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THE MAGIC MESSAGES AND PEARL HARBOR REVISITED

Thomas M. Leonard
University of North Florida

In January 1944, former Pearl Harbor Naval Commander Admiral Husband
E. Kimmel learned for the first time of the intercepted Japanese diplomatic
messages. After reading these documents, Kimmel charged that MAGIC con-
tained the best evidence of Japanese intentions and plans, and convinced that s
if this information had been forwarded to Pearl Harbor, he would have deter-
mined “the gravity and intensity of the crisis as December 7, 1941, approached
and the probability of a Japanese attack on Hawaii.”!

While controversy long has surrounded the content of these messages, the /
historian, like Kimmel, has not been privy to MAGIC’s complete collection.
A search for the unavailable materials began in 1969, when national directives
did “not permit non-official access to cryptologic information for the period
subsequent to September, 1939.”2 Not until 1974 was there official public ad-
mission that the MAGIC collection exceeded those printed in the 1945-46 Con- |
gressional Inquiry, and only after the National Security Agency had reviewed
those findings “for cryptographic interest,” thirteen cartons became availables
at the National Archives, Washington, D.C.> However, an examination of
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- that material proved both disappointing and frustrating. Nothing new had

beén revealed. Thus, we are back to ground zero: What was the MAGIC opera-
tion? What did the messages report? and what questions remain unanswered?

W
The MAGIC Operation
As early as 1920, the Americans had broken some of the Japanese diplo- %
matic codes, but not until August 1940 were they able to solve the problem en- _ 3
tirely, thanks to the handmade crypto-computer built by Colonel William F. '
Friedman. The device simulated the PURPLE code apparatus used by the =~ &2/
Japanese, and the feat had been considered such a high achievement, the decoded g
messages were termed MAGIC. For his efforts, Friedman, by a special Con- E, .
gressional Act, received $100,000, because it was presumed his invention would S é%“
z

never bring commercial reward.*

In 1941 four PURPLE machines were available: one each for the Army/and
Navy in Washington, one sent to Cavite in the Philippines, and the fourth sent
to Britain in exchange for German codes and ciphers. A final PURPLE machine
was in production, destined for Pearl Harbor, but did not arrive until after war A
has begun. As a result, communications between the Japanese government
and its diplomatic offices in Washington, Berlin, Rome, Ankara, and other
embassies throughout the world were available to specified American officials.
Likewise, they were privy to reports from Japanese military attaches and secret !
agents in Honolulu, Panama, the Philippines, and other ports in North and |
South America.

While the exact details of the MAGIC operation are not known publicly,
a fairly clear portrait of the operation can be pieced together from three works:
Ladislas Farago, The Broken Seal: “Operation MAGIC” and the Secret Road
to Pearl Harbor, (New York, Random House, 1967); David Kahn, The Code-
breakers (New York, The MacMillan Company, 1967); and Roberta Wohl-
stetter, Pearl Harbor: Warning and Decision (Stanford, Stanford University
Press, 1962).

Both the Army and Navy had special sections to handle the decoding of Jap-
anese intercepts; however, there was very little duplication of effort. During -
1941, within Captain T. S. Wilkinson’s Office of Naval Intelligence (ONI). -
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Commander Laurence F. Stafford supervised the Communications Security
ﬂﬂ'ﬂé@nit’ which intercepted and decoded foreign messages and Lt. Comdr. A. D.
+ Kramer, the translating unit. Kramer and his immediate supervisor, Comdr.
[WW\A'- H. McCollum made the final selection of messages circulated to specified

M c Co government officials.
In the Army, decoding and translation was accomplished by the Signal In-
telligence Service (SIS). Evaluation of the decoded messages had been the
responsibility of the Chief of the Far Eastern Section of the Military Intelli-

gence Division, who also,determined which GIC messages were to be dis-
2 fnﬁujM &9

