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Where was the only invasion of United States' soil during World War [1? Most people are
confused by this question. Weren't World War 11 battlefields confined to Europe, Africa, and Asia? In fact,
thousands of troops fought and died within the borders of the United States. Fifteen months of treacherous
land, air, and sea battles were fought in Alaska s Aleutian Islands. This campaign, nicknamed the
Thousand Mile War (Garfield), was for control of the thin, sprawling archipelago that forms a bridge
between Asia and North America. Given the scope of World War [, it was atiny campaign (often reduced
to parenthetical referencesin history); yet military preparations for the battles, and the battles themselves,
significantly altered the course of the War, and shaped the Alaska territory into one of the United States.

As the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941, Alaskans heard false reports:
“...They heard a Tokyo announcer boast that Alaska, too, had been hit: that Dutch Harbor and Kodiak
were in flames; that Sitka and Anchorage had been captured; that 3,000 civilians had been killed in the
bombing of Fairbanks alone” (Potter 9). Alaska seemed to be too far away from World War |1 theatersto
be important, but maps tell us otherwise (see Attachment A). Sitting atop the Pacific Ocean, it borders
Canada and is only 57 miles from Russia. Stretching west from the mainland are the Aleutian Islands— a
thousand mile long chain of 120 islands “aiming like a curved sword at Japan” (Gilman 8). The
westernmost island is just 700 miles from Japan.

Strategically, the Aleutians were attractive to both the Allies and Japan. The Allies needed them to
protect North Pacific shipping, which carried U.S. war egquipment to the Soviets (Allard 7). Also,
Japanese occupation of the islands could mean disaster: “If they took Alaska, they would be within 3
hours bombing distance of the great Boeing bomber plant and Bremerton Navy Yard at Seattle. In the
other direction, they would be within point blank striking distance of the Soviet Union” (Garfield 16).

Likewise, the Allies could strike at Japan from the Aleutians, but in 1940 there was practically no
Alaskan military. “Weather was the biggest obstacle,” observed veteran James Polley. The warm Pacific
breezes from the south and the frigid Bering Sea blasts from the north clash over the Aleutians, creating

relentless fog. Frequent gale force winds called williwaws keep trees from taking root; they flip airplanes
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over and rip tents and buildings apart. Williwaws inspired sayings like: “If the wind ever stopped,
everybody would fall on their face” (Mills 88).

The Aleutians' volcanic terrain is mountainous and barren. Muskeg, athick spongy bog, covers
the lowlands, making travel and building difficult. One soldier said: “When | get to hell... there’ sonly
onething I'm afraid of. That [devil] may toss me in muskeg instead of fire” (Morgan 30). This
inhospitable environment kept all except the native Aleuts away. In 1940, there were no roads or airfields.
Infact, theislands' interiors were largely unmapped, and Russian surveys from 1864 were used for naval
charts of Aleutian waters (Garfield 15).

Though the Alaska Territory’ s official flower was the forget-me-not (Driscoll 15), the main reason
there was no military was that Americans rarely thought about Alaska. Its Congressional delegate,
Anthony Dimond, worked to convince Washington legislators that Alaska was not a“frozen waste”
(Potter 35). He was certain Alaskawould have arolein the War (Dimond A8). Consequently, Major
General Simon Buckner, Jr., was appointed as the first Alaska Defense Commander in August 1940.

Buckner faced tremendous challenges. Alaskawas virtually an island — there were no land
routesinto it (Lindley 28). Thisisolation kept people and industry away. General Buckner was resourceful
and determined. He soon had military forces building roads, runways, and bases throughout Alaska,
spending nearly $1 million daily (Alaska at War). March 1942 ended Alaska' s isolation from the
continental U.S. — Buckner began building the first road that would completely link them, the Alaskan-
Canadian Military Highway (ALCAN, now called the Alaska Highway). Initially, the Canadians opposed
the road because they would be vulnerable if Japan invaded Alaska. The Japanese fleet’s dominance in the
Pacific, however, threatened Canada’ s west coast water routes. A road would provide an alternate supply
line, so Canada agreed to let construction begin (Gilman 62-6). Ifron Burns, then aresident of Edmonton,
remembers. “It was all big news. It changed our lives.”

