50]   Hachiman was
the patron "warrior saint" of the samurai class.


[51]   Tai-atari 
literally means "body crashing."


[52]   Iwamoto was an old salt who had been awarded the Golden Kite Fifth Class for
his action in the Nanking air battles of 1938 with the 13th Air
Group in China. On December 7, 1941, he flew combat air patrol for the aircraft
carrier Zuikaku 
at Pearl Harbor, along with Kaname Harada from the carrier Sōryū.


[53]   The author has interviewed several of the young pilots who were assigned to the
various Shinyō-Tai 
units. Their stories will be appearing in a future book.


[54]   Jiketsu means,
"self-decision," a term of reserved for military personnel who are ending their
lives rather than face surrender. A person who takes his own life in Japan
today will be described as having committed suicide, jisatsu (self-kill), but will not be
described as having committed jiketsu
(self-decision).


[55]   According to the author's research, the POW who pulled his tooth was most
likely James Cunha of San Francisco, California, or Dr. Lawton Shank of Brooke,
Indiana.


[56]   One can still visit the Mikasa 
ship-turned-museum.


[57]   91 shiki kōkūshiki gyorai


[58]   There
are photos that show an unpainted metallic warhead as well. 


[59]   He
said the "bubble-less" wake-free torpedo was used after Pearl Harbor.


[60]   jidō eisaku


[61]   The bodies of three crewmen from the Kaga-based
Kate that flew behind Yoshino's plane were recovered from their Type 97 Kankō that went
down in South Loch. None were wearing parachute harnesses, as is evidenced by
the photos taken during the recovery. However, the radioman, PO2/c Yoshiharu
Machimoto, was still secured by his seat belt. A US Navy diver released the
seat belt, and his body floated to the surface.


[62]   Iturup Island, north of Hokkaido.


[63]   The standard size of a tatami 
straw mat is two feet nine inches by five feet nine inches. The Oahu Island map
would have been roughly six feet by twelve feet.


[64]   The author has interviewed Mr. Maeda several times, and his accounts will
appear in a follow-up book.


[65]   In Taiwan the mountain it is known as Yù Shān, or Mt. Morrison. Taiwan became
an independent country after the war which returned Mt. Fuji to its former
status as Japan's highest peak.


[66]   1.8 liters = 60.86 liquid ounces.


[67]   Identification
Friend or Foe


[68]   The
author observed strafing marks on many of the WWII era buildings at Hickham as
well as Ford Island.


[69]   A built-in recessed narrow space in a Japanese-style room, in which items for
artistic appreciation are displayed. Guests are usually seated in front of the tokonoma.


[70]   The remnants of his wrecked Zero, tail number BII-120, are on display at the
Pacific Aviation Museum located on Ford Island, Pearl Harbor.


[71]   Sakamaki's submarine washed ashore and is now in the Admiral Nimitz Museum in
Fredericksburg, Texas. His sword is on display at the Naval Academy
Museum in Maryland.


[72]   Inagaki was given a posthumous double promotion and classified as a "war god."


[73]   Operation K. March 4, 1942, attack against Oahu carried out by two Kawanishi
H8K Emily flying boats from the Marshall Islands. They refueled at French
Frigate Shoal, then dropped bombs on Oahu which did little damage.


[74]   The
Japanese carriers weren't equipped with radar yet. 


[75]   A fellow graduate of the Yokaren 
course who was one year his junior, and had flown in the Pearl Harbor raid.


[76]   Chūyū-Seirōgan 
was first used as a gastrointestinal medication by the Japanese during the
Russo-Japanese War of 1904–1905. After WWII, the name was changed to  Seirōgan by
Taikō Pharmaceutical Corp. These tiny, BB-shaped, black pills have a
distinctively unpleasant odor, but work quite well for upset stomachs.


[77]   He couldn't recall the date, but it
is possible this was in July, when the surviving Japanese pilots were evacuated
from the island and reorganized into the Third Air Fleet (Dai
San Kōku Kantai).


[78]   Yoshino met former President Bush at Atsugi Airfield in June 2002. Bush had
come to visit Chichi Jima in person for the first time since he was shot down
over the island on September 2, 1944. The former President also visited Iwo
Jima.


[79]   Promoted from the rank of captain ten days earlier.


[80]   Interviews
with Mrs. Harue (Kojima) Masuda in 2009 and 2010.


[81]   Sekihan is a
traditional dish served at New Years and special occasions.


