




















HORROR




IN THE EAST






















HORROR




IN THE EAST





Japan and the Atrocities
 of World War II







Laurence Rees










[image: i_Image1]





















To Benedict Rees and Ann Cattini

























Copyright © 2001 by Laurence Rees.




All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system,
 or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording,
 or otherwise, without the prior written permission of the publisher.
 Printed in the United States of America.




First published in 2001 by BBC Books, an imprint of BBC Worldwide Publishing,
 BBC Worldwide Limited, Woodlands, 80 Wood Lane, London W12 OTT.
 (Published to accompany the television series Horror in the East, first broadcast on
 BBC 2 in 2000.) Writer and producer: Laurence Rees.




PICTURE CREDITS




Photo Section 1:
Mainichi, Tokyo; Mainichi; NARA; Popperfoto; Hulton Getty; NARA; Hulton Getty;
 Hulton Getty; Hulton Getty; Hulton Getty; Mainichi; Imperial War Museum.






Photo Section 2:
Hulton Getty; Hulton Getty; Jan Ruff; Masayo Enomoto; Popperfoto; Imperial War Museum;


Naruto House; Imperial War Museum; Hulton Getty; Australian War Memorial;


Australian War Memorial; Bill Hedges; Hulton Getty; NARA.




Photo Section 3:
Kenichiro Oonuki; Hulton Getty; Hulton Getty; NARA; Ralph Crane/Timepix; Hulton Getty;


Yoshiko Hashimoto; Ishikawa Kiyoko; Ishikawa Kiyoko; NARA; Hulton Getty;


NARA; Michael Witowich; Hulton Getty; Corbis.




Cataloging-in-Publication data for this book is available from the Library of Congress.




First Da Capo Press edition 2002


Reprinted by arrangement with BBC Worldwide Ltd.


ISBN 0-306-81178-2


eBook ISBN: 9780786746897






Published by Da Capo Press


A Member of the Perseus Books Group


http://www.dacapopress.com




Da Capo Press books are available at special discounts for bulk purchases in the
 U.S. by corporations, institutions, and other organizations. For more information,
 please contact the Special Markets Department at the Perseus Books Group,
 11 Cambridge Center, Cambridge, MA 02142, or call (800) 255-1514 or (617) 252-5298,
 or e-mail j.mccrary@perseusbooks.com.


1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9—06 05 04 03 02





























FOREWORD


          Can history be shared? This is the key question Laurence Rees raises in this important book. And the book gives a resoundingly affirmative response to that question.


There is a temptation to view a nation’s past primarily, if not entirely, in the national framework: to consider its history as sui generis, a product of its own culture, to be understood in the context of its own indigenous development. A recent school textbook in Japan — one that has aroused a storm of protest from Korea, China, and other countries — states that there are as many histories as there are nations, with the implication that a country’s history must be comprehended, appreciated, and judged in terms of its people’s ideas, interests, and values. Defenders of this sort of self-centred nationalism  —  and such people are found everywhere —  believe that a given people ‘understand’ their history better than other peoples, and that foreigners should not stand in judgment over it.


Horror in the East, both as a documentary and as a book, takes the opposite view. It has been produced on the assumption that the past must be shared, that it is open to anyone to examine, and that the quest for historical understanding knows no national boundaries. Japanese, Chinese, Koreans, Filipinos, Australians, Americans, British, and others who appear in the book (and in the documentary film) all seek to understand, whether as participants in past dramas or as contemporary commentators, the human tragedy that was the horror in Asia during the Second World War.


To speak of’horror’, of course, implies moral judgment. But the judgment is not necessarily that of one nation condemning another nation, for no nation is free of moral culpability. Rather, the judgment is, first, the application of universal human standards to specific deeds of barbarism committed by individuals; it is, second, an effort to understand why atrocities of such magnitude were perpetrated at specific moments in time; it is, finally, an act of linking the present to the past in which today’s generation speaks to an earlier generation.




The book is rich in detail, containing some episodes the BBC team discovered in dust-covered archives in Japan, the United States, Britain, the Netherlands, Australia and elsewhere. The interviews, especially of Japanese veterans, are vivid reminders of what it was like to live, and to face certain death, in ‘the valley of darkness’, the term that is often used to describe the war years. There are no taboos in the story; Rees, for instance, asks pertinent questions about the role of the emperor and examines them dispassionately, avoiding dogmas and emotional rhetoric. Above all, the book succeeds in putting Japan’s wartime policies and behaviour in the context of a conformist society under pressure. As one who grew up during the war — I was in fifth grade when the war ended — I can attest to the truth of this argument. The power of conformism, the ardent wish not to be different, a misguided sense of honour which dictates that dissent will disgrace the nation, the family, and yourself  —  these traits still exist in Japan, and in many other countries, today. But the book suggests that there are others, those who are willing to speak candidly about the past, not merely among themselves but also with people from other lands. To the extent that Horror in the East reveals the existence of such people, the book points to the emergence of an international arena where memory and history may be shared and openly discussed, where what the author aptly refers to as ‘a common thread’ transcending national or cultural differences may be found.








