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  For the Ryūkyūans, past and present. 

Now that we’ve met, we are family.

Ichariba choodee.
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  Foreword



One of the things I’ve learned in 7+ years of writing historical fiction is that readers love to find new things about history, particularly history they thought they knew. Because authors can go deep in fiction, we are often able to dig up little known facts and expand on timelines, and in the process show that conventional knowledge is usually only half-true.




This is the case with Angela Yuriko Smith’s fascinating first novel.




Inujini tells the story of the Ryukyuans (also known as Shimanchu and Uchinanchu), the indigenous people of Okinawa prefecture in Japan. Today, Okinawa’s story is not well known outside of southeast Asia, and particularly for Westerners, for whom Okinawa is mostly known as the scene of the last big battle of WWII and for its ongoing role as a U.S. military base in the Pacific.




The popular narrative is that the war in the Pacific theater was solely between Japan and the U.S. We think of the people on the islands (which are halfway between the southernmost tip of Japan and Taiwan) as Japanese. We’re told that 150,000 Japanese civilians were killed in the battle for Okinawa, mostly through coerced suicide when, according to the history books, Japanese authorities encouraged tens of thousands of Okinawans to commit suicide rather than allow themselves to be captured. This, they were assured, would preserve their honor.




I’m half Japanese. My mother was a teenager in Japan during the war. When I was very young, I was foolishly proud of these Japanese who chose death over dishonor. That is precisely the point of such stories. Fairy tales spun about national spirit and identity are meant to promote a sort of rabid nationalism, an unhealthy nationalism. It wasn’t until I had studied genocides and mass atrocities as an intelligence analyst that I recognized it for the government propaganda that it is.




In Inujini, we learn that Okinawa was primarily peopled not by Japanese but Ryukyuans. That puts a different light on those coerced suicides, the supposed devotion to the emperor. In Inujini, we learn that the civilians on Okinawa did not think of themselves as Japanese. The Japanese Army that came to repel the U.S. military were as much invaders as the Yankees. They valued their lives and the lives of their family members more than the Japanese authorities did, obviously. They didn’t necessarily want to kill themselves so the emperor, on the brink of defeat, could save face.




Angela Yuriko Smith renders this complex human dilemma beautifully, as she does the terror of being caught in the crossfire of combat. Inujini is a story about war, but it not solely about bullets and bloodshed. It’s also about resilience of the human spirit, particularly that of girls and young women who, in this time period, tended to have no say in what was expected of them. What was demanded of them.




For that reason alone, Inujini can be seen as a must-read tale of war. But Angela Yuriko Smith shows that there is much, much more to the story.




Alma Katsu is the award-winning author of eight novels, including The Fervor, a reimagining of the Japanese internment which was named a best book of 2022 by NPR and Library Journal.







  Preface



“Japan first colonized the Ryukyu Kingdom and renamed it Okinawa Prefecture in 1879 through military force in violation of international law including the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. Following the annexation, the government of Japan banned the Indigenous language and culture and imposed colonial rule and imperialization policies upon Okinawa, profoundly damaging the unique culture and language of Indigenous Ryukyuans.”




From the Observations on the State of Indigenous Rights in Japan Prepared for United Nations Human Rights Council: 4th Cycle of Universal Periodic Review of Japan 42nd Session of the Human Rights Council







This story is about the Ryukyuan people (also known as Shimanchu and Uchinanchu) and what they endured during WWII on Okinawa Prefecture. A chain of islands that stretches southwest from Kyushu to Taiwan, formerly known as the Ryukyu Kingdom from 1429 to 1879. The Ryukyu Kingdom was formally annexed and dissolved by Japan in 1879 to form Okinawa Prefecture.

I think my family left Okinawa Prefecture just prior to WWII, but the details have been purposefully lost. When memories are too horrible to relive, they get buried. New memories are planted. Ignorance is a blissful coping mechanism. 

“Don’t talk about the past or it will return,” my Uncle Shigaru told me when I asked.