[82]   Part
of this info is from Katsuhiro Hara's book Tokko
Densetsu, Besuto Serazu Publishing, Nov. 2006.  Also from NDS report Hondō Kessen Junbi (1) Kantō
 no Bōei.


[83]   Oni yoke onna yose


[84]   The same house in which the interview took place.


[85]   This
could be a first or last name. The correct spelling is unknown.


[86]   Pronounced "Toe-she-meat-sue Ee-my-zoo-me."


[87]   Katayoku literally means, "one wing."


[88]   The author interviewed Saburō Sakai at the pilot's Tōkyō home in
1994, thanks to a letter of introduction by renowned author Henry Sakaida.


[89]   Japanese soldiers and sailors removed their footwear and wore leather slippers
in their barracks.


[90]   Not to be confused with the Japanese army rank of gocho "Corporal" as the Japanese kanji
letters for a navy gocho 
are written differently and have a different meaning.


[91]   Not
the trainee's real name. Imaizumi insisted the man's identity be protected.


[92]   He later was transferred to the Tsukuba
Kōkūtai, where he guided Kamikaze pilots south to Kanoya
Air Base for the final leg of their missions.


[93]   In English publications his first name is often misprinted as Yuichi Ema.


[94]   For more details see Chapter 1.


[95]   In
an interview with Prof Gregory Urwin, Capt. Freuler claimed credit for both
Kates.


[96]   In a twist of fate, RAdm. Kajioka was killed on September 12, 1944, when his
destroyer Shikinami 
was torpedoed by USS Growler 
at the eastern edge of the zone covered by Tahara and his pilots on Hainan
Island.


[97]   He
was the only one of the five students to survive the war.


[98]   Yōkan is
a traditional Japanese sweet, made of azuki beans, kanten (agar agar), and sugar.


[99]   The
ambush team would lag behind to jump any enemy fighters that followed the
formation back to Hainan.


[100]   The author interviewed Mr. Tadao Kojima who was a crewman on Cdr. Goro Nonaka's
Betty (703rd Kōkūtai)
that flew from Formosa and hit USS Canberra.


[101]   Nine
Zeros were down due to maintenance or parts issues.


[102]   Also known as "Hong Kong Kōkūtai."


[103]   An airfield south of Clark Airfield proper, considered to be in the group of
Clark Airfields by the Japanese.


[104]   First Cherry Blossoms of Spring


[105]   Nine planes from 254th Air Group plus three aircraft from the 256th
Air Group.


[106]   Lemon-flavored clear soda.


[107]   On January 9, Isamu Iwakura was shot down while escorting a Kamikaze mission
from Tuguegarao airfield. His mission was called "Kongō-tai No. 24". His ordeal will
appear in an upcoming book.


[108]   Roughly
50 years after the war, Imaizumi learned Miura's body washed ashore at Miyako
Jima Island and was buried by a member of the island's defense unit.


[109]   These
items are often mistaken for 1945-era Tokkō-tai 
Kamikaze items, but they are not. They were newspaper promotional items.


[110]   The Yokaren 
program was shortened from two and a half years to eighteen months, then to
twelve months by the time Kasai arrived.


[111]   Japanese defenders dubbed it "Pipe Mountain" for its appearance as seen from a
boat. 


[112]   Not
to be confused with Haruo Yoshino the Pearl Harbor attack navigator.


[113]   One
of the Zeros from the 261st Tora
butai was captured on Saipan, It is now in the Planes of Fame museum
in Chino, Calif. It is the only flying Zero in the world with the original
Sakae engine. 


[114]   The other two survivors of the crash were RAdm. Genji Kitamura, (Fleet
Accounting Chief) and PO2/c Hiroshi Hayashi (Pilot).


[115]   The
B-24 was part of the Kwajalein-based US 7th Air Force.


[116]   Jolo
is a volcanic island in the southwest Philippines. It is located in the Sulu
Archipelago, between Borneo and Mindanao.


[117]   To the IJN pilots the side profile of the P-38 Lightning resembled a piece of
dried skip jack tuna. They also called the P-38s "Pee Sanpachi." 


[118]   Abbreviating
the name and adding the suffix "chan" is a sign of affection. It is reserved
for the dearest of friends or younger siblings.


[119]   Usually
misspelled in English as "Kempeitai" with an 'm'.


[120]   Mr.
Kasai would like information from anyone who might know about this aircraft
that flew over Yap. Possibly a PB4Y-1P Privateer from VMD-254.


[121]   Derogatory term "dark-skinned native."


[122]   Author's translation.


[123]   Navy term for wife.


[124]   A pre-war licensed copy of the Douglas DC3 twin engine transport.