Professor Akira Iriye
 Harvard University




[image: i_Image1]

















INTRODUCTION


          ‘Inscrutable’ — that is the adjective most often used to describe the Japanese. And on the face of it, what could be more ‘inscrutable’ than their actions during the Second World War? Their attack on Pearl Harbor, their worship of their emperor as a God, their willingness to die in kamikaze attacks, their appalling treatment of Allied prisoners of war, their war crimes against women and children in China — all these actions and more are hard, if not impossible, for Westerners to understand.


I fully expected to run into this concrete wall of’inscrutability’ in our quest to understand why the Japanese acted as they did during the war — just as I had when, years before, I had asked an intelligent, sophisticated Japanese friend what she knew about the most infamous atrocity committed by the Imperial Army, the Nanking massacre of 1937. ‘Ah,’ she replied, smiling, ‘I did study history at school, but you must understand, Japanese history is many thousands of years old and very complex. It’s a very, very big book we have to study. And, of course, we start at the beginning of the history and study hard and in detail. So, unfortunately, by the time I left school we hadn’t finished the whole history....I think perhaps we stopped at the end of the nineteenth century. We just didn’t get around to looking at the Nanking massacre.’


The desire of many Japanese to answer uncomfortable questions in a similarly evasive way, and so preserve the harmony of their society, is intense. No one spends more than a few weeks in Japan without discovering the Japanese desire to ‘fit in’ to their society, to preserve the wa as they put it, the solidarity of the group, by reaching consensus and by obeying the rules. Most Japanese are concerned, to a degree unheard of in the West, about how others perceive them; there is even a word for the phobia, taikinkyofusho — the fear of what other people think of them.


But unlike the majority of Japanese our interviewees did decide to act against the wa, the consensus of the group, and I am profoundly grateful to them for that decision. For if this book has a value, it lies in the first-hand testimonies of those whom we questioned. Academic historians rarely have the inclination or the training to trace war criminals and cross-question them about their actions, so this is an area in which the techniques of journalism can help historical understanding. Whilst the period covered by this book (from the Japanese aggression in China in the 1930s through to the dropping of the atomic bombs in August 1945) is so long that, inevitably, not all of the detailed history could be covered, the testimony we gathered does, I believe, offer a valuable insight into the mentality of those who took part in this terrible war — an insight that scholarly works sometimes lack.


I was astonished at the depth of the material we did eventually obtain from our Japanese interviewees. From the son who murdered his mother in a suicide pact to the self-confessed rapist; from the doctor who performed medical experiments on Chinese prisoners to the guard who shot Allied prisoners on a death march, our interviewees were for the most part open and frank. Perhaps the most revelatory interview is that with a kamikaze pilot — cheated of death by the mechanical failure of his aircraft — who explains convincingly why he simultaneously believed that the suicide mission he was asked to embark on was a crazy idea, and yet still felt compelled to volunteer for it. The straightforward — often self-incriminating — manner in which these veterans answered our questions was in many ways extraordinary, given the cultural imperative in Japan that dissuades many from speaking openly and critically about the war.


Our Japanese interviewees chose to talk to us for a variety of reasons; some were clearly persuaded because they trusted the BBC not to misuse their words, others because they had a genuine desire to try to make foreigners understand why they had acted as they did. Still more — having already been imprisoned by the Chinese for their crimes — felt free to incriminate themselves with impunity. But the overwhelming reason why many were willing to be questioned so provocatively about their actions was because they are coming to the end of their lives and want to put on record, warts and all, their part in what happened.


This inquiry into the mind-set of those who took part in the Pacific War is the last in a trilogy of projects I have written and produced on the Second World War, and in the Postscript at the end of this book I explore some of the ways in which meeting so many veterans from different nationalities has altered my thinking about the conflict. It is sufficient here to record that, after listening to many of our Japanese interviewees, I came to realize that they were not so very different from the German and Russian veterans I had met before.


It turns out that the Japanese are not ‘inscrutable’ after all. A combination of cultural belief and geographical and historical circumstance caused Japanese society to evolve, in the first half of the twentieth century, to a point where the very human desire to belong, to fit in, to be part of the group had been elevated to an all-embracing quasi-religion. It needed only a group of ardent militaristic nationalists to make of this society a powerful and fanatical weapon, able to produce an army capable of great crimes.


The truth is that we should be concerned about what the Japanese did during the Second World War and the years that immediately preceded it not because they are somehow utterly ‘alien’, but because their history tells us how dangerous it is to be human and to long, at all costs, to conform.








Laurence Rees
London
 April 2001























THE CHINA SOLUTION


          According to popular myth the infamous behaviour of the Japanese during the Second World War has one basic cause: the Japanese were a uniquely cruel people, brainwashed after centuries of adherence to a warrior code that celebrated atrocity and encouraged torture, and conditioned by universal emperor worship. The surprise, so this comfortable theory goes, is not that so many prisoners of war were mistreated, but that the toll of misery was not even higher. In short, the Japanese were (and perhaps still are) an inhuman people from an inhuman culture. The great advantage of this prevalent myth is that it renders any real study of the history of Japan in the twentieth century unnecessary. But this theory does have one disadvantage — it is demonstrably wrong.


