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Where do murderers go, man! Who’s to doom, when the judge himself is dragged to the bar?


—Herman Melville, Moby-Dick
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Introduction



TOJO HIDEKI HEARD THE soldiers coming for him. At his simple cottage in Tokyo’s suburbs, on September 11, 1945, he was making no attempt to hide. With his fastidiously cropped mustache, bald head, round tortoiseshell glasses, and the assertive bearing of a career general, the prime minister of Imperial Japan during much of World War II was unmistakable. His grotesquely caricatured features—eyes slanted, teeth sharpened, fingernails pointy—had been a staple of American propaganda encouraging war bonds, routinely paired with Adolf Hitler and Benito Mussolini.


It was just over a month since the detonation of the two atomic bombs, and less than a month since Japan had at last surrendered. The victorious Allied armies were in the early, uncertain days of their occupation of Japan. One of their first tasks was to round up suspected Japanese war criminals.


Tojo was perfectly aware that U.S. troops knew where to find him. The day before, an American wire reporter had had little difficulty locating him at home. When asked who was responsible for starting the war, the prime minister whose cabinet had ordered the attack on Pearl Harbor was unrepentant. “You are the victors and you are able to name him now,” he replied serenely. “But historians 500 or 1,000 years from now may judge differently.”1


A small, nervous group of U.S. soldiers arrived at the cottage. At first Tojo refused to talk to them, and then, dressed casually in an open- collared white shirt, slid open a window to demand their credentials. For some unbearably tense minutes, they were stalled by a servant, until their patience wore out. “Tell this yellow bastard we’ve waited long enough,” snapped the U.S. major in charge.


Soon after, the Americans heard a muffled gunshot from inside.


Startled, the soldiers kicked down the door. They burst into the house to find Tojo standing upright, reeling slightly. In his right hand was a smoking Colt .32-caliber pistol. His left hand was clutched to his chest, red blood streaming through his white shirt. He had made the efficient choice of a gun to kill himself, and an American-made one at that, instead of availing himself of any one of the three ceremonial Japanese swords in the room. The leading U.S. major, in the sights of the lurching pistol, screamed, “Don’t shoot!” and Tojo let his gun fall with a clatter. Knees buckling, he crumpled into an easy chair. His eyes drooped and he strained to breathe, sweating, coughing, moaning in agony.2


Expert at dealing out death, Tojo botched his own. The bullet only grazed his heart, exiting his back at the left shoulder blade. American soldiers—one of them a Japanese American from the Bronx—bustled him out of the cottage and into a car, and raced him toward an American military hospital at Yokohama, south of central Tokyo.


They drove through a shattered, charred landscape. Six months ago, as many as a hundred thousand people in Tokyo had been, in the words of a U.S. general leading a massive incendiary bombardment, “scorched and boiled and baked to death” in a single night.3 The city’s rivers had boiled and liquefied glass had rained. The stench of burning flesh had been so intense that U.S. B-29 bomber pilots several thousand feet above had gagged.4


What was left was a vast city of ashes. Much of Japan’s sprawling capital had been built with wood houses; those humble homes were now fine cinders. Tokyo was reduced to a series of shanties, endless rows of little shacks cobbled together from whatever scraps of metal or stone had survived the unnatural flames. The gloom was broken only by the occasional flower planted by the dispossessed residents of these huts, or a curtain hung over a makeshift window. Scoured by fire, sturdier buildings like factories were a mangled mess of steel girders. There were colossal piles of rubble strewn around trashed streets. Tokyo was dark, filthy, and collapsing. It reeked. With every kind of infrastructure systematically wrecked by the bombings, there were urgent shortages of every kind: electricity, heat, food, water. The despairing residents were left burned, broken, scarred, bereaved, unwashed, ill-clothed, and underfed.5


Tojo flickered between life and death. At the Yokohama hospital, a U. S. Army surgeon was unimpressed by the dire chest wound; he had seen hundreds of them. Lying on a simple cot, his shirt and trousers drenched in his own blood, the former prime minister grimaced in pain, groaning as he drew breath. Japanese and American doctors stitched him up and gave him plasma infusions. American soldiers watched his agonies with cool indifference; one shrugged that Tojo had earned himself a Purple Heart. Pulling through, he grew strong enough to lament that death was taking so long; he had meant to finish himself off with a single shot, he explained, rather than risking the delay of ritual disembowelment. He had chosen not to shoot himself in the head, he whispered to an interpreter, so that people could recognize his features and know that he was dead.
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Tojo Hideki lies soaked in blood after shooting himself while American doctors try to save him on September 11, 1945.


Neither the fact of defeat, nor the devastation of his country, nor a fresh bullet hole through his chest were enough to make him question the rightness of his cause. “The Greater East Asia War was a justified and righteous war,” waged by Japan to free its Asian neighbors from the oppressive grip of European colonialism, he declared in what he hoped would be his deathbed statement. He expressed his regrets to the Japanese nation and “all the races of the Greater Asiatic powers,” although not to the Allied countries against which his cabinet had gone to war. Given the ruin all around him, he was not inclined to apologize to the bombers.


“I would not like to be judged in front of a conqueror’s court,” Tojo said. “I wait for the righteous judgment of history.”6


This book is about that conqueror’s court and the judgment of history. For two and a half years after his failed suicide, Tojo and twenty-seven other top Japanese wartime leaders were prosecuted by the Allies as war criminals—a trial that is the Asian counterpart to the more famous international war crimes tribunal at Nuremberg.


The Tokyo trial was a monumental accounting for the personal fates of Tojo and the other powerful Japanese defendants, who were viewed not just as defeated foes to be neutralized but as criminals accused of aggression and atrocity. Its unfolding drew in a host of household names, including Harry Truman, Emperor Hirohito, Chiang Kai-shek, Jawaharlal Nehru, Douglas MacArthur, and more, as well as lesser-known figures whose richly multifaceted life stories encompass much of their countries’ modern histories: Mei Ruao, the cerebral, purposeful Chinese judge hoping to restore his war-torn country; Togo Shigenori, the peace-minded Japanese foreign minister who had struggled to prevent Pearl Harbor yet wound up on trial as a Class A war criminal; and Radhabinod Pal, the erudite Indian judge who is today a national icon in Japan for writing a blistering dissent that acquitted Tojo and all the defendants while denouncing the court itself as illegitimate.