I’m sorry, Uncle. We didn’t talk about it, but the past is returning anyway.

I respect those who choose to forget, but our future depends on remembering. 

During the Battle of Okinawa, an estimated 150,000 indigenous Ryukyuans were killed. This was nearly half of the pre-war population of about 300,000. More native islanders died than either of the parties involved: the Japanese and the Americans⁠. Those who suffered the most were not even part of the fight. A name for the island wide devastation was inujini, a dog death — an unnecessary cruelty. 

Isn’t that all war? Whatever we call it, those that have no stake usually suffer the most.

While the United Nations recognizes the Ryukyuan people as indigenous, Japan does not. Japan leases the Ryukyuan land to the US military despite the protests from those who live there. United States military bases on Okinawa Island cover 25% of the land. The bases desecrate burial grounds and destroy the unique ecosystem. Of all the military bases in Japan, 62% are located on Okinawa Island with little financial compensation to the people who live there.

I’m third-generation Ryukyuan, and at 55 years old I’m just discovering this information. Thanks to Meiji-era suppression, much of the islander culture has been erased. I’ve been told that school and history books are being rewritten to forget atrocities like the military ordered Group Self-Determination (group suicide). Customs were outlawed, such as hajichi, the practice of women tattooing the backs of their hands. The native language has been discouraged and forgotten until they have become classified as endangered languages by UNESCO. 

The Ryukyuans, a spiritual, peaceful and egalitarian people, deserve to be heard. Today the Ryukyuan people ask for their land to be returned to them and the US military bases to be removed but they continue to be occupied, discounted and voice-less.

To date, there have been 9,000 murders, rapes and robberies committed by US service members against the indigenous Ryukyuan people. The cases for sexual assault are higher on the military bases located on Okinawa than anywhere else in the world. One of the youngest victims of rape was nine months old. The people objected with the Koza Uprising on December 20, 1970. 

Okinawa was claimed by the US after World War II because it was such a strategic location for military bases. The US sold Okinawa back to Japan for six hundred eighty-five million dollars despite protests from the people they were selling. 

“Don’t talk about the past or it will return,” my Uncle Shigaru said. 

We have been quiet and it has returned anyway. It’s time to be unquiet. 

This is an unquiet story.








  
  One

  
  
  Shigeko, Zamami Island, May 31, 1945

  
  
    
    chapter-seperator
    
        
            
        
    

  




Shigeko hurried by the long line of men that waited for a turn at sex. The sun was barely up, but already at least a hundred men stood in line. Shigeko could smell them as she passed—sweat, tobacco and the cheap cologne meant to cover up the first two odors. She held her breath and walked fast.

The Japanese soldiers had told her she was lucky because the foreign girls in the comfort house kept them happy. At 14, Shigeko didn’t know much about sex, but five girls didn’t seem enough to service the 1,000 men stationed on her island. It was only a matter of time before they wore out and the soldiers would need new girls.

Just beyond the line of men, she set her eyes on the school door. Often the men yelled at her, asking if she was afraid. Shigeko was, but she couldn’t articulate why. It was the way the older women acted that made her afraid. Their economy of movement, lack of eye contact and low voices communicated danger: there were predators near. Some days Shigeko made it past the line without attracting attention. This was not one of those days.

“Little Flower, come keep us company!” The men laughed as a group and started calling her.

She could feel the eyes on her developing curves even though she had taken to wearing trousers and long shirts. Shigeko walked faster, hoping they wouldn’t continue their calls. They continued.

“What’s the hurry? Do you think I smell bad? You don’t like soldier meat?” 

A chorus of laughter followed. 

“Don’t worry, I’ll protect you.” 

Shigeko looked back to see one of the men leave the line. He smiled like a hungry cat. Panicked, she bolted the last few feet into the school.

Her teacher was waiting, holding the curtain back. They were both shaking.

Ms. Toma was pale with shadows around her eyes. “Are you okay? I thought…” 

Ms. Toma stopped herself, took a deep breath and smiled brightly. It was thin and false, but Shigeko couldn’t blame her. They were all doing their best.

