God Bless Hirohito
by John B. Cooke, Jr.

At 7 AM on Monday, December 8, 1941, the Pan American Clipper, The Philippine Clipper, under the command of Captain John Hamilton, departed Wake Island for Guam, enroute to Manila. The airplane carried a crew of 9 plus 2 revenue passengers. Several tons of cargo and mail filled the holds.

As the manager for Panam, one of my duties was to accompany the aircraft to the seaplane area in our launch. After witnessing the routine takeoff, I returned to the dock where the COmmanding Officer of Wake Island, Commander W. Scott Cunningham, USN, was waiting with his orderly. They showed me a dispatch which had just been received from Pearl Harbor where it was now 9:15 AM on Sunday, December 7, 1941. The dispatch was very brief - "OAHU UNDER ATTACK".

Cunningham asked me what I made of it to which I replied, "They must mean the river gunboat Oahu on the Yangtze. Remember a few years ago when they did the same thing to her sister ship the Panay?"

"Of course," replied Cunningham, "that must be it".

Our conjecture was short lived however. Another orderly appeared with a more startling message - "PEARL HARBOR UNDER ATTACK BY JAPANESE AIRCRAFT STOP EXECUTE WAR PLAN ALPHA AGAINST IMPERIAL JAPANESE GOVERNMENT".

With that I returned to the radio-equipped launch and called the Clipper, still visible as it slowly climbed away toward Guam.

"Philippine Clipper, this is Wake. Return to base."

"What was that? Say again please."

""Return to base. Dump fuel if necessary and return to base immediately."

"Why? What's the matter? What did we forget?"

"Nothing has been forgotten. Will explain fully when you return."

Captain Hamilton was normally a verbose individual, but at the moment was unable to do more than sputter, at the same time starting to dump fuel and reversing course for Wake.

When Hamilton joined us on the dock and we showed him the communications from Honolulu, he wholeheartedly agreed with the decision to return to Wake!

Cunningham, Hamilton and I then proceeded to Cunningham's office where we were joined by the Morrinson-Knudsen Superintendent, Dan Teeters, and Major James Devereaux, USMC, head of Wake's Marine detachment.

A council of war followed, with half of us guessing that Wake, Guam and Midway would be next, the other half still refusing to believe the truth. The problem, as Cunningham saw it, particularly in view of Wake's limited defenses, was to learn whether an attack would come from the air or the sea, with the bets being on the latter. Cunningham asked if we would provide the Clipper for an apple-pie search around the island, or would he have to commandeer it. We volunteered and arrangements were started to set up a fighter escort with two of Wake's six aircraft riding shotgun. A takeoff time of 1 PM was established. It was now noon.

Teeters provided his station wagon, complete with Chinese chauffeur Tommy, to carry Hamilton and me back to our base. Shortly before reaching our compound we heard what sounded like more than the usual construction related blasting - and some of it uncomfortably close. Tommy stopped the car, stuck his head out the window and quickly pulled it back.

"Holy smoke!" Tommy expostulated. "Here come the Japs! We haven't got a Chinaman's chance!"

All three of us left the vehicle and looked for the nearest shelter. We were in the very center of a vast seaplane parking area which had recently been paved, with no sign of cover. The sky was crowded with various aircraft, all wearing the red ball of Japan and spewing bombs and machine gun bullets indiscriminately. We finally located a depression in the pavement all of six inches deep and about two feet in diameter. The three of us, ostrich-style, managed to hide in the declivity, or so we thought. Amazingly we were not hit and as soon the planes passed, we sought a better 'ole.

As we neared what was left of the Pan American area, we found a shambles. The hotel was afire, with the staff dashing in and out carrying dishes to safety!

All of our buildings had been hit, including the family dwelling in which until quite recently I had resided with my wife and two young sons who were now in Honolulu.

A month earlier the Pacific Headquarters of the U.S. Navy had issued instructions to all commercial companies on  Guam, Wake and Midway to evacuate all women and children. The Wake population of 2500 included three women and two children. Dan Teeters put up a determined resistance on behalf of his wife FLorence and induced me to follow suit. However, we were forced to follow instructions for which I uttered a prayer of thanks as I entered our bombed-out home. No occupants could possibly have survived.

When the Marine Air Group had arrived two weeks earlier, they had everything they required except gasoline. Our 250,000 gallon storage tanks were almost full so I agreed to 'lend' them 10,000 gallons. Our tank farms were separated by a small boat channel across which we ran a six-inch rubber hose line and started transferring fuel just before dark. According to our computations, the 10,000 gallons would be pumped by 9 AM. I posted a watchman at our tank as did the Marine supply officer on his end.