It was, as the judges liked to call it, the “biggest trial of the world.”7 In a vast, echoing courtroom illuminated with sweltering klieg lights, the black-robed judges listened to the anguished testimony of Chinese survivors of the Nanjing massacre; heard nightmarish accounts of how British and Australian prisoners of war were worked to death in Thailand and Burma; recoiled at gruesome stories of Filipino civilians who had been bayoneted, beaten, tortured, and raped; eavesdropped on the secret plans being devised for aggression at Pearl Harbor; and gawped at the disgraced last Qing emperor of China, Puyi, who wound up as a star witness. As the Chinese judge wrote, “In my opinion, the Tokyo Trial, like the Nuremberg Trial, should also be considered as ‘the greatest thing that comes out from this World War,’ to borrow a phrase of President Truman.”8


World War II was a war of atrocity, both in Europe and Asia. It is commonplace in wartime to denounce the bestial immorality of the enemy, but in the Pacific War the question of war crimes was fundamental. The war was defined in Allied minds by Japanese-inflicted horrors: the death march of Filipino and American prisoners of war at Bataan, the captive Australians who perished while building the Burma–Thailand railway, the sack of Manila.9 More Australians died from being imprisoned by the Japanese than from combat against them.10 The Chinese, who had endured more from Japan than any country in fourteen years of war, remembered the devastating bombing of Chongqing, countless villages set ablaze, a renewed opium trade, and mass executions and mass rape—as many as twenty thousand cases of rape during the first month of the Japanese occupation in Nanjing alone.11 More than a million Filipinos were killed or wounded by their Japanese occupiers.12 For the Americans, the war itself was a crime against peace, the poisonous result of an illegal sneak attack on Pearl Harbor. In the registers of war crimes assembled by U.S. investigators, over and over they listed “Cannibalism”: some Japanese officers had believed they gained strength from eating the livers of American prisoners of war.13


While the defeated Japanese would have no opportunity to put the victors on trial, their government had spurred on its soldiers and motivated the home front with tales of Allied barbarism. The Japanese people were warned, wrongly, of the terrors and mass rapes that would be inflicted by demonic American occupiers. They recoiled at the dehumanizing Allied custom of collecting Japanese skulls and bones as souvenirs. And they were traumatized by the firebombing of scores of their cities and towns, culminating in the incineration of Tokyo and finally the atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki.14


The Tokyo trial is the paramount historical event in Asia’s efforts to grapple with this terrible legacy. As its Australian chief judge wrote privately, “The Tokyo and Nuernberg War Criminals Trials are undoubtedly the greatest in all history; that cannot be contested.”15 Spectators peered into the innermost workings of governments and the souls of people under the most extreme circumstances. They heard the telling and retelling of the fateful decisions for war through the contradictory perspectives of Allied prosecutors, defense lawyers, and individual Japanese defendants— a kind of Rashomon for World War II.16 “The naivete I possessed at the time of leaving the homeland has long since disappeared,” wrote a Japanese soldier in the Philippines in his diary, which was read aloud as evidence to a hushed auditorium. He admitted killing over a hundred guerrillas and Filipino civilians during a particularly violent campaign there. “Now I am a hardened killer and my sword is always stained with blood. Although it is for my country’s sake, it is sheer brutality. May God forgive me! May my mother forgive me!”17 From the Japanese island stronghold of Chichi Jima, the court heard a formal order to kill and eat an American prisoner of war: “The Battalion wants to eat the flesh of the American Aviator, Lieutenant (junior grade) Hall.”18 (Nine U.S. fliers bailed out during bombing raids at Chichi Jima. Eight of them were captured by Japanese troops and killed, with several of them partially eaten in early 1945. The ninth, who managed to escape, was a Navy pilot named George H. W. Bush.)19 The mesmerizing experience of the Tokyo trial was, as the Dutch judge privately wrote, “the situation in which one, every day, in the corridor meets the Emperor of China and says: ‘Hello, how are you this morning.’ I thought in former days that only in fairy tales do you meet the Emperor of China. And, still, I am not quite sure if that opinion was wrong.”20


As law, the Tokyo trial had grand ambitions to establish international principles for a safer postwar world—a revived international law that outlawed aggression and atrocity. It sought to reestablish the battered authority of the old international laws of armed combat, such as the illegality of killing innocent civilians or abusing prisoners of war. It insisted that powerful persons had to face individual judgment for war crimes committed under their commands, rather than claiming immunity as generals and cabinet ministers.21 And like Nuremberg, it made a revolutionary attempt to enshrine aggressive war as the cardinal international crime, the one war crime that led to all the others.22 These legal aspirations were often frustrating to nonlawyers, with MacArthur complaining that the trial’s impending judgment “is like blowing up a ton of dynamite—one cannot possibly foresee what might happen.”23


Beyond its legal significance, beyond the courtroom spectacular, the Tokyo trial was a political event. It was a measure of Asia’s colonial past and a prelude of its Cold War future. The forging of a new Asia required military, political, economic, and territorial arrangements, but also a moral reckoning with the war and its causes. The Chinese judge hoped that the court’s judgment would establish a historical record that would leave no room for future distortions of the truth.24 “This trial is of a special importance for the whole world,” the Dutch judge mused, “not only for the facts proven, or the kind of judgment delivered. It is more or less the touchstone for the possibility of organized international justice.”25


This book is an attempt to tell the story of the Tokyo trial in the round, not just the drama in the grand courtroom but also its milieu in postwar Asia broadly. With prosecutors and judges drawn from eleven different Allied countries—including important Asia-Pacific powers such as China, India, the Philippines, and Australia—the Tokyo trial was a sweeping panorama of the making of postwar Asia.26 Despite the might of the United States, this book is both an American history and an international history. In its creation, its workings, and its aftermath, the Tokyo trial was a simulacrum of the tremendous military and political changes that shaped modern Asia, today the most strategically important region in the world.27 The unfolding of the trial in the pivotal years from 1946 to 1948 encompassed the founding of a new order in Japan, Communist revolutionary triumphs in the Chinese Civil War, the struggle for decolonization in India and elsewhere, and the onset of the Cold War.