It was a mammoth project. Military and civilian engineers worked every day, through a mosquito-
filled spring and summer and a frigid autumn and winter. African-American and white units worked

together, ararity during the segregated 1940’ s. Canadian Indians led reconnaissance parties to choose the
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best route (Rainey 153). “ The pioneer road, stretching
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Asthe Allies prepared for the Japanese, they battled the resident enemy: the weather. Navigating
foggy coastlines was literally done by feel — soldiers, held by their ankles, dragged their handsin the
water, feeling for rocks (Garfield 219). Fog coated everything with thick ice. New procedures were
needed to keep equipment running. Pilots had to be trained to fly by instruments when fog blinded them.
The Cold Weather Experimental Air Station opened, and experienced Alaskan pilots taught the military
their tricks (Gilman 33-6). Asthey learned to tackle the harsh conditions they shared their knowledge,
which helped Allied soldiersin other theaters.

Asthe military explored Alaska's vastness, it became apparent they couldn’t protect it all. So
Governor Ernest Gruening and Major Marvin Marston traveled 6,000 rugged miles to ask the Eskimos to

help (Gabriel 22). Eskimos were informed of their rights as American citizens (e.g. to vote, hold office).
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Then they were asked to join the home guard: the Alaskan Territorial Guard. Nearly every able-bodied
Eskimo, aged twelve to sixty, joined and refused any payment for their service (Cheney, 128). This
gesture demonstrated that, despite cultural differences, Alaskans were willing to unite to defend their
country.

Alaskafeverishly prepared for war asthe list of Japanese conquests grew. By mid-1942, every
American Pacific battleship lay at the bottom of the ocean, and Japan controlled the western Pacific
(Garfield 5). The Allies couldn’t hold them back. Despite this, the Japanese had two concerns. a surprise
American air raid on Tokyo and the Allies' phenomenal wartime production. In April 1942, Jimmy
Doolittle’s bomber squadron took off from the U.S.S. Hornet and launched the first raid on mainland
Japan. They inflicted no major damage except to Japanese morale. The Japanese guessed the attack came
from the Aleutians because bombers had never flown from carriers before (Earle 103).

The Japanese war staff argued about their next move. Their victorious admiral, |soroku
Y amamoto, believed they could only win a short war because the Allies had manufacturing superiority.
He wanted to crush the American Pacific fleet in one stroke. Others thought Australia should be taken.
Doolittle’' s raid convinced them that Y amamaoto was right: it was time to destroy the American fleet and to
eliminate attacks from the Aleutians (Rice 26). Y amamoto's plan was to pretend amajor attack on the
Aleutians, expecting the American fleet would rush northward to protect Alaska. The real target was the
American Midway Islandsin the Central Pacific, halfway between the U.S. and Japan. The Japanese
would conquer Midway and wait there for the Americans as they returned to counterattack (Sauvain 12).

The Americans also had a brilliant admiral: Chester Nimitz. He was the Navy’ s best strategist —
and perhaps the luckiest, because while the Japanese prepared their fatal stroke, the U.S. cracked atop-
secret Japanese code. Now Nimitz knew the main target was Midway, so he sent his strongest naval forces
there. Unfortunately for Alaska, Nimitz didn’'t consider it a strategic priority. He sent only what he could
gpare: five cruisers, fourteen destroyers, and six submarines to add to their tiny fleet of World War |
vintage destroyers and wooden fishing boats painted navy gray. The Air Force had about 45 bombers

scattered throughout Alaska (MacGarrigle 6). The Japanese anticipated alarge battle in Aleutian waters,
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so they sent a strong force — two aircraft carriers, the Ryujo and the Junyo, carrying 82 attack planes,
accompanied by an armada of other ships (Garfield 1). An even stronger force with four carriers sailed to
Midway. In June 1942, Alaskan forces bravely waited for the Japanese fleet to appear, while Nimitz
waited at Midway.

