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The Giant Begms to Stir
On April 18, 1942, Lieutenant Colonel James H. Doolittle led a group of sixteen
B-25 bombers in the first air strike on Tokyo. The retaliatory attack required 71

officers and 131 enlisted men from the United States Army Air Forces.
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On April 18, 1942, sixteen B-25
medium bombers participated in a
surprise attack on the capital of the

Japanese Empire. This is the story of
the men who spent a harrowing
"thirty seconds over Tokyo."

We know them as . . .
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by George E. Hicks

Director, Airmen Memorial Museum

"Yesterday, December 7, 1941 --
a date which will live in infamy
-- the United States of America
was suddenly and deliberately
attacked by naval and air forces
of the Empire of Japan."

Franklin D. Roosevelt

As those words ricocheted around the world, an angry and
humiliated American nation sprang into action. Throughout
the wounded nation, there was one overriding desire -- avenge
Pearl Harbor. The American public clamored for action even as
the military bound its wounds.

By mid-January 1942, plans began to take shape for some
sort of aerial strike against the island nation of Japan. Yet, the
limited inventory of aircraft and naval vessels severely ham-
pered America's choice of tactics. We had no long-range bomb-
ers stationed close enough to Tokyo with which to launch an
offensive. Available fighter aircraft were carrier-bound, and,
after the December 7 disaster, the huge flattops could not be
risked. The problem: "How do we get our bombers close
enough to make a surprise, retaliatory attack to avenge Pearl
Harbor?"

By the end of January, 1942, the concept of launching
bombers from the deck of a carrier began to receive top level,
highly classified study. Even as the innovators dealt with the
fact that bombers had never been launched from such a tiny
runway, still others were dealing with how to minimize the
risks of such an operation. Aircraft carriers were simply not ex-
pendable.

At nine o'clock on the morning of February 2, the recently
commissioned aircraft carrier Hornet steamed out through the
Hampton Roads waterway near Norfolk, Va. Three things
were clearly evident through the light snow that fell. There
were two Army B-25 bombers lashed to the deck of the flattop
and on the smoke stack of Captain "Pete" Mitscher's carrier
were large hand painted block letters that read: "Remember
Pearl Harbor."

Shortly after one o'clock that afternoon, the crews of the two
aircraft warmed their engines. As the carrier came about, she
pointed her bow into the stiff wind that swept down the deck
at some 45 miles per hour. Inside the aircraft, the pilots locked
their brakes and gradually increased the revolutions to the
power plants that would either "put themin the drink" or carry
them airborne. As the first pilot released the brakes of the
bomber, the aircraft lumbered down the deck into the wind.
The huge wings missed the ship's island (the stack and the
bridge) by a mere six feet, but became airborne almost imme-
diately. The second bomber repeated the feat with similar ease.
Yet, could they do it with a full combat load?

With this first experiment a success, the project gained mo-
mentum.

General "Hap" Arnold, Chief of Staff for the Army Air




