
T
HE JAPANESE ATTACK ON PEARL HARBOR, the U.S. military’s most
humiliating defeat, need not have happened. America’s defeat in the
Philippines and the Bataan Death March need not have happened. The
American surrender at Wake Island need not have
happened. The timely implementation and execu-

tion of Joint Army/Navy Board 355, Serial 691 (the Joint Board
Plan) would have preempted Japanese aggression in Southeast
Asia and in the western Pacific. 

The Joint Board Plan called for bombing raids on Japanese
interests to begin on November 1, 1941; it could have
smashed Japanese troop transport ships destined to invade
Malaysia, the Dutch East Indies and the Philippines before
they left port. The plan to bomb Pearl Harbor may have
been postponed so that Japanese troops could combat
U.S. guerilla air corps attacks that operated from secret
bases in China. Alternately, with the timely implemen-
tation of the plan, Hawaii could have been on full
alert with a widespread patrol effort and
thus deprive Japan of the ele-
ment of surprise. 

TThhee  ppllaann  tthhaatt  wwoouulldd  hhaavvee  pprreevveenntteedd
tthhee  aattttaacckk  oonn  PPeeaarrll  HHaarrbboorr
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The West Virginia (foreground) was

sunk and the Tennessee was damaged

during the Pearl Harbor attack that

could have been prevented if the U.S.

had chosen a swifter course of action.

(Photo courtesy of Stan Piet.)

This is a letter to President Roosevelt

dated July 18, 1941. In it, he endorsed

with this language: “July 23, 1941.

OK—but restudy military mission ver-

sus attaché method. FDR.” FDR

endorsed the Joint Board Plan on July

23, 1941, with these few words. (Photo

courtesy of Roosevelt Presidential

Library via author.)

This is the cover of the document

known as the Joint Board 355 (Serial

691). (P
hoto courtesy of Roosevelt

Presidential Library via author.)



aircraft and the AVG pilots’ salaries. For
example, the Chinese government used

Universal Trading Corp. (UTC) to acquire
American military hardware. Later, it was
superseded by China Defense Supplies
(CDS), a corporation formed by President
Roosevelt’s former speechwriter Thomas
Corcoran, Esq. The CDS was a private cor-
poration, but its offices were in the
Chinese embassy in Washington, D.C. 

Intercontinent Corp. was an American
company with substantial holdings in the
Chinese National Airlines (CNAC). It also
had a subsidiary corporation known as the
Central Aircraft Manufacturing Co.-
Federated (CAMCO) that served as the
AVG’s official employer.

Because it was illegal for Chinese per-
sonnel to recruit American airmen, the
U.S. State Department allowed American personnel to recruit American
pilots and technicians. After they left the jurisdiction of the U.S., the
“volunteers” would sign agreements with the Chinese Nationalist gov-
ernment. Just as it is today, elevating form over substance was a fashion-
able means of avoiding the law in 1941.

Many Americans think of guerilla air forces or air forces composed of
mercenaries as having served principally during the
Cold War such as in Cambodia and
Laos during the Vietnam War.
But in reality, the origins of
clandestine American air forces
and air operations can be traced
to the genesis of the AVG in 1940
and 1941. Michael Schaller, Ph.D.,
describes the Joint Board Plan in
his dissertation “The U.S. Crusade
in China, 1938-1945”:
Between December 1940 and July
1941, agents and agencies of the
United States did conspire with private
military entrepreneurs and the Chinese
Nationalists to develop a program for
secret air warfare. This appears to have
set a major precedent for U.S. military and
political planning….

The Plan’s strategic
objectives 
The Joint Board Plan’s first strategic
objective was to “force the diversion of a
considerable portion of available Japanese
air force to defend Japanese establish-
ments on the South China coast and in
Japan to counter offensive operations in

the interior of China.” The second strategic objective was to “enable
Chinese armies to assume offensive operations, which will make the
heavy reinforcement of Japanese troops in China necessary.”