tributed. { e o 'W—‘*Z

A constant question at the Pearl Harbor Hearings concerndd the length of
time it took to process coded intercepts. Because translators were few and at
times interceptions came in rather heavily, up to a month would pass before
translation appeared, while others were available on the same day of intercep-
tion. Because the PURPLE codebreaker decoded all messages, there was no
way to tell in advance whether a message was of any importance. The main
lag in processing rested with messages intercepted at a distant station and
brought to Washington for decoding, translation, and distribution. At Hawaii,
the Naval Intelligence Unit had been instructed not to intercept diplomatic
messages, while the Army unit there forwarded its diplomatic intercepts to
Washington. Fearing the Japanese might discover their code had been broken,
telephone, telegraphy and radio were ruled out as a means of sending inter-
cepts to Washington. Rather, air mail became the most common carrier, while
at times train or ship had been the only means available. Because'each service
branch had only six translators, an effort to divide the work on an alternate day
basis had been attempted, but when traffic was heavy, this system broke down.
The two services agreed upon a list of persons who were to read intercepts,
including President Franklin D. Roosevelt, Secretaries Cordell Hull, Frank
Knox, and Henry L. Stimson, along with Chief of Naval Operations Admiral
Harold R. Stark and Army Chief of Staff General George C. Marshall. Presi-
dential Assistant Harry L. Hopkins had been the only nondesignated person
privy to MAGIC.

Fearing Japanese interception if transmitted to operation theaters and be-
lieving Washington to be the evaluation center, MAGIC messages remained
confined in the nation’s capitol. Thus, Admiral Stark couid only tell the Pearl
Harbor Committee that he constantly endeavored “to keep _ég__rrl@_l_l(_immel
informed of significant events.”s Finally, regarding evaluation, each specified
person saw MAGIC messages briefly when delivered by special courier. At
ONI a single copy had been filed chronologically, and no serious evaluation
by region had been made. .

The preponderance of the released MAGIC messages dealt with diplomatic
maneuverings, not military information. The role that consular officers and
diplomatic corps play in war-making policy is remote. With this in mind, and
given MAGIC’s distribution and retention system, the question remains: were
the clues for a Pearl Harbor attack obvious or under existing conditions im-
possible to recognize? Also, only those intercepts available to Washington
officialdom are considered here, for after Pearl Harbor, it was too late.
Diplomatic MAGIC

Introduced at the Pear] Harbor Hearings were 223 intercepts on the Washing-
ton-Tokyo circuit. A common thread throughout had been the continued in-
terest in Southeast Asia. For example, after the Nazi invasion of Russia, a
secret Japanese Imperial Conference reaffirmed the nation’s desire to establish
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the Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere, and in partial fulfillment a deci-
sion had been made to occupy French Indo-China. In the meantime, negotia-
tions with the United States would continue. Thus, before the fact, Washington
had been aware of the subsequent Vichy agreement.® The American response,
freezing Japanese assets, hopefully would create economic hardships and bring
Tokyo to compromise. Kimmel, at Pearl Harbor, had been instructed to take’
precautionary measures against possible eventualities, but Stark added not to
“anticipate immediate hostile Japanese action by the Japanese through military
means.”’

While FDR went off to Argentia Bay to meet privately with British Prime
Minister Churchill, MAGIC reported that the Japanese Premier Fumimaro
Konoye would seek a summit conference with the President in hopes of settling
their Far Eastern differences. Although FDR expressed outward interest in
the proposal, the State Department was to make the final judgment, and MAGIC
reinforced opinion there. The economic embargo was taking its toll. -Japan
would not give a timetable for withdrawal from Indo-China, leaving the im-
pression that she would not. The sense of Japanese urgency, that “another
opportunity such as the present would not appear for some time to come,”gave
credence to the American view that Konoye could not implement any summit
agreements.8 o

Konoye was disposed six weeks after the Americans refused to meet without
some concrete assurances. War Minister Hideki Tojo became Premier and
signaled that negotiations with the United States would continue.® The character
of the new Japanese Cabinet caused concern in Washington, as the State De-
partment believed that Tojo might think less of making war.!? Of these events,

i had been informed that Konoye’s resignation created a grave situa-
action against Britain and the United States might also be taken. Instructions
to take proper precautions and preparatory deployments were sent to Peart
Harbor, but privately Stark opined to Kimmel that Japan would not sail into
the United States.!!

MAGIC next revealed what proved to be Japan’s final offer/ The decision
had been reached in Tokyo on November 1, 2 and 5, 1941. The first of two pro-
posals had been presented to Secretary of State Cordell Hull on November
7th. Accordingly, economic equality was to be assured in the Pacific; upon
peaceful settlement of the China Incident, Japan would withdraw her troops
from China proper, and Indo-China, but her troops would remain in North
China, Mongolia, and Hainan Island indefinitely. The Americans also knew
a second proposal would be made, and it was presented officially to Hull on
November 20. This proffer suggested lifting the American embargo and freezing
order, providing equal access to raw materials in the Dutch East Indies, permit
Japan to settle the China Incident herself, and a promise not to invade militarily
any Southeast Asian region, except French Indo-China. MAGIC also had
reported the November 25 deadline for agreement.!2 Japan’s urgent need to
meet the deadline was apparent in MAGIC.!? Foreign Minister Shigeneri Togo
cabled Nomura that “the fate of our Empire hangs by the slender thread of a
few days.”* When Tokyo extended the deadline until the 29th, it was a deadline
which “absolutely cannot be changed. After that things are automatically going
to happen.”!s . )

