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helpful. Excellent. The Roosevelt Administration (democrat) was asleep at the ...By W. B. HollowayExcellent. The 
Roosevelt Administration (democrat) was asleep at the switch. All kinds of warnings, and yet the Jap fleet steamed 
half way across the Pacific UNDETECTED. No U S subs, or float planes, or destroyers on picket duty.31 of 33 people 
found the following review helpful. Hard to put downBy MecormI found this to be an excellent book dealing with the 
lead-up to the attack on Pearl Harbor. The author thoroughly debunks the theory that it was somehow manipulated by 
FDR, bureaucrats or politicians who wanted to get us into the war. Instead, he shows that it was a perfect storm of 
miscommunication, no communication, vague communication, assumptions by superiors that actions were taken that 
weren't, and commanders with good intentions doing the exact opposite of what they should have done. And 
arrogance. Lots of arrogance. Ludicrous beliefs in the inadequacies of Japanese physical and mental traits and an 
attitude of "If our boys can't do it, their boys can't do it." Except in this case, they could.Virtually nobody thought the 
Japanese could attack Pearl without being discovered en route (even the Japanese put the odds at 50-50) and indeed, 
the signs our primitive intelligence forces received pointed to the southwest Pacific of the Philippines, Indonesia and 
Malaya as potential hot spots, should Japan initiate a war against Britain and the USA. Yes, we had broken some of 
their codes, but not all of them, including many of the numerous Naval codes. So while we knew diplomatic efforts 
were failing and there was a good chance war was coming, no one knew when, where or how. As the author points 
out, people's mindsets are not able to conceive an event that's never happened before and is believed to be impossible. 
(Think 9-11.) Thus, the Navy was preparing to attack the Japanese fleet if the Japanese attacked elsewhere; the Army 
was on a sabotage alert, neither even dreaming of a surprise air attack on their own position. The one time the Naval 
commander brought it up with a security expert he was told such an attack was not possible. The reports newspapers 
were printing in the months prior to December about planes constantly patrolling the skies around Hawaii were all 
false because it was considered foolish to waste gas looking for something that would never happen.It's difficult to 
write a story of suspense when the reader knows the outcome, but Twomey has certainly done it here. The book is 
heavily researched and written in a very clear, page-turning style. Hard to put down and highly recommended.(I 
received a free Kindle copy of this book from Net Galley for the purpose of giving an unbiased review.)

A Smithsonian Top History Book of 2016 A Japan Times Best Book About Japan of 2016 A fascinating look at the 
twelve days leading up to the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor—the warnings, clues and missteps—by a Pulitzer 
Prize–winning reporter.In Washington, DC, in late November 1941, admirals compose the most ominous message in 
Navy history to warn Hawaii of possible danger, but they write it too vaguely. They think precautions are being taken, 
but never check to see if they are. A key intelligence officer wants more warnings sent, but he is on the losing end of a 
bureaucratic battle and can’t get the message out. American sleuths have pierced Japan’s most vital diplomatic code, 
and Washington believes it has a window on the enemy’s soul—but it does not. In a small office at Pearl Harbor, 
overlooking the battleships at the heart of America’s seafaring power, the Commander of the Pacific Fleet tries to 
figure out how much danger he really faces. His intelligence unit has lost track of Japan’s biggest aircraft carriers, but 
assumes they are resting in a port far away. The admiral thinks Pearl is too shallow for torpedoes, so he never puts up 
a barrier. As he frets, a Japanese spy is counting the warships in the harbor and reporting to Tokyo. There were false 
assumptions, and racist ones: The Japanese aren’t very good aviators and they don’t have the nerve or the skill to 
attempt a strike so far from their home. There were misunderstandings, conflicting desires, painful choices. And there 
was a naval officer who, on his very first mission as captain of his very first ship, did exactly the right thing. His 
warning could have averted disaster, but his superiors reacted too leisurely. Japanese planes arrived moments later. 
Twomey’s telescoping of the twelve days leading to the attack unravels the crucial characters and moments, and 
produces an edge-of-your seat drama with fascinating details about America at this moment in its history. By the end, 
the reader understands how assumption is the root of disaster, and how sometimes a gamble pays off.

“Steve Twomey has accomplished something remarkable with Countdown to Pearl Harbor. With deep reporting and 
vivid writing, he has illumined one of the most momentous events of the twentieth century in stunningly new and 
penetrating light.” (David Maraniss, Pulitzer Prize winner and bestselling author of They Marched into 
Sunlight)“Splendid.... Even though readers already know the ending, they’ll hold their collective breath, as if they’re 
watching a rerun of an Alfred Hitchcock classic.” (St. Louis Post-Dispatch)“Steve Twomey is a masterful storyteller. 
Mining new and overlooked records, he has made the Pearl Harbor story new again—suspenseful, dramatic, intensely 
human, and tragic.” (Evan Thomas, bestselling author of Sea of Thunder)“Superb.... The best book about Pearl Harbor 
I've read.” (The Columbus Dispatch)“A riveting narrative of the American misjudgments and mistakes that 
contributed to a day rivaled in U.S. history only by Sept. 11, 2001. It’s not revisionist history so much as a poignant 
retelling of a familiar story.” (Los Angeles Times)“Outstanding.” (Christian Science Monitor)“[A] crackerjack read.” 
