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THE FIRST LOW-LEVEL B-29 RAID ON TOKYO  
INTRODUCED A TERRIFYING NEW TACTIC  

IN THE WAR AGAINST JAPAN  BY BARRETT TILLMAN

WHEN FIRE  
RAINED  
FROM THE SKY

firestorm Following the 
same tactic used in their March 
1945 raid on Tokyo, B-29s of 
the Twentieth Air Force set the 
port of Kobe ablaze on June 5. 
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ON THE NIGHT OF 
MARCH 9-10, 1945,  
U.S. TWENTIETH AIR  
FORCE B-29S BURNED 
DOWN 7 PERCENT OF 
TOKYO AND KILLED 
SOME 85,000 PEOPLE. 

the Mariana Islands expected the Japanese to capitulate in the 

By the summer of  1944, four B-29 groups were operating 
from India, staging through China within maximum range of  

-

Bomber Command on Guam, 
LeMay concluded that con-

was not producing the desired 

of  Superfortresses against 

-
-

ping guns from most B-29s 
and cruising at lower altitudes 

coast beneath a quarter 
moon, B-29 crews tugged 

-
bersome garments with steel 
plates that could stop a shell 

helmets that interfered with 
earphones, but the airmen 

most cherished airspace at a 

measuring three by four miles, 
recalled by historian John 

had closed most businesses, 
the area teemed with life: an 

crammed into 12 square miles 
of  low-income housing and 

was probably the most densely 

-

were accustomed to repeated 
alerts, mostly annoying false 

eve of destruction  

E-46 incendiaries are loaded 
into the bomb bay of a B-29 
of the 29th Bomb Group, 
314th Bombardment Wing,  
at North Field on Guam. 
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reports only mentioned American aircraft orbiting at Choshi, 
a port city 50 miles northeast�seemingly no immediate threat 
to the capital.

Choshi was one of  the coast-in points for XXI Bomber Com-
mand B-29s.

T
fast over Tokyo, doing nearly 300 mph at 5,000 feet. 
Their navigators had worked to perfection with an 
identical time over target of  12:15 a.m. Approaching 

at right angles to each other, the B-29s opened their bomb bay 
doors and the bombardiers toggled their loads. Bundles of  
incendiaries spewed into the slipstream, cascading onto the 
urban congestion. As the napalm sticks ignited, they formed a 

following bombardiers. Among the best work was the load that 

an almost unmissable aim point.
For the trailing bombers, X literally marked the spot. Each 

group and wing had designated target areas, as mission planners 

concentration in one locale. Attacking between 4,900 and 9,200 
feet, 93 percent of  the B-29s struck the briefed urban-industrial 
area. As LeMay had predicted, the defenses were wholly satu-
rated. Searchlights swept their pale white arcs skyward, occa-
sionally illuminating a passing bomber, but seldom long enough 

It was Major Arthur R. Brashear�s tenth mission. The 499th 
Bomb Group�s target was the First Fire Zone between the Ara 

reactions to the defenses: �Night incendiary at 5,000 ft. Caught 

hits but this one had us scared!� 

the night sky, and wherever they hit they spurted their napalm-

-

A Vichy French journalist reported on the scene: �Bright 
-

the night, then hurtling down-

Barely 15 minutes after the 
beginning of  the attack, the 

starts to rake through the 
depths of  the wooden city.�

As the sky over the city 
became superheated, huge 
amounts of  air were sucked 
upward through multistory 

draining the cool air from 
ground level to feed the insa-
tiable stack. As more and 
more ground air was drawn 

into the conflagration from 
farther afield, the firestorm 
spread of  its own accord.

-
ing sight. It seems like a liv-
ing, malicious creature that 
feeds upon itself, generating 
ever higher winds that whirl 
cycloni cally, breeding updrafts 

the atmosphere even while 

buildings�that feed the mon-
ster�s ravenous appetite. Most 

to death. Rather, as carbon 

lethal levels, people suffo-

In Tokyo that night some 

slipped its nether bounds 
and raised itself  through the 
earth�s crust to feed on the 
surface. People fled panic- 
stricken from searing heat 
amid the demonic roar of  

ALMOST HALF A 
MILLION FIREBOMBS 
CASCADED DOWN, 
AND WHEREVER 
THEY HIT THEY 
SPURTED THEIR 
NAPALM-FILLED 
CHEESECLOTH BAGS.

postmortem Brig. Gen. 
Thomas Power (right) reviews 
results of the Tokyo raid with 
Maj. Gen. Curtis E. LeMay 
(center) and his chief of staff, 
Brig. Gen. Lauris Norstad. 
Below: Leaflets warned the 
Japanese in targeted cities. 



32 AH s e p t e m b e r  2 0 1 6

D

damage assessment  

In September 1945, Tokyo 
shows the effects of months 
of firebombing raids (above). 
Emperor Hirohito (right)  
surveys the ruins of his  
capital city late in the war.
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where the burden fell upon thousands of  pitifully prepared 
neighborhood associations. Small groups of  families tried to 

cloths or sandbags, or vainly attempted to douse blazing napalm 
with buckets of  water. 

