
By Paul Chrastina
Vice Admiral Chuichi Nagumo of 

the Japanese navy was very popular 
with the men who served under him, 
but he was criticized by some other 
admirals for being too cautious, too 
methodical, and too slow to risk 
the lives of his sailors in daring 
offensive thrusts. In 1941, when 
Nagumo commanded Japan’s main 
fleet of aircraft carriers, he opposed 
Admiral Isoroku Yamamoto’s 
plan for a surprise attack on the 
United States Navy’s Pacific Fleet 
at Pearl Harbor, Hawaii. In spite 
of Nagumo’s gloomy warnings, 
the Japanese navy carried out 
Yamamoto’s plan on December 7, 
1941. 
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Nagumo performed well in the 
operation, sending two waves of 
aircraft from his carriers to attack 
the American ships anchored at 
Pearl Harbor. His pilots devastated 
their targets while incurring few 
Japanese casualties, but Nagumo 
was later criticized for cautiously 
deciding not to send a third wave of 
aircraft to destroy the fuel storage 
and repair facilities at Pearl Harbor. 
This turned out to be a strategic 
mistake because America’s Pacific 
fleet aircraft carriers—the prime 
targets of the attack—had been out of 
port and escaped damage. With Pearl 
Harbor still available as a base for 
fueling and refitting, the American 
carrier fleet remained a potent force 

that posed a threat to the Japanese 
empire. 

On April 18, 1942, the American 
carriers demonstrated their ability to 
retaliate by launching the Doolittle 
Raid, an air attack on the Japanese 
homeland planned and led by 
Lieutenant Colonel James Doolittle 
of the U.S. Army Air Forces. 
Although Doolittle’s planes caused 
no strategic damage, the fact that 
they succeeded in bombing Tokyo 
alarmed the Japanese high command.

Admiral Yamamoto was eager to 
destroy the American aircraft carriers 
that were still operating out of Pearl 
Harbor, but a second surprise attack 
there seemed impossible, so he set 
an elaborate trap designed to lure the 
carriers and their escorts out into the 
open sea.

The trap would be baited by Vice 
Admiral Nobutake Kondo, who 
would lead a force of five thousand 
marines in troop convoys from the 
southwest toward Midway Atoll, 
two small American-held islands 
thirteen hundred miles northwest of 
Hawaii. 

Kondo’s approach would surely be 
noticed by American reconnaissance 
planes that patrolled the area, but 
before the U.S. Army Air Force 

garrison there could react, Nagumo 
would appear from the northwest—
where American patrols were thought 
to be less diligent—with four aircraft 
carriers and two battleships to launch 
a surprise assault against Midway.

After Nagumo neutralized 
the American forces at Midway, 
Kondo’s troops would land and take 
possession of the islands. This swift 
action would compel the Americans 
to send their carriers to the rescue, 
but it would take at least three days 
for them to arrive from Pearl Harbor. 
Finally, a powerful “Main Body” of 
seven battleships and another carrier, 
led by Yamamoto himself, would 
arrive just in time to surprise and 
destroy the American rescuers.

If all went according to plan, 
Japan would be poised to invade 
Hawaii, dominate the central Pacific 
Ocean, and establish an intimidating 
defensive bastion there that would 
coerce the United States to negotiate 
for peace.

As usual, Nagumo would have 
preferred a more cautious style of 
attack that did not involve splitting 
the Japanese fleet into small and 
vulnerable segments. He feared 
the possibility of an American 
counterstrike.

Vice Admiral Chuichi Nagumo. Admiral Isoroku Yamamoto. IJN Akagi (Red Castle).
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Yamamoto felt that this was 
unlikely, but he prudently instructed 
Nagumo to reserve half of his aircraft 
for defensive purposes in the doubtful 
event that the Americans managed to 
mount an effective retaliation.

Yamamoto scheduled the first 
attack against Midway to begin on 
the morning of June 4, and during the 
last week of May, the components of 
the Japanese armada—totaling 125 
fighting ships, transports, tenders, 
and support vessels—weighed 
anchor from ports in southern Japan 
and Guam to converge on the target, 
approximately 2,800 miles to the 
east. 

Nagumo sailed aboard his flagship, 
the aircraft carrier IJN Akagi (Red 
Castle). His fleet also included the 
carriers Kaga (Increased Joy); Hiryu 
(Flying Dragon); and Soryu (Sea-
Green Dragon), accompanied by 
an escort of cruisers, battleships, 
and destroyers. Aboard the 
massive carriers were a total of 248 
warplanes, divided into roughly equal 
numbers of fighters, dive bombers, 
and torpedo bombers, as well as a 
group of fighters intended to garrison 
Midway’s airstrip after its capture. 

To preserve the element of 
surprise, Nagumo and the other 
division leaders had orders from 
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Yamamoto to maintain radio silence 
unless a major emergency arose, in 
which case they would transmit only 
brief coded messages. 

As Nagumo approached striking 
distance of Midway on the afternoon 
of June 3, he failed to hear an 
extremely short transmission from 
Kondo, the commander of the 
invasion force that was sailing on 
a convergent course with Nagumo, 
some eight hundred miles to the 
south. Kondo reported that his troop 
transports had been spotted by 
American reconnaissance planes and 
had later been attacked by a squadron 
of high-altitude bombers. No hits had 
been scored, and the transport fleet 
remained on course.

Nagumo launched his attack 
against Midway on the morning 
of June 4, not realizing that the 
Americans were aware of the 
approaching Japanese fleet. At 2:45 
a.m. the flight crews and deckhands 
aboard Nagumo’s four carriers awoke 
to the sound of a bugle summoning 
them to duty. The crews armed and 
fueled dive bombers, fighters, and 
scout planes. Before 4:00 a.m. the 
crews had brought eleven Mitsubishi 
Zero fighters up to the flight deck. 
These fighters took off first, to fly 
combat air patrol over the fleet. They 
were soon followed by the first wave 
of 108 planes—72 bombers and 36 
fighters—that headed southeast into 
the brightening sky toward Midway.

The four Japanese carriers 
maintained their course toward 
Midway, expecting the attack 
squadron to return in about three 
and a half hours. With little to do but 
wait, Nagumo ordered a second wave 
of warplanes to be equipped with 

torpedoes and prepared to launch 
in case they encountered American 
ships on the approach to Midway. 
These torpedo bombers were kept 
in hangars below the flight decks, 
keeping the decks clear so that the 
circling patrol fighters would be able 
to land and refuel as needed.

To that point, all was going 
according to Yamamoto’s plan, but 
at 5:55 a.m. Japanese reconnaissance 
plane Tone 4 flying near Midway 
urgently reported: “Fifteen enemy 
planes are headed towards you!”

Nagumo knew that the Japanese 
strike force would soon be arriving 
at Midway, and he assumed that the 
Americans had somehow managed 
to launch these planes from the 
island as a counterattack. At 7:00 
a.m. he received an ambiguous 
confirmation from his strike force 
leader, who sent a coded message 
indicating “There is a need for a 
second attack wave.” 

Launching more than one assault 
on Midway had not been part of 
Yamamoto’s plan, and for Nagumo 
to do so required suspending the 
arming of his remaining planes 
with torpedoes and fitting them 
with conventional bombs—a time-
consuming process because the 
torpedoes and bombs required 
different sets of mounting hardware. 
Time, however, was not on Nagumo’s 
side. At 7:05 a.m., according to 
Nagumo’s chief air officer Lieutenant 
Mitsuo Fuchida, “A bugle sounded, 
‘Air raid!’ and all eyes in the flight 
command post turned toward the 
southern sky.” 

On the horizon to the southeast, 
six American torpedo bombers 
were coming in low toward the 
carrier Hiryu. Circling Zero fighters 
immediately swung into action. 
“Before they could get close enough 
[to launch their torpedoes],” Fuchida 
wrote, “our fighters had pounced 
upon them and shot down three, 
causing loud cheers all around me. 
The last planes gave up the attack 
and withdrew, with our Zeros in hot 
pursuit.” 

Moments later, four American 
B-26 bombers, also armed with 
torpedoes, were spotted heading 
toward the Akagi from the south. 
Anti-aircraft batteries on the Japanese 
ships opened fire as the bombers 
came into range. 

Fuchida wrote:

Three Zeros braved our 
own anti-aircraft barrage and 
dove down on the Americans. 
In a moment’s time three of 
the enemy were set aflame 
and splashed into the water, 
raising tall columns of smoke. 
The remaining [American] 
planes kept bravely on 
and finally released their 
torpedoes. Free of their cargo, 
the attacking planes swung 
sharply to the right and away, 
except for the lead plane 
which skimmed straight over 
Akagi, from starboard to port, 
nearly grazing the bridge . 
Immediately after clearing our 
ship it burst into flames and 
plunged into the sea. About 
this time several torpedoes 
passed to port of Akagi, trailing 
their pale white wakes. Akagi 
had maneuvered so skillfully 
that not one torpedo scored, 
and everyone breathed a sigh 
of relief.

