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The United States was plunged into the inferno of
World War II with the most stupefying and humiliat-

ing military defeat in its history. In the dismal months
that ensued, the democratic world teetered on the edge
of disaster.

Japan’s fanatics forgot that whoever stabs a king
must stab to kill. A wounded but still potent American
giant pulled itself out of the mud of Pearl Harbor, grimly
determined to avenge the bloody treachery. “Get Japan
first” was the cry that rose from millions of infuriated
Americans, especially on the Pacific Coast. These out-
raged souls regarded America’s share in the global 
conflict as a private war of vengeance in the Pacific, with
the European front a kind of holding operation.

But Washington, in the so-called ABC-1 agreement
with the British, had earlier and wisely adopted the
grand strategy of “getting Germany first.” If America
diverted its main strength to the Pacific, Hitler might
crush both the Soviet Union and Britain and then
emerge unconquerable in Fortress Europe. But if
Germany was knocked out first, the combined Allied
forces could be concentrated on Japan, and its daring

game of conquest would be up. Meanwhile, just enough
American strength would be sent to the Pacific to pre-
vent Japan from digging in too deeply.

The get-Germany-first strategy was the solid founda-
tion on which all American military strategy was built. But
it encountered much ignorant criticism from two-fisted
Americans who thirsted for revenge against Japan.
Aggrieved protests were also registered by shorthanded
American commanders in the Pacific and by Chinese and
Australian allies. But President Roosevelt, a competent
strategist in his own right, wisely resisted these pressures.

The Allies Trade Space for Time

Given time, the Allies seemed bound to triumph. But
would they be given time? True, they had on their side
the great mass of the world’s population, but the wolf is
never intimidated by the number of the sheep. The
United States was the mightiest military power on
earth—potentially. But wars are won with bullets, not
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822 CHAPTER 35 America in World War II, 1941–1945

blueprints. Indeed America came perilously close to 
losing the war to the well-armed aggressors before it
could begin to throw its full weight onto the scales.

Time, in a sense, was the most needed munition.
Expense was no limitation. The overpowering problem
confronting America was to retool itself for all-out war
production, while praying that the dictators would not
meanwhile crush their adversaries who still remained in
the field—notably Britain and the Soviet Union. Haste
was all the more imperative because the highly skilled
German scientists might turn up with unbeatable secret
weapons, including rocket bombs and perhaps even
atomic arms.

America’s task was far more complex and back-
breaking than during World War I. It had to feed, clothe,
and arm itself, as well as transport its forces to regions as
far separated as Britain and Burma. More than that, it
had to send a vast amount of food and munitions to its

hard-pressed allies, who stretched all the way from 
the USSR to Australia. Could the American people,
reputedly “gone soft,” measure up to this herculean
task? Was democracy “rotten” and “decadent,” as the
dictators sneeringly proclaimed?

The Shock of War

National unity was no worry, thanks to the electrifying
blow by the Japanese at Pearl Harbor. American Com-
munists had denounced the Anglo-French “imperial-
ist” war before Hitler attacked Stalin in 1941, but they
now clamored for an unmitigated assault on the Axis
powers. The handful of strutting pro-Hitlerites in the
United States melted away, while millions of Italian
Americans and German Americans loyally supported
the nation’s war program. In contrast to World War I,
when the patriotism of millions of immigrants was
hotly questioned, World War II actually speeded the
assimilation of many ethnic groups into American
society. Immigration had been choked off for almost
two decades before 1941, and America’s ethnic com-
munities were now composed of well-settled mem-
bers, whose votes were crucial to Franklin Roosevelt’s
Democratic party. Consequently, there was virtually no
government witch-hunting of minority groups, as had
happened in World War I.

A painful exception was the plight of some 110,000
Japanese Americans, concentrated on the Pacific Coast
(see “Makers of America: The Japanese,” pp. 824–825).
The Washington top command, fearing that they might
act as saboteurs for Japan in case of invasion, forcibly

Throwing in an Extra Charge, 1941
The Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor in 1941 excited 
virulent hatred of Japan among Americans, who called
for a war of vengeance against the treacherous
aggressor. Anti-Japanese sentiment remained 
stronger than anti-German sentiment throughout 
the war.