[125]   NANBU
is universally misspelled in English as 'Nambu' with an 'm'.


[126]   The
code name for the Yokosuka MXY7 manned suicide rockets called Ōka, or "Baka
Bomb" by the Allies.


[127]   In the 1860s, the Shinsengumi 
acted in the role of bodyguard for the governing shogun of the Tokugawa family,
who in turn, supported the Emperor.


[128]   Lit. Improved Shiden. The Allied codename was "George".


[129]   About 200 lbs. 


[130]   "Leading Airman" (Hichō) is the
highest enlisted rank before petty officer.


[131]   Shiden literally means "Purple, or Violet Lightning;" it comes from a
samurai-era euphemism for "the flash of a fatal sword strike." Due to the
aircraft's speed and firepower, the name Shiden was chosen for its ancient
heroic reference.


[132]   Another
translation could be "Victory comes to the man who wears a smile"


[133]   Koto-chan,
the kindly lady who looked after the boys, passed away in 2001.


[134]   Kikai-jima, also called Kikaigajima, is roughly halfway between Kanoya and
Okinawa.


[135]   Same last name, not related.
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Harada was awarded the Sacred Treasure 6° Class Medal. He also recaived the
Rising Sun 7" Class and the China Campaign Medal. (Author's photo)

== -
Anifacts from L. Fusata lida and his aircraft at the Yoshkan Museum,
Yasukuni Shrine. Mysteries still shroud his final minutes. (Author's photo)
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Kokitai. He would soon be aboard the Base. The pai had become instructors
carrier Sorya. (Harada) after their escape from Guadalcanal,
November 1, 1842. (Harada)

Harada shows the deep scar from his encounter with an F4F Wikicat over Guadalcanal
(Author's Photo)
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isamu Miyazaki in fight gear during his  Tokumu Shoi,“Special Ensign
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side. (Courtesy of isamu Miyazaki)

POY/c Kanichi Kashimura's return to Shanghai is captured on fim by
Nodics Sumasaras
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Kaname Harada reads a prayer
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tographer Nobuhiro Nakamura.
(Author's Photo)
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isamu Miyazaki shares a lighter moment with fellow fighter piots from the 3437 Air
Group. (Miyazaki)

January 1945 photo of 301* Fighter Squadron, 343° Alr Group. The sign reads,
‘Kaigun Shinsengumi Shikisho' (Navy Shinsengumi Combat Command). The
following pilots are mentioned i the body of this book (Kasai and Miyazaki

1. Lt. Naoshi Kanno 5. WO Isamu Miyazaki 9. Leading Airmen -
2. Capt. Genda Minory 6. CPO Shaichi Sugita Tsunehary Tamura
3. (1Cdr Yoshio Shige 7. CPO Yasuharu Nikko 10, PO1/c Osamu Omori

4. CPO Mitsuo Hori 8 PO2/c Toyomi Miyazawa 1. CPO Tomokazu Kasai
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unit was sent to Iwo Jima. (Miyazak)
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A confident Harada beams with pride as he poses with a Type 90 biplane fighter.
Photo taken in December 1838 at the Tsukuba Air Base. (Courtesy Kaname Harada)

An Akatonbo trainer gets the white lag from
ihe deck officer and prepares o take off.

Note the panel marker in the foreground. It s
similar o the ones used in Harada's airground
support role in China to mark enemy positions
(Courtesy Gakken Publishing)

Lt Fusala lida, Harada's friend
who crashed at the Kanehoe
Marine Base on Dec 7, 1041
(Harada)

The gunboat USS Panay before she
was attacked by Harada and others
on December 12, 1937.
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Harada holds displays the siver pockel watch he received from Emperor Hirohito, Itis
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Tsuneharu Tamura and Tomokazu Kasai, 301"
Fighter Squadron, 343° Air Group.
(Kasai)

(L- R) Lt. Shoji Matsumura, WO Koichi Niizato, WO Shoichi Sugita, WO Tomokazu
Kasal, unknown ground crewman with the 301 Fighter Squadiron, 343° Air Group.
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Shidenkai ‘George fighters with the 3437 Air Group's Shinsengum-tai. Note the *A'
on the tail. (Kasai)
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Closeup of the piece of Mr. Kasai's
Zero he relrieved from Yap Island,
(Author's Photo)

Mr. Kasai with a portion of the Zero
he flew In over Yap Isiand
(Author's Photo)
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Shidenkai ‘George" ighter Photo taken at
Matsuyama Aifield. (Kasai)