Nagumo’s first encounters with 
American warplanes had lasted 
about ten minutes and had turned 
out surprisingly well, considering 
that one B-26 had almost crashed 
into his command bridge. None 
of his ships or fighter planes had 
been harmed, and the surviving 
American planes had retreated 
with severe damages from the 
precise gunfire of the faster, more 
maneuverable Zero fighters. 

With the crisis averted, Nagumo 
ordered his hangar deck crews 
to begin swapping bombs for 
torpedoes on his reserve planes in 
preparation for a second attack on 
Midway.

The tedious rearming operation 
had been underway for about half 
an hour when Tone 4 sent another 
report: “Sight what appears to be 
ten enemy surface units … distant 
240 miles from Midway… speed 
over 20 knots.”

This was unsettling news for 
several reasons. Most immediately, 
it meant that Nagumo was obliged 
to countermand his rearming 
orders and put torpedoes back on 
the planes that had already been 
changed over to bombs. Secondly, 
the vagueness of the term “surface 
units” left it unclear if the enemy 
fleet included any aircraft carriers. 

Midway Atoll, 2.4 square miles in area, lies in the Pacific Ocean about 
midway between Asia and North America.

Admiral Yamamoto’s plan of attack was designed to surprise the Americans.

Fighter planes on the deck of a 
Japanese aircraft carrier.

Fuel tanks burning on Midway Atoll after the Japanese attack of June 4, 
1942.
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With no time to waste, Nagumo 
suspended the changeover of 
weaponry going on in his hangars 
and ordered his crews “to prepare to 
carry out [torpedo] attacks on enemy 
fleet units,” using the planes that 
had not yet been refitted. Next, he 
radioed Tone 4, ordering the pilot “to 
ascertain [enemy ship] types,” and to 
“maintain contact.”

Amid this escalating confusion, 
lookouts spotted another wave of 
American bombers rapidly closing 
in on the fleet. At 7:55 a.m. sixteen 
Dauntless dive bombers came in 
low from the southeast, targeting the 
carrier Hiryu from a height of four 
thousand feet. The bombers had no 
fighters with them, and half of them 
were easily shot down by the Zero 
fighters, while the remaining eight 
fled after being badly shot up.

At 8:10 a.m. Nagumo received a 
follow-up from Tone 4: “Enemy ships 
are five cruisers and five destroyers.” 
Nagumo was glad to learn that there 
were no carriers in the force, but his 
relief was short-lived—five minutes 
later a new American attack squadron 
of aircraft was reported to be heading 
in.

At 8:15 a.m. fifteen B-17 “Flying 
Fortress” bombers appeared out 
of the northwest flying at twenty 
thousand feet. Flying far below, 
Nagumo’s Zeros were unable to 
reach them before they dropped their 
six-hundred-pound bombs. 

Towering geysers of water sprung 
up among the Japanese carriers, but 
thanks to adroit maneuvering by the 
fleet’s helmsmen, none of the bombs 
hit their targets. 

Five minutes later, Tone 4 radioed 
a sobering correction to its earlier 
report: “Enemy force is accompanied 
by what appears to be an aircraft 
carrier to the rear of the others.”

Nagumo was understandably 
exasperated by this update, but at 

least he had a target for the idle 
torpedo bombers on his hangar 
decks. At that moment, however, the 
first planes from his morning strike 
force against Midway began flying in 
from the southeast, low on fuel and 
requesting immediate permission to 
land.

Nagumo had a choice: he could 
make the returning planes circle the 
fleet in hopes that they would not run 
out of fuel while he launched a new, 
partial attack on the American carrier 
with his available torpedo bombers 
and fighters, or he could allow them 
to land, refuel, and rearm, and then 
launch a larger coordinated strike 
against the American ships. Under 
the circumstances, either option 
would tax his time and resources, but 
Nagumo knew that responding in full 
force to the unexpected American 
carrier threat had to take priority. 
For that reason, he decided to let the 
strike force land, rearm it with anti-
ship ordinance, and get back to the 
Midway invasion later; but before he 
could give the order, eleven American 
Vindicator scout bombers were 
seen flying in from the southeast. 
These old, slow planes were quickly 
intercepted by Japanese Zeros and 
forced to divert their attack from 
Nagumo’s carriers to an outlying 
Japanese destroyer, which they failed 
to hit before being shot down.

 Despite the obvious superiority 
of his Zero fighters to everything 
the Americans seemed capable of 
throwing at his fleet, Nagumo knew 
that his pilots were getting tired and 
running low on fuel and ammunition, 
and that the newly discovered 
American carrier would be launching 
fresh attacks against him at any 
moment. It was imperative for him 
to get as many of his own bombers 
in the air and on their way toward 
the enemy carrier group as soon 
as possible. Any idea of following 

Admiral Yamamoto’s original battle 
plan had become a moot point, but 
if Nagumo could neutralize the 
unforeseen American carrier group, 
there was a chance that the intended 
invasion of Midway might still take 
place later that day.

At 8:40 a.m. Nagumo gave the 
order to begin landing the returning 
Midway strike force. For the next 
forty minutes, the crews aboard 
the Akagi, Kara, Hiryu, and Soryu 
worked frantically to rearm the 
planes with torpedoes and armor-
piercing bombs. At 8:55 a.m. Tone 
4 reported sighting a new group of 
American torpedo bombers headed 
toward the Japanese carrier group. 
Nagumo decided to change course 
and head directly toward the enemy 
ships. In light of the twists and turns 
of recent events, he also felt justified 
to break radio silence between his 
fleet and that of Admiral Yamamoto, 
who was still several hundred miles 
to the west. Nagumo sent a coded 
message: “Enemy composed of 1 
carrier, 5 cruisers, and 5 destroyers. 
. . . We are heading for it.” 

Yamamoto, meanwhile, had been 
listening in on the transmissions 

between his force’s ships and planes 
all morning, and he was well aware 
of the developing situation. At one 
point he had turned to his chief of 
staff and said “I think we had better 
order Nagumo to attack at once,” 
but in order to keep the approach 
of his own fleet a secret, he decided 
not to respond to Nagumo’s 
transmission.

By 9:20 a.m. Nagumo was 
launching fresh squadrons of combat 
Zeros to provide cover for the strike 
force when cruisers in advance of 
the Japanese fleet released plumes 
of black smoke—a warning that new 
incoming enemy planes had been 
sighted.

Fifteen American Devastator 
torpedo bombers came in low, 
pressing their attack through a swarm 
of Zero fighters. Lieutenant Fuchida 
later recalled:

When first spotted they were 
still not visible from the carriers, 
but soon they appeared as tiny 
dark specks in the blue sky, 
a little above the horizon. . . .  
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The Mitsubishi “Zero” was the 
world’s best fighter plane in 
1942: In addition to carrying 
more firepower than any British 
or American fighter, it was 
lighter, more maneuverable, and 
could fly farther.



The distant wings flashed in 
the sun. Occasionally one of 
the specks burst into a spark of 
flame and trailed black smoke as 
it fell into the water. Our fighters 
were on the job, and the enemy 
again appeared to be without 
fighter protection. Presently 
a report came in from a Zero 
group leader: “All . . . enemy 
torpedo bombers shot down.” 
Nearly 50 Zeros had gone to 
intercept the unprotected enemy 
formation! Small wonder that it 
did not get through.
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At 10:00 a.m. Nagumo felt 
confident enough to transmit a fairly 
optimistic summary of the day’s 
events to Yamamoto and Kondo:

Carried out air attack on 
Midway at 6:30. Many enemy 
shore based planes attacked us 
subsequent to 7:15. We have 
suffered no damages. At 7:28 
the enemy consisted of 1 carrier, 
7 cruisers, and 5 destroyers…. 
After destroying this force, we 
plan to resume our Midway 
attack.

Two more American torpedo 
bomber attack squadrons appeared 
within minutes of Nagumo’s 
transmission. The first American 
squadron, consisting of Devastators, 
flew in from the south and 
briefly pursued the Kaga but was 
outmaneuvered by the ship and lost 
all but five of its fourteen planes to 
the Japanese Zeros. The other attack 
force consisted of twelve Devastators 
and six Wildcat fighters, of which 
only two escaped from the relentless 
precision of the patrolling Zeros.