During the First World War the Japanese fought on the same side as the British and captured some 4600 prisoners of war in the German colony of Tsintao on the Asian mainland. If the popular myth is correct, these European soldiers ought to have become victims of the inherent Japanese cruelty. But they were not. Far from it. ‘They were treated as guests at that time,’ says Hans Kettle, whose grandfather was one of the German prisoners of war in Japan. ‘They had a lot of free time in the camp. They made their own sausages, they had a gymnastic club, they did a lot of musicals.’ Herr Kettle summed up his grandfather’s experience of imprisonment at the hands of the Japanese in one simple phrase — ‘I think he had a nice time.’ Far from forming the view as a result of his years as a prisoner of war that the Japanese were a cruel people, his grandfather stayed on in Japan after his release and married a young Japanese woman. His grandson still lives there and runs a successful German restaurant in Tokyo.


The experience of Hans Kettle’s grandfather is not unique. Virtually all of these Germans were well treated by their Japanese captors. The death rate amongst the Germans was extremely low — 1.2 per cent. And a wonderful collection of photographs of the German POWs in Bando camp survives, showing them fit, healthy and thriving — frolicking in the water and then drinking beer in their comfortable camp. Their experience was more like a healthy weekend scouting exercise than the horrors of The Bridge on the River Kwai. Such Japanese kindness was not just confined to treatment of prisoners in the First World War. In 1905, during the Russo-Japanese War, F.A. Mackenzie, special correspondent of the Daily Mail, wrote, ‘It is impossible to speak too highly of the great care and attention which the Japanese people show their stricken enemies.’


All of which leaves a history which is at once more intriguing and complex than the popular myth of the Japanese as universally cruel, and also begs the crucial question: When and how did this Japanese attitude of generosity in war change?


These European prisoners of war were benefiting from an imperial command of 1880 that called on the Japanese armed forces to treat captured prisoners with respect. This imperial command, in turn, was influenced by the prevailing Japanese desire to act like a modern, Western nation and by a wish to emphasize the elements of compassion that had always existed in the Japanese warrior code.


It is common knowledge that Japan had been a country effectively isolated from the rest of the world until the second half of the nineteenth century. Equally well known is Japan’s headlong desire in the years that followed to adopt Western inventions and industry. But far less well known is the political revolution that was occurring at the same time — a revolution that would have far-reaching consequences. Central to this revolution was the seismic change in the role of the emperor. There had been an emperor on the throne of Japan for two thousand years — but for the last six hundred, under the dominance of the Shogun (the most powerful warlord in the country) and the warrior elite, the emperor had held little real power, considered too ‘special’ to be bothered with real governance. It had been successive Shoguns who had dominated Japan. The arrival of Commander Matthew Perry and his American warships in Tokyo Bay in 1853 on their mission to open Japan to international trade was the catalyst not just for the Japanese desire to learn Western technology, but also for profound political change. In the argument and confusion that swept through the Japanese elite in the wake of Perry’s visit, power began to seep slowly back to the emperor as infighting grew between the rival clans that together had dominated the Shogunate. In the midst of this conflict, Emperor Komei died in February 1867 and was succeeded by Meiji, his fifteen-year-old son. It was to be a new beginning for the institution of the emperor.


After Emperor Meiji’s succession the Japanese did not just try to learn the industrial secrets of the West (whilst cleverly ensuring that their industrial base remained under Japanese ownership); they also began to examine the political processes of the foreigners — in particular studying the democratic systems of Britain and the USA. During the 1880s Emperor Meiji and his advisers discussed what political shape the new Japan should have. One of those whom they consulted was the former US President, Ulysses S. Grant. Ironically, given that the political solution which resulted was to help cause many of the subsequent problems that the USA encountered with Japan, Grant cautioned against allowing any new parliament too much power.1 Eventually, in February 1889, the Meiji constitution was unveiled. The first elected parliament of Japan was created — the Imperial Diet. But only property owners (less than 2 per cent of the population) were enfranchised. The over-arching concern of the framers of the constitution was to consolidate the new powers of the emperor. From the first, this was no British style constitutional monarchy. No criticism of the emperor was to be permitted. Only the emperor could declare war and only the emperor could make peace. And since the emperor was, under the constitution, supreme commander of the armed forces, the heads of the army and navy swiftly claimed the right to report direct to him, bypassing the elected cabinet. (A further consequence of the new political system established by the Meiji constitution was to give even more power and control to the armed forces. The army and navy ministers who were members of the cabinet could only be appointed from the ranks of retired or serving generals or admirals. This meant that if they resigned and no suitable general or admiral was willing to replace them, the government would fall. It was as if the system had been designed to create a military that could not be controlled by the elected representatives of the people.)