(Smithsonian)“With thrilling speed and elegant craftsmanship, Steve Twomey recounts the catastrophe of Pearl 
Harbor as a classic tale of human nature—its glories and its flaws. A wonderful, heartbreaking book.” (David Von 
Drehle, author of Triangle: The Fire That Changed America)“A fine, compelling account of the immediate prelude to 
that infamous day in December 1941. Through dogged research and graceful writing, Steve Twomey has made the old 



tragedy seem new again.” (Rick Atkinson, Pulitzer Prize winner and bestselling author of The Guns at Last 
Light)“Infusing a well-known story with suspense, Countdown to Pearl Harbor reconstructs the military’s glaring 
errors of omission, the secret American effort to intercept Japan's encrypted communication and the fruitless 11th-hour 
diplomatic negotiations between Tokyo and Washington.... Gripping.” (The New York Times Book )“Excellent.” 
(Washington Independent of Books)“A pulse-quickening read that straightens out the script of an American tragedy. 
The surprise in Steve Twomey’s superb book is that the “surprise attack” on Pearl Harbor wasn't so much a surprise as 
a screw-up, fed by complacency, racial condescension, and sclerotic Navy tradition.” (Blaine Harden, bestselling 
author of Escape from Camp 14)“Exhaustive and unflinching.... [Twomey] has put together the pieces of the 
bewildering puzzle and written a riveting account of a catastrophe that never should have happened.”  (Washington 
Times)“Steve Twomey, a careful reporter and fine writer, tells the story of Pearl Harbor in a punchy, oddly 
suspenseful book: you know what will happen, but can't believe it. Twomey wipes away anyone's belief in some bring-
on-the-war conspiracy. And any reader will find that he tells this saddest of stories very well.” (Don Graham, former 
publisher of The Washington Post)“Steve Twomey has written not only an elegant, suspenseful account of the attack, 
but a brilliant portrait of a time when the nation was not yet at war yet sensing that everything was about to change 
forever.” (Jeffrey Frank, bestselling author of Ike and Dick)“Portrays events... in the style of a thriller....  Brilliant.”   
(Proceedings Magazine (U.S. Naval Institute))“Enthralling.” (Signature)“A thoroughly researched and freshly 
dynamic narrative.... Twomey ably captures the tragic element in the Pearl Harbor saga.” (Booklist)“A well-written 
and engaging account that reinserts human dynamism into a history too often reduced to abstract binaries.” (Japan 
Times)“Brings to life the many disparate personalities, hidebound traditions, racism and simple human error that led to 
the US being caught flat-footed on December 7, 1941.... Illuminating.”  (Bookfilter)“Twomey’s highly recommended 
exploration of the miscommunications and racist assumptions of the U.S. military sheds light on the missteps of 
military leadership and provides much-needed context for why the American fleet was unprepared for Japan’s 
devastating raid.” (Library Journal)“Pulitzer Prize-winning journalist Steve Twomey uses his impressive research and 
storytelling skills to recreate the dozen days leading up to the attack on Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941....Twomey 
creates a dramatic, page-turning narrative that feels both fresh and suspenseful.... Countdown to Pearl Harbor offers a 
new and fascinating look at one of the defining events in U.S. history.” (Bookpage)“The former Washington Post 
reporter makes a well-known story suspenseful, interspersing oral histories, diaries, official inquiries and other 
materials.”  (Virginian Pilot)“Twomey presents more than enough researched facts to show what we might call today a 
failure of intelligence, or government coordination, or preparedness. What he gives us – a look at pre-WWII society, 
the outlines of spy craft and code-breaking – is exciting.” (Blue Heron Journal)“A well-researched study of an 
infamous moment that is still fascinating and controversial.” (Kirkus s)“Twomey avoids rehashing history by detailing 
things that the public may not have known, including the information government had and the general views of 
Americans towards the Japanese that may have led to such devastation.” (Pearl Harbor Visitors Bureau)“A fine 
account of the players and events in the years leading up to the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor.... The story of Pearl 
Harbor has been done to death, but Twomey’s vivid work rates high nonetheless.” (Publishers Weekly)About the 
AuthorSteve Twomey began his career in journalism as a copyboy at the Chicago Tribune when he was in high school. 