American song titles after Pearl Harbor
combined nationalism with unabashed
racism: “We Are the Sons of the Rising
Guns,” “Oh, You Little Son of an Oriental,”
“To Be Specific, It’s Our Pacific,” “The Sun
Will Soon Be Setting on the Land of the
Rising Sun,” “The Japs Don’t Stand a
Chinaman’s Chance,” and “We’re Gonna
Find a Fellow Who Is Yellow and Beat Him
Red, White, and Blue.”
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The Internment of Japanese Americans 823

herded them together in concentration camps, though
about two-thirds of them were American-born U.S. 
citizens. This brutal precaution was both unnecessary
and unfair, as the loyalty and combat record of Japanese
Americans proved to be admirable. But a wave of
post–Pearl Harbor hysteria, backed by the long histori-
cal swell of anti-Japanese prejudice on the West Coast,
temporarily robbed many Americans of their good
sense—and their sense of justice. The internment
camps deprived these uprooted Americans of dignity
and basic rights; the internees also lost hundreds of 
millions of dollars in property and foregone earnings.
The wartime Supreme Court in 1944 upheld the constitu-
tionality of the Japanese relocation in Korematsu v. U.S.
But more than four decades later, in 1988, the U.S. 
government officially apologized for its actions and
approved the payment of reparations of $20,000 to each
camp survivor.

The war prompted other changes in the American
mood. Many programs of the once-popular New Deal—
including the Civilian Conservation Corps, the Works
Progress Administration, and the National Youth
Administration—were wiped out by the conservative

Congress elected in 1942. Roosevelt declared in 1943
that “Dr. New Deal” was going into retirement, to be
replaced by “Dr. Win-the-War.” His announcement
acknowledged not only the urgency of the war effort but
the power of the revitalized conservative forces in the
country. The era of New Deal reform was over.

World War II was no idealistic crusade, as World
War I had been. The Washington government did make
some effort to propagandize at home and abroad with
the Atlantic Charter, but the accent was on action.
Opinion polls in 1942 revealed that nine out of ten
Americans could cite no provisions of the Atlantic
Charter. A majority then, and a near-majority two
years later, confessed to having “no clear idea what the
war is about.” All Americans knew was that they had a
dirty job on their hands and that the only way out was
forward. They went about their bloody task with aston-
ishing efficiency.

Monica Sone (b. 1919), a college-age
Japanese American woman in Seattle,
recorded the shock she and her brother 
felt when they learned of Executive Order
No. 9066, which authorized the War
Department to remove Japanese—aliens
and citizens alike—from their homes:

“In anger, Henry and I read and reread
the Executive Order. Henry crumbled
the newspaper in his hand and threw it
against the wall. ‘Doesn’t my citizenship
mean a single blessed thing to anyone?
Why doesn’t somebody make up my
mind for me? First they want me in 
the army. Now they’re going to slap 
an alien 4-C on me because of my
ancestry. . . .’ Once more I felt like a
despised, pathetic two-headed freak, 
a Japanese and an American, neither
of which seemed to be doing me any
good.”

Enemy Aliens When the United States suddenly
found itself at war with Germany, Italy, and Japan 
in December 1941, noncitizen German, Italian, and
Japanese immigrants became “enemy aliens” and
were required to register with the authorities. Several
hundred resident Germans and Italians were detained
in internment camps, but the harshest treatment was
meted out to the Japanese, some 110,000 of whom,
noncitizens and citizens alike, were eventually
interned. Ironically, the two Japanese American Boy
Scouts posting this notice in Los Angeles would soon
be on their way to a government detention camp.
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826 CHAPTER 35 America in World War II, 1941–1945

Building the War Machine

The war crisis caused the drooping American economy
to snap to attention. Massive military orders—over 
$100 billion in 1942 alone—almost instantly soaked up
the idle industrial capacity of the still-lingering Great
Depression. Orchestrated by the War Production Board,
American factories poured forth an avalanche of 

weaponry: 40 billion bullets, 300,000 aircraft, 76,000
ships, 86,000 tanks, and 2.6 million machine guns. 
Miracle-man shipbuilder Henry J. Kaiser was dubbed
“Sir Launchalot” for his prodigies of ship construction;
one of his ships was fully assembled in fourteen days,
complete with life jackets and coat hangers.

The War Production Board halted the manufacture
of nonessential items such as passenger cars. It assigned
priorities for transportation and access to raw materials.
When the Japanese invasion of British Malaya and the
Dutch East Indies snapped America’s lifeline of natural
rubber, the government imposed a national speed limit
and gasoline rationing in order to conserve rubber and
built fifty-one synthetic-rubber plants. By war’s end they
were far outproducing the prewar supply.