By then, Nagumo’s combat 
patrols and shipboard anti-aircraft 
batteries had gotten the better of 
ninety-four American aircraft. Most 
of the enemy warplanes had been 
shot down, and apart from the high-
altitude B-17 Flying Fortresses 
that had come and gone two hours 
earlier, the rest had been so badly 

damaged that it was unlikely they 
would all survive long enough to 
return to safe landings.

Despite its string of successes, 
Nagumo’s carrier division was in 
serious disarray. Due to the evasive 
maneuvers each ship had executed 
to avoid the unrelenting enemy 
attacks, the fleet was strung out 
in a long line, with the Soryu and 
Hiryu in the lead, and the Akagi and 
Kaga trailing about ten miles to the 
southwest. Nagumo’s destroyer and 
cruiser escorts were scattered in a 
ring around the fleet, and the Zero 
patrol fighters were clustered in 
small groups.

What Nagumo needed most 
was time to get his fleet back into 
formation and launch the long-
overdue attack on the American 
carrier group. This would require 
landing and refreshing his patrol 
Zeros, and then bringing up his 
squadrons of bombers from their 
hangar decks to be fueled, warmed 
up, and launched in a coordinated 
manner. 

With the horizon at least 
temporarily clear of incoming enemy 
planes, deck crews on the four 
Japanese ships set about their tasks, 
but at 10:22 a.m. a lookout on Hiryu 
pointed to the sky high over the 
Kaga and Akagi and shouted: “Dive 
bombers!” 

IJN Hiryu maneuvering to avoid bombs dropped from high altitude.
United States Navy Dauntless 
dive bomber in action. Flight deck of USS Hornet.

United States Navy B-17 Flying 
Fortress high-altitude bomber.
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A warning was signaled to the two 
ships, but it was too late. Because 
previous American torpedo bomber 
attacks had come in relatively close 
to sea level, the guns on Nagumo’s 
ships were aimed at low angles, 
and their crews struggled to raise 
them in time to fire on the twenty-
seven Dauntless dive bombers that 
were dropping in from over fifteen 
thousand feet, plunging toward the 
Kaga and Akagi at three hundred 
miles per hour.

Bombs dropped from the first 
three planes missed the Kaga, but 
the fourth one struck the middle 
of the ship’s flight deck, smashing 
through it and exploding in the crew 
compartments below. The fourth and 
fifth bombs also missed their marks, 
but the next three consecutively 
obliterated Kaga’s bridge, forward 
elevator, and the remainder of the 
upper flight deck.

Within seconds Kaga was on fire 
from stem to stern and shuddering 
from a series of massive explosions 
as its fuel tanks and ammunition 
stores ignited.

Moments later a trio of dive 
bombers plummeted out of the 
sky over Nagumo’s flagship, the 
Akagi, and released their payloads. 
Only one bomb hit the ship, but it 
plowed through the flight deck and 
into the hangar deck below, where 
it exploded in the middle of a group 
of eighteen Japanese planes that 
were in the process of refueling 
and having torpedoes hung from 
their undercarriages. The resulting 
secondary explosions created a 
firestorm that instantly ravaged the 
hangar deck. 

Admiral Nagumo and most of his 
senior officers survived the attack. 
For several minutes, Nagumo refused 
to take their advice to evacuate the 
ship; but then he finally agreed to 
transfer his command and crew to the 
destroyer Nagara.

Twenty miles to the north and 
coinciding with the attack on the 
Akagi, seventeen American dive 
bombers came out of the sky over the 
Soryu. Only three bombs hit the ship, 
but they were equally spaced along 
the carrier’s deck and ignited another 
blaze of onboard aviation fuel and 
munitions in the hangar below. 
Watching from the neighboring 
Hiryu, one Japanese sailor later 
recalled that the Soryu looked like 
she “had been sliced in two…. It was 
possible to see right through her to 
the other side.”

Following the near-simultaneous 
strikes on the Akagi and Soryu, the 
American bombers flew away to the 
northeast, escaping from the shocked 
pilots of the Zero patrols while the 
three stricken carriers continued to 
burn and emit huge explosions from 
their cratered decks. 

At 10:50 a.m. Admiral Yamamoto’s 
destroyer group was still approaching 
through a dense fog six hundred 
miles to the west when it received a 
radio transmission from the carrier 
group:

Fires are raging aboard the 
Kaga, Soryu, and Akagi due to 
attacks carried out by enemy 
land-based and carrier-based 
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attack planes. We plan to have 
the Hiryu engage the enemy 
carrier. In the meantime, we are 
temporarily retiring to the north, 
and assembling our forces.

Yamamoto read the message in 
the presence of the signal officer who 
had delivered it to the bridge of the 
flagship Yamato. According to the 
officer, the admiral looked stunned 
as he read the printout. He groaned, 
fixed his gaze on the fog-shrouded 
sea outside, and handed the message 
back to the officer without saying 
anything.

Only the carrier Hiryu was left 
unharmed by the American attack. At 
10:54 a.m. the Hiryu’s commander, 
Rear Admiral Tamon Yamaguchi, 
launched a wave of eighteen dive 
bombers and six Zeros to the 
northeast, sending a message to the 
rest of the fleet: “All of our planes are 
taking off now to destroy the enemy 
carriers.”

The squadron from the Hiryu 
headed northeast. At noon they 
attacked the USS Yorktown ninety 
miles from the Hiryu, losing thirteen 
bombers and three Zeros in the effort, 
but scoring three hits on the hull and 
flight deck of the American carrier.

At 12:20 p.m. Admiral Yamamoto 
transmitted a coded message that 
temporarily postponed the invasion 
of Midway. 

Two hours later, Nagumo was 
shocked to learn from updated scout 
plane reports that there were, in fact, 
no less than three U.S. carrier groups 
in the area. 

Despite the odds being suddenly 
and inexplicably stacked against 
him, Nagumo stoically ordered the 
remnants of his fleet to close with the 
Americans, launching two more air 
strikes from the Hiryu that ultimately 
put the Yorktown’s engines out of 
commission, and left the American 
carrier listing heavily to port. Ninety 
miles to the southwest, meanwhile, 
the Akagi, Kaga, and Soryu continued 
to burn out of control.

At 5:05 p.m. the Hiryu was 
preparing to launch another battle 
squadron to locate the newfound 
enemy carriers when it was attacked 
by thirty-eight American bombers. 
The Hiryu’s forward flight deck was 
destroyed by four bombs and burst 
into flames.

That night, the burned-out hulk 
of the Soryu sank, and Yamamoto 
reluctantly ordered that the 
abandoned Kaga and Akagi be 
torpedoed by their own escorts rather 
than allowing them to 
fall into the hands of 
the Americans. When 
one of Yamamoto’s 
officers suggested that 
the fleet might yet rally 
its remaining gunships 
to bombard Midway 
and the undamaged 
American carriers, he 
calmly answered: “It is 
too late now for such 
an operation. Too much 
fighting causes all-out 
defeat.” 

At 2:55 the next 
morning, June 5, 
Yamamoto ordered his 

fleets to rendezvous and to return 
together to Japan. Later that morning 
Rear Admiral Yamaguchi realized 
that the smoldering Hiryu would 
never make it home. He evacuated his 
crew, and ordered one of its escorts 
to torpedo the ship, voluntarily 
remaining on board to share its fate.

Although he had all but admitted 
defeat, Yamamoto authorized one last 
attack on the crippled USS Yorktown. 
At 1:30 p.m. Japanese submarine 
I-168 crept up on the evacuated 
American carrier and fired a salvo 
of four torpedoes at Yorktown and a 
smaller destroyer, USS Hammann, 
moored alongside. The Hammann 
was cut in half and sank immediately, 
while the Yorktown was struck by two 
torpedoes and sank the next day.

Yamamoto’s combined fleet 
returned to Hashirajima harbor, near 
the city of Hiroshima, on June 14. No 
official punishments were meted out 
to Yamamoto or Nagumo for having 
lost the Imperial Japanese Navy’s 
four most powerful aircraft carriers 
and their warplanes. Instead, Japan 
proclaimed victory and immediately 
assigned survivors of the battle to 
new posts, not allowing them leave 
to visit their homes, where they 
might reveal the truth of what had 
happened.

The Battle of Midway was Japan’s 
first naval defeat in the Second World 
War and a turning point that led to a 
steady loss of Japanese territory as 
American forces moved forcefully 
against them in the western and 
southern Pacific Ocean. In April of 
1943, Yamamoto was killed when a 
plane he was flying in was targeted 
and shot down by American fighters 
over the Solomon Islands. A year 
later, Nagumo committed suicide 
as American marines overran his 
command post on the Island of 
Saipan in the Mariana Islands.