“I’m glad you could make it today, Shigeko.”

Only a few older girls still met for school. The soldiers insisted it was important for the teenage girls to continue. The few girls that tried to stay home wound up having soldiers come to their houses to check up on them. Shigeko didn’t want more soldiers at her home. Her family already housed two as part of their duty.

“Let’s start the day by learning about Himeyuri Gakutotai, the Lily Princesses Student Corps. The students from Daiichi Women’s High School and Okinawa Shihan Women’s School are forming a nursing corps. These girls will serve an important duty for the Imperial Army. They will have valuable skills when the war is done and be able to work in the medical field anywhere in the world. They will be earning their own money, respect and privileges.”

Ms. Toma held up a newspaper with a photo of the Lily Princesses. They looked smart in their uniforms with special badges. All the Princesses wore their hair in braids to keep it neat. Shigeko wanted to be part of the Lily Princess Corps. She imagined returning to her family as a rich woman of the world. Her baby brother would have a pedal car like she had seen in magazines. Her family would move into a beautiful house in Naha. 

Shigeko raised her hand. “Can we be part of the Lily Princesses?”

“Yeah, I’ll let you practice on me.” A man’s voice came from beyond the curtained doorway.

Ms. Toma jumped up with a screech. Newspaper pages scattered on the floor around her. The soldier that catcalled Shigeko was in the doorway, grinning. He pulled a rolled cigarette from behind his ear, struck a match and lit up. 

“This is a school. Please don’t disrupt my students.” Ms. Toma sounded stern but Shigeko could hear a tremble in her voice. “Leave now.” Ms. Toma pointed her finger past him and out the door.

The soldier exhaled smoke into the room. Shigeko looked away from him, trying to be invisible, but the stink of his tobacco found her.

“I just wanted to ask my Little Flower here why she wouldn’t stop and talk. I want her to like me.”

“Get out now!” Ms. Toma shrieked.

The soldier turned his attention to her instead.

“Oh, jealous of the attention? Maybe you’d rather talk to me.”

He stepped into the classroom and the curtain fell behind him, blocking the outside view. Ms. Toma backed up until her leg touched the little iron stove they used in winter. The scattered news pages tore under her feet as she shuffled. The soldier exhaled again, the cloud of smoke wafting through the room. Shigeko had to do something. It was her fault he had followed here. She put her palms over the lucky shiisaa she always carried with her in her pockets.

Please… please make him leave… please…

Suddenly, a loud blast shook the classroom. It sounded like it came from somewhere beyond the village. They all jumped in their seats and listened for the sirens. The soldier tossed his smoke on the floor and hurried out. As soon as he was gone, Ms. Toma picked the lit cigarette up and threw it in the stove to smolder before moving to the doorway to watch the soldiers from behind the curtain. A few of them shouted to a jeep passing through. She listened, hidden, and then whispered over her shoulder to her students. 

“It’s okay, the war hasn’t reached us yet. It was an accidental grenade. No one was hurt.” Ms. Toma gave the same thin, false smile. Her bottom lip trembled.

Shigeko knew no one believed her. It was always okay. No one was ever officially hurt, but they all knew of brothers and fathers that didn’t return after one of these accidental grenades. She kept her thoughts away from her own father. Once he had been a caretaker at the advanced school. Now he was out digging for the soldiers. He was at risk for being in an accident. She tried not to think of him. If she didn’t think of him perhaps death wouldn’t either. 

“And I think that’s enough school for today, and perhaps tomorrow, too. Gather your things and go home.” Ms. Toma waved them away with shaking hands. Class had lasted less than an hour. The building was empty in minutes.

Shigeko left on the other side of the building rather than go straight home. She was too scared to go past the line of men again. It was longer, but she could run around the outside of the village against the sea cliffs. There were soldiers there too but they were always busy digging with island men, or at least yelling at the island men to dig.