The U.S. trade embargo on the sale of aviation fuel to Japan followed a
Japanese initiative that forced closure of the Yunnan
Railway on July 16, 1940. It made it likely that Japan
would strike southward to the oil-rich Dutch East
Indies. Capt. W.R. Purnell, who served under Adm.
Thomas Hart aboard the U.S. Asiatic fleet’s flagship
USS Houston, predicted this course of action. As a
result of the trade embargo, Purnell was assigned
to study the situation. In his May 13, 1941 report
to President Roosevelt entitled “Certain
Strategical Considerations in Connection with
an Orange War—Rainbow No. 3,” he concludes
that Japanese war planners were probably con-
templating the invasion of the Dutch East
Indies, Malaysia and Burma. 

Japan’s ambitions to strike southward
from China and French Indo-China
explains the plan’s third strategic objective:
the destruction of Japanese supplies and
supply ships in order to handicap opera-
tions of an expeditionary force to the
south of Indo-China.

If large numbers of Japanese troops
were assembled in China for an expedi-
tion into Malaya, the Dutch East Indies
and the Philippines, a guerilla air corps
would be able to attack the troop
ships before they left port. The third
strategic objective clearly demon-
strates that the plan was intended to
preempt the Japanese invasion of
Southeast Asia and the Pacific. 

The Plan’s fourth and final strate-
gic objective was extraordinarily
ambitious: the destruction of
Japanese factories in order to
cripple production of munitions

Joint Board 355’s tactical and strategic objectives

are clearly visible on page 9, along with the flying

distances from Chuchow to Nagasaki, Kobe, Osaka

and Tokyo. Chuchow was specifically developed to be

a bomber base. (Photo courtesy of Roosevelt

Presidential Library via author.)
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The Joint Board Plan 
The Joint Board Plan was a remarkable and
unusual military initiative. It called for the for-
mation of a special air unit composed of
American planes, pilots and technicians. This
unit, which came to be known as the American
Volunteer Group (AVG), was organized in
secret during the spring and summer of 1941.
According to the plan, with 450 fighter planes
and 150 bombers, the AVG would be based in
China without any direct ties to the U.S. gov-
ernment. The AVG was scheduled to be opera-
tional by October 31, 1941, and its mission was
to keep Japan bogged down in the Sino-
Japanese War and force it to divert its attention
from military initiatives directed at American,
British and Dutch interests.

The plan originated in a meeting held in the
home of Secretary of the Treasury Henry
Morgenthau Jr. on December 21, 1940. In attendance were: Capt. Claire Lee
Chennault, U.S. Army Air Corps (ret.), Dr. T.V. Soong, China’s special envoy
to the U.S. who acted, in effect, as China’s ambassador and purchasing
agent of military aid; and Gen. Pang-Tsu Mow of the Chinese air force.
Chennault and Morgenthau discussed firebombing Japanese cities using
American B-17 Flying Fortresses that operated from secret airfields in south-
eastern China’s Chekiang province.

Chennault describes the plan in his memoirs “Way of a Fighter”:
My plan proposed to throw a small but well-equipped air force into China.
Japan, like England, floated her lifeblood on the sea and could be defeated
more easily by slashing her salty arteries than by stabbing for her heart.
Airbases in Free China could put all of the vital supply lines and advanced
staging areas under attack. Begun in time and delivered with sufficient
weight, an air offensive from China could have smashed the Japanese southern
offensive before it left its home ports and staging areas.

But Army chief of staff Gen. George C. Marshall would not release B-
17s to serve under the command of Chennault, who was an employee of
the Bank of China and served as a consultant to the Chinese Aeronautical
Commission. Chennault’s U.S. passport identified his occupation as
“farmer.” By Monday, December 23, 1940, “the British Purchasing
Mission [agreed] to let the Chinese have 100 P-40Bs allocated for Britain.”
It is tempting to assume that the Chinese-American bombing initiative
died with Marshall’s disapproval of the plan in 1940, but the plan was
revived by President Roosevelt in the spring of 1941 and was alive right
up to December 7, 1941. In addition to the Chinese-American bombing
initiative, Gen. Lewis H. Brereton also supervised a massive buildup of
heavy bomber strength in the Philippines. Marshall demurred at the sug-

gestion of basing Flying Fortresses in China because that would make
them vulnerable to air attack, but approximately half of the heavy-
bomber force in the Philippines was destroyed on the ground by Japanese
air assaults on December 8, 1941. 