These epic proceedings were meant to break from wartime hatreds to peacetime reconstruction. But the postwar peace was not so easily mastered. Instead of the tidy morality play that the United States wanted blaming Tojo and a small clique of militarists, the trial laid bare the underlying tensions of postwar Asia. Rather than solidifying the unity of the wartime Allies, the trial split them. The judges from China, India, the United States, the Soviet Union, Britain, France, Australia, and the Netherlands were frequently at each other’s throats. The trial reveals some of the reasons why a liberal international order has not emerged in Asia, despite the wishes of some American strategists.28 The divisions among the Allies were not just about American dominance or Soviet ambitions but a splintering in multiple directions.


Far from marking a new ascendancy of American-supported liberal democracy in Asia, the Tokyo trial played out against a chaotic background of rising anticolonial nationalism in India, Indonesia, Vietnam, and elsewhere, and Communist revolutionary victories in China. The war had finished off the Japanese Empire, but millions of people across postwar Asia were still left to contend with poverty, malnourishment, illiteracy, corruption, and tyranny—as well as repressive European empires seeking to return to old habits.29 “America’s war had cut blindly across the course of the greatest revolution in the history of mankind,” wrote Theodore White, Times’s leading war correspondent, “the revolution of Asia.”30 Asian countries were whipsawed by the early days of the confrontation between the American and Soviet goliaths. Having done everything in their power to destroy Japan, the Americans now sought to rebuild it as a crucial bulwark against the Soviet Union and the Communist insurgents on the cusp of power in China. All these currents would undermine the tribunal and call into question its legacy.


For the American occupiers, the punishment of war criminals was an important element in their effort to draw the teeth of Japanese militarism. The edict from MacArthur, the supreme commander of the Allied powers, establishing the court was portentously numbered as General Orders No. 1.31 The United States was obviously first among unequals, having crushed the Japanese with a seemingly limitless arsenal of industry and technology. Yet with so many Allied countries prosecuting and judging, it was a unique opportunity for an international moral and legal reckoning.


The internationalism of the Tokyo trial is central to its significance.32 Combined, the eleven Allied governments represented a majority of the human race.33 While Nuremberg did not have a judge for the Jews or the Poles, Tokyo had three Asian judges—from China, India, and the Philippines—who were in a position to speak for some of the Asian victims. (In a glaring omission, there were no Korean or Taiwanese judges, since the court began its study of Japanese imperialism after their annexations.)34 Although the Americans skewed the trial toward aggression at Pearl Harbor, MacArthur rapidly lost patience with the tribunal, allowing it to be steered by the other Allied governments. Influenced by such Asia- Pacific powers as China and the Philippines, as well as Australia, it would compile a massive ledger of Japan’s assault on China, its crimes against humanity from Indonesia to the Philippines, and its use of sexual violence as a weapon of war. Some of the most fascinating deliberations came from the Chinese and Indian judges, who were diametrically opposed in their evaluations of the war, as well as the judge from the Philippines. Because of these remarkable Chinese, Indian, and Filipino judges, the Tokyo trial featured at least a measure of Asian justice after an Asian war.


For the victorious Allied countries, the justice of their cause was clear. But for many Japanese living in rubble, and other skeptics throughout Asia, the Tokyo court’s pretensions looked dubious. The high moral purpose of the tribunal was obviously undermined by the totalitarianism of the Soviet Union, whose forces in Manchuria killed or let perish as many as a quarter million captive Japanese prisoners after Japan’s surrender in August 1945—yet which sent a Red Army major general to Tokyo as its judge, whose impeccable Stalinist qualifications included working on the Moscow purge trials. On top of that came tenacious European colonialism in today’s independent states of India, Vietnam, Indonesia, and more. The court’s repute was undermined by the United States’ atomic bombing of Japanese civilians in Hiroshima and Nagasaki, the firebombing of Tokyo and dozens of other cities, and the awful civilian death tolls from combat on Saipan and Okinawa. “I suppose if I had lost the war, I would have been tried as a war criminal,” later said Curtis LeMay, the U.S. general who targeted Tokyo and sixty-six other Japanese cities for obliteration from above. “Fortunately, we were on the winning side.”35 In a White House meeting alone with Harry Truman, Henry Stimson, the U.S. secretary of war, confessed his anxieties about the aerial bombardment of Japan: “I did not want to have the United States get the reputation of outdoing Hitler in atrocities.”36


The Tokyo trial misfired and fizzled. Unlike Nuremberg, whose verdict has over the decades taken on an almost sacred status in democratic Germany and its neighbors, Tokyo is an ongoing source of bitter controversy across East Asia today. While Japanese leaders have repeatedly apologized for the crimes of World War II, there is no Japanese equivalent to the near-universal national repentance and grief that are at the core of current German politics and society.37 Compared to the emotional, detailed, self-reflective statements of remorse from Willy Brandt, Richard von Weizsäcker, and Angela Merkel, Japan’s official apologies are pallid and vague.38 If German lawmakers today were to utter some of the opinions about World War II routinely expressed by Japanese politicians— some of these atrocities never happened, the other side was just as bad, the historical record is unclear, we have nothing to apologize for—they would be publicly anathematized, ostracized, and possibly indicted.39 Far from marking an end to nationalist grievances, the Tokyo trial remains an occasion for patriotic quarrels across the most strategic and powerful region in the world.