In March of 1982, declassified 
U.S. Government documents verified 
a longstanding rumor that thanks to 
the efforts of American radio code-
breakers in Hawaii, the specifics of 
Yamamoto’s Midway invasion plan 
had been intercepted and deciphered 
weeks before his fleet left Japan. 
As a result, U.S. Pacific Fleet 
Commander Chester Nimitz and 
Admiral Raymond Spruance had time 
to bolster the defenses of Midway 
and to dispatch the U.S. carriers 
Yorktown, Enterprise, and Hornet 
to anticipate Nagumo’s arrival. 
The American carriers—for whom 
Yamamoto thought he had been 
laying a trap—had left Pearl Harbor 

days before the Japanese carrier 
fleet reached Midway, and had been 
waiting for him there all along.
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By Paul Chrastina
Marie Grosholtz spent her child-

hood in the surreal environment of 
a wax museum. In 1768, when she 
was seven years old, Grosholtz and 
her single mother began living in an 
apartment adjacent to the Curtius 
Waxworks in Paris. Her mother 
worked as a housekeeper for Dr. 
Philippe Curtius, who owned and 
operated the museum.

Young Grosholtz roamed freely 
from the kitchen, where her mother 
prepared Curtius’s meals, to the 
workshop where Curtius sculpted 
wax busts and to the museum where 
paying customers gawked at life-
size wax effigies of contemporary 
celebrities. Unlike competing wax 
museums, which depicted scenes 
from history or mythology, Curtius 
displayed wax effigies of living 
people. His museum’s most popular 
display was a tableau showing King 
Louis XVI and his family sitting 
down to dinner in their palace 
at Versailles. Perhaps because 
Grosholtz played among these effi-
gies as a child, she developed a great 
affection for the royal family, and 
especially for the king’s youngest 
sister, Princess Elizabeth, who was 
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a few years younger than Grosholtz 
herself.

Young Grosholtz tagged along 
after Curtius as he worked at his 
craft, watching him produce busts of 
daring balloon pilots, notorious mur-
derers, and leading actresses, authors, 
and politicians, along with power-
ful aristocrats and their expensively 
dressed mistresses. 

Curtius had been trained as a phy-
sician—he had a sideline making 
anatomical models for medical 
schools—but he was also an expert 
sculptor who knew how to capture a 
good likeness of his celebrated sub-
jects. To make his busts look realis-
tic, he finished them with coloring, 
real human hair, and glass eyes. He 
then mounted them on clothed man-
nequins to create life-size effigies for 
his museums.

Grosholtz showed such keen inter-
est in Curtius’s work that he even-
tually began teaching her the art of 
sculpting. The doctor was a lifelong 
bachelor. Having no other children 
in his home, he became strongly 
attached to Grosholtz, who proved 
to be an apt pupil. By the time she 
reached her teens, she had become 
his most valuable employee. One 
example of her early work, a wax 
bust of Benjamin Franklin, still 
exists. The bust is very lifelike and 
convincing; its realism suggests that 
Franklin, who was in Paris when the 
sculpture was made, was persuaded 
to pose in person for the teenaged 
sculptress. 

Getting the best possible like-
ness was important to Curtius and 
Grosholtz. They would settle for 
copying sculptures or paintings when 
they could not arrange to see a celeb-
rity in person, but they worked from 
life whenever they could. In the case 
of executed criminals, they would 
borrow severed heads from the public 
executioner to make death masks. 
The resulting likenesses became wax 
busts that were mounted on man-

nequins to create life-size effigies 
of murderers gripping bloodstained 
weapons. 

In addition to training Grosholtz to 
sculpt, Curtius also taught her how to 
manage a business and keep financial 
records. He treated her very much 
like a daughter, and she referred 
to him as her uncle, although they 
appear to have been unrelated.

During her twenties, Grosholtz 
remained single and devoted herself 
to working at Curtius’s waxworks. 
The business encountered difficul-
ties at that time, as political turmoil 
in France altered the public atti-
tudes toward many of the people 
depicted in wax. By the late 1780s, 
with a rising tide of pro-democracy 
sentiment flooding the nation, the 
tableau showing the royal family 
at dinner had become controversial 
and was losing its popular appeal. 
Curtius responded by opening a 
new museum featuring effigies of 
pro-democracy statesmen like the 
Marquis of Lafayette, the Duke of 
Orleans, and Jacques Necker. This 
change displeased Grosholtz, who 
distrusted democracy and who con-
tinued to fervently admire the royal 
family.

On July 12, 1789, when Grosholtz 
was twenty-seven, she was at work 
in the new museum at Boulevard du 
Temple when a noisy crowd of politi-
cal protesters marched up to the door. 
They were parading in support of 
Jacques Necker, the reform-minded 
minister of finance who had just been 
fired from his post by King Louis 
XVI. The crowd wanted the muse-
um’s effigy of Necker, to carry it in 
their parade. They also wanted to 
borrow the wax effigy of another of 
their pro-democracy heroes, the Duke 
of Orleans.

Grosholtz later recalled that 
the crowd was “very civil, and its 
general bearing so orderly,” that 
she “felt no alarm whatsoever.” Dr. 
Curtius was on the premises, and he 
took charge of the situation, explain-
ing to the demonstrators that the effi-
gies consisted of wax busts mounted 
on clothed dummies. He was willing 

to let the crowd borrow a couple of 
wax busts, which could be removed 
in one piece, but he explained that 
the dummies would fall apart if the 
marchers tried to carry them through 
the streets. The crowd then took the 
two busts that they wanted, draped 
them in black fabric, and paraded 
them through the streets of Paris in a 
symbolic funeral march.

About an hour after leaving the 
wax museum, the procession reached 
Place Vendôme, a large square near 
the center of Paris, where it encoun-
tered a mercenary German cavalry 
regiment that had been hired by 
the king to maintain order. Without 
warning, the foreign troops charged 
with drawn sabers and opened fire 
on the civilians, only to be them-
selves fired upon by one of the king’s 
French regiments that arrived on the 
scene. By the time the mêlée was 
over, the two wax busts were lost, 
and at least one civilian and one 
soldier had been killed. Curtius wrote 
afterwards: “The bust of the Duke of 
Orleans was returned to me without 
damage: but that of Necker wasn’t 
returned until six days later.... The 
hair was burned and the face bore 
the damage of several thrusts of the 
sword.”

Although Grosholtz was a royal-
ist, she felt indignant at the violence 
of the mercenaries. She later recalled 
that all of Paris seemed enraged that 
government troops had attacked a 
peaceful demonstration. She wrote: 
“It is impossible for one to form an 
adequate idea of the rage that these 
wanton acts of cruelty excited among 
the public.”

Two days later, on July 14, a mob 
of about nine hundred angry Parisians 
besieged and seized the Bastille, a 
prison that had come to symbolize 
government tyranny. Curtius, who 
was present at the siege, capitalized 
on the event by exhibiting wax effi-
gies of the revolt’s leaders. 

On Curtius’s orders, Grosholtz 
created a wax effigy of one of the 
emaciated prisoners who had been 
freed from the prison, but she did not 
approve of the mob’s violence. Her 
personal sympathies still lay with the 
French royal family.

These sympathies became danger-
ous after the night of June 20, 1791, 
when King Louis, Queen Marie 
Antoinette, and Princess Elizabeth 
attempted to escape in disguise to 
Austria. About thirty miles from the 
French border, they were recognized, 
captured, and returned to Paris. The 
attempted escape shattered what little 
faith people still had in the king, and, 
despite the allegiance of scattered 
royalist holdouts, Marie recalled that: 
“the derision of majesty became the 
favorite theme of the populace, who 
availed themselves of every opportu-
nity of expressing their contempt and 
indignation at everything connected 
with the monarchy.”

Marie Grosholtz as a young 
woman.

Dr. Philippe Curtius.

Political Turmoil Threatens 
Paris Waxworks Business

This wax sculpture by Philippe Curtius depicts Madame du Barry, the 
mistress of King Louis XV, napping on a couch. Curtius hired Madame du 
Barry’s dressmaker to give the sculpture realistically elaborate clothing.



Soon afterward, evidence was 
found that the king had been plan-
ning to enlist the help of neighboring 
sovereigns to mount a foreign inva-
sion of France and restore his domin-
ion. In April of 1792, the National 
Assembly declared war on Austria, 
asserting that its emperor was collud-
ing with expatriate French noblemen 
to encourage a counterrevolution. 
Louis was arrested and charged with 
treason. On September 21, 1792, the 
National Assembly officially abol-
ished the monarchy, and after a brief 
trial in January of 1793, the king was 
beheaded by guillotine in the Place 
de la Concorde. Marie witnessed the 
execution and sadly reflected: “Thus 
terminated the career of one of the 
most amiable men, perhaps, who had 
ever graced a throne.”