The men from her village were sturdy and worked hard, but still the soldiers were never happy. They called them names like dojin. Her mother said it meant aboriginals and it was meant as an insult. The soldiers said they were savages. They acted like the islanders were animals.

Shigeko thought this was unfair. When her islands had been the Kingdom they were known as the most hospitable of people by kings. Once her people had their own royalty and castles. Their navigators were sought after by other nations. There was no pleasing the soldiers, though.

On the way home today she saw a group of them hiding a Shinyo, one of the tiny motorboats meant to ward off the American soldiers. She heard there were suicide boats like this hidden around the island. The pilot of each boat would consider it his honor to give his life for his country. When the Americans came, the Japanese would be ready.

As much as Shigeko didn’t like the soldiers in her home, they were better than the ones that might soon invade. Officers had come into the classroom a month ago to warn them of all the horrible things the invaders would do to captives. It would be better to participate in what they called Group Self-Determination they said, rather than let themselves be captured. At first she was confused by what they meant and then the meaning became clear—if the enemy came close enough, the students should kill themselves.

Shigeko stopped to watch the soldiers load the little wooden boat on a cart before rolling it into a shallow cave in the cliff face. The bomb was hidden under a door in the front of the boat. After the craft was safely inside, the soldiers directed the islanders to replant clumps of pampas grass across the cliff to hide the entrance. Someone was walking up behind Shigeko and she turned to see one of the soldiers. He smiled.

“Candy?” he asked. He held out a small paper sack to her. He shook it like she was a hungry dog. She shook her head and bolted, terrified at the attention. Her feet pounded along the beach spraying sand behind her. She wondered how many more times she would be running from these men before they returned to their own homes.

None of them felt like giving chase to an agile native girl. Their stiff leather boots were not suited for the sand. They struggled to march once they were off the wide, stone roads that crossed the island. Shigeko ran through a wild field of grass full of giant stalks that would hide her. She didn’t stop running until she burst into her own house.

“Shigeko!” 

She startled her mother and little brother, Chiga, who started crying. Mother soothed him, rubbing his back. To calm him, Shigeko poured the last dribbles of tea from a jar for him to drink. He hiccuped into the cup, blowing bubbles from his nose.

“What is it, Shigeko? What could cause you to fly in here like that?”

Mother sounded superficial, like they were play-acting, but her eyes were full of fear.

“Soldiers scared me,” Shigeko said. “I over reacted.” She was calm now, not wanting to frighten Chiga again. Her mother reached around and started inspecting Shigeko, tugging on her clothes. Chiga was almost tipped from her lap.

“Did they touch you?”

“No. I was just scared. They wanted to give me candy.”

“Shigeko, you know better than to get near the soldiers. Never let them get close enough to…”

Mother trailed off, but Shigeko knew what happened when you got too close to soldiers sometimes. They had their foreign girls in their pleasure house, but there were rumors that not all the soldiers liked to stand in line.

“I know, Mother. I ran. I didn’t let them get close and I ran.”

Her mother pulled her close, squeezing her in a half hug around Chiga, and kissed her head. The little boy protested at being squeezed between the women in his life.

“Did you bring me candy, Shigeko?” he asked from between them.

“Chiga, everyone knows candy from soldiers is dirty. They keep it in their sweaty boots where it starts to stink.”

“Ew!” That was too much for Chiga. He squeezed from between them and crawled away to play with the tiny clay animals their grandmother had made them. Originally made for Shigeko, the animal collection had passed to Chiga. Shigeko kept two of the figurines as treasures from Babaan—the set of lucky shiisaa in her pockets. Chiga coveted the guardian lion dogs, but Shigeko wasn’t ready to pass them on forever. Still, she let him watch them sometimes.

Her mother was slicing potatoes for their soup. Soon the soldiers that lived with them would return along with her father. For the few moments they had until then, the house felt like it was theirs. Shigeko didn’t think about the explosion. She pushed the soldier and his candy from her mind. There were only so many worries one could bear, and for now she would rest from all of them. She took her shiisaa from Chiga, slipped them back in her pockets and went to help mother chop vegetables.

