PERSONALITY

Air Assault From Shangri-La

An aviation pioneer’s early vengeance shocked Japan.

It was April 1942, just four
months since Pearl Harbor.
A pioneer American aviator
of pre-war years had drop-
ped from public sight, but
no great matter. His fellow
citizens had more momen-
tous events to worry about,
their country engulfed in
war fever but also frustrated
by its seeming helplesness of
the moment. Indeed, its
military forces still were reel-
ing before the blows of a
Japanese war machine that
had obliterated the U.S.
Pacific fleet at Pearl and now
was gaining mastery over
the far-flung islands of the
Pacific, a new empire in the
making.

The news from that war
front, to say nothing of the
fresh war in the east, in
Axis-dominated Europe,
was grim —all grim, that is,
until April 18, when the en-
tire world was stunned by
an unbelievable bulletin
from Domei, the official
Japanese news service.
American planes had bomb-
ed Tokyo!
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A smiling Jimmy Doolittle, by now a brigadier general, after the
raid on Tokyo.

denly had a civilian morale
problem of their own to
worry about in the wake of
the raid upon Tokyo-—
which came, oddly, the very
day the Japanese first prac-
ticed an air-raid alert in
their huge, sprawling city.
For vyears, the military
leadership of the country
had assured their public
that Japan itself could never
be directly attacked or in-
vaded, not only for its
geographic location behind
its distant fighting forces,
but also because of protec-
tion afforded by the Kami-
kazi, or divine wind. Such
notions were dispelled April
18, in most painful way.
The raid itself was no
great military achievement
in terms of damage to
enemy resources, certainly
nothing like the utterly
destructive bombings that
were to come later. It more
was one of those strokes of
derring-do that had tremen-
dous psychological impact,
world wide, upon its suc-
cessful accomplishment.

In response, American
newspapers proclaimed the startling
news coast to coast. The staid New York
Times dusted off its larger typeface for
three huge headlines across Page One.
Then, in the days following, confusion
obscured fact as the papers, still citing
Japanese sources, reported 60 planes tak-
ing part in the raid. The enemy also
claimed the downing of nine aircraft,
one of which allegedly fell “like a smok-
ing comet.” Nazi broadcasts heard in the
United States also reported the
raid —against Yokohama, Osaka and
Kobe, as well as Tokyo—at length,
while in Chungking, wartime capital of
beleaguered China, a holiday was
declared. Chungking, it may be recalled,
previously had suffered 107 air raids by
the invading Japanese, with more than
20,000 persons killed.

As the world assessed the various

reports of the bombing spectacular, the
U.S. Government remained officially
silent on particulars of the mission and
refused to release names or numbers of
the air crewmen taking part—an
understandable stance, as those brave
men still had to find their way “home” to
safety (and not all of them would).
Chairman ]. Buell Snyder of the
House Appropriations Subcommittee
for War Expenditures did go on record,
however, with an apt observation: “This
will prove to be TNT in boosting
morale, not only at home, but especially
in China and Russia.” A proud Presi-
dent Roosevelt added to the raid’s
mystery by facetiously saying the planes
had been based at “Shangri-la,” the fic-
tional Tibetan paradise of James Hilton's
pre-war novel, Lost Horizon.
Meanwhile, the warlords of Japan sud-

Pure luck, or fortuitous
timing at the least, played as great a role,
arguably, as skill and courage in the
remarkable outcome, later to be describ-
ed by historian S.L.A. Marshall as
“possibly the most daring and spec-
tacular operation in American military
history.”

The raid of course was conducted by
just 16 B-25 bombers, Army bombers at
that, launched from the deck of the
Navy carrier USS Homet, 620 nautical
miles from Japan. None of the planes,
contrary to Japanese reports, was in fact
shot down. Neither was Tokyo oblit-
erated nor even that much harmed,
physically. However little the damage,
though, the leader of the raid emerged a
national hero, a name never to be
forgotten by his own generation—Let.
Col. James H. Doolittle.
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