In addition to having royal-
ist sympathies, Grosholtz made the 
very dangerous mistake of boasting 
about an alleged personal friendship 
between herself and Princess Eliza-
beth, the king’s sister. She described 
this unlikely friendship in a set of 
reminiscences that she later dictated. 
According to Grosholtz, the prin-
cess took wax sculpting lessons from 
Grosholtz, and was so enthusiastic 
about her teaching that she moved 
Grosholtz into her apartment at Ver-
sailles, where they lived together like 
sisters for several years. 

The odds that this astonishing 
story is true seem extremely slim; it 
was most likely a fantasy relived so 
often that it eventually came to seem 
real to Grosholtz. Her reminiscences 
contain other boasts that are clearly 
false, including an imaginary glorious 
military career for her father, Joseph 
Grosholtz, and the unsubstantiated 
blood relationship between herself 
and her mentor, Dr. Curtius.

Unfortunately for Grosholtz, her 
boasts of personal friendship with 
Princess Elizabeth seemed real to 
some members of the Jacobin Club, 
a group of extremists who took over 
the French government in Septem-
ber of 1793. During their Reign of 
Terror, the Jacobins formed “commit-
tees of surveillance” to investigate 
anyone suspected of jeopardizing 
“the liberty and safety of the French 
people.” The ensuing persecutions 
led to the arrest and mass execution 
by guillotine of thousands of victims, 
from former aristocrats who had 
unwisely remained in France to polit-
ical figures who refused to sanction 
Jacobin extremism. 

Curtius, whose democratic sym-
pathies were well-known, was able 
to shield Grosholtz until early 1794, 
when he was sent as an envoy to a 
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French army occupying the German 
city of Mainz, leaving her to manage 
the wax museum alone. Due to her 
self-proclaimed connections with the 
royal family, she was denounced as 
a traitor by a rival at a neighboring 
theater and arrested. In her memoirs, 
Marie wrote that she spent several 
weeks in the La Force Prison, where 
her hair was cropped in prepara-
tion for the guillotine, but thanks to 
the intervention of several of Curti-
us’s Jacobin friends, she was finally 
released on the condition that she 
make and display wax “death masks” 
of executed prisoners. She thus 
acquired likenesses of many promi-
nent victims of the Terror who were 
her personal heroes. “With these 
victims perished talents and virtues of 
the most exalted nature,” she wrote. 

By the end of July, the Reign of 
Terror came to a grisly end when 
its Jacobin architects were them-
selves usurped, indicted as enemies 
of the state, and executed by guillo-
tine. Grosholtz described the leading 
Jacobin, Maximilien Robespierre, 
as “an enemy of mankind,” but she 
nevertheless found herself feeling 
nostalgic after he was guillotined on 
July 28. According to her memoirs, 
as Grosholtz cradled Robespierre’s 
severed head in her lap “in order to 
take a cast from it,” she could not 
help recalling that he had been a flir-
tatious man who had called her “a 
pretty patriot” while escorting her 
and Curtius on a tour of the Bastille 
shortly after its fall.

In September of 1794, Curtius died 
at the age of fifty-four. He bequeathed 
Grosholtz his museum and his collec-
tion of wax models. 

The following year she married 
François Tussaud, an engineer eight 
years her junior. The waxworks—
now renamed Madame Tussaud’s 
Museum—became a shrine to victims 
of the Terror, including those whose 
severed heads the proprietor claimed 
to have collected from beneath the 
guillotine.

The Tussauds had three children, 
but the marriage failed and Madame 

Tussaud found herself facing a finan-
cial crisis caused by declining atten-
dance at her exhibitions. She was 
forced to begin touring her wax-
works across Europe, taking them to 
countries where royalist sympathies 
ran higher than in Paris. Outside of 
France, many people were curious to 
see effigies of the executed victims of 
the Terror, especially those of King 
Louis XVI and Queen Marie Antoi-
nette.

In 1802 Madame Tussaud moved 
to England. Accompanied by her 
eldest son, she took her waxworks 
on a traveling exhibition that toured 
Britain for the next three decades. 
In 1835 she established a perma-
nent wax museum on Baker Street 
in London. The museum became 
a popular tourist attraction, and 
three years later she published her 
memoirs, which sold well and were 
reprinted several times.

Madame Tussaud died in 1850 at 
the age of eighty-nine. Her waxworks 
in London remained popular after her 
death, and the business is still profit-
able today. In addition to its original 
London venue, eight branches of 
“Madame Tussauds” operate world-
wide today, continuing the tradition 
of showcasing contemporary celebri-
ties for popular entertainment. 
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A crowd carries wax busts from 
the Curtius museum during a 
political demonstration in Paris 
on July 12, 1789.

Violence erupts when the demonstrators reach Place Vendôme, a large 
square near the center of Paris.

Wax sculpture allegedly made 
from a death mask of the executed 
Queen Marie Antoinette of 
France.

Wax model of the Count of Lores, 
made by Marie Grosholtz after a 
mob freed the count from years 
of confinement in the Bastille.

Madame Tussaud as a middle-aged entrepreneur.



By Matthew Surridge
In 221 BC, Liu Bang was a 

government official in his mid-
thirties in the country of Chu, one of 
a number of former states making up 
what is now China. That year the king 
of Qin conquered Chu, completing a 
series of wars that unified China. 

The king of Qin began to rule as 
emperor. Liu, who was a peasant by 
birth, was ambitious and generous, 
but he also had a reputation for 
laziness and he liked to drink. 
Working as an administrator in 
charge of several hundred families, 
Liu both enforced laws and delivered 
punishments in his home district. 
Under the rule of the new emperor, 
Liu found these punishments 
becoming increasingly severe, with 
the death penalty common.

In 215 BC the Qin emperor began 
to build a great mausoleum for 
himself in central China. This project 
would require years of work from 
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convict laborers, and Liu frequently 
led groups of convicts westward 
to the construction site. On one of 
these trips, so many of the convicts 
managed to escape that Liu realized 
that under the imperial laws he would 
face execution. He called a halt and 
began to drink.

Mulling over his unlucky fate, 
he decided that he might as well 
take up life as an outlaw rather than 
turn himself in to be executed. He 
called the rest of the convicts to him, 
announced his decision, and gave 
them their freedom. Several men, 
out of respect for Liu’s decision to 
liberate them, decided to follow him 
into outlawry.

For some time, Liu and his 
followers lived as bandits in a hidden 
mountain base in Chu. Liu developed 
a reputation as a strong outlaw leader 
who struck against the imperial 
authorities and tax collectors, and he 
soon had over a hundred men in his 
ranks. 

Liu secretly maintained 
communications with friends and 
family, which allowed him to follow 
events in the district and across the 
Chinese empire. In 210 he learned 
that the emperor had died. In the 
ensuing months, many rebellions 
broke out as warring nobles tried to 
recreate the kingdoms that had existed 
before the empire, including the 
kingdom of Chu. The harsh imperial 
laws fueled popular discontent, and 
it appeared to Liu that the empire 
would collapse. Liu wondered if he 
could find an opportunity for himself 
amid all the chaos. 

In 209 Liu’s friends came to him, 
urging him to join forces with the 
local magistrate, who was planning 
to align himself with a noble trying 
to throw off imperial rule in Chu and 
reinstate the old ruling family. Liu 
believed that in the unsettled state 

of the country, this rebellion would 
be best for the district, and agreed to 
fight alongside the magistrate. When 
Liu led his men to Pei, the city where 
the magistrate was based, he found 
that the magistrate had changed 
his mind about rebelling, and had 
closed the gates against Liu’s men. 
Rather than return to his base, Liu 
wrote a message, which he tied to an 
arrow and shot over the city walls. 
The message said that the empire 
could no longer maintain order, and 
that the rebels would massacre the 
inhabitants of the city unless its men 
also rebelled and selected “a worthy 
man from among your sons to be 
your leader.” 

The elders of the city then led an 
insurrection against the magistrate, 
killed him, opened the gates to Liu, 
and offered him rulership of the 
district. Liu at first refused, urging 
the people to find a leader from 
among them. The people insisted on 
selecting Liu, and he eventually took 
over. He then joined the rebels who 
were fighting under the king of Chu, 
and became one of the generals in the 
Chu army. 

Most of the rebel generals were 
educated men from the upper classes, 
while Liu was from a peasant 
background; but despite the strong 
class structure of the time, Liu’s 
natural charisma led to his acceptance 
by the other generals. 