Compared to the pacified and united Western Europe that emerged in the years after Nuremberg, postwar Asia stands out for its dangerous disorder.40 It is impossible to understand East Asia’s tensions today without considering what is ominously referred to as the “history issue” left from World War II.41 South Korean nationalists rage against an officially pacifist Japan that is hardly poised to return to its old imperialist ways.42 Xi Jinping, the paramount leader of China, pursues territorial disputes with Japan while remonstrating endlessly about World War II: “Chinese people who have made such a great sacrifice will not waver in protecting a history written in sacrifice and blood.”43 Seventy years after the war ended, according to a Pew survey, three quarters of Chinese saw the Japanese as violent, while just 10 percent of Chinese believe that Japan has adequately apologized for its wartime behavior.44 When conservative Japanese politicians such as Abe Shinzo and Koizumi Junichiro have paid their respects to the war dead at the Shinto shrine in central Tokyo that honors Tojo and thirteen other Class A war criminals, Chinese patriots explode with state-sanctioned rage. It is only by understanding the reverberations of World War II in East Asia that one can begin to make sense of the otherwise baffling spectacle of a peace-loving democracy losing the moral high ground to a nationalistic Communist dictatorship.


The spectacular proceedings of the Tokyo trial remain an obsession in Japanese, Chinese, and Korean politics, as well as in many of their neighbors. Its judgment, which remains a foundation of the international law of war, has been internalized into the domestic political life of Japan, China, South Korea, and other Asian countries, but rarely in the ways that the American occupiers wanted.45 Even Vladimir Putin, who in any sensible world would be in The Hague, has said that Japan’s efforts to “glorify and exonerate war criminals and their henchmen are an outrageous flouting of the Nuremberg and Tokyo trials.”46


Many Japanese, including much of the country’s dominant conservative party and a long run of nationalistic prime ministers, scorn the Tokyo judgment as “victors’ justice” and view many of the defendants as misguided patriots; they venerate the lengthy dissent by the Indian judge as the true moral verdict.47 Kishi Nobusuke, who was jailed as a Class A war crimes suspect but went on to become prime minister of Japan, later wrote that the Tokyo trial “was in essence a unilateral, arbitrary sanctioning of a vanquished nation by victorious nations.”48 In South Korea, which was not yet independent during most of the trial, the verdict is a bedrock of popular resentment of Japan’s imperial oppression.49 Perhaps most important, China’s Communist rulers promote blood-soaked wartime memories to put Japan on the defensive, create common ground with Koreans and other victims of Imperial Japan, undermine the authority of American power in Asia, and use past Chinese sacrifices to justify the present-day bluster of a rising great power.50 In a 2014 speech, Xi extolled the Tokyo trial, as well as China’s own military tribunals for lower-level Japanese war criminals: “The righteous nature of the trials is unshakeable and unassailable!”51


While the Nuremberg trial has come to symbolize a grand moment of moral clarity, the Tokyo trial is engrossing precisely because it remains so controversial. Nuremberg is exalted by lawyers and human rights activists as the template for recent efforts at international justice from Bosnia to Rwanda to the permanent International Criminal Court, while Tokyo is seen as an embarrassment best forgotten. The suffering of Asians gets little attention in the United States and Western Europe. If Nuremberg stands as a metaphor for ethical purity, then Tokyo represents a dive into murk. It calls into question a triumphalist view of World War II. In Japan in particular but across Asia, there are vexing doubts about the legitimacy of almost every aspect of the trial: its inception, its functioning, its verdicts, and its legacy. Because it was defined by the limits of Allied power, marked Allied hypocrisy, and the uncertainty of its outcome, the story of Tokyo is a far less heroic subject than Nuremberg—one that perhaps makes a more fitting World War II history for today, a time when American power is waning, its moral influence sharply diminished, and its democracy in crisis.52


Given how thoroughly peaceful and democratic Japan became, it is puzzling that the Tokyo trial, which provided the most detailed denunciation of Japan’s war-making past, has gained so little regard among Japanese—in contrast to Germany, where Nuremberg has become more of a watchword for entrenched postwar ideals of pacifism and human rights. This was not because the Japanese couldn’t understand the trial, as some cultural relativists have contended. Rather, this limited impact was more the result of politics: the stubbornness of right-wing Japanese leaders who, regaining their authority during the early Cold War, worked to undermine the trial; a willful ignorance about atrocities committed far away from the home islands (which suggests that the court might have done better to concentrate more time on detailing such enormities); and the terrible suffering of Japanese civilians in the American strategic bombing of their cities, which made it hard to accept the right of their conquerors to sit in judgment.


Today the Tokyo trial’s flawed attempt to find justice has never been more important. Asia, which could once be arrogantly dismissed by American and European policymakers as the periphery, has become the core of world politics and power. Since now it would be impossible to imagine assembling eleven feuding countries to render collective judgment on World War II, the Tokyo trial—warped and skewed as it was— stands out as a crucial lost opportunity to put relations between Japan and its neighbors on a more normal footing, encouraging deeper self-reflection among Japanese while giving the victims a greater sense of redress, thereby setting East Asia’s future on a more hopeful track.


This is a long book, necessarily so. It seeks to document the inner workings of the Tokyo trial, its law and its politics, and its long shadow. The trial alone was an enormous undertaking, lasting two and a half years, with 4,335 pieces of evidence, 419 witnesses testifying in court, 779 witnesses giving evidence in affidavits, and a court transcript of 49,858 pages.53 This book seeks to fix that trial in a wider Asian and global history—not just embedded in the transformation of Japan but also in anticolonial nationalism in India and other Asian countries, the revolution in China, and the onset of the Cold War.


The book is meant to allow readers to make up their own minds about how the trial worked and what it meant. Readers will surely draw their own conclusions; this is, after all, a book about verdicts. Still, the reality of this period is rarely satisfying for the nationalists and partisans who dominate the rhetoric about the war in Japan, China, the United States, and elsewhere. And it is too easy to dismiss the Tokyo trial in the light of what we now know but which the participants did not; if Mei Ruao or Douglas MacArthur had somehow been shown a crystal ball which revealed what Japan would look like today, they might have fainted with relief.


My telling of the history does have its own core concerns. Widening the story to encompass not just Americans and Japanese but the rest of Asia, there are three main themes developed throughout these pages. The Tokyo trial is best understood as the product of a clash of armies, a clash of empires, and a clash of ideals.


I. A CLASH OF ARMIES



In most every conversation in Japan about the Tokyo trial, the first comment is that it was victors’ justice. “I believe that it was a trial done by the victors to the defeated,” says Santo Akiko, a nationalistic member of the House of Councillors, who met me at her Diet office seventy years after the end of the war. Her point is obviously true in several ways: there were no charges for the American bombardment of Japanese cities, conventional or atomic; there were eleven Allied judges and no Japanese; the court’s proceedings were shot through with the wartime resentments and bigotries of the victorious nations.