After graduating from Northwestern University, he began a fourteen-year career at The Philadelphia Inquirer, during 
which he won the Pulitzer Prize for feature writing, and then worked at The Washington Post for the next thirteen 
years. More recently, he has written for Smithsonian and other magazines and has taught narrative writing at the 
graduate schools of New York University and the City University of New York. The ghostwriter of What I Learned 
When I Almost Died and author of Countdown to Pearl Harbor, Twomey lives in Montclair, New Jersey, with his 
wife, Kathleen Carroll. They have an adult son, Nick.Excerpt. © Reprinted by permission. All rights 
reserved.Countdown to Pearl Harbor ONE AN END, A BEGINNING Saturday, February 1, 1941 BENEATH 
OAHU’S CLOUDLESS blue canopy, men in white jackets, slacks, hats, even shoes, surged over a gangway and 
spilled onto the polished wooden deck of a ship named for one of the forty-eight states. Every battleship in the fleet 
bore the name of one, as if its species embodied the very Union itself. The officers snapped salutes to the Stars and 
Stripes at the Pennsylvania’s stern, 608 feet from her bow. By now, each of the sixteen American battleships was older 
than most members of her crew and not exactly gazelle-like, lugging armor plating, crowded magazines, big guns, 
small guns, antiaircraft guns. But they remained tough and still occupied the rung of highest naval prestige, which was 
to sink the enemy’s big ships so America could rule the waves of commerce and impose its will, should that seem 
desirable. To witness a broadside from their main batteries was to see an angry Zeus hurl tons of explosives a dozen 
miles or more. A radioman aboard the California would recall the 35,000-ton ship’s “convulsive lurch” as blasts from 
the fourteen-inch guns slammed her in the opposite direction, “sideways in the water.” There would be “mighty 
thunderclaps of sound,” and flames, and smoke that “smelled as if it had just come from the nether regions.” Hanson 
W. Baldwin, the military-affairs reporter for the New York Times, found it “frightening” to be aboard a battleship and 
“have a sixteen-inch gun go off at full load and high elevation, because you get an awful whump in the stomach and 
ears, and everywhere else!” In a few months, the program of the Army-Navy football game in Philadelphia would 
feature a photo of the Arizona crashing bow-on through formidable seas, seemingly unsinkable and certainly 



intimidating. Battleships had panache, and people loved the sight of them. Arriving from throughout Pearl Harbor, the 
guests in white uniform eddied aft and formed into a square, its center left empty, beyond the last of the 
Pennsylvania’s four main turrets, whose three barrels had been elevated slightly to make more room for the capped 
heads beneath. Above, on the turret’s roof, stood announcers of the Columbia Broadcasting System. One microphone 
for the outgoing admiral had been placed in the middle of the human square, another for the admiral ascending. Two 
thousand ninety-one nautical miles to the northeast, on the mainland, it was Saturday afternoon. “The ceremony is 
about to get under way,” CBS’s Victor Eckland said, “and as we take a sweeping glance from one side of this giant 
battleship to the other, we see an array of manhood in naval officialdom of which every American can be justly 
proud.” The navy did seem to inflate the national pride. More than the army and the marines—there was no separate 
air force yet—it wore a halo of glamour, sailing the country’s two flanking oceans, slicing protective wakes. As was 
often and simply put by press and politicians alike, America had invincible warships. Visiting Hawaii the previous 
September, the secretary of the navy, Frank Knox, had let himself positively roar: “The greatest, most powerful and 
the most effective fleet on the high seas anywhere in the world.” He would utter similar claims during the coming 
months, including one that would be published on the front page of the New York Times edition that would be 
delivered to doorsteps on the first Sunday morning of December, the seventh. Some officers on Oahu wished Knox 
would be less enthusiastic. They knew the navy was not ready to fight. The public might get the wrong idea. That 
day’s change of command would be less celebratory than was traditional during peacetime, not because America was 
at war, but because it was rapidly approaching one and was rearming as fast as it could, faster than at any time in its 
history, racing against an emptying hourglass. Since 1939, the Nazis had overrun much of Europe and had besieged 
Great Britain, and since 1937, the Japanese had consumed much of China and had swarmed into Indochina. Full-dress 
attire would not be in order aboard the Pennsylvania. Guns would not boom in salute. Air fleets would not dapple the 
sky in review. Nor would the harbor pause in respect. “We hear the hum of work—riveters, steel workers, ship fitters, 
boilermakers, and all of the other men and machines that are being kept busy here at Pearl Harbor,” Eckland went on. 
The geologic miracle that was the harbor was a substantial reason the United States had decided it ought to own 
Hawaii, having egged on political unrest—minority whites versus the indigenous—that opened the door to annexation. 
The islands had been an independent kingdom, blessed—or maybe cursed—with a huge lagoon stamped into the 
southern coastline of Oahu. Its name, Pearl, may have arisen from its oyster beds. Its shape evoked an alluvial fan. Or 
maybe a clover: a narrow stem leading from the sea to three watery petals, west, middle, east. Echoing a Scotland that 
was nowhere within nine thousand sea miles, the petals had come to be called “lochs,” Gaelic for “lakes.” During 
annexation hearings in 1898, General John McAllister Schofield, who had explored Hawaii extensively, told the US 
House of Representatives that Oahu’s clover lagoon would be ideal for a modern navy—meaning a late-nineteenth-
century one, which had no worries about being trapped in a confined harbor and riddled by airplanes, for there were 
none of those yet. Pearl’s narrow mouth and channel could easily be guarded against an incursion by hostile warships. 
