ABANDONED AND ALONE

The Mistakes that Led to the Loss of the
Battle of Wake Island
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Introduction

The United States is suffering from an identity crisis. This nation has been led to
believe that it does not lose. American culture has been funed to continuously highlight
its proudest moments—moments that revolve around the nation’s prowess in battle.
Everything from entertainment to education has been tailored to show the United States
as world champions in combat. In films such as John Wayne’s The Longest Day, the
United States bravely wins the day against an evil empire in Europe. In history textbooks,
the United States’ winning record is displayed chapter after chapter. On television, “The
History Channel” and its never-ending World War II documentaries venerate the Armed
Forces for winning the war that occurred on both sides of the world. Like any other
nation, the United States loves to focus on its victories. But, when losses are brought to
light such as with the loss of the Alamo or the surprise attack on Pearl Harbor, Americans
are quick to argue that such battles can be seen as quasi-victories, since they inspired a
nation to rise and vanquish their enemies.! While the emotional aspect of these battles is
certainly a valid subject, Americans seem to point solely to this aspect and ignore the
realistic standpoint—no matter how the battle is viewed, the United States lost. Although
the Vietnam War has opened America’s eyes to the possibility of military defeat, such a
perspective has not been applied to previous wars involving the United States military.
Such a narrow viewpoint regarding the national prestige of the armed forces is unhealthy
at best, and dangerous to say the least.

The literature regarding the loss of Wake Island in World War I is a typical

example of an American history identity crisis.. This battle has long been viewed as a

! Although the Alamo was technically independent of any nation when the battle occurred, its
inoculation into American history lends itself to this argument.



twentieth-century Alamo {rom the eve of the initial attuck to today in the twenly-[irst
century. To label this battle as a moral victory, however, is to ignore they key issuc ol
this battle—it was a loss. The brave Marines who defended the island are not to blame.
Instead, the true culprits of this loss are the politicians of the United States government,
whose erroncous decision-making and inept logic cost the United States a key military
base and the lives of both U.S. Marines and civilians. Saying that Wake is a moral victory
would merely ignore these horrible truths,

Despite its significance at the time, the battle of Wake Island is one of the most
ignored battles of the Pacific Theater during World War I1. Due to the isolated nature of
the island combined with its chronological proximity to the attack on Pearl Harbor,
conventional historical studies wrote off the event. Most books written on the Pacific
Theater have only a chapter dedicated to the siege, if not only a few pages. The Eagle

Against the Sun, for example, attempts to provide a thorough account of the Pacific

struggle. However, the two week battle of Wake is covered in a mere five pages.? Charles

Bateson’s The War with Japan mentions Wake a scant six times when describing war in

the Pacific Theatre.® Yet, a few historians have dedicated themselves to focusing purely

on the battle.

The historians who have written on Wake have poured through many documents
and military reports to provide an accurate understanding of the timeline and tactics of
the battle. Moreover, hundreds of interviews have been conducted with survivors of the
battle in order to obtain a more personal understanding. Rather than promote a different

viewpoint of looking at the conflict, these books simply follow along with the “Alamo”

2 Spector, Ronald H. Eagle Against the Sun. New York: The Free Press, 1985.
3 Bateson, Charles. The War with Japan. Detroit: Michigan State University Press, 1968.



ideology of the battle. These works focus mainly on the battle through the Marines” eyes.
By doing so, they offer a detailed account of how the soldiers felt as they antempted to

defend their base from the Japanese. Gregory Urwin’s Facing Fearful Odds does an

excellent job of providing the Marines’ accounts of Wake, while simultaneously
upholding the “Alamo” ideology.’ These accounts have a glaring dovmside in that this
type of study ignores the broader issues of Wake. The story told by the Marines is truly
an exciting one, but why were they put there? Why did they have to lose the batile? These
questions remain unanswered, as the Marines only concerned themselves with what they
had to know. As a result, these popular history books became fuel for the “rallying cry”
mentality for the United States. Their hypotheses are nearly identical with their positive
spins on the outcome of the siege. Most historical accounts of the battle tend to serve 2
very pro-American standpoint, rather than an accurate description of what actuaily
occurred.

This thesis, on the other hand, will rot focus on the Marines’ harrowing ordeal—
the last thing United States history needs is another study glorifying America’s military
history during World War IL Instead, I will break new ground regarding this battle. My
argument focuses on the mistakes made by the United States in its perceptions and
decision-making that led to the loss of Wake. As a result, I will unpack how these
mistakes came to be ignored in a wartime society. The question of why the United States
feared to admit defeat must be answered.