Throughout November, MAGIC continually informed Washington officials
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that Japan would remain a partner in the Axis, her interests in China and South-

east Asia could not be compromised, and that economically Japan was hurting.!6

Tokyo also informed its Hong Kong station that if negotiations failed, American
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and British power in China would be destroyed.!” On November 15, all Japan;se
outposts were instructed to destroy code machines if an emergency session
arose.'® Against this backdrop, Roosevelt’s cabinet assembled on November
25 to formulate its response, which was handed to Nomura the next day. The
counterproposal was considered humiliating in Tokyo. Head of the American
Division of the Japanese Foreign Office Kumaicho Yamamoto remarkgd, “1
had expected it, but wished to exert every effort up to the final moment in the
hope that something might be accomplished.”® Tokyo instructed its staff to
continue negotiations, although recognizing little could be gained.

The details of these negotiations were kept from Kimmel. However, on No-
vember 27, Stark cabled his Tield commanders:

“This dispatch is to be considered a war warning., Negotiations
with Japan looking toward stabilization of conditions in the Pacific
have closed and an aggressive move by Japanese is expected within
the next few days. The number and equipment of Japanese troops
and the organization of naval task forces indicate an amphibious
expedition against either the Philippines, Thai, or Kra Peninsula
or possibly Borneo. Execute an appropriate defensive deployment.”20

Marshall and Stark further advised Roosevelt that, based upon available in-
formation, Japan would most likely move south, and that the Philippine garrison
should be strengthened.?! Stark wrote Kimmel privately that an attack upgn
the Philippines was most probable to be coupled with military movements into
Southeast Asia. but the Chief of Naval Operations could not venture what
the American response might be.22 On Hawaii, Kimmel held a staff conference
which concluded that a Japanese advance southward was most probable and
Stark’s war message meant little to Pear! Harbor.23

Throughout the first week of December, Nomura and Kurusu made their
daily treks to the State Department. The futility of their talks appeared evident
in a December 3 MAGIC intercept which indicated that Tokyo had made it§
last offer. "Other MAGIC reports relayed Tokyo's instructions to prepare for
destruction of diplomatic files, codes, and code machines, along with personnel
shifts not only in Washington, but London, Ottawa, Panama, Bangkok, Manila,
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Hong Kong, and elsewhere.® As before, none of this information had becné-:-r"’
2)

passed to Kimmel.

Much attention has been given to the final messages of December 6-7. s The
first, or “pilot message,” indicated an important communique was forthcoming.2’
Next, labeled the 13 Part message, was available the afternoon of the 6th, but
was not distributed immediately by ONI because this lengthy review of American-
Japanese relations was not considered important.26 By 5 a.m. on the 7th, the
14th Part arrived in Washington indicating an upcoming severance of rela-
tions.2’ Sandwiched between was the fourth signal or code destruction message.28
The story surrounding America’s final actions, or lack thereof, has been well
told. Roosevelt at the White House, Stark enjoying the “Student Prince,”
Marshall unavailable, and Hull at home working. By noon, December 7, Stark
and Marshall decided to notify Pearl Harbor to be on alert, but gave no sig-

ington and Hull. War had begun.?®

What did these diplomatic MAGIC intercepts reveal? That Japan intended
to establish her Greater East Asian Co-Prosperity Sphere, that she had little
intention of abandoning China and Indo-China, and that the United States
was obstructing these goals. MAGIC also revealed that Japan had negotiated
in bad faith after November |. There was nothing in these diplomatic inter-
cepts which indicated a Pearl Harbor attack. On the contrary, these MAGIC
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messages presented a picture of Japan moving south, not east.
Military MAGIC

¢ In addition to the diplomatic knowledge gained from MAGIC, Washington
officials came to learn that Tokyo had been seeking military information from
Hawaii, the Panama Canal, the Philippines, Southeast Asia, and the Nether-
lands’ East Indies. However, these messages constituted the smallest amount
of MAGIC introduced at the Pearl Harbor Hearings.