Original 1944 Caption - ‘Aeria strike on Iwo
nds by Navy cari-
 Marianas Operaions. Not il
diroctly connocted with invasion.” Note the
aircraft burning on the airsirp.
(National Archives)
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Saburd Kojima undewent the same
navgation raining as Haruo Yoshino
Kojima is seen hera in a Type 97 Kata
posing with a fare gun, one of the
navigaloriobserver s many tools
(Masuda)

Saburd Kojima prior to his Kamikaze:
mission to o Jima.
(Masuda)

i

Air2/c Saburd Kojima (center) proudly wears his avialors “wings'. Photo taken while
he was at the Yokaren preparalory course, Otsu 14" Cycle. The Navy used round
ratings worn on the left sleeve for eniisted men and patty officers. The patch was
phased outin 1942 and replaced by the ‘baseball homeplate" patter rank patch seen
on the right. But t seems unis often wore a mixture of both. (Author’s photo. Yokaren
Yéitokan Museum. and Masuda)
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Atypical family send-off for WWWIi era Japanese young men enliting In
or Navy. This January 1943 photo depicts the family of sushi-chef (center) Kiichi
Kinoshita wishing him “Warriors luck and long lfe.” He was assigned to the 2* Yoko-
suka Rikuser-tal in the quartermaster section. He was dispatched to Nauru Island

in support of the air units operating in Micronesia. The 252" Air Group aiso flew flom
Nauru. Kinoshita was killed in a bombardment from battieships Alabama, North
Carolina and Washington (Task Unit 50.8.5) on Dec 8, 1943. (Courtesy Yukie Sasa)

Before they could fl, aviation trainees had to first learn how to fow in nison 1o create
teamwork. This also involved scrubbing the cutter boats, Trainees of the 14 Ofsu-sha
are hard at work. Circa 1942, (Masuda)
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Saburd Kojima and other
members of the 2 Mitatate
Tokubetsu Kogekital
prepare to head to
Hachjo-Jima fsiand, from
there they wil attack
American aircraft carriers
and ships near wo Jima.
(Mainichi Shinbun)

Offthe coast of wo Jima, flames
spread on the deck of US aircraft

the 2% Mitate Tokubetsu Kogek-tai
hurl themselves at her on February 21
1945, (National Archives)

S\alue dedicated to the Yokaren boys
in both their seven-button uniform and
fight gear. (Author's photo)

Saburd Kamma s personal effects. The box
bears his name with the rank of Naval
Ensign. He was promoted two ranks to
Ensign for his sacrifice as a Kamikaze on
Feb 21, 1945 off the shores of Iwo Jima.
(Author's photo at Masuda home)
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Future Kamikaze Saburb Kojima (seated center) with squadron mates in April 1044
ina prophetic.photo, the men are holding cherry blossoms which fater came to
symbolize the Kamikaze. (Masuda)

A typical scene a the “Sunday Club” where the Yokaren trainees could refax. These
young men are from the 16" Han (squad) 147 Otsu-shd Cycle, Kasumigaura Air Base.
Saburd Kojima is at the far left, Circa 1842, (Masuda)
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HMS Victorious after being struck by Taigi{ai member Lt. Yukinari Kurose:
(National Archives)

Longtime friends and former Taigi-ai Kamikaze pilots photographed in 1945 and
again in 2010 (L) Toshimitsu Imaizumi, (R) Isamu lwakura. The inset photo i Isamu
Iakura Before promotion to pefly dfficer. (Author's Phioto)





images/00027.jpeg
Lt Yukio Sekileads the five-man *Shikishima-{ar”from Mabalacat Alrfield. The first
official Kamikaze attack of the war. The man i the cast is 205 Alr Group
commander Captain E1 Sakamoto. E1 Yamamoto, he had broken his leg days before
ina rough fanding.

S Ny

Capt. Ei Yamamoto (with crutch) addresses Lt Yukio Seki and the other members of
the Shikishima-{al as they prepare for their final mission. (Author’s Collection)
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Imaizumi and Type 52 Zero on display at the Yiishakan Museum at

the Yasukuni Shrine in Tokyd. (Author's Photo)

Mr. Toshimitsu Imaizumi was given a commemorative dagger similar to this one. This
one belongs to Mr. Jun Okada who was a Kaiten suicide submarine pilot
(Author's photo)
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Special Ensigns and Warrant Officers with the 102 recon squadron.
1) Kenj Kariya 2) Haruo Yoshino. Note: Yoshino is wearing an Ensign collar rark on

hits left arm, while the other two men in the front row are wearing “Flight Warrant