The rebels’ first battles were 
successful, but the imperial forces 
counterattacked, and in 208 killed the 
noble who had begun the rebellion in 
Chu. His death demoralized Liu and 
the other Chu generals. 

It was clear that the empire 
would not allow the existence of an 
independent Chu, and that if Liu and 
the Chu generals were to succeed in 
their rebellion, they would have to 
defeat the empire. To rally his troops, 

the king of Chu decreed that any man 
who led an army into Xianyang, the 
capital city of the empire, would 
become the king of that area, the 
“lands between the mountain passes.” 
This encouraged the generals to 
return to the fight. Liu realized that 
if he fought well, he might have a 
chance to be a king.

By the command of the king of 
Chu, late in 208 the Chu forces were 
divided into two groups. Liu led a 
detachment of Chu forces westward 
into the heartland of the empire, 
while the main Chu army dealt 
with the greater part of the imperial 
forces. The king believed that Liu’s 
charisma would encourage the people 
to join their side and rise against the 
empire. After a year of fighting, Liu 
reached the capital, Xianyang, where 
the unpopular reigning emperor 
surrendered to him. Liu did not 
exact any retribution on the citizens. 
Instead he summoned the powerful 
men of the area and told them: 

Gentlemen, for a long time 
you have suffered beneath the 
harsh laws of [the Empire]. 
Those who criticized the 
government were wiped out 
along with their families; those 
who gathered to talk in private 
were executed in the public 
market. I and the other nobles 
have made an agreement that he 
who first enters the Pass [leading 
to the capital] shall rule over the 
area within. Accordingly I am 
now king of this territory within 
the Pass. I hereby promise you 
a code of laws consisting of 
three articles only: He who kills 
anyone shall suffer death; he 
who wounds another or steals 
shall be punished according to 
the gravity of the offense; for the 
rest I hereby abolish all the rules 
of [the Empire]. Let the officials 
and people remain undisturbed 
as before. I have come only to 
save you from further harm, not 
to exploit or tyrannize over you. 
Therefore do not be afraid!

Liu had this proclamation posted 
in the nearby towns. When the people 
tried to present him with gifts of 
food, he refused them, saying, “There 
is plenty of grain in the granaries. I 
do not wish to be a burden to the 
people.” 

Early in 206, Liu was faced with 
an important decision. During his 
own campaign to capture the capital 
city of Xianyang, he had followed 
the progress of a Chu general named 
Xiang Yu; originally the second-
in-command of Chu’s main army, 
Xiang had taken command after 
killing the commanding general 
following an argument about strategy.  

This modern statue of Qin 
Shi Huang, the first emperor 
of China, stands near his 
mausoleum.

Liu Bang as imagined by an 
artist circa 1600. He wore a 
beard, had a high nose, and was 
said to resemble a dragon.

Part of the army of life-size terracotta soldiers that guards the tomb of the 
first Qin emperor of China.

Bandit Joins Rebellion 
Against Emperor



While Liu had captured the imperial 
capital in central China, Xiang had 
defeated the rest of the imperial 
forces in battles farther to the east, 
and now he was approaching with his 
victorious army. 

Liu suspected that Xiang intended 
to usurp his power, and commanded 
that a mountain pass over which 
Xiang had to travel be guarded, and 
that the gates controlling the pass 
be closed. Reports soon came that 
Xiang had sent men to burn the 
gates, and that Liu’s garrison, left to 
protect the gates, had opened them to 
Xiang and his army. Xiang was now 
approaching Liu’s capital. 

Liu gathered his men at a nearby 
town but soon found that they were 
outnumbered by Xiang’s four to one. 
Liu realized that he had no hope of 
a military victory. Then one of his 
generals came to him, and told him 
that one of Xiang’s uncles, an old 
friend of the general, had secretly 
entered Liu’s camp to encourage the 
general to desert and save his life. 
The general, though, had believed he 
was duty-bound to report this to Liu. 
Liu thanked him, and had the general 
send Xiang’s uncle to him. Rather 
than hold the man hostage, Liu drank 
with him, assuring him that he was 
loyal to Xiang and that the pass had 
only been closed as a precaution 
against thieves. The two became 
friends, and even agreed that their 
children should marry each other. Liu 
allowed Xiang’s uncle to return to 
Xiang’s camp, telling him he would 
visit Xiang the next morning.

When Liu arrived at Xiang’s camp 
the next day with only a hundred 
horsemen, he found that Xiang’s 
uncle had prepared Xiang for his 
visit. Liu repeated his assurances 
of loyalty, saying that he had not 
anticipated being given the command 
by the king of Chu to enter the pass 
ahead of Xiang, and claiming that 
“some worthless person has been 
spreading talk and trying to cause 
dissension between us.” 

Xiang accepted the apology, 
and invited Liu to a banquet. At the 
banquet, one of Xiang’s cousins 
performed a sword dance. It soon 
became clear to Liu that the man 
meant to kill him, but his new 
friend, Xiang’s uncle, joined the 
dance and blocked the would-be 
assassin. Liu eventually asked to be 
excused to relieve himself and took 
the chance to flee back to his own 
camp. Unopposed, Xiang executed 
the former emperor, massacred the 
people of the capital city, and then 
left to return to his homeland of Chu.

The king of Chu ordered that the 
agreement he had decreed among 
the generals be honored, and that 
kingship of the capital be given to 
Liu Bang, who had conquered it, 
but Xiang refused. He exiled the 
king of Chu to distant Chen County, 
forcing him to take the nominal title 
of emperor, while Xiang took the 
title of Dictator-King of Western 
Chu. Xiang took control of the 
capital region from Liu and gave 
it to three former imperial generals 
who were loyal to him. He gave Liu 
kingship of Han, to the southwest, 
claiming it was “between two 
mountain passes,” and therefore 
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fulfilled the terms of the original 
agreement.

Liu, now ambitious for more 
power, was angered by Xiang’s 
interference with the promise the 
king of Chu had made to his generals, 
but he still did not have the military 
strength to stand up to Xiang. So he 
travelled to Han, and burned several 
so-called “cloud bridges,” built 
across deep mountain ravines, behind 
him. He knew that the action would 
be reported across the country and 
be taken as a sign by Xiang that Liu 
did not intend to lead an army back 
across the bridges. This would give 
Xiang a sense of security. But one of 
Liu’s close advisers was originally 
from Han, and he had told Liu that 
there was another, older, road from 
Han to the capital, forgotten by 
almost everyone. 

Xiang’s power now seemed 
supreme. While in Han, Liu found 
that his men, largely fresh recruits 
from the east, were deserting him to 
return home; but as it became evident 
that Xiang was an unpopular leader, 
many men came to join Liu in Han, 
eager to take arms against him. When 
word came that Xiang was busy 
putting down a revolt in the north, 
Liu decided to take the offensive.

He made a public declaration that 
he was sending men to rebuild the 
bridges he had burned, which would 
clearly take many months. Then he 
led an army back into the imperial 
heartland along the old road. The 
people of the capital, remembering 
his gentle rule, rose up as he attacked 
the men Xiang had put in power. Liu 
soon regained the territory he had 
originally been promised. He had 
one of his advisers send a letter to 
Xiang promising that he would not 
seek further territory. He received 
no answer, but Xiang continued his 
campaign in the north, giving Liu 
time to establish himself again in 
the land he had just reconquered, 
lightening the tax burden and 
establishing new officials.

In April of 205, Liu received 
a report that Xiang had had the 
emperor, the former king of Chu, 
murdered. Liu responded with a 
show of public grief, declaring three 
days of mourning for the dead ruler. 
He then sent envoys to other Chu 
nobles, with messages saying that 
Xiang had banished and murdered 
the rightful emperor, “a most 
treasonable and heinous offense!” 
Liu stated that he was in mourning 
for the emperor, and that he hoped 
other lords would join him. He 
further stated that he would lead 
his troops along the Yangtze River 
to attack Xiang, and he asked the 
others to assemble their troops to 
assist him. 

Many nobles followed Liu as a 
result. He advanced along the Yangtze 
River with an army so large that it 
allegedly numbered half a million 
men. He found that Xiang himself 
was still putting down rebellions in 
the north, and continued his advance 
until he had captured Xiang’s capital. 

But soon Xiang returned, having 
put down the northern rebels. Xiang, 
a talented general with a knack for 
motivating men, defeated Liu in 
a great battle. The frantic Liu was 

barely able to escape under cover of 
a storm.