More profoundly, Japanese complaints of victors’ justice are right to point to Allied military power over their defeated foes. The Tokyo trial was both an act of war-making and peacemaking. The proper starting point for understanding the Tokyo trial is not the elevated principles of international law but the bloody realities of the final months of World War II. For all the grandiose legal trappings, it relied on the force of Allied arms to make good its promises of justice.


Yet the objection of victors’ justice can understate the extent of Japanese power and agency in the end of the war and the postwar period, and exaggerates how much the Allies were masters of events. In fact, the unfolding of the trial was driven by three distinct but interlocking conflicts: the end of World War II, the Chinese Civil War between Nationalists and revolutionary Communists, and the early years of the Cold War.


First, the distinctive nature of Allied victory—sweeping and decisive by any historical standard, but less complete than what was imposed on Germany—had enduring consequences for the occupation and the postwar Japanese understanding of the war. Victory in World War II was secured at a horrendous cost: a total war fought from China to the Pacific islands to Japan itself, with nearly three million Japanese deaths.54 Yet the Allies’ defeat of Japan fell short of the unconditional surrender that they had demanded.


Early in 1945, Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s administration grimly accepted that the Germans would “fight to a finish,” which would allow the conquerors a chance to root out Nazi barbarism once and for all. Soviet, American, British, and other Allied troops seized territory all the way to Berlin.55 But the Truman administration did not want to endure a second fight to the finish in Japan. Despite a devastating Allied siege and bombing campaign that laid waste to its cities and towns, Japan still had an army of some four million troops to defend the country.56 Senior U.S. leaders feared that an invasion of Japan’s home islands would be bloodier than the recent pitched combat for Iwo Jima and Okinawa, and quite likely worse than the invasion of Germany itself. Truman instead chose to end the Pacific War with an implicit negotiation: a brutal arrangement, brought about by firebombing, blockade, advancing armies, and atomic bombs, but a negotiation all the same.


After two atom bombs and the Soviet Union’s late entry into the war, the Truman administration decided to induce Japan to surrender by sparing Emperor Hirohito from overthrow or prosecution as a war criminal. If the emperor was to be toppled or put on trial, the Americans worried, the Japanese might well fight on even after Hiroshima and Nagasaki, bitterly resisting the ground invasion that Truman had ordered to follow. Despite Hirohito’s involvement in much of his government’s deliberations for expansion across Asia and the attack on Pearl Harbor, despite the formally paramount position of the emperor in the Japanese constitution and military chain of command, despite the stated Allied policy of unconditional surrender, the war ended with Hirohito staying in the Imperial Palace while his underlings were hauled into the dock. It was at his command that the Japanese laid down their weapons, and it was with his acquiescence that the United States occupied their home islands.57


Truman’s choice, as understandable as it was, would cast a decades- long shadow over the rehabilitation of Japan.58 The country was painfully induced to yield, not vanquished outright; its peaceful occupation would rely on a measure of goodwill from the Japanese authorities. Without such official cooperation, the Americans feared popular resistance and an endless occupation of some seventy million people.


Yet when the emperor escaped punishment for going along with the wartime militarists, it was hard to see how ordinary Japanese who had in their own much smaller way done the same could feel guilty.59 Much of Japan’s conservative establishment—including many who had helped the ultras or submitted to them—would be allowed back into public life as early as the 1950s, free to put forward their own nationalistic view of the war, defending some of the wartime deeds of Japanese troops, and questioning the legitimacy of the Tokyo trial.60 The emperor’s enduring presence on the throne and the revival of conservative elites around him permanently muddied postwar debates about Japan’s culpability, making possible a view that Japan had fought a patriotic and perhaps legitimate war.61


Second, the Tokyo trial unfolded against the backdrop of the Chinese Civil War. Unlike at Nuremberg, where there was no official Jewish representation, the Tokyo bench reserved a seat for China, an important country which had been a foremost victim of Axis crimes against humanity. This offered a momentous chance for a verdict of international justice for the Chinese, who had suffered at the hands of the Japanese.


But here too justice was at the mercy of war—in this case, the Chinese Civil War. Mei Ruao, appointed by the Republic of China under Chiang Kai-shek, was representing a government that was about to be wiped out. Although China sent some remarkably talented officials to Tokyo, the prosecution of Japanese war criminals became a lower priority for Chiang than the mortal threat of the civil war at home. China hardly fits neatly within an accusation of victors’ justice: soon after Chiang was counted among the victors of World War II, he would be the loser of the Chinese Civil War.62


Finally, the Tokyo tribunal has to be understood as part of the onset of the Cold War.63 As the Allied judges were arriving in Tokyo, Winston Churchill was giving his speech in Fulton, Missouri, warning of “an iron curtain” descending across Europe; while the judges were deliberating about their verdict, the Berlin Airlift was under way. As the trial progressed, Americans increasingly voiced a fierce anti-Communism that was not wholly out of line with that of many of the Japanese accused. In American eyes, the Soviet Union went from a wartime partner to a global enemy, while China went from an ally and cause célèbre to an untrustworthy country rotten with Communism.