Farmers, too, rolled up their sleeves and increased
their output. The armed forces drained the farms of work-
ers, but heavy new investment in agricultural machinery
and improved fertilizers more than made up the differ-
ence. In 1944 and 1945, blue-jeaned farmers hauled in
record-breaking billion-bushel wheat harvests.

These wonders of production also brought economic
strains. Full employment and scarce consumer goods
fueled a sharp inflationary surge in 1942. The Office of
Price Administration eventually brought ascending prices
under control with extensive regulations. Rationing held
down the consumption of critical goods such as meat and
butter, though some “black marketeers” and “meatleggers”
cheated the system. The War Labor Board (WLB) imposed
ceilings on wage increases.

Labor unions, whose membership grew from about
10 million to more than 13 million workers during the
war, fiercely resented the government-dictated wage
ceilings. Despite the no-strike pledges of most of the
major unions, a rash of labor walkouts plagued the war
effort. Prominent among the strikers were the United
Mine Workers, who several times were called off the job
by their crusty and iron-willed chieftain, John L. Lewis.

Threats of lost production through strikes became
so worrisome that Congress, in June 1943, passed the
Smith-Connally Anti-Strike Act. This act authorized
the federal government to seize and operate tied-up
industries. Strikes against any government-operated
industry were made a criminal offense. Under the act,
Washington took over the coal mines and, for a brief
period, the railroads. Yet work stoppages, although
dangerous, actually accounted for less than 1 percent
of the total working hours of the United States’
wartime laboring force—a record better than block-
aded Britain’s. American workers, on the whole, were
commendably committed to the war effort.

The Four Freedoms, by Norman Rockwell
In his January 6, 1941, speech to Congress requesting
lend-lease aid to the Allies, President Roosevelt spoke
eloquently of the “four freedoms” then threatened by
Nazi and Japanese aggression. They are here given
pictorial representation by Norman Rockwell, probably
the most popular and best-loved American artist of
the time.

330020_HM_Ch35_821-849.qxd  1/5/05  11:50 AM  Page 826



Mobilizing the Economy 827

Manpower and Womanpower

The armed services enlisted nearly 15 million men in
World War II and some 216,000 women, who were
employed for noncombat duties. Best known of these
“women in arms” were the WAACs (army), WAVES
(navy), and SPARs (Coast Guard). As the draft net was
tightened after Pearl Harbor, millions of young men
were plucked from their homes and clothed in “GI”
(government issue) outfits. As the arsenal of democracy,
the United States exempted certain key categories of
industrial and agricultural workers from the draft, in
order to keep its mighty industrial and food-producing
machines humming.

But even with these exemptions, the draft left the
nation’s farms and factories so short of personnel that
new workers had to be found. An agreement with Mexico
in 1942 brought thousands of Mexican agricultural work-
ers, called braceros, across the border to harvest the fruit

and grain crops of the West. The bracero program outlived
the war by some twenty years, becoming a fixed feature of
the agricultural economy in many western states.

Even more dramatic was the march of women onto
the factory floor. More than 6 million women took up
jobs outside the home; over half of them had never
before worked for wages. Many of them were mothers,

Poster appeals and slogans urging women
to enlist in the WAACs (Women’s Army
Auxiliary Corps) were “Speed Them Back,
Join the WAAC,” “I’d Rather Be with Them—
Than Waiting for Them,” “Back the Attack,
Be a WAAC! For America Is Calling,” and (a
song throwback to World War I) “The WAACs
and WAVES Will Win the War, Parlez Vous.”

War Workers More than 6 million women—3 million of them homemakers who had never before worked
for wages—entered the work force during World War II. In contrast to the experience of women workers in
World War I, many of these newly employed women continued as wage workers after the war ended.
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828 CHAPTER 35 America in World War II, 1941–1945

and the government was obliged to set up some 3,000
day-care centers to care for “Rosie the Riveter’s” children
while she drilled the fuselage of a heavy bomber or
joined the links of a tank track. When the war ended,
Rosie and many of her sisters were in no hurry to put
down their tools. They wanted to keep on working and
often did. The war thus foreshadowed an eventual revo-
lution in the roles of women in American society.