With the passage of the Lend-Lease Act on March 11, 1941, the Chinese-
American bombing initiative was no longer championed by Morgenthau.
The U.S. was able to give China $100 million to help it defend itself from
Japan. Dr. Lauchlin Currie, who had obtained his Ph.D. in economics from
Harvard, now supervised the Joint Board Plan. Convinced of the preemp-
tive strategy’s merits, Currie resurrected the Chinese-American bombing ini-
tiative on May 12, 1941, and advocated the provision of Lockheed Hudson
bombers and Douglas DB-7 bombers to China. Professor Duane Schultz,
author of “The Maverick War,” tells the story:
B-17s, Chennault’s preference, were out of the question; they were too scarce
and too valuable to risk losing. Currie urged that the plan be made operational
within five months, by October 31, 1941. The first bombing raids on Japan
would be scheduled for the month of November.

To camouflage the Chinese-American bombing initiative, corporations
were used to distribute American funds that financed the “acquisition of

Despite their best efforts, Currie and Chennault could not get a significant number

of Hudsons to China in time to initiate offensive operations against Japan. (Photo

courtesy of National Archives.)

Page 8 of

the Strategic

Objectives of Joint Board 355

(Serial 691) explains the massive

buildup of fighter and bomber planes in China.

Note this was to be accomplished in phases. (Photo cour-

tesy of Roosevelt Presidential Library via author.)
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Above left: Lauchlin Currie, Ph.D. (left), became Roosevelt’s expert on American policy as it related to China. Here,

he meets with Madame Chiang Kai-shek. (Photo courtesy of author.) Above right: Chennault, as an agent of the

Chinese government, attempted to obtain a number of the B-17s for attacks on Japan. He was forced to settle for

Lockheed Hudson bombers; however, with the resurrection of his bombing proposal, large numbers of B-17s were

flown to the Philippines, and in a secret press conference of November 15, 1941, Chennault described American

plans to bomb Japan from bases in the Philippines. (Air Age Archives.)
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Capt. Claire Lee Chennault in 1933.

(Photo courtesy of USAAF/National

Archives via author.)
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and essential articles for mainte-
nance of economic
structure in Japan.
Although a force of 150
bombers from China
would not have brought
the Japanese war industry
to its knees, such air raids
on Japan might have forced
the Japanese government to
employ its aircraft carriers in
air strikes against the guerilla
air corps, instead of a preemp-
tive strike on Pearl Harbor. If
the bombing initiative had
begun in early November 1941,
U.S. commanders in Hawaii
would have known they were in
imminent danger of Japanese
aggression. Increased air and sea
patrols would have eliminated the
possibility of a surprise attack.

The bomber bases built in China
During 1940 and 1941, the Chinese Nationalist government con-
structed bomber bases to accommodate heavy American bombard-
ment aircraft; the bases were in and near Chengtu, Kweilin (Guilin)

and Chuchow
(Zhuzhou). A February
10, 1941, telegram from
Maj. James M. McHugh,
USMC, Naval Attaché
for Air, directed to the
U.S. State Department
confirms: “they building
[sic] one new airfield
near Chengtu costing
thirty millions and
enlarging many others.”
When the U.S. sent an
air mission to China led
by Gen. Henry B.
Clagett USAAC, who
commanded American
air forces in the
Philippines, McHugh

wrote two memoranda that concerned meetings between the Clagett
mission and Generalissimo Chiang Kai-shek. McHugh writes: 
The Generalissimo inquired if the Mission had seen the new field near
Chengtu at Hsin Ching (it was evident from the Generalissimo’s questions
that he had expected this field to be the first choice, since it was built espe-
cially to receive American Flying Fortresses).

Of all the airfields in China that would accommodate American
bombers, the one at Chuchow was closest to Japan. The distance from
Chuchow to Nagasaki was 730 miles; the distance to Kobe was 1,060
miles; the distance to Osaka was 1,085 miles; and the distance to Tokyo
was 1,355 miles. Claire Chennault writes:
The final cluster of staging fields in Chekiang Province was only three to five
air hours from the biggest industrial cities in Japan.