As the nineteenth century came to a close the Japanese had adopted a new constitution, had introduced heavy industry to their country and were building a modern army. Now they looked at the powerful Western nations and learnt there was one more attribute they needed in order to be considered a powerful, sophisticated nation — colonies. Virtually all of Southeast Asia was under foreign domination — the British ruled Burma and Malaya, the Dutch the East Indies and the French today’s Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia. The lesson the Japanese took from this was clear; strong nations had the right — almost the obligation — to dominate weaker ones. As soon as they felt powerful enough the Japanese moved on their neighbours Korea and Taiwan (then called Formosa). In the hope of halting Japanese aggression on the Asian mainland, in 1894 the Chinese signed a treaty that gave Taiwan to Japan — an act that demonstrated to the Japanese how weak the once mighty empire of China, now torn apart by internal conflict, had become. Similarly, the Russian Empire discovered the power of the imperial armed forces when, in 1904, Japanese ships sank the Tsar’s fleet in a surprise attack at Port Arthur. Korea was also brought under Japanese control and formally made part of the Japanese ‘Empire’ in 1910. During the First World War the Japanese, obliged to fight on the British side as the result of another treaty, gained further colonies, this time at the expense of Germany — Kiaochao in China and the Mariana, Caroline and Marshall islands in the Pacific. Then, in 1915, with the West distracted by the war in Europe, the Japanese moved their army deeper into Manchuria, occupying key positions in order to ‘protect their interests’.The First World War ended with Japan’s position as the most modern, powerful, industrialized nation in Asia confirmed. It is hardly surprising, therefore, that during this period the Japanese treated European prisoners humanely — was Japan not effectively a European nation itself?


While their army triumphed over Japan’s neighbours abroad, at home in 192S the vote was given to every Japanese adult. On the surface, democracy seemed entrenched. Political parties argued with each other as Japanese women shopped for Western-style clothes and goods in the Ginza in Tokyo. In the early 1920s Crown Prince Hirohito went on a much-publicized visit to Britain and played golf with the Prince of Wales. It was as if all Japan had heeded the words of the popular slogan, first coined by an academic in 1885, ‘Abandon Asia — go for the West!’ But all this was only on the surface. The most significant legacy of the Meiji constitution remained etched into this new Japanese society — the most decidedly non-Western power of the monarch. And, most crucially of all, the emperor of Japan was, as a direct result of the Meiji restoration, now considered by his subjects to be more than a mere human being. A few Japanese had always acted as if their emperor was divine, but to the majority of Japanese pre-Meiji the emperor had been a remote figure, with no control over their lives. In the late nineteenth century all that had changed. In a conscious attempt by the monarchists to make the position of the emperor inviolable, Shinto (the ancient animistic religion of Japan) was made the state religion and it was decreed that the emperor, as a descendant of the sun-goddess, should be worshipped as a god. The importance of this conscious, political act cannot be over-estimated. The subsequent Japanese perception of their emperor was to condition virtually all their actions. ‘The emperor at that time was called a “living god”,’ says Kenichiro Oonuki, a Japanese schoolboy during the 1920s. ‘We were taught that the emperor was a god in the form of a human being. That was the education we received. When you think about it realistically, it is strange, and it’s not possible, but that’s what we were taught.’ For Shigeaki Kinjou, growing up on the remote island of Tokashiki nearly 300 miles southeast of Tokyo, the pervasive belief that the emperor was a living god led to one simple conclusion: ‘The Japanese people belonged to the emperor. We were his children.’


On Christmas Day 1926 the Emperor Meiji’s grandson, a new ‘living god’, ascended the Japanese throne. He was a shy, bespectacled twenty-five-year-old, who would become known to the world as Emperor Hirohito. His education had reflected the prevailing Japanese dichotomy. On the one hand he had received the traditional schooling, at the hands of senior military officers and other retainers, that befitted a future emperor; on the other he had developed a taste for modern science, particularly marine biology. He came to power in an era that had proved disastrous for monarchies around the world. Seven years earlier, as the First World War ended, the Kaiser had been forced from Germany, and only a few years before that the Tsar had been toppled in Russia. And now, throughout Europe in the aftermath of these revolutions, both intellectuals and labourers were becoming increasingly interested in the anti-religious, anti-monarchistic creed of communism.


In Japan, the years of strong leadership represented by the reign of the Emperor Meiji were far behind. The country had recently endured the rule of the Emperor Taisho, an ineffectual monarch who had been so incapable that Hirohito, his son, had acted as his regent since 1921. And in the wider world it appeared that the ruthless Darwinian ideals of the decades before the First World War, when all that mattered in the great land-grab race for colonies was who was stronger, were now out of fashion. Japanese delegates travelled to the Versailles and Washington conferences convened after the war and committed their country to a raft of treaties based on ‘modern’ principles aimed at the elimination of aggressive war and the peaceful solution of international problems through discussion and compromise in new institutions like the League of Nations.