At 8 AM the next morning I checked our tanks and found but a few more gallons to go. Crossing the channel, I found great consternation at the Marine tank. They had logged 5,000 gallons at midnight but now their gauge showed the tank to be empty!

During the night a tug belonging to the construction company had entered the channel and severed the hose, permitting all 10,000 gallons to drain to the sea.

Needless to say we were both concerned. I, because of my accountability to Panam for the fuel, and the Marine Lieutenant since he could not see how he could possibly repay me and still meet the needs of his Air Detachment. I 'loaned' him another 10,000 gallons.

A grinning Marine, dodging the bomb craters, roared up to me in his jeep on December 8th. He pointed to the flaming tank farms, grabbed my hand and said "God bless Hirohito."

Back on the seaplane dock, a preliminary inspection of the Clipper revealed 23 bullet holes but no damage below the water line, no apparent damage to the engines or fuel tanks and all of the control surfaces reacted properly when tested. We proceeded to add as much fuel as we could and made our plans for evacuation since there was no longer any need for a search!

IN addition to the 9 crew and 2 revenue passengers, we hoped to carry the 41 U.S. based staff of Panam. The normal capacity of the Martin CLipper was 30 passengers on a flight not requiring too much gasoline. We estimated that we would exceed the maximum allowable gross weight by several thousand pounds.

The 40 Guamanian staff of Panam had been told to report to Dan Teeters who agreed to house, feed and utilize them until they were able to proceed in the other direction to their homes on Guam. Two of them remained on the dock in order to release the mooring lines when we finally departed. [NOTE: Winfield Scott Cunningham was critical of this decision in his book, Wake Island Command, but he didn’t offer any alternative solution.  At the time it was assumed that they would be returned to Guam either by Panam, the Navy or the Imperial Japanese forces.]

The evacuees had been instructed to report immediately to the airplane with no more baggage than they could carry in their pockets. When we counted noses, we were missing Waldo Raugust, one of the construction technicians. Captain Hamilton asked me to hold everyone by the plane while he personally searched for Raugust who was reportedly driving injured to the hospital.

While we were waiting, a group of about 50 men from the construction camp came down the length of the 300-foot dock. Our military revenue passenger was wearing a sidearm and suggested to me that he would hold the mob at bay until Hamilton returned since they were obviously planning to get aboard the airplane. Although I felt we might be in for trouble, I talked him out of his plan. As they came near, one man stepped ahead of the group and asked what we were planning to do. I replied that we were hoping to get in the air with quite an overload, head for Midway and hopefully Honolulu. It was quite a relief when he extended his hand and and wished us the best of luck!

By this time Hamilton had returned, but without Raugust. [NOTE: Waldo Raugust spent the war years in an Japanese POW camp, as did the Guamanian staff. Following the war Raugust returned to Pan American Airways in San Francisco as an employee.] We could wait no longer. All hands boarded the airplane and we kept our fingers crossed as each engine starter button was pressed. One by one the four Pratt-Whitneys started to sing their familiar song. It was beautiful music but we still had a long way to go. As the men on the dock released our lines and waved farewell, we taxied to the takeoff end of the lagoon. All checks continued to indicate everything normal. Finally we were ready and takeoff power was applied.

The limited seaplane area at Wake was dredged to 4 feet at low tide with a red flag on a pole at the last point to discontinue an unsuccessful takeoff without running aground. By the time we reached the red flag, the aircraft had not even reached the 'step', one of the early stages necessary for flight. I was standing between Captain Hamilton and the co-pilot. Hamilton said we would have to jettison as much weight as we could in addition to the cargo and mail which had been left on the dock.

"Throw everything overboard that isn't essential to the flight , and do it fast." I  relayed the instructions and out went the floorboards, seats, the navigator's table and stool, plus some empty food and water containers. By this time we were again at the takeoff position. Also, remembering the inherent nose-heaviness of the M-130, I moved 5 men from the bow to the rearmost compartment. We started our second run.

This time the plane was just rising to the ‘step’ as we passed the red flag and again retarded the throttles.

As we continued to jettison anything we could find, someone discovered the crew baggage in the belly compartment.  One of the off-duty crewmembers noted our intentions and hastened to notify Hamilton.

“Keep throwing everything out that you can, but not the crew bags” was the startling order!