Any shells fired from offshore could not reach warships tethered inside. The lochs and surrounding land could support 
dozens of warships, as well as docks, maintenance shops, and coal stocks for ship boilers. If we don’t take Pearl 
Harbor and Hawaii, General Schofield testified, the Spanish might. The Japanese might. Imperial lust had triumphed. 
On August 12, 1898, in a ceremony in Honolulu, the flag of the United States had risen above its newest acquisition, 
probably against the wishes of most Hawaiians. At ten a.m., the two highest-ranking participants in the Pennsylvania’s 
formalities emerged from its innards. “With the dignity of their rank and surrounded by their fellow officers and men 
who share with them the tradition of 165 years of U.S. naval history,” the announcer said, “Admiral James O. 
Richardson and Admiral Husband E. Kimmel make their appearance on deck. Admiral Richardson steps from the port 
hatch to the quarterdeck, and Admiral Kimmel steps from the starboard hatch to the quarterdeck. They approach 
Columbia’s microphones together.” For Richardson, who was sixty-two, the moment overflowed with humiliation. He 
had risen out of the backwater of Paris, Texas, to the navy’s best job, commander of the Pacific Fleet, only to have it 
yanked away after a dozen months, not the minimum eighteen, let alone the twenty-four that most fleet commanders 
actually served. “My God, they can’t do that to me,” he had said upon reading the message an aide delivered to him on 
an Oahu golf course on January 5. The public removal of a man considered smart, witty, and competent dumbfounded 
many serving under him who, using the initials of his first and middle names—J and O—called him Uncle Joe. The 
victim professed he hadn’t foreseen his demise, either, but that was more fib than fact. Richardson was a font of 
negativity and a know-it-all. “Unfortunately,” he said later, “I am definite in most of my opinions.” Attending the 
Naval War College in Newport, Rhode Island, in 1934, for example, he had simply declined to write his thesis on the 
assigned topic, the relationship in naval warfare among strategy, tactics, and command. Too broad for one paper, he 
had told his instructors. With sarcastic understatement, he had written that the assignment left him “confused by the 
multiplicity of tasks and by the realization that an industrious and gifted writer”—presumably him—“might, 
somewhat inadequately, cover the subject [only] in a lifetime.” So he would not try. He framed his own topic and 
proceeded to discuss that. Rising, nonetheless, to commander in chief of the Pacific Fleet in early January 1940, he 
began to question the strategy and acumen of his ultimate superior, Franklin D. Roosevelt, whom he had known a long 
time and had worked closely with as head of the Navy Department’s personnel division. He did not care for him. The 



president had two hobbies, Richardson would say later, “stamp collecting and playing with the Navy,” and he was 
accurate on both counts. Roosevelt, the assistant secretary of the navy during the Great War, did love ships. The proof 
dotted his second-floor study at the White House: glass cases sheltering ship models, and walls dotted with oil 
paintings of ships under sail, in one spot stacked four high. His fondness for things nautical was so well-known that 
citizens wrote with offers to sell or give him ship logs, models, and prints. His secretary, Grace Tully, once had to 
decline a miniature of the French liner Normandie, telling the owner, “He already has a model of this steamship.” The 
president did not merely collect knickknacks of the sea. He took the title of commander in chief to mean naval expert. 
Ten days from then, on February 10, for example, he would write the Navy Department that he would “hate” to see it 
go through with plans to sell a couple of old ships. “Let me see the bids for their sale when they come in,” he would 
write, apparently hoping he would find them insufficiently high to warrant a sale. About the same time, he would ask 
if catapults to launch planes could be installed on two warships. In yet another query, he would wonder about “the use 
of 70- and 77-foot sea sleds with pompom and Y gun.” And on April 23, he would write to Navy Secretary Knox, 
“Please speak to me about the possibility of a patrol on Hudson Bay this summer.” Richardson regarded Roosevelt as a 
meddling amateur, a dangerous one. As relations with Japan deteriorated, the admiral feared that the president did not 
appreciate just how undermanned and untrained his navy was, even as Roosevelt counted on it to scare the Japanese 
into staying in line. “If you do not tell the boss what you really know and feel about the possible cost and duration in 
an Orange war, NOBODY WILL,” he had written the department on January 26, 1940, using the euphemism for Japan 
employed in American war games. It was deeply misguided to think the Pacific Fleet had the manpower, the guns, the 
supply system, and the training to back up the tough statements and strategies of the civilian leadership, Uncle Joe felt, 
and Japan knew it. Traditionally, the fleet had lived on the West Coast, in the ports of San Diego and Long Beach, 
visiting Pearl only on maneuvers. The harbor’s lochs had been more of a forward outpost with a small permanent 
flotilla, and it lacked much of the infrastructure of a major base. But on April 29, 1940, a few months after Richardson 
had taken command, Roosevelt ordered the entire fleet to take up station in the embracing arms of Pearl until he said 
differently. With France, Great Britain, and the Netherlands diverted by the brutal struggle against Germany, he had 
reasoned that their Far East colonies would tempt the Japanese, which indeed they did. A fleet sitting so much nearer 
would deter them, the president thought. But to Richardson, FDR’s move smacked of bluff, given how unready the 
fleet was, all for the sake of a part of the world, the Far East, that he thought should not mean that much to the United 
States anyway. “I feel that any move west [to Pearl] means hostilities,” Richardson had written to Washington on May 
13, 1940. “I feel that at this time it would be a grave mistake to become involved in the [Far East] where our interests, 
although important, are not vital.” In a September 12 memo, he told Secretary Knox that the president’s policies were 
“aggressive.” The memo had wondered whether anybody in the capital had given careful thought to anything. Not 
only was the navy not ready for war with Japan, neither was the public, Richardson believed, because Roosevelt had 
not been straight about the threat, not wishing to upset voters so near the 1940 election. Nor did Richardson confine 
himself to questioning grand strategy and national policy. In the same memo, the admiral gave Knox all the practical 
reasons Roosevelt had erred in moving the fleet to Pearl. Morale among crews had dropped because their families 
remained in California; every single necessity—oil, munitions, replacement personnel, oceangoing targets for gunnery 
practice—had to be brought from the mainland. Oahu’s recreation and training facilities could not absorb thousands 
upon thousands of newly arrived officers and enlisted men. The sheer volume of ships clogged even spacious Pearl. 