Historian Daniel Ford writes:
Guilin had a mile-long runway surfaced with crushed rock and revetments
large enough to hide a B-17 Flying Fortress. [For which purpose, indeed,
Guilin and Zhuzhou had been built in the fall of 1940.] The operations center
and radio station were built into sugarloaves, impervious to bombing.

The airfields in China were not just open spaces. They were stocked
with aviation gasoline. According to a July 26, 1942 memorandum from
Brig. Gen. Clayton Bissell, USAAC, to Lt. Gen. Joseph Stilwell (U.S. chief
of staff to Chiang Kai-shek and the head of the American military mis-
sion to China), China had 1.5 million gallons of 100-octane aviation
fuel and 1.3 million gallons of 87-, 91- and 92-octane aviation fuel.
Because the British also planned to bomb Japan with RAF bombers from
airbases in China, the British stored 375,000 gallons of 100-octane aro-
matic aviation fuel (which was not compatible with the self-sealing fuel
tanks of American aircraft unless special provisions were made).

The plan was no secret from Japan
Adm. Isoroku Yamamoto, who commanded the Combined Fleet of the
Imperial Japanese Navy notes:
[W]e cannot rule out the possibility that the enemy would dare to launch an

attack upon our homeland to burn down our capital and other cities.…
Adm. Yamamoto had good reason to ponder the possibility of air raids

over on Japan. An informant identified as “PA” who had close contacts
in the Chinese Nationalist government reports on May 28, 1941:
A part of the $50,000,000 export loan by the United States to China is to be
used in purchasing 800 airplanes from the United States. These planes, it
appears, are of two types, including the Boeing B-17. The United States will
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The first evidence we have of the

massive bomber-base construc-

tion in China is this telegram

from the American Naval

Attaché in Chungking to the

American State Department of

February 10, 1941. The impor-

tant language in this

telegram states: “They

building [sic] one new air

field near Chengtu costing

thirty millions and enlarg-

ing many others.” (Photo

courtesy of American

Department of State via

author.) 

One of the many built by Chinese laborers, this airfield at Kweilin, China, was a

base from which U.S. bombers and fighters planned to operate. (Photo courtesy

of USAAF/National Archives via author.) 
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The rocks used to make the runways were

crushed by hand (rock smashing rock), sledge-

hammer and by this human-powered rock-

crushing device. (Photo courtesy of

USAAF/National Archives via author.)



under this arrangement send pilots and mechanics to manage the planes.
To effect this deal will require one month..:. In this connection, XYZ
reports that a Boeing can leave a given base in China, fly to Tokyo,
raid the city for two hours and then fly back to China.

PA continued to feed Tokyo information on the bombing ini-
tiative as revealed by Radio Circular 1209 (June 6, 1941), which
reports:
Furthermore, according to newspaper information, American aviators
are to be utilized in the transportation of bombers to China, the
assembly of airplanes, their repair and a study of actual fighting.
However, there is also the matter of the request made by Chungking that it is
necessary for them to participate in actual warfare. It seems that about one-third
of those sent are to take part in the war.… 

Throughout the summer of 1941, the Japanese continued to specu-
late about on the speed with which the Chinese-American bombing ini-
tiative was moving progressed forward. For example, in Circular 1437
from Tokyo on July 5, 1941, the following appears:

According to information
which HYœ SI CHœ got from DAI
Kœ Hœ, bombers supplied by the United States
(the number of machines is not known but I think there are
10 Boeing B-17 types and 18 heavy bombers referred to in my message no. 282)
packed in 300 separate cases and 220 trucks … will reach Rangoon sometime
between July 15 and 20 on board a steamship belonging to the Ford Company.
The bombers are to be sent into the interior as they are. The trucks will be
assembled in Rangoon and will leave that city toward the end of July or about
the middle of August after being loaded with freight. The Chungking authorities
are quite anxious that this war materiel is shipped safely and have sent Mœ Hœ
SHœ to Singapore to discuss plans with the British and American officials. I
understand that there are points in this information which coincide with what
was confidentially told by PA to a member of this staff. I am sending this for
your information.