The Cold War brought an imperative to fortify Japan against the spread of revolutionary Communism into Asia, spearheaded by Mao Zedong, then friendly to the Soviet Union. As the Tokyo trial was nearing its end, George Kennan, the senior State Department official and grand strategist who masterminded the Cold War doctrine of containment, paid a high-profile visit to MacArthur to exhort him to build up the Japanese state as a fortress against the Soviet threat. This would necessitate halting the purges of militarists, ending the prosecutions of lower-ranked war criminals, forgoing a second round of trials of senior leaders, and even paroling and rehabilitating Class A war crimes suspects. At least as much as in West Germany, Americans found themselves reliant on conservative ruling classes implicated in the war years.64 Shigemitsu Mamoru, a comparatively blameless foreign minister who would be convicted by the Tokyo tribunal and sentenced to seven years in jail, would become Japan’s foreign minister in 1954. Kishi Nobusuke, an important ruler in Japanesecontrolled Manchuria and a minister in Tojo’s cabinet, spent more than three years in Sugamo Prison as a Class A war crimes suspect; he was released without being charged, and went on to become prime minister in 1957, laying some of the crucial foundations of a more autonomous alliance with the United States.65 His grandson, Abe Shinzo, became a staunchly nationalist prime minister of Japan, seeking to amend the country’s pacifist constitution in order to resist growing Chinese power. As one of modern Japan’s most influential prime ministers—who after stepping down was shockingly assassinated in July 2022—he declared that “the biggest issue for Japan is truly escaping the postwar regime.”66


II. A CLASH OF EMPIRES



For Japanese rightists, one aspect of the Tokyo trial stands out as a bright spot amid darkness: the dissenting opinion written by the brilliant Indian judge, Radhabinod Pal. Today Pal is honored at the Yasukuni war shrine, where visitors leave flowers at a monument to him in a prime location near the fiercely nationalist-themed museum. Japanese conservatives tend to refer to it not as a solo dissent but as a judgment, suggesting that it is the real verdict of the trial. Pal’s opinion is a powerful expression of the anticolonialism sweeping India and beyond. It has been repurposed by Japanese conservatives as a demonstration that the nations in the Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere were actually grateful to the Japanese, treating them not as invaders but as fellow Asians fighting to free Asian peoples from European imperialism.67


At every turn, the Tokyo trial was bedeviled by the question of empire. Most of its judges were from colonial powers who were resented across Asia, particularly the Soviet Union, Britain, France, and the Netherlands, as well as the United States with its stake in Hawaii and the Philippines. Britain’s influence on the bench was magnified by its empire, which brought the inclusion of white, pro-British judges from Australia, Canada, and New Zealand—even though there were no judges from the brutalized peoples of Korea, Indonesia, Vietnam, or Singapore. All told, European imperialist powers of various kinds were allocated seven out of eleven judgeships at Tokyo. Even the belated addition of the judges from India and the Philippines was an afterthought done more as a courtesy to the British and Americans than to the Indians and Filipinos.


Many of the deepest fissures on display in the courtroom were about empire, while in the backroom deliberations of the judges, British and Soviet imperialists locked horns with Chinese and Indian anticolonialists.68 This tacit, structural acquiescence with European imperialism did much to tarnish the legitimacy of the Tokyo tribunal. When the mostly white faces on the tribunal gave their eventual verdict, read aloud by the Australian chief judge, it sounded less like the voice of universal justice and more like that of familiar masters.69


While Nuremberg concentrated on aggression against sovereign states in the core of Europe, Tokyo had to contend with attacks on colonized lands in Asia. Much of Japan’s war effort had been directed against British, French, Dutch, and American colonies, which looked less like a clear-cut case of foreign conquest and more like a clash of empire against empire.70 While calling for freedom in Europe, the British Empire controlled almost four hundred million people in India, Burma, Ceylon, and Malaya; the Dutch held more than seventy-five million souls in what today is Indonesia.71 What did aggression mean when the territories being seized were not self-governing countries but exploited imperial possessions?


For many people across Asia, the Tokyo trial’s pretensions of justice were badly undermined by the shadow of empire. “The Japanese defended the action of Japan in this Asian land and in the world, to liberate Asia and to change the world,” recalled the Dutch judge. “And they had a case, in this respect.”72 In postwar Europe, the United States and its allies trumpeted the principles of the Atlantic Charter, aiming both to resist Soviet aggression and build up a liberal order in the West.73 Yet in Asia, the same project of defending Britain, France, or Holland meant retrenching their colonial empires.74 The Japanese defendants were pilloried for building their own empire by the Soviet Union, Britain, France, and Holland, who were seeking to reestablish control over their own imperial possessions.


Despite Japanese nationalists’ complaints today about American victors’ justice, the court was to a surprising degree driven by the British Empire. As the U.S. chief prosecutor faltered, it was the British associate prosecutor who took over much of his brief behind the scenes. On the bench, the reliable core of the majority was the trio of British Commonwealth judges from Britain, Canada, and New Zealand, a tightly coordinated faction that drove the court’s deliberations and final judgment. On two separate occasions the British government secretly sought to grab direct control: asking that the hapless American chief prosecutor be sacked and replaced by the British associate prosecutor, and pressing to remove the Australian chief judge and install one of its own bloc instead. These efforts were only thwarted by furious rebuffs from MacArthur himself.


Empire was a problem for the Japanese defendants too. Japan was certainly an imperial power, but had come late to its empire. By the time that Meiji Japan seized Korea and Taiwan, Victorian Britain was already at the zenith of its domination in India and beyond. In many ways, Japan emulated its European predecessors, complete with a kind of Yamato mission civilisatrice; but in other important respects, Japan was an imperial power that had taken on an anticolonial viewpoint.75


Yet millions of Asians—from Korea to Taiwan to Burma to the Philippines—had found their new Japanese overlords, desperate to extract resources for the war effort, to be even more cruel and exploitative than the Europeans. It is only by overlooking the reality of Japanese repression of Chinese, Koreans, Filipinos, and Indonesians that the war can be redefined as East against West. No less an anticolonialist than Jawaharlal Nehru, who had struggled for India’s freedom from the British Empire while also resisting Imperial Japan, secretly scorned Pal’s verdict: “In this judgment wild and sweeping statements have been made with many of which we do not agree at all.”76


During the Tokyo trial, Japanese anxieties about American imperialism were anything but theoretical. Of course, Americans prefer to think of the United States as an anticolonial power since 1776, and there was a substantial measure of anticolonialism in American political thought and foreign policy during World War II and the postwar era.77 Yet the face of the United States that most Asians saw throughout this era was that of another colonial power expanding into the region.78