“Americans are perfectly willing to go anywhere, stay anywhere, do anything when there is a job to be done and they 
can see the reason for their being there,” Richardson said later, “but to keep the fleet—during what the men considered 
normal peacetimes—away from the coast and away from their families, away from recreation, rendered it difficult to 
maintain a high state of morale that is essential to successful training.” These were excellent, almost undeniable points. 
Putting the fleet at Pearl was disruptive. But by complaining so loudly, Richardson came across as uncooperative, 
pessimistic, defeatist. And those were unwelcome qualities in a military commander in a dangerous global 
environment. Summoned to the capital, the admiral sat down with the president on October 8, 1940, and promptly 
removed any doubt about how long he ought to serve. “Mr. President,” he said, “I feel that I must tell you that the 
senior officers of the Navy do not have the trust and confidence in the civilian leadership of this country that is 
essential for the successful prosecution of a war in the Pacific.” Richardson was not unburdening himself 
spontaneously. He had planned exactly what he would say. “I thought that the President could be shocked into either 
changing his policies, or providing adequate implementation of them,” he said, by beefing up the fleet, especially by 
bringing ship companies up to full complement. In Richardson’s view, a misguided civilian needed a healthy face slap 
of reality from a career officer. “I can state with complete accuracy that when the President heard my statement, he 
looked and acted completely crushed.” Well, of course he did. The navy, the object of Roosevelt’s lifelong affection, 
had just spurned his love. After he was fired a few months later, Richardson told Knox, “I have never known a 
commander in chief to be detached in such a summary manner as I have been, and I feel that I owe it to myself to 
inquire as to the reason for my preemptory detachment.” Knox must have been amused at the presumption of 
innocence. “Why Richardson,” he replied, “when you were in Washington last October, you hurt the President’s 
feelings by what you said to him.” At least the admiral would savor a morsel of grim satisfaction. Ten months after the 



change of command, listening to the radio at home on a Sunday afternoon in Washington and as shocked as every 
American, Richardson would realize that being removed in a humiliating ceremony aboard the Pennsylvania in 
February was not as bad as commanding the fleet in December. The other officer striding across the flagship’s deck 
had grown up, as Richardson had, hundreds of miles from the sea, in Henderson, Kentucky. If a civilian had been told 
to conjure the visage, carriage, and career of an admiral in 1941, Husband Edward Kimmel would have materialized. 
He owned the part. During the coming summer, the most famous painter of navy officers, McClelland Barclay, would 
depict the new commander as regal and youthful, his face ruddy and largely unlined at fifty-nine. Above all, the oil 
portrait would capture confidence, its subject’s clear conviction that he could do anything. This was no defeatist. 
Cheeky classmates, quoting the Russian novelist Ivan Tourgenieff, had written in the Naval Academy yearbook of 
1904 that Kimmel “had the air of his own statue erected by national subscription.” He never engaged in anything more 
strenuous than swinging golf clubs (which he did not do especially well), yet he stayed reasonably fit and energetic. 
Two inches shy of six feet, with blue eyes and sandy blond hair sliding toward gray at the temples, he spoke in the 
cadences of his South, sanding the edges off words. His only real physical impairment was his hearing, diminished in 
his left ear and made worse perhaps by having been too close to too many big guns during too many exercises, 
gunnery being a Kimmel field of expertise. When walking, he asked people to stay to his right, so he could hear them 
better. As an ensign, a commander, a captain, and an admiral, Kimmel had sailed almost every sea the planet offered 
and stepped on every continent, or at least the ones that were not all ice. He had nearly four decades in uniform. He 
had commanded a destroyer, a cruiser, a battleship, then squadrons of destroyers, then divisions of cruisers, and even 
bureaus in the Navy Department, first Ordnance and then Budget. The navy was his oxygen. He had bled for it. In 
1914, as he stood on the deck of a warship sent to protect American lives during Mexico’s revolution, a bullet—fired 
from ashore by someone unknown—had struck a railing and splintered, the shards wounding him in an arm and both 
legs. “Lieutenant Kimmel,” his commanding officer had said in a letter for his personnel file, “remained at his post.” 