Therefore as Hirohito came to the throne the paradox of his education and interests — half ancient tradition, half modern technology — was replicated in the country he ruled — half headlong search to embrace the values of the West, half the institutionalization of archaic beliefs. In such a situation the desire of the monarchists publicly to entrench the young emperor even more deeply in the minds of his subjects as a god is understandable. Now was not the time to show weakness and allow any discussion about the role of the monarchy, now was the time to embrace the values of the Meiji constitution — still less than forty years old — and confirm Hirohito as an ancient-style ruler of an ultra-modern society. This was the thinking behind the lengthy and elaborate series of ceremonies that marked Hirohito’s accession to the throne, beginning with a glittering procession from the modern capital, Tokyo, to the traditional home of the emperor and sacred ancient capital, Kyoto, in November 1928. And it was no accident that only days after the elaborate religious (and often secret) ceremonies to confirm his divine right to rule, the young emperor attended a huge military review in Tokyo — the largest in the history of Japan. As 35,000 troops saluted him, it must have been clear to Hirohito which Japanese institution kept him securely in power. And, simultaneously, he must have taken comfort in the knowledge that the Meiji constitution allowed the commanders of the armed forces to report directly to him.


The immediate years after Hirohito’s enthronement were unsettled in Japan. Just as in Germany, where the optimism of the Weimar Republic of the mid-1920s was crushed by the depression of the late 1920s and early 1930s, so in Japan the ‘Western years’ following the end of the First World War were not to endure. Many of the reasons for the subsequent unrest were shared by both countries. First, both Germany and Japan suffered sudden economic depression. Japan had already entered an agricultural slump before the Wall Street Crash of 1929 plunged the USA into financial catastrophe. With their own problems at home the Americans were now less keen on purchasing imported luxuries like silk, and many Japanese farmers went bankrupt. ‘Here you couldn’t find work — unemployment was high,’ says Yoshio Tshuchiya who grew up in the north of Japan during the late 1920s. He remembers ‘seven or eight’ girls from his school being sold into prostitution by their parents. ‘If they had money they didn’t have to go,’ he says. ‘But because that family was poor, well, they went. I felt very sorry. Yes, I sympathized.’


Simultaneously with economic depression, Japan faced another problem that the Germans — especially the fledgling Nazi party — would have understood: the search for Lebensraum (living space). Many prominent Japanese felt there was simply not enough room in their country — the majority of which is mountainous and scarcely habitable — for the growing number of people. ‘At the time the problem was our population was increasing,’ says Masatake Okumiya, who held a senior position in the Imperial Navy during the Second World War, ‘and our natural resources couldn’t sustain the increase. Ideally we hoped to receive cooperation from other countries to solve the problem, but back then the world was under the control of the West and a peaceful solution seemed impossible.’ Even more than in Germany, the perceived lack of living space dominated Japanese political discourse. The population density in Japan was one of the highest in the world. (Lack of space had for thousands of years conditioned Japanese culture. A society so crammed together is less likely to tolerate the disruptive individualist, and more emphasis has, out of geographical necessity, to be placed on the need for consensus and ‘harmony’ within the group.)


As Hirohito and the Japanese government wrestled with the problems of the depression and lack of living space, they acted to crush another threat that would have seemed familiar to the Nazi leadership — communism. In February 1928 left-wing parties in Japan gained eight seats in the national elections. Just over two weeks later the government sanctioned mass arrests of communists and Marxist sympathizers.


During the following year, there was more political instability when Hirohito demonstrated that he would be an aggressive player in the political arena by obtaining the resignation of prime minister Tanaka, a politician frequently criticized by the emperor. Here was further proof that Japan was demonstrably not a stable state ruled by a British-style constitutional monarch.


The extent of the growing fracture in the Japanese democratic process was emphasized still further when, in 1930, after Japan had signed the London Naval Treaty (which agreed comparative limits amongst the world’s major navies), the new prime minister, Hamaguchi, was shot by an opponent of the agreement at Tokyo railway station. The message could not have been clearer — stand out against the growing nationalist spirit, personified by obsequious allegiance to the emperor and an increasing distrust of all things Western, only at great personal peril.


A growing faction within the Imperial Army wanted to dissociate Japan from the ‘non-aggressive’ values of the post-First World War treaties and return to the pursuit of the kind of colonial expansion that had so characterized Japanese behaviour in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The question these military figures (and many politicians on the right) posed was this: what had embracing the West’s new-found love of peaceful compromise brought Japan in the 1920s? The answer seemed clear: economic depression, the unsolved problem of shortage of living space, and the ‘infection’ of Japanese society with dangerous Western values like the emancipation of women, universal suffrage and communism. Japan’s difficulties, so the right-wing argument went, could only be solved by a combination of turning against the West and expansion through military action.