By the fall of 1941, the Japanese were fully aware that Army Air
Corp Gen. John Magruder was in Chungking and that Chinese offi-
cials had traveled to the Philippines; Japanese Radio Circular 2176 of
October 15, 1941, notes:
The purpose of this trip was to discuss with the British and American
authorities both tactics and methods of military cooperation. While the
United States is, of course, earnestly hoping that Japanese-American negotia-
tions would be a success, they are, at the same time, proceeding with fairly
frank discussions with the Chungking Government for military cooperation
to be effected in case of emergency.

Historical memory versus reality
America’s “historical memory” in the decades that followed the Japanese
attack on Pearl Harbor, has been that America was “suddenly and deliber-
ately attacked” by Japan at a time when Americans believed their country
was at peace with Japan. Furthermore, the attack was “unprovoked.” The
stark reality of the events leading up to the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor
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Right: Adm. Isoroku Yamamoto was an

inveterate gambler. Confronted with the real-

ity that war between Japan and the U.S.

was approaching, he directed Adm. Onishi to

summon Cdr. Genda for the development of

plans to attack Pearl Harbor. (Photo courtesy

of author.) Far right: Radio Circular 1139

from Tokyo dated May 29, 1941. This is the

first time we hear of the Japanese spy

named “PA.” PA was Chinese and was close

to or was actually in the Chinese govern-

ment of Chiang Kai-shek. Whatever the case,

PA had the inside track on the American-

Chinese bombing initiative; however, not all

of the information PA shared with the

Japanese was accurate. (Photo courtesy of

Lt. Col. Richard L. Dunn via author.)

This telegram from Dr. Lauchlin Currie to the American Embassy in Chungking,

directed to the attention of Madame Chiang Kai-shek, dated July 23, 1941, says

that the U.S. planned to provide 66 bombers with 24 delivered immediately.

This telegram confirms that America’s posture towards Japan was growing

increasingly hostile. (Photo courtesy of Lt. Col. Richard L. Dunn via author.)
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President Franklin D.

Roosevelt commented to

Morgenthau in

December of 1940, “It

would be a nice thing if

China bombed Japan.”

Although enthusiastic

about Generalissimo

Chiang Kai-shek’s ambi-

tions to obtain heavy

bombers for attacks

directed at Japan,

Roosevelt’s focused his

attention on the war in

Europe and Great

Britain’s need for

American warplanes.

The President also had

to contend with the

America First Party and

its major proponent of

isolationism, Col. Charles

Lindbergh. (Photo cour-

tesy of author.)

is that America and Japan were planning bombing
initiatives and air attacks against the other if diplo-
matic solutions to the impasse created by the
American trade embargo imposed on or about July
26, 1941, was not resolved. This trade embargo was
imposed by America following the Japanese occu-
pation of French Indo-China on July 23, 1941. The
date of July 23, 1941, is also the date President
Roosevelt endorsed the plan to bomb Japan.
Moreover, on that date, Dr. Currie dispatched a
telegram to the American Embassy in Chungking
for communication to Madame Chiang Kai-shek at
the American Embassy in Chungking that reads: “I
am very happy to be able to report that today the
President directed that sixty-six bombers be made
available to China this year with twenty-four to be
delivered immediately.…” 

Japan and the U.S. were clearly moving toward
war in Southeast Asia and 1in the Pacific during
the summer and fall of 1941. The U.S. had spon-
sored the formation of a covert guerilla air corps
based in China to bomb Japanese cities, troop con-
centrations and supply ships. Every available Flying
Fortress was rushed to the Philippines. Japan knew
about the plan and concluded that it was in its best
interest to attack the U.S. first; it crippled the U.S.
fleet at Pearl Harbor and destroyed bombers in the
Philippines. America’s secret bombing initiative is a
chapter in U.S. history that has been shrouded in
silence and secrecy for more than 60 years. The
time has come to lift the shroud.

Editors’ note: this article is a prelude to Alan Armstrong’s new
book, Preemptive Strike, which can be purchased at
Amazon.com and at BarnesandNoble.com. It will be available
for purchase in stores beginning June 1, 2006. The book is
being adapted into a screenplay for a dramatic motion picture
dealing with the adventures of Claire Chennault in China dur-
ing the Sino-Japanese War, as well as with the Joint Board
Plan. For more information about this project, visit: preemp-
tivestrikethebook.com, flyingtigersfilm.com, or preemp-
tivestrikethemovie.com. 
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