In a photo, dollops of blood stain the right sleeve of his white uniform. He looks untroubled. He had been in the navy 
so long that, had he wished, he could have ridden shore duty all the way to retirement, but he had no interest. He 
wanted the sea beneath his feet. Being an ocean admiral was such a fine calling, he once told a friend, “I recommend it 
highly.” Kimmel had first seen Oahu on July 16, 1908. “I have heard for years of the beautiful country, fine climate 
and delightful people living here in the Islands,” Ensign Husband had written his mother, Sibbella, “and am now ready 
to vouch for all three.” He was twenty-six, four years out of Annapolis and aboard the Wisconsin, one of sixteen 
battleships that constituted the Great White Fleet, so christened because each had been painted white. The sixteen had 
departed Virginia in December 1907 on a feat of seamanship that President Theodore Roosevelt—the cousin of the 
future White House naval enthusiast—envisioned as proof of escalating American greatness. The sixteen were 
circumnavigating the globe. No navy had done it. During their stop in Honolulu, Ensign Kimmel had gone to the 
beach, the mountains, a local aquarium, and a dance, where he “met some of the native girls.” They were nicer looking 
than Negroes back home, he had written his mother, a sentence probably offensive to few, if any, whites back in 
Henderson. He was having the adventure of his days, often writing home to declare he had been to some event or 
dinner and enjoyed it immensely. Perhaps other ensigns in the fleet peppered their letters with insecurity and 
loneliness, but rarely did Kimmel. He was more likely to send mother Sibbella a drawing of fleet formations or a 
narrative of target practice. “As you know,” he had written her on March 22, 1908, from Magdalena Bay, Mexico, “in 
the superimposed turrets, we have mounted two eight-inch and two twelve-inch guns.” If Sibbella did know the 
intricacies of American battleship turrets, it was because her son’s previous letters had educated her. Considering his 
family history, no one in Henderson would have foreseen that he would have such enthusiasm for the naval life, 
especially after a young Husband and four Henderson friends had overturned in his sailboat on the Ohio River. After 
its recovery, a sign appeared on the little craft: “This boat for Sale Very Cheap—H.E. Kimmel.” His father, Manning, 
was all army, a graduate of West Point and a former cavalryman. Husband had wanted an army career, too, but had to 
settle for the Naval Academy, finishing thirteenth in a class of sixty-two. He was “intensely earnest about everything,” 
the 1904 yearbook said, and “the best type of greaser,” academy slang for “bootlicker.” He may have preferred the 
army, but Kimmel demonstrated an aptitude for the pinpoint requirements of naval gunnery. He liked exactitude, and 
putting a shell on a distant, moving target required just that. He liked procedures. He wanted order. “He’s the most 
honest, conscientious, dedicated man I have ever served with,” said a captain, Joel W. Bunkley. Admirals wanted him 
assigned as an aide. When the United States entered the Great War in 1917, he was dispatched to improve the gunnery 
of the world’s most famous navy, Britain’s—an astounding endorsement. A newspaper would write that Kimmel’s 
“invisible badges of success” were “administrative genius, insatiable curiosity about his ships, uncanny powers of 
observation, gunnery perfection and morale building efficiency.” While he could be demanding and 
mercurial—ripping someone now, laughing with him later—no one doubted his integrity or zeal or patriotism. The 
navy, after all, was not a social club. It was a war-fighting enterprise. By 1933, a chief of naval operations was calling 
Kimmel “a humdinger.” Like everyone else, Kimmel had sought in vain to find a sliver of rationality behind 
Richardson’s firing. He was working directly for him at the time, as commander of the Pacific Fleet’s cruisers, and 
thought the admiral “absolutely top flight,” though he did not know about the insult to Roosevelt. More surprising was 



his selection as the replacement. Fleet commanders tended to be a year or two older than Kimmel was at the time, and 
several admirals sat higher on the seniority ladder. “I hadn’t any intimation that Richardson’s relief was even being 
considered,” Kimmel said, “and even had I known that his relief was being considered, I did not in my wildest dreams 
really think I would get the job.” Officially, Kimmel owed the honor to Roosevelt, who had signed off on his 
appointment. The two had met decades earlier, when Kimmel served as an aide to the then assistant navy secretary 
during festivities commemorating the opening of the Panama Canal. Since then, they had encountered each other on 
occasion, as presidents and ranking officers do, but friends they were not, though Kimmel found him “an engaging 
kind of chap.” Almost certainly, the man who had pushed harder for Kimmel than anyone was the secretary of the 
navy, Frank Knox. Kimmel had spirit. Knox liked spirit. Born on New Year’s Day 1874, William Franklin Knox still 
rippled with energy at sixty-seven, a fitness fanatic. “Short, stocky, straightforward, more prepared to be friendly than 
hostile,” in the words of Attorney General Francis Biddle, Knox “was not subtle, but he was healthy and decent to the 
core.” Gutsy as well. Knox had experienced the mixed thrill of a bullet zinging through his hat in the charge up San 
Juan Hill with Teddy Roosevelt’s Rough Riders, and at forty-three, had enlisted to fight in the Great War. Eventually, 
he wound up in a nonlethal but still combative pursuit in the form of newspapering in Chicago, where he owned the 
Daily News. Oddly, Knox was a Republican, and quite a public one. He had been the GOP candidate for vice president 