On June 3, the Japanese attacked the Dutch Harbor Naval Station on Unalaska Island (eastern
Aleutians). The battle was neither glorious nor decisive. For two foggy days, both sides scored only
sporadic hits (Office of Naval Intelligence 4-8). In spite of itstiny force, Alaskaimpressed Japan with its
defensive strength — especially the unexpected airfield on Umnak Island, 100 miles west of Dutch
Harbor. On June 5, the Japanese disappeared from Dutch Harbor.

During the Dutch Harbor battle, cumbersome American patrol bombers, PBY's (Hald), fought the
most nimble and deadly planes in the war: Japanese Zeros. The PBY’ stook a beating; but one defeated
PBY caused amajor turning point in World War 11 aviation. AsaZero pilot cruelly strafed the PBY’s
survivors, an American gunner shot awell-placed bullet into the Zero, and its oil pressure plummeted.
The Zero was forced to land on uninhabited Akutan Island, snagging its landing gear on the swampy
muskeg. The plane flipped, killing the pilot. It lay undiscovered for a month.

The U.S. military was desperate to study Zero technology, but battle-mangled pieces were al it
could recover. Ironically, aPBY pilot found the Akutan Zero. Allied aviators rebuilt and tested it. They
discovered its shortcomings, such as no armor and poor high altitude performance (Reardon 73). From
this, they developed better dogfighting techniques such as “The Thach Weave” (Reardon 7), and better
equipment. Zero casualties soared as Allied fliers learned their secrets. In a 1944 battle nicknamed the
Grand Marianas Turkey Shoot (Ethell 616), Americans shot down 90 percent of the Zeros while suffering
only 10 percent losses. Thislone Aleutian Zero led the way to Allied air dominance.

In the meantime, on June 4, 1942, the Midway battle raged. Within thirty hours, al four Japanese
carriers and one American carrier had sunk. During the battle, Y amamoto signaled the two carriersin the
Aleutians for support, but neither could come (Garfield 41). By June 5, Y amamoto wasin retreat. It was

the first American victory in the Pacific theater, and demonstrated that aircraft carriers were essential in

Copyright © 2000 Anna M. Rice. http://section216.com/history



Rice7

modern warfare (Lehrer 20). Two powerful Japanese carriers had been detained by atiny Aleutian force.
Had the Japanese attacked Midway with two additional carriers, the outcome might have been different.
These carriers with their clouds of Zeros would at least have inflicted heavier Allied losses. Instead of
floundering in Aleutian fog, the Ryujo and Junyo might have won the Battle of Midway for the Japanese.

Defeat at Midway demoralized the Japanese. At first, Y amamoto was going to cancel the Aleutian
campaign too; after al, it was only aruse. But Japan wanted a victory, no matter how minor, to boost
morale. So on June 6, the Japanese occupied the far western Aleutian Islands of Attu and Kiska. Attu, 900
miles from Dutch Harbor, was inhabited by a missionary, hiswife, and thirty-nine Aleuts. A ten-man U.S.
Naval Weather detachment was on Kiska (Webber 58). With barely a struggle, two Aleutian Islands were
in Japanese hands. Thousands of troops began building bases on both isdlands. When the fog lifted on June
10, 1942, the Americans found the Japanese firmly entrenched on their soil.

Now Americawas worried. U.S. leaders wanted to evict the Japanese, but wouldn’t send invasion
troops because other theaters had higher priorities. For eleven months, the tiny Alaskan forces bombarded
Attu and Kiska. They bombed night and day, from land and sea, through the worst winter in years. Fog
hid approaching planes, but the Japanese pointed guns at holesin the fog and shot down planes as they
dived through. Quickly, pilots learned to bomb blindly using navigation and a stopwatch. They flew
below radar, aslow asfifty feet, to hit their targets (Thorburn 79-83). It was perilous duty, and the
mountains were soon covered with broken planes. “ There were plenty of Japanese planes flying around
up there, too. We lost more [U.S. pilots] than we saw again,” said James Polley, veteran of the seaplane
tender Casco. They were atenacious bunch; in fact, so many Alaskan naval aviators earned the
Distinguished Flying Cross that they nicknamed it the Aleutian Service Medal (Thorburn 84).