The sources used vary from government documents to periodicals to the same

popular history books that have been criticized. Although their ideas may be

4 Urwin, Gregory. Against Fearful Odds: The Siege of Wake Island. Lincoln: University of
Nebraska Press, 1997.



misconstrued, their attention to detail regarding facts and descriptions of the battle is
most helpful in explaining exactly what happened in the battle. I have used these popular
history books solely for the purpose of recognizing facts and events. The other sources
vary depending on the respective sections. In order to discuss the military disarmament
and hasty rearmament of the 1920s and 1930s, I have primarily researched government
documents and records that specify the amount of tonnage allowed per nation. In regards
to how the United States reacted to the Japanese attack on Wake, I have used periodicals
and newspapers with an emphasis on the West Coast. For how the Armed Forces and
U.S. government reacted to the initial stages of World War II in the Pacific, I have
consulted differing accounts of Admiral Husband Kimmel, the commander-in-chief of
the Pacific fleet leading up to the attack on Pearl Harbor and other islands. Lastly, for
more specific geographical use and clarity, I have used numerous maps of Wake Island
that emphasize geography, topography, and the location of Marine and civilian personnel
and material on the island during the siege.

My argument matters in American history because simply hearing about the
Marines’ plight is only part of the story. Although these soldiers’ actions were incredibly
courageous, the United States has developed an erroneous view of the battle. This battle
has become a moral victory instead of the tragic defeat that it truly was. Twisting events
as though America actually won has helped this nation develop a superiority complex—
essentially, the United States always wins. This mentality is everywhere in American
culture. I hope that my argument helps the reader understand that the United States is not
an omnipotent nation. This nation was founded by mortals who err, and is currently run

by mortals who err. The current war in Iraq is commonly viewed as a war filled with



mistakes made by both the United States government and the Armed Forces. However,
neither has openly apologized for those mistakes made in both governing policy and
execution. The leaders of this nation seem to feel that to apologize shows weakness—a
weakness that this nation is not known for. This bravado, however, is the true form of
weakness, as it shows that the nation refuses to look at her past with open eyes and an
honest heart. Although viewing Wake as a loss is difficult, it is the only way in which the
United States of America can mature and grow into a nation of true wisdom and strength.
This nation needs a profound change in its thinking. History is not about celebrating the
victories—history is about analyzing the past and celebrating the development of a

people. How can such a development take place if we only understand a partial history of

this country?



The Basics of Wake

In order to understand the battle of Wake Island and the mistakes made in the
preparations for its naval base, a basic knowledge of the island is necessary.
Geographically, Wake Island is one of the most unique land masses in the world. Wake
Island is not so much an island as it is an atoll. That is, Wake is a collection of three small
islands closely held together by a coral reef that is barely submerged under the ocean
surface. These islands converge into a shape that is a mixture between a “V” and a
horseshoe. Wilkes Island serves as the left tip of the V, while Peale Island forms the
right. The main island, called Wake Proper, serves as the center-point of the atoll.> One
important aspect of the island’s “V” shape is that it leads to the entire island being almost
literally on the beach. Due to its unique layout, no matter where a soldier walked on the
island, he would never be more than eleven hundred yards away from the ocean. He
would never be too far above the beach, either—the highest point on all three islands was
a mere twenty-one feet above sea level. The island is small and flat, with no more than
three square miles of land to inhabit.

The island is deceptively lethal to heavy ships, as two unique characteristics of
Wake have caused the deaths of many foolish sea captains: the unpredictable currents,
and the enormous and jagged coral reef surrounding the island. Wake is actually a
dormant volcano, with only the tips of the crater protruding from the ocean’s surface.
That being said, past the shores of the atoll, the ocean depth plunges hundreds of feet at a
near perpendicular angle to the island. This sort of geography allows turbulent currents

and tides to surround the island, providing a great challenge to any sea vessel to safely