Throughout the summer of 1931 the belief had been growing within the Imperial Army that Japan’s problems could best be alleviated by taking complete control of Manchuria, a land rich in everything Japan was not — chiefly space and natural resources — just 700 miles northwest of Tokyo across the Sea of Japan. General Jiro Minami, minister of war, made a speech in August that all but demanded the army should act of its own volition and attack. But senior officers like Minami knew that formal authorization for such an action was impossible — it would be against all the treaties Japan had recently signed. An excuse for Japanese aggression would have to be manufactured — and it duly was. On 18 September Japanese army units blew up a section of the Japanese-controlled South Manchurian Railway but claimed that the Chinese had done it. Acting on their own initiative units of the Japanese Kwantung army moved forward to engage nearby Chinese forces. Within days the invaders had captured Kirin, the local capital and made their ally, a local Chinese warlord, declare independence. By February 1932 the Japanese had conquered Manchuria and established a puppet state under Emperor Henry Puyi. He announced the establishment of the state of Manchukuo — new ‘living space’ for the Japanese.


The conquest of Manchuria was the crucial moment at which Japan’s real estrangement from the Western democracies began. It was a source of conflict that was not resolved until the end of the Second World War. As Japanese troops moved to create the new puppet state, Hirohito faced a moment of decision — should he accept or reject the army’s actions? After due consideration he did what, throughout his rule, he would do so often at moments of crisis — nothing. From the moment he first heard of the unilateral action of the Kwantung army in Manchuria to the eventual subjugation of the Manchurian people, Hirohito took no effective steps to bring his troops to account. On the one hand he was the supreme commander of the Imperial Army and could have demanded the aggression be halted, on the other he was conscious that the chief reason he remained in power was the support of the armed forces. After all, it had not been so long ago that a powerful military figure, the Shogun, had sidelined the emperor into effective impotence. It was a moment in history that called for courage and leadership from a Japanese emperor bolstered by the powers granted him by the Meiji constitution. But Hirohito failed the test and in the process failed his nation’s fledgling democracy.


Of course, there is another explanation besides weakness for Hirohito’s inaction during this period. It is very possible that he approved of what his army was doing. It was clear they were winning the war in Manchuria, and Japanese newspapers were full of jingoistic sentiment — an emotional reaction that caught the mood of the majority of the Japanese. Manchuria was for the Japanese what California had been to the Americans ninety years before — a land of potential riches, full of exploitable natural resources. ‘I wanted to go to Manchuria and earn money,’ says Yoshio Tsuchiya who enlisted in the Imperial Army in 1931. ‘I wanted to earn money and be able to build a house for my family. If I stayed on in Manchuria I thought I could send money back home.’


In October 1931 the political instability worsened when a group of army officers led by Colonel Hashimoto and Major Cho of the ultra-right-wing ’Cherry Blossom’ society attempted to overthrow the civilian government. They were arrested but, as Hirohito must have observed, punished as the army thought appropriate — the toughest sentence being imposed on Colonel Hashimoto, who was locked up for less than two weeks.2


In 1932 fighting erupted in Shanghai, China’s biggest trading city (a section of which was policed by the Japanese). Tensions caused by a Chinese boycott of Japanese products led to clashes in the streets. The Imperial High Command authorized two divisions to be sent to Shanghai, Chinese forces retreated from the Japanese-controlled section of the city and a treaty ending the aggressive action was signed in May that year. While the fighting had raged in Shanghai two leading Japanese businessmen, known to be sympathetic to the notion of compromise with the West were assassinated in Japan. Shortly afterwards, prime minister Inukai, thought by many not to have supported the army sufficiently, was murdered as well. The effect of the military aggression on the mainland of Asia had been further to polarize political life in Japan and to leave the nationalists firmly in control.


The League of Nations condemned Japan’s actions — and, predictably, the Japanese formally withdrew from the League in March 1933. Nothing illustrates better the contempt the Japanese leadership now had for the League than the fact that at the same moment the League was debating Japanese aggression in Manchukuo, the Imperial Army was advancing into the Chinese province of Jehol. The love affair between the Western democracies and Japan was over.


A propaganda film produced by the Imperial Army, Japan in the National Emergency, and shown in Japanese cinemas just months after the country withdrew from the League of Nations, demonstrates the prevailing nationalistic mood. ‘In the past we have just followed the Western trend without thinking about it,’ runs the commentary. ‘As a result Japanese pride has faded away....Today we are lucky to see the revival of the Japanese spirit throughout the nation.’ In the film, corrupt Western values are personified by a young Japanese man who smokes a pipe and plays a mandolin, and by a Westernized young Japanese woman who smokes, dances and, in one of the film’s most provocative tableaux, demands that a middle-aged Japanese man apologise when he inadvertently steps on her toe in the street. (The middle-aged man wears a beard in the style of the Emperor Meiji and is clearly intended to personify the strong authoritarian values that the late emperor possessed.) The mandolin-playing youth who accompanies the woman tries to demonstrate how the apology should be made — Western-style — by dropping to his knees and using his scarf to wipe her shoes clean. This is too much for the middle-aged man who pushes the youth aside to announce dramatically: ‘Stupid! Listen to me! This is Japan!’ The propaganda may be clumsy, but the message is clear. Women should return to their traditional subservient role and in the process reject smoking in public, Western-style clothes and standing up for themselves, whilst the Japanese as a whole should glory in their own uniqueness as a people. Japan should take technological knowledge from the Western democracies but reject the social and political values that the makers of the technology espouse. (Significantly, this film is regarded as still sufficiently sensitive in content that the Japanese archive house to which we traced a copy wished to censor its use and would not give the BBC permission to show contentious sections — fortunately, another copy of the film was traced in the National Archives in Washington.)