Regarding Hawaii, the Congressional Committee had been presented with
36 intercepts covering December, 1940 through December 6, 1941, twelve of
which had been translated after the Pearl Harbor attack. The early messages
indicated a reporting of ships in port, by class and type and length of time they
may have been out of Pearl.? However, the “Bomb Plot” intercept of Septem-
ber 24 revealed Tokyo’s appetite for more specific information. Pearl Harbor
had been divided into 5 sub-areas, with detailed information about ships tied
to wharves, bouys, and in docks.?! Moving closer to December 7, Tokyo in-
structed that reports be made twice weekly, but on an irregular basis; and expand
observations, so as to include the military resevation.32 Kimmel would later
single out the “Bomb Plot” message as most significant, But Stark would only
concede later that the September 24 message indicating the possibility of an
attack “or at least the groundwork for a Japanese air raid.”"

A greater number of intercepts, 46, dealing with the Philippines from August
2 to November 28, 1941 were presented to the inquiry. Until November, Tokyo
learned about air defenses built or under construction, progress of coastal defense
construction, and the number of ships in and out of Manila.3 After November
L, reports on the size and location of troop buildups, construction of army bar-
racks and highways, types and number of planes at various airfields and in-
tensified ship information went back to Tokyo.3 The information sought went
beyond purely naval data, as at Pearl Harbor, to include the number of army
personnel, air strength, and military construction.

The Pearl Harbor Committee received 20 MAGIC messages on the Tokyo-
Panama circuit covering August 2 through December 5, 1941. Most of these
intercepts reported on ship movement through the Canal, but others included
accounts of military warehouse construction, additional piers and wharves,
airplane hangers and runways, and troop deployment. The Japanese in Panama
also supplied the Italian embassy in Buenos Aires, Argentina with maps and
charts of the Canal Zone.3

Finally, seven messages dealing with Southeast Asia and the NEI were made
available to the Congressional Committee. These few intercepts reveal that
Tokyo wanted to know (a) the number of seacraft in the region, their size and
speed; and (b) the number and size of aircraft, along with their formation both on
the ground and in the air.”

At the Committee hearings, only the Pearl Harbov
tion. Yet, all the intercepts were not presented. Chie
Brig. Gen. Sherman Miles testified that Tokyo sewl 24 mtsiiqso
seeking naval information during December’s firgl / {WJ*)
on a 20 to 5 ratio for Panama.’® But given the bredth 0{ SlE
a fair judgment of the military information obtained , &£ 2
MAGIC, would at best place equal emphasis on ‘f&e 7
And, since Pearl Harbor had been victimized, it is pgses R
Committee, like the historian, has placed his emphsess m@—d
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taken together, the diplomatic and military intercepts “would have pointed to
Pear! Harbor as a probable objective.”3® The admiral, looking back, believed
he would have made such a judgment. A close associate of Kimmel, Captain
Robert A. Theobold, shared this view, and further charged that Roosevelt ap-
preciated the importance of Pearl Harbor, and despite the MAGIC warnings
ordered the fleet to remain there.*® Revisionist historian George Morgenstern
had been even more critical, stating that MAGIC clearly indicated only a Pearl
Harbor attack.*!

Traditional “court” historians like Herbert Feis, Basil Rausch, and more
recently Leonard Baker®? were busy portraying Japanese aggression and de-
fending American democracy, giving little attention to MAGIC’s importance.
Robert J. C. Butow and David John Lu*} have written important accounts of
the movement toward war from the Japanese side, and as such are not concerned
with MAGIC. The three works which have dealth with MAGIC itself—Farago,
Kahn, and Wohlstetter—have made the most important contributions. Each
has found the intelligence lacking and has been critical of it. Each has main-
tained there was evidence of Japanese aggression, and a possible attack on Pearl
Harbor. But in failing to synthesize and analyze all intelligence reports, not
just MAGIC, the Americans had blundered in not perceiving the real danger.
However, each had the advantage of hindsight.

Alone, the available MAGIC messages did not indicate that Japan would
strike at Hawaii. Given the definition of her “Greater East Asian Co-Prosperity
Sphere,” her diplomatic steadfast position regarding Southeast Asia, and the
direction of her army and navy, one might anticipate a southern offensive. Pos-
sibly the shock of Pearl Harbor has diminished the importance of information
from the Philippines. Thus, the Hawaiian and Panama communiques might
have been interpreted in Washington as Japanese efforts to estimate America’s
Pacific strength. Without the remaining MAGIC messages, the Pearl Harbor
story remains incomplete.
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