Everywhere people were forced to rely on their own meager 
resources. Factory worker Hidezo Tsuchikura saved his fam-
ily and himself  by climbing into a water tank on a school roof. 
Tsuchikura later made a Dantesque comparison: �The whole 
spectacle with its blinding lights and thundering noise reminded 
me of  the paintings of  purgatory�a real inferno out of  the 
depths of  hell itself.� 

storm�s high winds dropped burning embers onto the emperor�s 
Obunko

and even tree branches. 
Safely underground, Emperor Hirohito and Empress Kojun 

sat out the attack in their bunker. The empress had observed her 
42nd birthday three days previously, and now they had planned 

 

 

Bradioing a play-by-play of  the growing catastrophe. 

day or more, the wing commander had cartographers on board 

 

half  that time. On the ground, some witnesses reported that 

their backs.

-

feet. The Superfortress felt, the pilot said, �like a cork on water 
in a hurricane.� 

-

of  the cockpit.

loop, completing a split-S maneuver that compressed the crew 
into their seats under the onerous foot of  gravity�s elephant. The 

about as fast as a Superfort 
ever went. Fighting the heavy 
aerodynamic loads on the 

much of  his momentum to 
regain precious altitude. 

died that night and at least six 
more later perished in captiv-

demolished by enemy action 
or accident, including two 
crews lost in bad weather, 
three bombers ditched in 

the sea and one plane crash-

equaled 4.6 percent, right in 
line with LeMay�s eerily accu-
rate prediction of  5 percent.

southward with ashes streaked 
on their glass noses and appall-
ing odors sucked inside the 
fuselages. Though they were 

some men strapped on their 
masks to escape the stench of  

 

I
n the aftermath, Tokyo�s 
survivors struggled to 
deal with the massive 
calamity and found 

no standard of  compari-
son. Medical services were 
reduced to insignificance: 
The only military rescue unit 
in the capital numbered nine 

even the capital�s combined 
civil and military emergency 
services could ease human 

-
edented scale.

TEMPERATURES 
REACHED 1,800 
DEGREES, 
CAUSING SOME 
PEOPLE TO 
IGNITE IN 
SPONTANEOUS 
COMBUSTION.

feeling the heat 

Firefighters try to contain  
the damage in Tokyo’s  
Ginza shopping district.
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�Stacked up corpses were being hauled away on lorries,� 
Fusako Sasaki recalled. �Everywhere there was the stench of  
the dead and of  smoke. I saw the places on the pavement where 

hand what an air raid meant.� 
American intelligence monitored a Japanese radio report that 

Parliament Building stuck out black against the background of  
the red sky. During the night we thought the whole of  Tokyo had 
been reduced to ashes.�

accounts of  the disaster claimed as much as 40 percent of  the 
city had been destroyed. In truth, 7 percent of  metropolitan 
Tokyo�16 square miles�had been razed that night. But with 

ous operations.

found in a single astonishing 
number. During 10 previ
ous attacks since November, 
Tokyo had sustained fewer 
than 1,300 deaths. Then, 
literally overnight, at least 
84,000 were killed and 40,000 
injured. (Reports of  100,000 
dead probably included dis
placed persons unaccounted 

mil l ion bui ldings were 
destroyed, leaving 1.1 million 
people homeless. 

Damage to Japan�s indus
try was considerable. The 16 
facilities destroyed or badly 
damaged included steel pro
duction, petroleum storage 
and public services. And no 
one could calculate the num
ber of  small feeder factories 
and family shops that had 
been incinerated in the resi
dential areas. 

One of  the most illuminat

house came from Maj. Gen.  

on the capital�s organiza
tion and the disposition of  
factories of  Japan was very 

bombers and the bombed 

B-29s rain incendiaries on 
Yokohama on May 29 (above). 
The charred remains of Tokyo 
residents clog the streets 
(above right) after the March 
9-10 raid. Survivors sit amid 
the wreckage of their homes 
(opposite) following the raid.
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great, and, accompanying this, the main productive power was 
stopped. It [also] decreased the will of  the people to continue the 
war.� Tokuji Takeuchi of  the Ministry of  Interior echoed that 
from a civilian perspective: �It was the great incendiary attacks 

the defeat.� 
-

ers over Nagoya. The atmospheric conditions were far less 

-
 

-

Germans in four years. 
Pundits have claimed that the Meetinghouse raid killed more 

-

�

Barrett Tillman is an award-winning historian with 50 books and 
nearly 700 articles published. His next book is a centennial history of  
aircraft carriers, due in 2017. Further reading: Tillman�s Whirlwind: 

 and 
; 

, by Richard B. Frank; and 
 , by Kenneth P. Werrell.

TECH NOTES

WEAPON OF MASS DESTRUCTION Armorers fuse E-46 
“aimable clusters” on a 500th Bomb Group B-29 (top). 
Each E-46 contained 38 M-69 hexagonal incendiaries  
that would separate at 2,000 feet altitude and release  
a streamer to orient the fuse downward. After impact,  
an explosive charge ignited and spread the napalm.

E-46 INCENDIARY CLUSTER BOMB

500-LB CLUSTER BOMB

20 IN

FUSE

MAGNESIUM & TNT

NAPALM GEL 2.6 LBS

TAIL 

STREAMER

TOP VIEW


