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On April 18, 1942, just over four months after Pearl Harbor, Captain Marc Andrew (Pete) Mitscher’s USS Hornet (CV 8) began launching sixteen B–25B Mitchell bombers from a point farther east of Japan than planned, and in bad weather.  The appearance of the American aircraft in the noontime skies over Tokyo startled the enemy and others around the world.  President Franklin D.  Roosevelt enigmatically told a White House press conference that the bombers had attacked "from our new base in Shangri-La." 


Using the dangerously short distance available, Lt. Col. James H. (Jimmy) Doolittle flew the first bomber off the Hornet.   The other B-25s followed, the Doolittle Raiders bombed Japan, and fifteen of the sixteen attackers made it to China.  (The other bomber, low on fuel, landed thirty miles from Vladivostok, where the Soviets held it and its men.)  Among the Mitchells that reached China, four crash-landed and the crews of eleven bailed out.  Three of Colonel Doolittle's men died accidentally, and eight became prisoners of the Japanese.  As Craig Nelson's The First Heroes emphasizes, the American captives suffered greatly.   One died in prison and three were executed.  Doolittle's human casualties and aircraft losses were so great that at first he considered the mission a failure and wondered if he would be court-martialed for losing his force.


He could not have been more wrong.  The Doolittle Raid encouraged an embattled nation and raised its morale during a dark hour.  The brave commander and his daring crew became America’s first heroes of World War II.


Craig Nelson's The First Heroes is a compelling account of this inspiring episode in American history.  Throughout the book the author directly quotes the participants in the Doolittle Raid, sometimes at length.  This motif gives his narrative credibility and provides interesting details that only the veterans could supply.  And although Nelson recounts a historical event whose outcome is known, the author succeeds at maintaining an atmosphere of dramatic suspense.


The First Heroes tells the exciting story of the operation that Vice Admiral William F. Halsey called "one of the most courageous deeds in military history."   The narrative emphasizes the importance of the human element in warfare.  While Nelson pays attention to planning, tactics, aircraft and other hardware, his deepest interest is in the men who conducted this memorable mission, and in their hardships and their valor.  Above all else, The First Heroes is about the Doolittle Raiders—the heroes themselves.
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