
1. William Manchester joined the military after the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor. On a Pacific island, he would have to 
confront that horror of war for the first time when he killed a man in face-to-face combat. Manchester's target was a 
Japanese sniper firing on Manchester's buddies from a fisherman's shack. 
 

“My mouth was dry, my legs quaking, and my eyes out of focus. Then my vision cleared. I . . . kicked the door with my 
right foot, and leapt inside. . . . I . . . saw him as a blur to my right. . . . My first shot missed him, embedding itself in the 
straw wall, but the second caught him dead-on . . . . A wave of blood gushed from the wound. . . . He dipped a hand in it 
and listlessly smeared his cheek red. . . . Almost immediately a fly landed on his left eyeball. . . . A feeling of disgust and 
self-hatred clotted darkly in my throat, gagging me.” 

 

2.  JAPANESE ADVANCES   The Pacific War was a savage conflict fought with raw courage. Few who took part in that 
fearsome struggle would return home unchanged. In the first six months after Pearl Harbor, the Japanese conquered an 



empire that dwarfed Hitler's Third Reich. On the Asian mainland, Japanese troops overran Hong Kong, Vietnam, Laos, 
Cambodia, Malaya, Burma, Thailand, and much of China. They also swept south and east across the Pacific, conquering the 
Dutch East Indies, Guam, Wake Island, the Solomon Islands, and countless other outposts in the ocean, including two 
islands in the Aleutian chain, which were part of Alaska. 
 
3. In the Philippines, 80,000 American and Filipino troops battled the Japanese for control. At the time of the Japanese 
invasion in December 1941, General Douglas MacArthur was in command of Allied forces on the islands. When American 
and Filipino forces found themselves with their backs to the wall on Bataan, President Roosevelt ordered MacArthur to 
leave. On March 11, 1942, MacArthur left the Philippines with his wife, his son, and his staff. As he left, he pledged to the 
many thousands of men who did not make it out, "I shall return." 
 
4. BATTLE OF THE PACIFIC   The main Allied forces in the Pacific were Americans and Australians. In May 1942 they 
succeeded in stopping the Japanese drive toward Australia in the five-day Battle of the Coral Sea. For the first time since 
Pearl Harbor, a Japanese invasion had been stopped and turned back. 
 
5. THE BATTLE OF MIDWAY   Japan's next push was toward Midway Island, a lonely island which lies northwest of Hawaii. 
Here again the Allies succeeded in stopping the Japanese. Americans had broken the Japanese code and knew that Midway 
was to be their next target. 
 
6. Admiral Chester Nimitz, the commander of American naval forces in the Pacific, moved to defend the island. On June 3, 
1942, his scout planes found the Japanese fleet. The Americans sent torpedo planes and dive bombers to the attack. The 
Japanese were caught with their planes still on the decks of their carriers. The results were devastating. By the end of the 
Battle of Midway, the Japanese had lost four aircraft carriers, a cruiser, and 250 planes. In the words of a Japanese official, at 
Midway the Americans had "avenged Pearl Harbor." 
 
7.  The Battle of Midway was a turning point in the Pacific War. Soon the Allies began "island hopping." Island by island 
they won territory back from the Japanese. With each island, Allied forces moved closer to Japan. 
 

The Allies Go on the Offensive 
8. The first Allied offensive began in August 1942 when 19,000 troops 
stormed Guadalcanal in the Solomon Islands. By the time the Japanese 
abandoned Guadalcanal six months later, they called it the Island of Death.  
Guadalcanal marked Japan's first defeat on land, but not its last. The 
Americans continued leapfrogging across the Pacific toward Japan, and in 
October 1944, some 178,000 Allied troops and 738 ships converged on 
Leyte Island in the Philippines. General MacArthur, who had left the 
Philippines two years earlier, waded ashore and announced, "People of 
the Philippines: I have returned." 

 
9. IWO JIMA   After retaking much of the Philippines and liberating the 
American prisoners of war there, MacArthur and the Allies turned to Iwo 
Jima, an island that writer William Manchester later described as "an ugly, 

smelly glob of cold lava squatting in a surly ocean." Iwo Jima (which means "sulfur island" in Japanese) was critical to the 
United States as a base from which heavily loaded bombers might reach Japan. It was also perhaps the most heavily 
defended spot on earth, with 20,700 Japanese troops entrenched in tunnels and caves. More than 6,000 marines died 
taking this desolate island, the greatest number in any battle in the Pacific to that point. Only 200 Japanese survived. Just 
one obstacle now stood between the Allies and a final assault on Japan—the island of Okinawa. 
 



The Atomic Bomb Ends the War 
10. The taking of Iwo Jima opened the way for an invasion of Japan. However, Allied leaders knew that such an invasion 
would become a desperate struggle. Japan still had a huge army that would defend every inch of homeland. President 
Truman saw only one way to avoid an invasion of Japan. He decided to use a powerful new weapon that had been 
developed by scientists working on the Manhattan Project—the atomic bomb. 
 

11. President Truman 
now faced a difficult 
decision. Should the 
Allies use the bomb to 
bring an end to the war 
and save American 
lives? Truman did not 
hesitate. On July 25, 
1945, he ordered the 
military to make final 
plans for dropping two 
atomic bombs on 
Japanese targets. A day 
later, the United States 
warned Japan that it 
faced "prompt and 
utter destruction" 
unless it surrendered 
at once. Japan refused. 
Truman later wrote, 
"The final decision of 

where and when to use the atomic bomb was up to me. Let there be no mistake about it. I regarded the bomb as a military 
weapon and never had any doubt that it should be used." 
 
12. HIROSHIMA AND NAGASAKI   On August 6, a B-29 bomber named Enola Gay released an atomic bomb, code-named 
Little Boy, over Hiroshima , an important Japanese military center. Forty-three seconds later, almost every building in the 
city collapsed into dust from the force of the blast. Hiroshima had ceased to exist. Still, Japan's leaders hesitated to 
surrender. Three days later, a second bomb, code-named Fat Man, was dropped on Nagasaki , leveling half the city. By the 
end of the year, an estimated 200,000 people had died as a result of injuries and radiation poisoning caused by the atomic 
blasts. Yamaoka Michiko was 15 years old and living near the center of Hiroshima when the first bomb hit 
 

“They say temperatures of 7,000 degrees centigrade hit me. . . . Nobody there looked like human beings. . . . 
Humans had lost the ability to speak. People couldn't scream, 'It hurts!' even when they were on fire. . . . 
People with their legs wrenched off. Without heads. Or with faces burned and swollen out of shape. The 
scene I saw was a living hell.” 

 
13. Emperor Hirohito was horrified by the destruction wrought by the bomb. "I cannot bear to see my innocent people 
suffer any longer," he told Japan's leaders tearfully. Then he ordered them to draw up papers "to end the war." On 
September 2, formal surrender ceremonies took place on the U.S. battleship Missouri in Tokyo Bay. "Today the guns are 
silent," said General MacArthur in a speech marking this historic moment. "The skies no longer rain death—the seas bear 
only commerce—men everywhere walk upright in the sunlight. The entire world is quietly at peace." 