In China, the United States had joined with European empires in imposing resented “unequal treaties” and claiming rights of extraterritoriality, under which Americans would be prosecuted by U.S. authorities rather than Chinese. Chinese nationalists had long fumed at an American arrogance manifested in the 1844 Treaty of Wangxia (copying the British example of taking extraterritorial rights in China), the 1858 Treaty of Tianjin (where the United States joined with Britain, France, and Russia in opening up more treaty ports), and the 1901 Boxer peace protocol (where the United States joined all the major European empires and Japan in imposing indemnities while posting troops to guard their legations in Beijing).79 In the Philippines and Guam, the United States replaced Spain to become an imperial overlord after 1898.80 To quash Filipinos fighting for independence, the Americans had waged a remarkably brutal colonial war from 1899 to 1902: executing prisoners, destroying villages, deporting civilians into disease-infested camps, systematically torturing rebels.81 By the time that Japan attacked Hawaii and the Philippines in December 1941, the United States ruled the fifth-largest empire in the world by population, with almost nineteen million souls living in its overseas territories.82


MacArthur wielded power that any colonial potentate would envy. Yet the Americans proved contradictory as overlords. The United States reclaimed its colonized Pacific islands, while Hawaii was eventually made a state of the union. The Philippines, the largest U.S. colony, was set free in 1946 on the resonant day of July 4. Japan was soon restored to self-governance, as were the parts of Germany, Austria, and Korea under American control; the only near-annexation of territory seized from Japan was Micronesia, administered for decades by the United States as a United Nations trust territory. Instead of direct imperial control, the United States would opt for a more indistinct hegemony, resting on a global network of alliances, trade deals, and overseas bases from Guam to Guantánamo.83


The history of empire is always a history of racism. European and American imperialism was predicated on a belief in the inferiority of Asians. In 1903, W. E. B. Du Bois warned of “the recent course of the United States toward weaker and darker peoples in the West Indies, Hawaii, and the Philippines.”84 For many Japanese, the Tokyo tribunal was not merely unjust but racist: a white man’s court, sitting in bigoted judgment. On this account, the trial was more a demonstration of white supremacy than of justice—part and parcel of a racist sensibility that had fueled the European colonization of much of Asia and then allowed the United States to pitilessly firebomb Japanese civilians and use two atomic bombs on them.85 In his dissent, Pal, the Indian judge, argued that Western racism had driven Japanese leaders to protect “their race by inculcating their racial superiority in the youthful mind.”86


Race and racism tended to lurk in the background of the court’s daily proceedings; while American reporters might sneer at the “little brown-skinned” defendants, the judges knew not to say such things aloud.87 Only in Pal’s dissent was it made a central subject. Yet it is impossible to tell the story of the Tokyo trial without racism as a recurrent theme.


The Pacific War, as the historian John Dower has powerfully shown, was fueled by racist hatreds. In 1923, Franklin Roosevelt had argued against allowing Japanese to enjoy the same citizenship and property rights as whites: “So far as Americans are concerned, it must be admitted that, as a whole, they honestly believe—and in this belief they are at one with the people of Australasia and Canada—that the mingling of white with oriental blood on an extensive scale is harmful to our future citizenship.”88 During World War II, dehumanizing American propaganda treated the Japanese as primitive, simian, backward, childlike, insane, and mentally deficient, ultimately a subhuman race that deserved no quarter. Paradoxically, Japanese were also sometimes seen as eerily superhuman for their military victories after Pearl Harbor.89 By the end of the war, American hatreds were so intense that the U.S. war secretary had to urge Truman to disavow the annihilation of the Japanese as a race. That is why the Potsdam Declaration, laying out the terms for Japan’s unconditional surrender just before the atomic bombs fell, menacingly states, “We do not intend that the Japanese shall be enslaved as a race or destroyed as a nation.”90


Since the Meiji era, Japanese nationalists and imperialists had advocated Asian racial solidarity against the whites. Japanese civilization was held up as superior to the corrupt, materialistic, greedy West. There were obvious racial overtones in the claims of many of Japan’s pan-Asianist thinkers, believing that the Japanese had a special mission to protect similar if inferior races. Japan’s pan-Asianist aspirations were often couched in racial terms, and its ambitions rested on a sense that the Yamato race was superior to lesser Asian races. Japanese imperialists were all too often convinced of their supremacy over Chinese, Indians, Indonesians, Malays, Burmese, and other peoples stigmatized as corrupt, primitive, or lazy.91 During the war, Japanese leaders told their people that they were a distinctively pure race, while their American and European enemies were depicted as supernatural monsters and vicious demons.92


Although Mei and Pal locked horns over the guilt of the Japanese defendants, the Chinese and Indian judges shared a common contempt for European colonialism. Fuming at the British Empire in his diary, Mei was disgusted by “the nonsense of these imperialist white supremacists.”93 Oddly, Japanese conservatives today fixate on the Indian judge’s dissent as an authentic Asian voice while ignoring the angry denunciations that came from the Chinese and Filipino judges, who had a no less authentic claim to speak for the Asian wartime experience.


All these racial anxieties and stereotypes, which were hardly less present on the Allied side than the Japanese, formed a crucial part of the Tokyo trial. In his dissent, Pal warned that the Allied judges might hold a “bias created by racial or political factors,” which “may indeed operate even unconsciously.”94 For many Japanese nationalists, the Tokyo trial is still seen as just another sanctimonious, hypocritical chapter in the molding of a white man’s world.



III. A CLASH OF IDEALS



The end of World War II brought a moment of idealism, however brief and imperfect. When Nazi Germany surrendered, Truman declared, “We must work to bind up the wounds of a suffering world—to build an abiding peace, a peace rooted in justice and in law.”95 Such legal aspirations would be carried by new forms of world organization and international cooperation. Instead of punishing war crimes with retaliation, as was the international legal practice in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, the Allies would use criminal law.96 The New York Times editorialized that “these proceedings at Tokyo should establish for the entire Orient the same principles confirmed at the Nuremberg trial. . . . [T]hey should knit into the whole body of human thought the fact that aggressive war is a criminal plot against mankind.”97