Officer” ranks on theirfeft ams. (3 blossoms) They il have flags on their right
ioeves to idenify themselves as Japanese. Karya is wearing his float vest with a

painted rayed flag. Note the necklies and collar insignia. There are also winter and
ummer fight helmets in use. The man in the center back row painted a Japanese.
1ag on top of his fight heimet. Yoshino is wearing his soft cap. (Yoshino)

Instruments used by navigators like Haruo Yoshino and Saburd Kojima.
(Author’s Bholo, tied wilh Dernission. Yokaren VEIBan MUSedn)
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The ship's Shinto shrine aboard Mikasa. It is smalier but similar to the one on the
cartier Kaga when Yoshino had the boltles of osake blessed prior o the raid on Pearl
Harbor. (Author's photo, used with permission, Mikasa Kinenkan)

Haruo Yoshino was fiying in a ligui this one when the
ngine died. Note the repliica Oka “Baka Bomb’ hanging from the ceiling
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Commemorative photo of the members of Kaga's Type 97 “Kate" attack bomber
squadron. Of these men, fifteen would not return. Photo taken at the end of the flight
deck on the morning of December 6,1941. Yoshina s circled. (Yoshino)

i

Yoshino poses with fellow pilots and crewmen with US marked Saiun Myt
1) Yoshino 2) Pilot: Lt. Myosui Ichikawa 3) Radioman: PO1/c Tokuei Otsuki
This Saiun Myrt was test flown and taken to the US. (Yoshino)
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(Teichung, Taiwan).
1) Spec. Lt (jg) Jird Matsuda (Zuikaku)
2) Spec. Lt (g) Kazuo Tsunoda
3) CPO Isamu Iwakura
) CPO Toshimitsu Imaizumi
5) WO Kiyoshi Alsuki
Note the different types of rank patches seen in the front row. It appears the oder pi-
lots refused to switch to the 1943 abbreviated ‘baseball homeplate' style rank insignia.
Photo taken August 15, 1945. They were prepared for a mission. (imaizumi)

Lt. Naoshi Kanno (Wikipedia Japan)

Air Group on Formosa. He wears the
early style round rating on his left
Soave. (matziri)
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Aviation cadet Toshimitsu Imaizumi poses with the Yokosuka SKY Akatonbo (Wilow)
irainer 3t Teukuba Alr Base. (Courtesy Imaizumi)
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Yoshino and other aviators on the Kaga's fight deck undergo a briefing for the attack
on Pearf Harbor. (Courtesy Gakken Publishing)
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(Miyazaki)

1) Bunkichi Nakajima  2) Isamu Miyazaki 3) Toshiyuki Sueda
4) Y025 Tsukamoto 5) Yoshitane Yanagimura

The author and Mr. Miyazaki in the pilot's home several months before the aviator
passed away. (Courtesy Nobuhird Nakamura)
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The aftermath of the Pearl Harbor
attack. Yoshino's target USS Oklahoma
has already capsized on the far left of
Battleship Row. (National Archives)

Yoshino became a maverick after his
promotion to ‘Special Ensign’ or
Tokumu Shoi. The white disc on his
pocked is his ID tag. Photo taken at
Kisarazu Air Base in 1945. (Yoshino)

Yoshino's crew for Pearl Harbor raid.
(L-R) PO2/c Ichiji Nakagawa, Yoshino,
and Airt/c Mitsuo Kawasaki. (Yoshino)

Yoshino proudly wears his officer's
dagger with fellow Pearl Harbor attack
veteran Lt. Kaku Sanno. The pair had
attended Awa Middle School together
and were longtime friends. (Yoshino)
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WO Takur Yanagimoto (L) with Haruo
Yoshino. Yanagimoto was an atiack
bomber pilot who flew from the Hiryu

in both the Pearl Harbor and Midway
Battles. He was killed on March 20,
1945 while flying a Ginga attack bomber
(K501 Attack Squadion) in operation
“Kikusul". (Courtesy Haruo Yoshino)

Haruo Yoshino (L) with shipmate Kenji
Kariya. The cloth tags on their left chest
are their name tags which are sewn into
the uniform and handwritten by the
aviator, It will have his last name and
rank. (Yoshino)

Officers and men salute as the naval ensign s lowered from the mast of the sinking

(Courtesy Gakken Publishing)

aircraft carrier Zuikaku. Yoshino had flown from the ship earlier that day.
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Zero caplured by the jungie on Pe iand. (Author's photo)