Yet the war’s immediate impact on women’s lives has
frequently been exaggerated. The great majority of Amer-
ican women—especially those with husbands present in
the home or with small children to care for—did not work
for wages in the wartime economy but continued in their
traditional roles. In both Britain and the Soviet Union, a
far greater percentage of women, including mothers,
were pressed into industrial employment as the gods of
war laid a much heavier hand on those societies than they
did on the United States. A poll in 1943 revealed that 
a majority of American women would not take a job in a
war plant if it were offered.

At war’s end, two-thirds of women war workers left
the labor force. Many of them were forced out of their

jobs by employers and unions eager to reemploy return-
ing servicemen. But half of them told census takers that
they quit their jobs voluntarily because of family obliga-
tions. The immediate postwar period witnessed not a
permanent widening of women’s employment opportu-
nities, but a widespread rush into suburban domesticity
and the mothering of the “baby boomers,” who were
born by the tens of millions in the decade and a half
after 1945. America was destined to experience a thor-
oughgoing revolution in women’s status later in the
postwar period, but that epochal change was only
beginning to gather momentum in the war years.

Wartime Migrations

The war also proved to be a demographic cauldron,
churning and shifting the American population. Many
of the 15 million men and women in uniform, having
seen new sights and glimpsed new horizons, chose not
to go home again at war’s end. War industries sucked
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Internal Migration in the United States During World War II Few events in American
history have moved the American people about so massively as World War II. The West
and the South boomed, and several war-industry cities grew explosively. A majority of
migrants from the South were blacks; 1.6 million African Americans left the region in
the 1940s. (Source: United States Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics.)
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Population Shifts 829

people into boomtowns like Los Angeles, Detroit, Seattle,
and Baton Rouge. California’s population grew by nearly 
2 million. The South experienced especially dramatic
changes. Franklin Roosevelt had called the South “the
nation’s number one economic problem” in 1938; when
war came, he seized the opportunity to accelerate the
region’s economic development. The states of the old
Confederacy received a disproportionate share of defense
contracts, including nearly $6 billion of federally financed
industrial facilities. Here were the seeds of the postwar
blossoming of the “Sunbelt.”

Despite this economic stimulus in the South, some
1.6 million blacks left the land of their ancient enslave-
ment to seek jobs in the war plants of the West and North.
Forever after, race relations constituted a national, not 
a regional, issue. Explosive tensions developed over
employment, housing, and segregated facilities. Black
leader A. Philip Randolph, head of the Brotherhood of
Sleeping Car Porters, threatened a massive “Negro March
on Washington” in 1941 to demand equal opportunities
for blacks in war jobs and in the armed forces. Roosevelt’s
response was to issue an executive order forbidding 
discrimination in defense industries. In addition, the
president established the Fair Employment Practices
Commission (FEPC) to monitor compliance with his
edict. Blacks were also drafted into the armed forces,
though they were still generally assigned to service
branches rather than combat units and subjected to petty
degradations such as segregated blood banks for the
wounded. But in general the war helped to embolden

blacks in their long struggle for equality. They rallied
behind the slogan “Double V”—victory over the dictators
abroad and over racism at home. Membership in the
National Association for the Advancement of Colored
People (NAACP) shot up almost to the half-million mark,
and a new militant organization, the Congress of Racial
Equality (CORE), was founded in 1942.

The northward migration of African Americans
accelerated after the war, thanks to the advent of the
mechanical cotton picker—an invention whose impact
rivaled that of Eli Whitney’s cotton gin. Introduced in
1944, this new mechanical marvel did the work of fifty

An African American soldier angrily 
complained about segregation in the 
armed forces during World War II:

“Why is it we Negro soldiers who are 
as much a part of Uncle Sam’s great
military machine as any cannot be
treated with equality and the respect
due us? The same respect which white
soldiers expect and demand from us? 
. . . There is great need for drastic
change in this man’s Army! How can
we be trained to protect America,
which is called a free nation, when 
all around us rears the ugly head of
segregation?”