If Japan was to expand as the nationalists wished then crucial to future success was a large and powerful army. The growth of the Imperial Army during the first part of the twentieth century was phenomenal — by 1937 it was five times bigger than at the turn of the century. This kind of rapid expansion brought with it, unsurprisingly, problems for the military — chiefly, they worried about how to maintain discipline. They found one answer to the problem in the training of recruits, which became more brutal. If the soldiers made the smallest mistake they were physically beaten. ‘Sometimes you’d be hit with fists, and sometimes you’d be hit with bamboo sticks,’ says Toyoshige Karashima, who was then a Taiwanese recruit in the Imperial Army. ‘Sometimes in the evening we couldn’t eat our food because our faces were so swollen.’ Another Japanese veteran, Masayo Enomoto, revealed that his instructors used to beat him and his fellow recruits so much during basic training that their arms ached, and by the day’s end they had no energy left to hit them. As a consequence the instructors found a novel way of maintaining discipline — ‘self-punishment’: ‘Once the instructors got tired of beating you up,’ says Enomoto, ‘they would have recruits face each other and slap each other. So we all of us recruits, comrades together, started to slap each other — instead of being slapped by the instructor. Gradually I felt that I’d missed out on something if by night-time I hadn’t been beaten up at least once.’ Hajime Kondo, another recruit into the Imperial Army, says simply that ‘the training was so severe that I felt I’d rather die’.


The instructors hit the recruits with their fists, with bamboo canes, and hard across their faces with the heels of their boots. Significantly, the recruits were not just subjected to such beatings by those formally in command of them. Senior recruits also beat the more junior ones, especially in the early days of training while the new intake were struggling to pick up the specialized argot of the military. There was little hope of escaping harsh physical punishment — a whole section of soldiers would be beaten if one of their comrades failed in some way, the justification being that this was an attempt to instil in the recruits the sense that they were not individuals but part of a unit. It was institutionalized bullying. ‘In the military there is no individual responsibility, only group responsibility,’ says Hajime Kondo, who served in the Imperial Army in China. ‘You’re often punished not due to your own crime. At the very beginning I didn’t think it was a good idea, but after a week, or a month or two, you learn that in the battlefield you have to behave as a group.’


Every single veteran we interviewed recalled an army training of the utmost brutality. The physical abuse of recruits was not arbitrary but planned and systematic, part of a carefully thought-out method by which the High Command attempted to mould the type of soldier they desired. When the recruit entered the Imperial Army he was joining a family — a cold, brutal family, but a family none the less. ‘The barracks is the soldier’s family where together soldiers share hardships and joys, life and death,’ says the 1908 Guntai naimusho (army handbook).3 ‘A family means that the company is one household in the one village of the regiment. The heads of the household are the father and the mother. The company commander is a strict father, and the NCO a loving mother. The lieutenants are relatives and in perfect accord with their company commander whom they loyally assist.’


The sense of the regiment as one ‘village’ was further enhanced by each unit being recruited from only one area of Japan. Recruits would be surrounded by people with whom they had grown up. In such circumstances the pressure to conform and not ‘disgrace’ one’s relatives back home must have been immense. Indeed, most of the veterans we interviewed confessed that their greatest fear was that by committing some misdemeanour in the army they might bring shame on their family.


Towering over the whole familial — hierarchical structure was the all-powerful god-figure of the emperor himself — the supreme commander of the imperial armed forces. The recruits had been taught since their schooldays that their emperor was a divine being, now through reciting the Imperial Rescript [proclamation] to Soldiers and Sailors, they learnt how much closer they were tied to the throne via their new status as soldiers in the emperor’s personal army. They were told their equipment was given to them by the emperor — the barrel of their rifles carried the imperial chrysanthemum symbol — and every day recruits would bow in the direction of the Imperial Palace to show respect; each order they were given was issued ‘in the name of the emperor’; every beating they received was meted out because the emperor would have wished it. Blind obedience to the emperor was the glue that held this ever-expanding army together.