This phase of the Aleutian campaign was heavily censored. The U.S. military wanted peopleto
believe that “In Army and Navy circles, the Japanese landings were viewed as nothing to arouse concern”
(“Silence” 1), whilein private arguing about the best way to evict the Japanese (Morton 421-33). During

the eleven month Japanese occupation of the Aleutians, the New York Times had only afew articles about
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THE PACIFIC WAR ISN'T COMPLETELY NEGLECTED what was happening there. Most were short
- reports saying many bombs were dropped on the
Islands, with no U.S. casualties reported.

Using the Aleutians as steppingstones,

Alaskan forces crept toward Attu and Kiska. They

speedily built air bases: an airfield on Adak (250
miles from Kiska) was operational in only ten
days (Webber 84). The relentless bombing wore
the Japanese down and tied up valuable military
resources. Even the Japanese Navy questioned the

wisdom of staying, but the Army to refuse to

budge, primarily because of political rivalry

- : . A . (Simons#65).

Editorial cartoon from Minneapolis Morning Tribune (Carlisle A4)

Early in 1943, the Japanese started an
airfield on Attu. Thisthreat finally compelled U.S. military leadersto evict the Japanese (Gilman 150).
First, Attu’s supply lines from Japan were cut (War Dept. 2-7), and on May 11, fifteen thousand Allied
troops landed on Attu. They had no accurate maps of the island’ sinterior, but guessed it would take two
daysto evict the Japanese. Instead, it took eighteen days of deadly combat. Army Engineer Gaylord Tapp
remembers. “... Thekid | was seeping with; they [the Japanese] chopped a bayonet in the tent and killed
him right next to me.” The outnumbered Japanese refused to surrender — they believed it would dishonor
them. Instead, they fought to the death, or committed suicide. Over 2,350 Japanese died; only 28 were
captured. The American casualties were high: 550 killed, 1000 wounded (Snyder 22), and many more
weather-related injuries because many of the troops had been outfitted for African battles (“Part 117).

The Americans wanted Kiska back, too. From May through August, they bombed it with

thousands of tons of explosives. On August 15, Kiskawas invaded by 29,000 Americans and 5,500

Canadians, but it was deserted. Five thousand Japanese had escaped under the fog three weeks earlier
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(MacGarrigle 23-6). The U.S. military immediately put the reclaimed islands to work for them. They
became bases for bombing runs to the Japanese Kurile Islands. Thistied up precious Japanese war
resources as they struggled to keep the Americans away from Japan.

Americans, enthusiastic about the Aleutian victory, called for more resources in the Pacific
theater so that other territory lost to Japan could be reclaimed (Costello 406-9). Thisled to a series of
Pacific campaigns that assured victory over Japan.

When World War 11 ended, the face and spirit of Alaska had changed. It was no longer a
mysterious, isolated territory. The military had mapped it in great detail, including its 34,000 mile
coastline (Garfield 303). Airfields, telephone lines, and the Alaska Highway connected it to the rest of the
continent. The war had brought 500,000 people to Alaska; some stayed, raising the population by 75
percent in the forties and the fifties (Barabba table 1-50). More people meant businesses could grow.
People were interested in Alaska, so its first Associated Press office opened in 1956 (Tobin). In 1959,
recognized as an important part of our country, Alaska became the forty-ninth state.

History usually passes over the Thousand Mile War in a paragraph. The contributions of this
campaign deserve more. Alaska diverted important Japanese war resources from the Battle of Midway.
For the rest of the war, like a bad headache, the Aleutians kept the Japanese from fully concentrating on
other theaters. This campaign was a headache for Americans, too. Impossible geography, lousy weather,
and inadequate training, facilities, and equipment were all standard issuein the Aleutians. Still, the
tenacity and ingenuity of the American troops prevailed. They not only fought the Japanese, they defeated
intolerable conditions by developing new strategies that could be used throughout the war. With a bit of
luck, they found the key that gave the Allies the upper hand in the air. They built runways and roads at
Blitzkrieg speed, finally connecting Alaskato the rest of the United States. Today’ s thriving state of

Alaskaisthe legacy of the Aleutian Campaign.
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This article was the first report to the public that Japanese might be on U.S. soil. Thisisimportant
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