Segregation in the Military A white officer reviews
the 99th Pursuit Squadron, the famed “Tuskegee
Airmen.” They flew more than 1,600 fighter-support
missions in North Africa and compiled an outstanding
record, never losing a bomber to enemy aircraft. But
these fliers were among the few African Americans
who saw combat duty in World War II, when a still
strictly segregated military assigned most blacks to
construction, long-shore, and mess-hall service.
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people at about one-eighth the cost. Overnight, the Cot-
ton South’s historic need for cheap labor disappeared.
Their muscle no longer required in Dixie, some 5 million
black tenant farmers and sharecroppers headed north
in the three decades after the war. Theirs was one of the
great migrations in American history, comparable in size
to the immigrant floods from Ireland, Italy, and Poland.
Within a single generation, a near-majority of African
Americans gave up their historic homeland and their
rural way of life. By 1970 half of all blacks lived outside
the South, and urban had become almost a synonym for
black. The speed and scale of these changes jolted the
migrants and sometimes convulsed the communities
that received them.

The war also prompted an exodus of Native Ameri-
cans from the reservations. Thousands of Indian men
and women found war work in the major cities, and
thousands more answered Uncle Sam’s call to arms.
More than 90 percent of Indians resided on reservations
in 1940; six decades later more than half lived in cities,
with a large concentration in southern California.

Some twenty-five thousand Native American men
served in the armed forces. Comanches in Europe 
and Navajos in the Pacific made especially valuable 
contributions as “code talkers.” They transmitted 
radio messages in their native languages, which were 
incomprehensible to the Germans and the Japanese.

The sudden rubbing against one another of unfa-
miliar peoples produced some distressingly violent 
friction. In 1943 young “zoot-suit”–clad Mexicans and
Mexican Americans in Los Angeles were viciously
attacked by Anglo sailors who cruised the streets in 
taxicabs searching for victims. Order was restored only
after the Mexican ambassador made an emotional 
plea, pointing out that such outbreaks were grist for
Nazi propaganda mills. At almost the same time, an
even more brutal race riot that killed twenty-five blacks
and nine whites erupted in Detroit.

“Let John Henry Go” This image from the cover of
the National Urban League’s publication, Opportunity,
reflects the rising militancy of African Americans in
the World War II era, which helped to energize the
civil rights movement in the post-war years.

Navajo Code Talkers, 1943 One of the best-kept
secrets of World War II was the use of the Navajo 
language in a Marine Corps code designed to 
confuse the Japanese. Two marines in the leatherneck
unit, made up of Native Americans from Arizona 
and New Mexico, transmitted in code during the 
battle for Bougainville Island in the South Pacific 
in 1943.
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The National Debt, 1930–1950
Contrary to much popular mythology,
it was World War II, not the New Deal,
that first ballooned the national debt.
The debt accumulated to still greater
amounts in the 1980s and 1990s (see
the table on p. 976). (Source: Historical
Statistics of the United States.)

Holding the Home Front

Despite these ugly episodes, Americans on the home
front suffered little from the war, compared to the peo-
ples of the other fighting nations. By war’s end much of
the planet was a smoking ruin. But in America the war
invigorated the economy and lifted the country out of a
decade-long depression. The gross national product
vaulted from less than $100 billion in 1940 to more than
$200 billion in 1945. Corporate profits rose from about 
$6 billion in 1940 to almost twice that amount four years
later. (“If you are going to try to go to war in a capitalist
country,” said Secretary of War Henry Stimson, “you have
to let business make money out of the process, or busi-
ness won’t work.”) Despite wage ceilings, overtime pay
fattened pay envelopes. Disposable personal income,
even after payment of wartime taxes, more than doubled.
On December 7, 1944, the third anniversary of Pearl 
Harbor, Macy’s department store rang up the biggest
sales day in its history. Americans had never had it so
good—and they wanted it a lot better. When price con-
trols were finally lifted in 1946, America’s pent-up lust to
consume pushed prices up 33 percent in less than two
years. The rest of the world, meanwhile, was still clawing
its way out from under the rubble of war.

The hand of government touched more American
lives more intimately during the war than ever before.
The war, perhaps even more than the New Deal,
pointed the way to the post-1945 era of big-government
interventionism. Every household felt the constraints of
the rationing system. Millions of men and women

worked for Uncle Sam in the armed forces. Millions
more worked for him in the defense industries, where
their employers and unions were monitored by the
FEPC and the WLB, and their personal needs were
cared for by government-sponsored housing projects,
day-care facilities, and health plans. The Office of Sci-
entific Research and Development channeled hun-
dreds of millions of dollars into university-based
scientific research, establishing the partnership between
the government and universities that underwrote
America’s technological and economic leadership in
the postwar era.