With each passing year it became ever more apparent that the growing Imperial Army was being trained to fight and conquer China. In 1934, after taking Jehol Province, the Japanese moved on to Chahar and then as far as Hopei Province. The ostensible reason was to secure the protection of nearby Manchuria, but many in the Imperial Army had broader ambitions. The continuing tension between those factions in the army that wanted even more accelerated territorial expansion and those, chiefly politicians, who favoured securing existing gains, erupted in Tokyo on 26 February 1936. Soldiers of the Imperial Army in Tokyo — including the Third Imperial Guard Regiment — led by officers who were members of the far right ‘Imperial Way’ faction, moved during the night on those ‘weak’ government figures they despised. Viscount Saito, Lord Keeper of the Privy Seal, was murdered, as was General Watanabe, the newly appointed Inspector General of Military Education. Key buildings in the centre of Tokyo — the parliament building and the War Office amongst them — were seized. A pamphlet distributed by the revolutionaries read: ‘We have been compelled to annihilate those elder statesmen, military leaders, bureaucrats, political party leaders and other criminals who have been shamelessly hindering the Heavenly prerogative of the Supreme Being....’4


But when the ‘Supreme Being’ heard about the rebellion he acted with uncharacteristic steadfastness. Hirohito threatened to lead troops against the plotters himself if his generals wavered. By 29 February the rebellion was crushed. Universally lenient (or non-existent) punishments had been meted out to earlier conspirators, but this time thirteen of the plotters were executed (though leading figures in the army fought to minimize the number of officers who were arrested). The ‘2.26 Incident’, as it is known in Japan, is significant for two reasons. It demonstrated both that Hirohito had enormous latent power to control events — power he very rarely chose to use — and that the Japanese military risked revolution from within if the policy of colonial expansion in China was not pursued with sufficient radicalism.


In such unstable circumstances it needed only a spark to start a full-scale war on the Asian mainland. And such a spark duly occurred. Japanese troops were stationed in northern China to ‘protect Japanese interests’ just as the British and Americans maintained a presence in China at the time — since the Boxer rebellion forty years earlier, the Chinese Nationalists, now under the leadership of Chiang K’ai-shek, had been unable to prevent foreign governments placing troops on their soil for ‘protective’ purposes. In July 1937, a Japanese force was conducting an exercise around the Hu River when the soldiers came to what was known as the Marco Polo bridge. As they crossed it they passed Chinese troops and a shot was fired, though who fired first has never been conclusively established. The incident soon developed into a minor battle. When the news reached Japan the mood was for war — the Chinese must be taught a lesson. Three divisions were dispatched from Japan, and on 27 July the Japanese airforce began to bomb Peking.


The war in China that began in July 1937 is infamous in the West because of the brutal crimes that Japanese troops were to commit in Nanking that December. But Nanking was part of a pattern set from the early days of the conflict. From the first, Japanese troops were told that this was a war against sub-humans. ‘We called the Chinese “Chancorro”, says Yoshio Tshuchiya, who served in the Kempeitai, the infamous Japanese secret military police. ‘“Chancorro”, that meant below human, like bugs or animals. Whereas the Japanese are a superior race, which had been in existence for 2600 years, the Chinese were inferior. The Chinese didn’t belong to the human race. That was the way we looked at it.’


On arrival in China, soldiers of the Imperial Army were subject to additional training based on this theory that the enemy they were fighting were ‘below human’. Hajime Kondo first learnt what this training would consist of when he and his comrades were summoned to a large, square, open area. On one side was a pit and next to it a mound of bodies. On the other side of the square, tied to trees, were Chinese men. ‘We had no idea what was going on,’ says Kondo. ‘Then the boss said, “We are going to give you bayonet practice.” We prepared our bayonets, and then two at a time we ran and we stabbed. When I first understood that we were killing them, stabbing live human beings, I was shaking. I was seventh or eighth to do it. At the order I ran and I stabbed and the bayonet went into the body very easily. I learnt that it was easy to bayonet a human being. We learnt it with our own hands. Once I did it, it became easy. I didn’t think anything about the man I killed.’


Yoshio Tshuchiya underwent similar training in Manchuria. ‘I didn’t have courage at the beginning, but I couldn’t escape from it. I would be labelled as “chicken”. So I had to do it.’ The first time he participated in this ‘bayonet training’ the victims were six Chinese men. ‘I think they were farmers,’ he says. ‘They were not bandits or anti-Japanese....Just some suspicious people who’d been caught.’ Just like Hajime Kondo, Yoshio Tshuchiya found that once he had bayoneted one unarmed Chinaman it was easier to bayonet another: ‘The first time you still have a conscience and feel bad. But if you are labelled as courageous, and honoured and given merit, and if you’re praised as having this courage, that will be the driving power for the second time. If I’d thought of them as human beings I couldn’t have done it. But because I thought of them as animals or below human beings, we did it.’



OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
DA CAPO PRESS
A Member of the Perseus Books Group





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
LAURENCE REES

HORROR

IN THE

EAST

JAPAN AND THE ATROCITIES

OF WORLD WAR |1

FOREWORD BY PROFESSOR AKIRA IRIYE, HARVARD UNIVERSITY





OEBPS/images/9780306811784_0008_001.jpg
MONGOLIA MANCHURIA

PACIFIC OCEAN * Norhem

e
-
M S PHILIPPINES B
s &) ;7 cromoianss
e
R
93018 Bomao €.
: oo e

wapuzen € st inoies s B
Y 2 #
S