Since the second attempt had been slightly more encouraging than the first, I sent another 5 men from the bow to the stern and resumed my position between the pilots.

Everything we had done, including the fuel we had consumed on the first two runs, was in our favor, and as the Flight Engineer advised, one more attempt at the same power setting might result in cylinder heads flying out through the engine cowlings!  In short, this time it had better work!

We started our third run.  We finally reached the ‘step’ and as we passed the now familiar red flag it was now or never.  We would normally have discontinued the attempt again since we were at too low a speed for lift-off, but gaining.  I shouted to Hamilton that he was now in one foot of water and must continue the takeoff.

The airplane literally staggered out of the water, two feet, touched back on, almost stalled, dragged across the beach which was now about three feet under our keel.  Too low to maneuver, and straight ahead not more than 100 yards was the still burning hotel.  We cleared it by a good six feet and the heat rising from the building gave us a welcome boost, albeit a bit hot and smoky.

The bullet holes in the fuselage caused our plane to whistle somewhat but all of the essential systems were functioning perfectly.  In an effort to avoid detection, we flew just above the waves in the direction of Midway, 1,080 miles away.  Our estimated time of arrival was midnight and we would be forced to locate the spot by celestial navigation since all radio beacons and direction finders were now on wartime silence.

It was a most welcome relief when darkness fell and we climbed to 5,000 feet with its much more comfortable temperature.

By this time a certain amount of optimism had replaced our earlier apprehension and our spirits soared an hour later when the cockpit announced the sighting of two surface vessels travelling at high speed on a reciprocal course.  We cheered what we believed to be the U. S. Navy enroute to Wake.

Being an ex-flight radioman, I manned the radio on the airplane, and put the radio on a ground frequency and listened.  About 2 AM Honolulu time I heard the Panam radio station in Honolulu talking to San Francisco.  When they stopped, I just sent “PN JB”.  PN was the call sign for Swede Paulsen in Honolulu and my old sign had been JB, so he knew who I was.  He was astounded, of course, and I asked him to call my wife at the Moana Hotel.  Paulsen also alerted Midway that we were enroute, so the few PBYs which had not been destroyed by the Japanese cruisers, would not shoot us down.

All eyes were straining for the white line of surf which we thought would be our only method of sighting Midway, when what appeared to be a premature sunrise brightened the sky ahead.  We later learned that the two vessels we had spotted were Japanese cruisers which had shelled Midway an hour earlier.  The burning buildings on Midway served as a beacon for our approach and provided sufficient light to permit our safe landing on the lagoon.

Midway, in spite of its recent attack, was able to provide us with fuel and food.  An hour after arriving we were on our way again to Honolulu, with one more passenger but a much less complicated takeoff due to the ampleness of the Midway lagoon as compared to Wake.  Only 1,140 miles to go!  We should be there by mid afternoon.  We landed at Pearl Harbor at 4 PM on December 8th, 1941.

My father, LTCMDR J. B. Cooke,  was the commanding officer of the Navy Section Base and was on hand to meet us.  Admiral Husband E. Kimmel, Commander-in-Chief of the Pacific Naval Forces, had requested that Captain Hamilton and I report to him the following morning and brief him on the events at Wake the day before.

After we had reported, Kimmel said, “Cooke, Cooke, let me see.  Didn’t you and Teeters raise a fuss about our pulling your families off Wake?  You people should have realized we knew exactly what we were doing.”

I couldn’t think of anything appropriate to say, so I merely turned my head and gazed out his window which overlooked Pearl Harbor and the still burning remains of the once proud Pacific Fleet. {NOTE: Based upon an oral remembrance of the event, when they left Kimmel’s office, LTCMDR J. B. Cooke, USN, said to his son, “You shouldn’t have looked out the window.  The Admiral didn’t like it.”  He knew that Kimmel would take the fall for the “surprise” attack and he felt sorry for him. (See NCVA CRYPTOLOG, Covallis, Oregon Fall 1988, page 20).

Isyl Cooke wrote up a version of these events called Escape From Wake Island for the Kansas City Star which was published in the Sunday, March 22, 1942 edition. A version of this write-up was published by the Navy Cryptologic Veterans Association Fall 1988 Cryptolog (volumes 10, Number 1, Page 20 – with pictures).  A copy is archived at the National Prisoner of War Museum in Andersonville, Georgia.  See also “Voices of My Peers -  Clipper Memories” by Eugene J. Dunning, Published by the author Clipper Press, Nevada City, California, 1996 page 92.