in 1936. But seeking a bipartisan gloss for his policies of providing aid to embattled Great Britain and building 
American defenses in a world at war, Democrat Roosevelt had asked Knox to become navy secretary in 1940. Knox 
disliked many things about the president’s New Deal, but he deeply admired his clarity regarding the Nazi threat. If 
anything, Knox wanted even tougher measures directed against Germany, if not all-out shooting. This had prompted 
Democratic senator Burton K. Wheeler of Wyoming to label him an “irresponsible, erratic individual.” With a 
vehemence spelled out in capital letters, Knox loathed those who, like Wheeler, demanded that Roosevelt keep the 
country fully neutral in Europe’s war. “Indifference to the outcome and pursuit of a policy of rigid isolationism is not 
only COWARDLY and DESPICABLE, but is as well a BETRAYAL of our vital interests,” a Daily News editorial 
had thundered. One time while giving a speech, Knox had enthusiastically quoted a letter he had gotten from an 
admiral: “Always we must have no appeasement, no defeatism, no McClellanism,” a reference to Union general 
George B. McClellan, who famously exasperated Abraham Lincoln by taking eons to engage the Confederates in a 
fight. Knox had a glaring weakness. He knew almost nothing about the navy, other than that sea power mattered 
greatly. But employing the techniques of a good journalist, he traveled everywhere, soaking up data about navy jobs, 
needs, and tactics. On September 6, 1940, Knox landed in Hawaii, where he had gone down in a submarine and up in a 
plane launched from an aircraft carrier, the first secretary of the navy ever to reach the air that way. Joe 
Richardson—still in command at that point—also put Knox aboard the Honolulu, the flagship of the cruiser force, led 
by one Husband Kimmel. During sea exercises, the secretary and the admiral chatted quite a bit. “He became very 
enthusiastic about what he saw in the Honolulu and didn’t mind saying so,” Kimmel said. In fact, over breakfast one 
day, an excited Knox vowed to return to Washington and clean out the naval deadwood, getting more of the 
bureaucrats out to sea “where they belong, like you are.” The naval novice seemed to regard Kimmel and the Honolulu 
as models of fine seamanship. But the specter of paper-shufflers joining him on the front lines had appalled Kimmel, 
who, wagging a finger in the face of the secretary, bluntly told Knox to forget the idea—a bluntness that only seemed 
to impress Knox even more. Their time together probably led to Kimmel’s new job four months later. In a subsequent 
letter, a Republican congressman from Minnesota, Melvin J. Maas, told Kimmel, “Frank Knox and I were at the 
launching of the U.S.S. Massachusetts, and I took the occasion to tell him that, if he had done nothing else but 
‘discover’ you and put you in command of the Fleet, he had justified his appointment.” The news not only shocked 
Kimmel, it briefly worried him. He would command more than a hundred warships, hundreds of warplanes, and 
thousands upon thousands of men, and most likely have to lead them against the Japanese. Within days of his 
appointment, Kimmel had written to Admiral Chester W. Nimitz, who had been in the class behind him at Annapolis. 
“My satisfaction is mixed with anxiety,” he had said, “as to whether or not I shall measure up.” The doubt, though, 
soon floated away on Oahu’s breezes. Kimmel had always succeeded. Always. His fitness reports glistened. All those 
superiors who had signed all those evaluations could not all have been wrong. “Of course,” he admitted later, “I had 
considerable conceit. I’d done pretty well up until that time. I thought maybe I could handle it.” His “wildest dreams” 
may not have included replacing Richardson, but he had kneaded the idea of someday succeeding someone as fleet 
commander. That day was simply now. In a letter of congratulations sent on January 9, Joel Bunkley, by now the 
captain of the California, told Kimmel that he had forecast for years that the admiral would reach the top. “I didn’t 
know it would be quite so soon,” Bunkley had written, “only because I didn’t know we were going to have a President 
who would scrap all hide-bound traditions to reach down the list to pick the best man.” “I confess it came sooner that I 
had anticipated,” Admiral Harold R. Stark had told him, “but that it should come, I have long had in the back of my 
head.” Stark, who had graduated in the class ahead of Kimmel’s, held the service’s top uniformed rank, chief of naval 
operations. “I am thankful that I [will] have your calm judgment, your imagination, your courage, your guts and your 
head at the seagoing end,” he wrote to Kimmel on January 13. “Also your CAN DO—rather than can’t.” Kimmel may 
not have detected it, but the last words smacked of a slam at his predecessor, Richardson. Many others felt about 



Kimmel as Stark did, including old friends from Henderson, classmates from the Naval Academy, and shipmates from 
the teens, the twenties, and the thirties. Their letters in the weeks after his appointment often reflected a foreboding 
that difficult days awaited. Being dragged into a second act of global violence seemed such a possibility that when the 
Pacific Fleet took to sea for maneuvers, it doused all visible lights at night to make itself less detectable by 
submarines, a highly desirable ability in time of war. And Kimmel’s correspondents believed he would be the right 
man to have in charge if one broke out. “You are particularly fortunate in coming to bat just now, as the Fleet is almost 
certain to see action during your tour of duty,” one navy acquaintance wrote on January 14. “Perhaps it would be more 
appropriate to say that the country and the Navy are particularly fortunate in having you in command at this time.” 