When her father did return she hugged him and tried not to look upset, but he understood. He would have heard the explosion too. He knew his family would be worried, wondering if he was coming home. He knew men, friends of his, that hadn’t.

Then the soldiers that stayed with them returned, and Shigeko’s family became polite like strangers.








  
  Two

  
  
  Yuki, South Okinawa, Night Visitors

  
  
    
    chapter-seperator
    
        
            
        
    

  




The headache was back.

Yuki pulled the sheet over her head to block out the world. Even the scratch of her skin against the bedding was too loud. The quiet village she called home was a cacophony of shrill sound. Besides the loss of vision, her tongue and fingers were numb. The pain behind her right eye was so intense she thought she might vomit in the bed. The headaches started up a few months ago and no one seemed surprised. Her mother said she was being called with no other explanation. She called it kami-daari. Yuki worried that she might be stuck with the headaches forever. 

The barrage of explosions to the South added to the suffering. Her father said the enemy was just off shore in massive ships firing at the beaches. No one knew why. The Ryukyuan people had done nothing, had no enemies. Their only crime was being under Japanese rule. She heard whispers from the elders… perhaps they should not have allowed the Japanese such an easy claim. Let the Japanese think what they want, they said at the time. It didn’t matter what these bossy strangers thought… until now.

Yuki squeezed the two little clay shiisaa in her fists. Her mother had made them for her when she had been young, and they were her best friends. Round like balls, Mama had poked little faces into the clay and scratched curly manes and happy, smiling eyes into the red mud. Shiisaa were protective guardians, Mama told her. Keep them with you and they will bring you luck and protection. 

Yuki always carried them—the male in her right pocket to scare away bad luck and spirits and inhale the good. The female was always in her left pocket to seal out bad luck and spirits and seal in the good. Babaan, her grandmother, said together they made the sound Aum. ‘A’(阿) from the male and “ɦūṃ” (吽) from the female. Each doing an equal part, together the sang “Aum” (ॐ) which was the sound of absolute balance and harmony. 

So many nights Yuki fell asleep listening to their soothing song in her dreams. Though she was almost a woman now, she still talked to them and they still answered back. Even now with the blinding headache and the attack of their island, the shiisaa gave her comfort. Eventually the pain subsided as the calming song played through her mind and Yuki fell asleep.

She woke up with the pain subsided, but to silence. The distant explosions had paused, but that wasn’t the silence that unnerved her. Yuki had lived in this house her entire life and she was familiar with every creak and sigh of the structure and the occupants. Her mother’s soft, whistled breathing. Her father’s throaty snore. The comforting sounds of sleeping were absent and the small room felt huge and empty. Only a small warmth at her back let her know she wasn’t completely alone. 

“Shoji?”

She whispered into the dark. Her little brother was usually spooned up next to her. She could tell he was wide awake, sitting upright in the bed. He didn’t answer. She often called him a chatterbox and wished he would give her some quiet. This silence was worse. She turned in the bedding, twisting her head to find him in the dark. She sensed him there, staring at the front door, though she could barely see anything. Her skin chilled into tiny bumps. She whispered again, softer.

“Shoji? What’s wrong?”

Again, no answer. She would have thought he was asleep but for the tension running through his small body. She started sliding out of the bedding to sit up when his small hand came out of the dark and touched her face. Yuki stopped moving. 

“Mama’s gone.”

Shoji’s voice was rough and thick like he’d been crying. This wasn’t upsetting on its own. In Yuki’s mind, he was always crying when he wasn’t chattering, but this silence wasn’t like him. Her baby brother was scaring her along with the empty room and the eerie lack of explosions. Being scared brought out the worst in Yuki. She pushed him away roughly and sat up.

“Mama is not gone, you baby. They are just gathering extra wood and grass in case we don’t want to leave our house.”

This was somewhat true. It was the answer all the parents were giving when they told the children to stay inside instead of doing their chores. As nice as it was to get out of working, none of the younger children were enjoying it. The air shimmered with barely transparent fear.