Thus began a series of battles 
between Liu and Xiang. Xiang 
was the greater general but was so 
despised as a ruler that after every 
defeat, the charismatic Liu was able 
to find allies among other nobles, 
and encouraged the people to take up 
arms against Xiang. After his defeat 
at Xiang’s capital, Liu managed to 
persuade another king to rebel against 
Xiang, giving Liu enough time to 
levy another army. Liu captured a 
nearby city, but Xiang trapped him 
there until Liu tricked him by sending 
two thousand women in armor—
accompanied by a man riding in his 
own royal chariot—out through the 
city’s eastern gate. When Xiang and 
his men immediately launched an 
attack, believing Liu was leading a 
sortie, Liu was able to escape the city 
through the western gate.

Liu returned to the attack but 
lost another battle against Xiang 
and barely escaped in a small 
carriage. Traveling incognito and 
claiming to be an envoy from the 
king of Han (when, in fact, he was 
the king of Han), he hurried north 
to reassemble his forces, and then 
struck back southward. When Xiang 
took some men eastward to secure 
his supply lines, Liu sent men 
to hurl insults at Xiang’s troops, 
and provoke them to abandon the 
safety of the city where they were 
stationed. 

When Xiang’s marshal led a 
sortie, he was easily defeated by 
Liu and his men, but then Xiang 
returned to the area. This time Liu 
chose not to face Xiang in battle, 
and fell back again. The two armies 
held their positions on opposite 
sides of a ravine for several 
months.

The emperor’s chariot, reproduced in terracotta for his tomb.

A cavalryman of the terracotta army.
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At one point, in early 203, Liu 
and Xiang held a shouted argument 
across the ravine. Xiang challenged 
Liu to meet him in personal combat.
Liu responded by listing Xiang’s 
crimes, including the murder of the 
king of Chu. He concluded: “As 
a subject you have assassinated 
your sovereign; you have murdered 
those who had already surrendered, 
administered your rule unjustly, and 
broken faith with the agreement 
that you made. You are guilty of 
such heinous treason as the world 
cannot forgive.... I and my soldiers 
of righteousness have joined with the 
other nobles to punish tyranny and 
rebellion. I have plenty of criminals 
and ex-convicts that I can send to 
attack and kill you. Why should I go 
to the trouble of engaging in combat 
with you myself?” 

Xiang, enraged, shot at Liu with 
a crossbow. Liu was injured in the 
chest but did not acknowledge the 
seriousness of the injury, instead 
grabbing his foot and shouting, “The 
scoundrel has hit me in the toe!” 

His men had not seen where the 
arrow struck, and Liu’s deception 
maintained his men’s morale, and 
as the stand-off continued over the 
following months, Liu recovered. 
It was clear he was gaining military 
strength, as his speech had been 
widely reported and more nobles 
joined him. Xiang’s brutality, 
meanwhile, had alienated his 
potential allies.

In the late autumn of 203, Liu 
sent men to threaten Xiang’s supply 
lines. He then proposed a treaty to 
Xiang, giving Liu control over the 
west of China, while giving Xiang 
control over the east. Running low 
on food, and with his ability to 
resupply himself endangered, Xiang 
reluctantly agreed to the treaty.

Liu did not hold to the agreement. 
Knowing that the Chu soldiers were 
weary and low on food, he prepared 
to launch another attack. He quickly 
consolidated his alliances by giving 
out fiefs and titles, and then led them 
eastward after the retreating Xiang. 

Liu intended to link up with 
other allies as he marched, but his 
planned rendezvous failed as his 
reinforcements were delayed. Then 
he was surprised when Xiang, 
furious at the breaking of the treaty, 
attacked him. Liu lost the battle, 

and fell back to a nearby walled 
city.

Xiang’s exhausted men were 
unable to follow up their victory. Liu, 
sensing that he had the upper hand, 
patiently gathered his men again, 
and encouraged other nobles to rebel 
against Xiang’s rule. Two of them led 
their forces to join Liu.

With these reinforcements in hand, 
Liu was able to surround Xiang early 
in 202. As Liu’s forces gathered in the 
night, they sang folk songs from Chu. 
Xiang, hearing this, believed that the 
songs meant that the men of Chu 
had risen against him. He panicked 
and fled. His army was defeated, and 
Xiang was finally tracked down and 
killed.

Liu, formerly king of Han, was 
crowned as the first Han emperor 
in 201. He ruled under the name of 
Emperor Gaozu until his death in 195 
BC.

The Han Dynasty became the 
first great centralized historical 
Chinese dynasty, lasting over four 
hundred years, until 220 AD. It was 
a relatively peaceful period, during 
which the country grew wealthy. 
Social structures were put in place 
that lasted for centuries. Today, 
the largest Chinese ethnic group is 
sometimes referred to as Han ren, 
literally “people of Han,” while the 
characters of Chinese writing are 
known as “Han characters.”
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In addition to being an outstanding military leader, Liu Bang was a noted 
musician who sang and played the guqin, a stringed instrument. He is 
remembered as the composer of “The Song of the Great Wind,” which he 
first performed at a banquet in 195 BC. 
In keeping with Confucian ideals, subsequent Chinese emperors also 
cultivated an interest in the arts. The image above, which depicts a 
musician playing a guqin, was painted by Emperor Huizong in the twelfth 
century AD.

The formation of the Han Empire became a defining moment in Chinese 
history.



By David Vachon 
In 1794 the U. S. Government 

signed a peace treaty with the 
Cherokee Indians of the Southeast, 
ending twenty years of war and 
guaranteeing the Cherokee Nation’s 
right to “exist forever.” Cherokee 
leaders, some of whom were the sons 
of white traders who had married 
Cherokee women, encouraged 
their people to live on farms, raise 
crops, and keep cattle. The federal 
government promised to help. Federal 
Indian agents introduced principles 
of animal husbandry, taught women 
to plant cotton, and traded plows, 
spinning wheels, and looms for deer 
skins. 

Thomas Jefferson wrote to an 
Indian agent in 1803, “In keeping 
agents among the Indians, two 
objects are principally in view: 1. 
The preservation of peace; 2. The 
obtaining [of] lands.” He added: 
“The Indians being once closed in 
between strong settled countries . . . 
will find that small portions of land 
well improved will be worth more to 
them than extensive forests.”

Cherokee leaders who had 
grown wealthy from trading with 
whites embraced white customs 
and religion. In 1801 they allowed 
Moravian missionaries to begin 
teaching English in Cherokee 
settlements. Although many of the 
so-called mixed-blood Cherokee 
leaders were promoting assimilation, 
not all Cherokee embraced the idea. 
One federal agent observed, “Many 
of the Cherokees think that they are 
not derived from the same stock 
as whites, that they are favorites 
of the Great Spirit, and that he 
never intended they should live the 
laborious lives of whites.”

Sequoyah, a free-spirited silver-
smith in his late thirties, was one of 
the Cherokee who did not want to be 
assimilated. He did not speak English 
or wish to learn it. He grew crops and 
kept animals on his farm, but he was 
a traditionalist who valued Cherokee 
customs and religion. 

There are several different 
accounts of how Sequoyah became 
interested in creating a written 
language for Cherokee. In one 
account he was with a war party 
that found a letter in the pocket of 
an American prisoner and marveled 
at the practicality of having a 
written language; in another 
account a group of Cherokee were 
claiming white people had special 
powers to read and write words 
that Cherokee did not have. In 
that account Sequoyah became 
indignant, saying it was no great 
feat to write down words and that 
he could do it himself. His friends 
laughed at him, making Sequoyah 
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more determined to create a written 
language for Cherokee. 

Regardless of how Sequoyah was 
inspired to create a written language 
for Cherokee, he began work in 1809.  
He had seen sweeping changes in the 
Cherokee way of life since peace 
had been established fifteen years 
before, and he was concerned that 
Cherokee traditions, language, and 
religion were at risk of being lost. 
He reasoned that a written language 
would allow his people to preserve 
their traditions, keep written records, 
and communicate with each other 
over distances. 

At first Sequoyah attempted to 
make a symbol for each word or 
expression, but he soon realized that 
it would entail drawing and then 
memorizing thousands of symbols, 
a near impossible feat.  He wanted a 
method of writing that people would 
find easy to learn and to use. His 
friends and family thought that the 
project was implausible, and they 
discouraged him from continuing. 
His wife criticized him for neglecting 
his work as a silversmith and for 
leaving his fields uncultivated. 

Sequoyah spent much time 
alone in the woods, considering 
how best to form symbols for the 
sounds of Cherokee. Wahnenauhi, 
granddaughter to Sequoyah’s cousin 
George Lowrey, later recalled that a 

hunter told her he had seen Sequoyah 
in the woods, “seated on the ground, 
playing like a child with pieces of 
wood that he’d chopped from a tree.” 
She wrote, “He was always making 
odd little marks, sometimes on rocks 
. . . and sometimes with his knife 
cutting them in wood.”