Admiral Edward C. Kalbfus, under whom Kimmel had served and who was now president of the Naval War College, 
had given him the most succinct endorsement of all in his letter: “I shall rest easier now.” The best missive had come 
from the big house at 512 North Green Street in Henderson, where Kimmel’s diploma from the Naval Academy still 
hung in the foyer. Kimmel’s mother and father had died years before, leaving only his two bachelor brothers to answer 
the telephone that began ringing as soon as the president’s choice of a commander had come over the radio. Singleton, 
now seventy-one, and Lambert, sixty-eight, did not mind the loss of quietude a bit, having been “electrified and 
delighted” by the news about Hubbie, as they called him. “Everybody we know called up, it seemed to me,” Singleton 
wrote him on January 8. He was “swelling up,” and “liable to blow up with pride any time.” When he had gone to a 
picture show, he had been summoned to the stage to say a few words about the great man, who would now vie with 
John James Audubon, the ornithologist, as the greatest Hendersonian of all time. At work—where Singleton still went, 
well past retirement age—they told him he no longer had to convince them there were notable ancestors in the Kimmel 
tree. “Hubbie has knocked them all out,” a coworker had said. “You just say you are Hubbie’s brother.” Singleton, as 
the oldest and now the patriarch of the family, seemed to struggle to adequately convey to his younger sibling how 
wonderful this news was. Kimmels had fought the British in the Revolution and the Yankees in the Civil War, and had 
fought the Indians to subdue the West. But this—the four stars that would rest on Hubbie’s shoulders—beat all. “The 
greatest honor that ever came to a Kimmel,” Singleton had concluded, “or is ever likely to come again.” In ten months, 
he would pen an altogether different letter, after Hubbie had acquired an altogether different kind of fame. When 
Richardson and Kimmel reached their respective microphones, it was the outgoing man who spoke first. He did not 
take note of his premature departure, nor did CBS, nor did Kimmel. All adhered to what amounted to a fiction, that it 
was a good thing Richardson was heading back to Washington for the next exciting post of an illustrious career. In his 
remarks, he only hinted that his tenure may have had difficulties. “All of you can take pride in the work accomplished 
under trying conditions,” he told the guests. “The path ahead is not easy. There is much to be done.” While he 
regretted leaving, he said, his departure “is tempered by the fact that I turn over this command to Admiral Kimmel, a 
friend of long standing, a forthright man, an officer of marked ability and a successor of whom I am proud.” It was 
true; he did like Kimmel. Well before his dismissal, he had put Kimmel’s name on the short list of those who might 
succeed him. Richardson had a final command to give. Each admiral in the navy had a pennant bearing as many stars 
as his rank, and it flew, day and night, from the mast of his ship for as long as he held command, giving rise to “flag 
officer” and “flagship.” Now Richardson ordered his struck from the Pennsylvania. Down the blue ensign fluttered, as 
if Richardson had surrendered. He stepped back from his microphone. Kimmel stepped forward. Reading through 
horn-rimmed glasses, he offered Richardson the thanks of the fleet and promised that whatever he and his ships were 
asked to do for America would be done. “I can only say this, that it shall be my personal motto, or guiding principle, to 
maintain the fleet at the highest possible level of efficiency and preparedness,” Kimmel said. They would be busy in 
the coming months, he added, “in light of what we all know.” He then gave his first command. “Break my flag, sir!” 
and up went one of four stars, not his former two, up into the tropical sunshine, coming to rest above him, above the 
Pennsylvania, above Pearl Harbor, above the Pacific Fleet of the United States of America. “The crisp, blue-eyed 
Kentuckian had become now the sole, solitary, infinitely lonely figure that must henceforth bear responsibility for a 
million tons of fighting steel, the world’s greatest aggregation of warships, the defense and security of his nation,” the 
reporter for the Honolulu Advertiser wrote. It was a day shy of the thirty-seventh anniversary of Husband Kimmel’s 
graduation from the Naval Academy. Among the letters of congratulation he had gotten in the month since his 
appointment was one whose author recalled the remark Kimmel had once made about how being an admiral was so 
enjoyable that he recommended it highly. “I hope you still think so a year from now,” the writer said. 