The flood of war dollars—not the relatively mod-
est rivulet of New Deal spending—at last swept the
plague of unemployment from the land. War, not
enlightened social policy, cured the depression. As the
postwar economy continued to depend dangerously
on military spending for its health, many observers
looked back to the years 1941–1945 as the origins of a
“warfare-welfare state.”

The conflict was phenomenally expensive. The
wartime bill amounted to more than $330 billion—ten
times the direct cost of World War I and twice as much
as all previous federal spending since 1776. Roosevelt
would have preferred to follow a pay-as-you-go policy
to finance the war, but the costs were simply too gigan-
tic. The income-tax net was expanded to catch about
four times as many people as before, and maximum tax
rates rose as high as 90 percent. But despite such dras-
tic measures, only about two-fifths of the war costs
were paid from current revenues. The remainder was
borrowed. The national debt skyrocketed from $49 bil-
lion in 1941 to $259 billion in 1945. When production
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finally slipped into high gear, the war was costing about
$10 million an hour. This was the price of victory over
such implacable enemies.

The Rising Sun in the Pacific

Early successes of the efficient Japanese militarists were
breathtaking: they realized that they would have to win
quickly or lose slowly. Seldom, if ever, has so much terri-
tory been conquered so rapidly with so little loss.

Simultaneously with the assault on Pearl Harbor,
the Japanese launched widespread and uniformly suc-
cessful attacks on various Far Eastern bastions. These
included the American outposts of Guam, Wake, and the
Philippines. In a dismayingly short time, the Japanese
invader seized not only the British-Chinese port of Hong
Kong but also British Malaya, with its critically impor-
tant supplies of rubber and tin.

Nor did the Japanese tide stop there. The overambi-
tious soldiers of the emperor, plunging into the snake-
infested jungles of Burma, cut the famed Burma Road.
This was the route over which the United States had
been trucking a trickle of munitions to the armies of the
Chinese generalissimo Jiang Jieshi (Chiang Kai-shek),
who was still resisting the Japanese invader in China.
Thereafter, intrepid American aviators were forced to fly
a handful of war supplies to Jiang “over the hump” of the
towering Himalaya mountains from the India-Burma
theater. Meanwhile, the Japanese had lunged southward
against the oil-rich Dutch East Indies. The jungle-matted
islands speedily fell to the assailants after the combined
British, Australian, Dutch, and American naval and air
forces had been smashed at an early date by their
numerically superior foe.

Better news came from the Philippines, which suc-
ceeded dramatically in slowing down the mikado’s war-
riors for five months. The Japanese promptly landed a
small but effective army, and General Douglas MacArthur,
the eloquent and egotistical American commander, with-
drew to a strong defensive position at Bataan, not far
from Manila. There about twenty thousand American
troops, supported by a much larger force of ill-trained
Filipinos, held off violent Japanese attacks until April 9,
1942. The defenders, reduced to eating mules and mon-
keys, heroically traded their lives for time in the face of
hopeless odds. They grimly joked while vainly hoping
for reinforcements:

We’re the battling bastards of Bataan;
No Mamma, no Papa, no Uncle Sam.

Before the inevitable American surrender, General
MacArthur was ordered by Washington to depart
secretly for Australia, there to head the resistance
against the Japanese. Leaving by motorboat and air-
plane, he proclaimed, “I shall return.” After the battered
remnants of his army had hoisted the white flag, they
were treated with vicious cruelty in the infamous eighty-
mile Bataan Death March to prisoner-of-war camps—
the first in a series of atrocities committed by both sides
in the unusually savage Pacific war. The island fortress of
Corregidor, in Manila harbor, held out until May 6, 1942,
when it too surrendered and left Japanese forces in com-
plete control of the Philippine archipelago.

Japan’s High Tide at Midway

The aggressive warriors from Japan, making hay while
the Rising Sun shone, pushed relentlessly southward.
They invaded the turtle-shaped island of New Guinea,
north of Australia, and landed on the Solomon Islands,
from which they threatened Australia itself. Their
onrush was finally checked by a crucial naval battle
fought in the Coral Sea, in May 1942. An American car-
rier task force, with Australian support, inflicted heavy
losses on the victory-flushed Japanese. For the first time in
history, the fighting was all done by carrier-based aircraft,
and neither fleet saw or fired a shot directly at the other.
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