Sequoyah began thinking of 
spoken words as a series of sounds 
instead of words. He separated 
the sounds of his language into its 
smallest components, for example, 
“qua,” “tse,” “wi,” “mo,” and “du.” 
With the help of his children, he 
attempted to isolate each sound, and 
made a symbol for each. One of his 
neighbors later explained the process 
that Sequoyah used. He put down 
all the syllables that he could think 
of and then memorized them. After 
that, he listened closely to people’s 
conversations, and whenever he 
heard a word with a syllable that he 
had overlooked, he made a note of it 
and then created a symbol for it.

Using a curvilinear style of 
script, Sequoyah drew a symbol for 
each syllable. He drew most of the 
symbols from his own imagination, 
but he found some in an old 
English spelling book, according 
to ethnographer James Mooney. 
Sequoyah selected “capitals, lower-
case, italics, and figures, and [placed] 
them right side up or upside down, 

without any idea of their sound or 
significance as used in English.” He 
simply liked the shapes and used 
them. For example, he used the 
Roman letter “W” for the sound “la,” 
and the Roman letter “K” for the 
sound “tso.” The resulting table, or 
syllabary, was particularly well suited 
to the Cherokee vocabulary, any word 
of which could be constructed from 
combinations of eighty-five syllables. 

Sequoyah worked on his project 
for over ten years. His wife became 
so annoyed with his preoccupation 
with the syllabary he was creating 
that she burned the papers he had 
used in his early experiments. 

In 1821 Sequoyah began keeping 
written accounts for his silversmith 
business and written records for 
his farm.  In this way he tested and 
adapted his writing system and 
proved to himself that it worked; but 
no one else was willing to try it.

Captain John Stuart in his 1837 
Sketch of the Indians wrote: “It was 
with great difficulty that he could 
induce the members of his own 
family to believe that it was anything 
more than a wild delusion. At length, 
however, he prevailed upon one 
of his young daughters to learn his 
newly invented alphabet.... She made 
rapid progress in learning, and soon 
became able to write and read with 
ease and fluency.” 

Sequoyah Invents 
System of Writing

Sequoyah’s syllabary.



Sequoyah realized that many 
people in his community were deeply 
suspicious of his claim to be able 
to write and read Cherokee. Some 
of them accused him of sorcery. 
To dispel this notion, Sequoyah 
agreed to demonstrate his writing 
for the community at a council 
meeting in the Cherokee Nation’s 
capital of New Echota. He asked 
his daughter Ayoka to help him.  
Together they traveled over sixty 
miles from their home on the Coosa 
River to New Echota, near present-
day Calhoun, Georgia. 

When the meeting began, Ayoka 
was taken into another room 
where she could not hear what was 
being said in the council chamber. 
Sequoyah told the council leaders 
to dictate what they would like him 
to write. He would write the words, 
and he would have his daughter read 
them. The councilors dictated to 
Sequoyah, and he wrote what they 
said. When he had finished, they 
brought Ayoka back into the room, 
where she read aloud the words 
from the page. The whole audience 
was astonished. It was evident to 
those assembled that Sequoyah had 
indeed created a written language for 
Cherokee. 

Sequoyah realized that his written 
language could help preserve 
the culture of his people only if 
community leaders used it, and he 
would have to teach it to them. He 
was particularly eager to teach it to 
non-English-speaking traditionalists 
who still practiced Cherokee 
customs and religion. Many of 
these traditionalists, unhappy with 
the proximity of white settlers, had 
accepted a federal government offer 
of “acre for acre” of land in the 
Missouri and Arkansas Territory, and 
they had moved there in 1819.  In 
1823 Sequoyah decided to travel the 
seven hundred miles to Arkansas to 
teach the so-called Western Cherokee 
how to read and write in their native 
tongue.

When Sequoyah arrived in 
Arkansas, he immediately liked 
the relative freedom the people 
experienced there. There were fewer 
white settlers encroaching on their 
land, and the people were free to hunt 
and fish and live a more traditional 
life. In 1824 he moved his family 
to the Arkansas reservation, where 
he began teaching people to use his 
syllabary. 

Sequoyah prospered in Arkansas. 
He taught the medicine man 
Takahtokuh, and he gave lessons to 
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young people in his village. Other 
medicine men, feeling that their 
traditions were being lost, eagerly 
learned the syllabary to record some 
of the old songs, medicinal remedies, 
and stories. Takahtokuh helped 
Sequoyah set up a blacksmithing 
business, and Sequoyah produced 
salt to sell from a saline spring on his 
property. 

After Sequoyah had taught a 
number of people in Arkansas to 
write, he had them write letters to 
their friends and relatives among the 
Eastern Cherokee. Then he traveled 
back east and personally delivered 
the letters.  As a result, more people 
in the East took an interest in 
writing and reading Cherokee. The 
written language became known as 
Sequoyan.

Cherokee who did not speak 
English found Sequoyan easy to 
learn and well adapted to their 
spoken language. In the 1830s, John 
Howard Payne noted: “In my own 
observation, Indian children will take 
one or two, at times several, years 
to master the English printed and 
written language, but in a few days 
can read and write in Cherokee.... 
As soon as they master the alphabet 
they have got rid of all the perplexing 
questions in orthography [how letters 
combine to represent sounds and 
form words] that puzzle the brains 
of our children. It is not too much to 
say that a child will learn in a month, 
by the same effort, as thoroughly, in 
the language of Sequoyah, that which 
in ours consumes the time of our 
children for at least two years.” 

By the late 1820s, it was estimated 
that forty percent of the Cherokee 
population could read and write in 
longhand form. In 1828 leaders of the 
Eastern Cherokee started a Cherokee 
newspaper called the Cherokee 
Phoenix. In January of 1832, Chief 
John Ross wrote to Sequoyah, “The 
present generation has already 
experienced the great benefits of your 
incomparable system.” He awarded 
Sequoyah a silver medallion, which 
Sequoyah wore every day. 

In 1829 most of the four thousand 
Cherokee in Arkansas, including 
Sequoyah and his family, moved to 
Indian Territory in Oklahoma, where 
Sequoyah continued to teach all who 
were interested to use his syllabary.

In 1838 the Eastern Cherokee’s 
land was expropriated, and the 
majority of Cherokee in Georgia, 
Tennessee, Alabama, and the 
Carolinas were forcibly moved to 
Indian Territory along a route that has 

become known as the Trail of Tears. 
Thirteen thousand Cherokee were 
forced to leave on foot. As many 
as four thousand died of exposure, 
disease or starvation along the way. 

Sequoyah continued teaching his 
syllabary to tribe members in Okla-
homa, traveling throughout Indian 
Territory with a wagon containing 
copies of his syllabary. In the spring 
of 1842, he set out with his son Tesa 
and six others to meet with some of 
the eight hundred Arkansas Chero-
kee who had moved into Mexican 
territory instead of going to Okla-
homa. Sequoyah wanted to teach 
them his syllabary so that they could 
get back in touch with their fellow 
tribe members. Although Sequoyah 
met some of the Cherokee he was 
looking for in present-day Texas, he 
became ill and died near San Antonio 
in 1843. 

After his death, Sequoyah’s syl-
labary was used extensively until 
around 1920, by which time English 
was the language spoken by most 
Cherokee. Efforts in recent years to 
teach the Cherokee language, both 
spoken and written, to tribe members 
who already speak English, have not 
been successful. Presently, by some 
accounts, no one under forty years 
of age speaks or reads the language. 
Nonetheless, Sequoyan remains 
a symbol of Cherokee pride and 
nationhood; and Sequoyah—one of 
the few inventors of a writing system 
whose name was recorded by his-
torians—became a hero to schol-
ars around the world. Honors con-
ferred on him include the name of 
a minor planet (1103 Sequoia), the 
names of several computer systems 
(including the IBM Sequoia super-

computer), and the scientific names 
of the world’s tallest trees, Sequoia 
sempervirens (coast redwood) and 
the world’s largest trees by volume, 
Sequoiadendron giganteum (giant 
sequoia).
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The giant sequoia trees of California’s Sierra Nevada mountains became 
tourist attractions soon after botanists discovered them in the 1850s and 
named them after Sequoyah.

Portrait of Sequoyah, 1828, by Henry Inman, after Charles B. King. 
Distinctive clothing has often been a badge of tribal identity for Native 
Americans, and Sequoyah’s clothing expresses Cherokee patriotism. In 
Sketches of the Indians, Captain John Stuart wrote in 1837: “[Some 
Cherokee men] seem to prefer the turban and the toga to the hat and coat, 
while others dress exactly as the whites do.” 