5 For the remainder of this thesis, “Wake Island” will refer to Wake Proper, while “Wake™ will refer to the
atoll.



navigate. While turbulent waters are dangerous enough, the vast expanse of coral reef
around the island provides the biggest threat to any nearby vessel. For about one
thousand yards of Wake’s beaches, a giant coral reef exists just below the ocean surface.
This serrated reef would tear into the hull of any ship unfortunate enough to come close
enough to Wake’s shore. Unfortunately, this happened all too often. Due to the
unpredictable currents, ships slammed into the reef. These two reasons were incidentally
why the island remained uninhabited for hundreds of years. The first Western power to
have discovered the atoll was Spain in 1568, under explorer Alvaro de Mendaiia de
Neyra. After circling the island, Mendafia was “disgusted” by its currents and reef and
sailed off without ever setting foot on the atoll. The next official sighting of the island did
not occur for another two hundred years, when a British merchant ship called the Prince
William Henry stumbled upon the island completely by accident. Samuel Wake, the
ship’s captain, named the island in honor of himself, apparently unaware of Mendaifia’s
previous visit. Like Mendaiia, however, Wake did not want to risk his ship at the hands of
the currents and reef, so he left “his” island without even setting foot upon it. In the days
of wooden ships, this island was all but unreachable. In the twentieth century, not much
had changed. These two factors combined would become a constant thorn in both the
United States and Japan’s sides as they fought for the island. For the Japanese, having to
constantly battle the current while still organizing an invasion force was a daunting
task—one that cost them the element of surprise when they first arrived at Wake. It was
the Americans, however, who were at the greatest disadvantage. Since the rough currents
were so close to the island, they continually pounded at the shore, creating thunderous

sounds all day and night. This aspect of the island was cursed by the Marines, because it
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made listening for nearby enemy bombers all but impossible. At an island with no radar,

and with planes that could be heard be fore they were seen, this disadvantage would prove

disastrous for the Marines.®

Sadly, most Americans are unfamiliar with the battle of Wake Island. Despite the
exorbitant amount of press coverage it received during the war, its memory has been
forgotten. In order to give the reader a better understanding, the following is a brief
history of the actual battle of Wake Island.

On December 8, 1941 at 8:00 a.m., a United States Army operator translated a
message being broadcast over military channels, saying that the Japanese had attacked
Pearl Harbor. Surprised and confused, the Marines on Wake prepared for battle, manning
whatever defenses were already in place on the island. At precisely 11:58 a.m., twenty-
seven Japanese bombers began pummeling the airfields and barracks. Due to the loud
waves hitting the shore, no one heard them coming until it was too late. Exploding
gasoline storage tanks lit up the island as both military and civilian buildings fell one-by-
one to the Japanese bombs. Nine planes, once finished bombing, returned to strafe the
atoll to kill whatever survivors they could find. After only twelve minutes, the bombers
flew home, leaving everything but the runway in ruins.

The next day saw another twenty-seven Japanese Nell bombers head towards the
island. This time, though, the Marines were more prepared, and although severely
undermanned they managed to inflict some losses upon the Japanese by scoring several

kills. But the Marines paid a heavy price. The bombers attacked the left side of the V-

6 Sloan, Bill. Given Up For Dead: America's Heroic Stand at Wake Island. New York: Bantam
Dell, 2003, pp. 11-12.
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shaped atoll, bombing whatever buildings they could find—including the hospital, an act
deemed dishonorable by standard war rules.

After another shelling episode that morning, late on the night of December 10",
several Marines on lookout noticed faint images on the ocean’s horizon. After consulting
with the commanding officers, the images were confirmed to be ships. Since the officers
knew that there was no American task force that large in the area, they could only come
to one conclusion—a Japanese landing force was heading straight for Wake. Unless the
Marines did something soon, Japanese troops would be storming up onto the shore.

General arms were called for the island, causing every able-bodied soldier to man a rifle

or anti-aircraft gun, or be ready next to their aircraft (all four of them). The idea was to
lure the invasion force into range of all of Wake’s firepower, then to hit the fleet with
everything left on the atoll. When the fleet sailed to within forty-five hundred yards of
shore, the atoll lit up with gunfire. Although most of the heavy guns were damaged, the
Marines still managed to score critical hits on three different cruisers, causing the
bewildered Japanese to retreat in a disorganized fashion. Once they fell out of range of
the American batteries, _the four remaining American fighter planes from Wake surprised
the fleet, sinking one cruiser and damaging several other ships. Later that day, seventeen
Japanese bombers were sent to Wake, and two of the four American fighters downed
three of them. To the Marines, three days of fear and anger were unleashed in a matter of
hours. Although they knew the enemy would return, the Marines were finally able to

fight back and draw blood.
From the 12 of December to the 23™, a new phase in the batle for Wake

commenced. Every day, Japanese bombers would come to the island and destroy
















































































































