“But that was our job. Why do they want our job?”

“They don’t want our jobs.” Yuki snapped at him. In truth, she was also scared but she had to hide it for Shoji. Her baby brother started making the breathy hiccup noises he always did before he started crying. That was the last thing she wanted right now. Her nerves were already pulled tight and she needed a minute to think.

“What was that? Did I just hear Mama?”

She forced her voice to take on a playful tone and it worked. Shoji brightened up. 

“Mama?” 

His voice was soft and hopeful. It reminded her of how much of a tender baby he still was. Barely five, he still depended on their parents for so much. She was almost an adult. She knew she should be kinder to him.

“Yes, I thought I heard her. Didn’t you? Let’s listen.”

They both became still in the dark, listening. 

“I don’t hear…”

Yuki clapped her hand over his mouth. She had actually heard something, but it wasn’t their parents. Someone was walking in the clearing outside but the footfalls were heavy and hard. They were solid, like pony hooves in the dirt. Whoever was walking outside their house was clumsy. They kicked small stones that sounded as loud in the silence as any of the bombs the enemy had fired at them that day. 

She imagined the whole village huddled inside their houses, listening. Surely some of the fathers would come out to investigate this intruder. Then she had a chilling thought: what if they were alone? What if everyone in the village had somehow left them behind? She needed to peek out through the crack in the door. Yuki started to get up silently but Shoji clutched at her. She could tell he was shaking his head in the dark.

“Don’t go…”

It was more a breath than actually speaking. His tiny hands were so strong when he was scared. She’d experienced this once when she had swam out to rescue him from a strong current. Instead of clinging to her back as she’d expected, he panicked and nearly drowned them both as he clawed her face trying to escape the sea. He had been so terrified she couldn’t pull him off. His body was as tense now as that day. She had an idea.

She found his hands and touched his sweaty palm with her thumb, forefinger and pinky. Instantly she felt the frenetic tension ease from his body. Still, he didn’t move so she repeated the movements. Even though she couldn’t see him, she knew he had cocked his head in the dark. She had caught his attention.

“Buu saa shi…” she whispered.

He was still for a few seconds, considering if his big sister was trying to play a joke on him, and then he nodded. There were few things Shoji liked more than playing buusaa.

Yuki nodded to let him know they would begin. They touched hands so they could feel if the other tried to cheat. Together, they swung their hands down three times and each thrust out a digit. Both had chosen buu, the thumb. This was a draw. They had to play again. He gave a tiny giggle in the dark. Yuki indicated they would try again.

Together, they repeated their movements. This time, Yuki won. Predictably, Shoji chose his thumb again. He almost always chose his thumb. Yuki chose shi, her pinky. Shi beats buu. Her little brother huffed his disappointment. Yuki shrugged and started sliding out of the bed. Shoji tried to hold her back but she poked her pinky into his palm to remind him. She had won and now he had to honor that. Reluctantly, he let go.

Silent, she crept across the packed dirt floor and looked out of the crack that also served as a peep hole. A sliver of her village came into view. Not much to see except the corner of a house, the view alongside it and a few fence posts.  

The hard earth that served as a gathering place was cast in shadow with the moon not yet out. She was conscious of how loud her breath sounded against the door as she strained to see more from her limited vantage point. At the edge of her vision was the large banyan tree that spread wide over many of the houses on this end. During the day it created a cool refuge. Tonight it felt less friendly, sheltering hidden threats in the shadows. Yuki thought she saw a movement and she pressed her face into the wood, trying to see.

Suddenly the back door creaked open. Shoji, silent all this time, shrieked. Yuki whipped around, completely surprised by the sudden movement behind her and also screamed. She hadn’t thought to check the back entrance, and now it was too late. Whatever she had been looking for out there was now in here. In a panic, she slid down the door, still screaming. The dark figures rushed through the back door and straight to the bed to grab her brother. Yuki found a sandal on the floor next to her and hurled it across the room at the attacker. It hit, but the shoe was too light to do much damage.
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