Despite widespread American hatred for the Japanese as a race, the Allied occupation aimed not to destroy or plunder Japan but to rebuild it as a harmless democracy. Japan, along with West Germany, became an extremely rare success of imposed democracy. Exceptional in many ways—an advanced industrial economy, a skilled workforce, a powerful bureaucratic state, a history of cabinet government and democracy in the Taisho period, the shock of ruinous defeat—Japan stands in contrast to the United States’ generally dismal record at gunpoint democratization in such countries as Nicaragua, Haiti, the Dominican Republic, Iraq, and Afghanistan.98 MacArthur promulgated sweeping policies to liberalize Japanese society, promoting a new constitution which enshrined pacifism and human rights, empowering labor and enfranchising women, and breaking the power of militarists and war criminals.99


In that sense, at least, the Tokyo tribunal was an Asian manifestation of the heady postwar idealism that produced the United Nations in 1945, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights in 1948, and Truman’s inaugural address in 1949 promoting democracy as the remedy to recent “unprecedented and brutal attacks on the rights of man.”100 In a major speech to Latin American leaders in Rio de Janeiro in 1947, Truman declared, “The attainment of worldwide respect for essential human rights is synonymous with the attainment of world peace.”101 Such ideals had considerable appeal in Japan. In the autumn of 1944, Togo Shigenori, the former Japanese foreign minister who had struggled to prevent the war, argued that “it was necessary that the Japanese take a fresh start from the concept of respect for human rights.”102 These aspirations formed part of a great global wave of democratization and liberalization—from Brazil to Turkey to Botswana—that would crest into the early 1960s.103


Of course, the Americans did not democratize Japan; the Japanese did that for themselves. In the phrase of the great historian John Dower, they embraced defeat—coming to reject their old militaristic rulers. Still, to rebuild Japan as a peace-loving, rights-respecting democracy, its criminal leadership had to be ousted and discredited. The Tokyo trial gave the Japanese themselves a formal opportunity to spurn the extremists who had brought their country to ruin.


The procedure of a trial may address a paradox highlighted by Dower. He has shown the Pacific War as a merciless conflict fueled by racist hatreds. Yet as he notes, much of this wartime hatred seemed to evaporate swiftly, with the defeated Japanese and the victorious Americans working together in a surprisingly constructive way.104 As human rights advocates today argue, one virtue of war crimes tribunals is that they undermine accusations of collective guilt. Instead of lumping all Japanese together as subhuman savages, as was done throughout the war, the Tokyo court indicted specific leaders rather than the entire nation.


The Tokyo trial sought to use international law to instill its fundamental ideals in the Japanese people: that aggressive war was not a legitimate act of statecraft but the paramount international crime; that the laws of war were sacrosanct, thereby calling attention to the systematic atrocities against civilians in China, the Philippines, and elsewhere; and that ministers and generals should be prosecuted as individuals for war crimes, rather than being allowed to claim they had been acting as agents of the state. As the Nuremberg judgment noted, “the very essence of the Charter is that individuals have international duties which transcend the national obligations of obedience imposed by the individual State.”105 In the end, the judges at Tokyo were actually more apt to convict for crimes against peace than their counterparts at Nuremberg.106


The fact that there was a trial at all was remarkable.107 The vengeful American, Chinese, and Australian peoples would overwhelmingly have preferred to summarily execute their Japanese foes. In December 1944, a Gallup poll found that one-third of Americans wanted to destroy Japan as a political entity and 13 percent wanted to kill all Japanese people. While 88 percent of Americans wanted to punish the Japanese militarists, only 4 percent of those seeking punishment wanted to use international law, instead suggesting “Turn them over to the Chinese” or “Take them to Pearl Harbor and sink them.”108 As a realistic example of the rougher vengeance that might have been meted out, look at what MacArthur did to General Yamashita Tomoyuki, his adversary in the Philippines: swiftly condemned in a military commission with piffling rules of procedure that didn’t fill up seven pages, dispatched to the gallows by a panel of five U.S. generals with no judicial experience. Instead of an international trial for the top Japanese leaders, MacArthur wanted a tribunal made up entirely of Americans to swiftly convict Tojo and his cabinet only for attacking Pearl Harbor.109


A commitment to a fair trial would be painful: the prosecutors needed evidence of the facts of Japanese aggression and atrocities, which often they could not get. The Japanese government had burned as much incriminating paperwork as it could, while the beleaguered Chinese were too busy fighting for their national survival to do an adequate job of gathering evidence of their ordeal. Nevertheless the Allies chose an odd kind of legalistic conscience. The other Allies demanded their say, and Truman overruled MacArthur.110 Instead of just prosecuting Pearl Harbor, the sprawling indictment was kludged together from the particular grievances of the eleven Allied powers. The trial was given more legitimacy by its eleven judges, most of whom had a way of behaving like judges. They brought clashing perspectives, some of them with radically different evaluations of what the war had been about. With eleven judges, no one country could readily dominate the judgment, and the influence of the Soviet Union was diluted far more than at Nuremberg, much to the Soviets’ frustration.


Despite all its limitations, the trial—covered daily by the Japanese press, albeit under MacArthur’s censorship—revealed pivotal facts to the Japanese public that had been covered up by their wartime government: the horrific sacking of Nanjing and Manila, the abuse of Allied prisoners of war, the mass rape of civilian women. Somewhat less effectively, the trial shined a harsh light on such calamitous decisions as invading China and attacking the United States. Taken together, this fresh look at wartime history bolstered a Japanese repudiation of militarism.


“It was a rather fair trial,” concluded the Dutch judge, a skeptical jurist who wrote a thoughtful dissent.111 The judges would have to explain their reasoning in convicting or clearing the accused. The accused would be given some version of due process and legal procedure. They would be allowed to make their own case, arguing that Japan had been forced into war as an act of self-defense. The Japanese were provided with talented American defense lawyers, often in Army uniform; they were among the only people in the courtroom to really depart from their national scripts, giving a remarkable, full-throated representation to their Japanese clients. At the end, after the sentences were announced, the Supreme Court of the United States decided to hear sensational oral arguments about the legitimacy of the trial. And it was a core Allied conceit that both Nuremberg and Tokyo represented judicial independence, with freethinking judges ruling on the facts and the law rather than doing the partisan bidding of a president or prime minister.


So much for the ideals: the messy reality fell far short.


When the Allies were planning the Tokyo trial, it was not fanciful for New Dealers and progressives to hope that a radically different world was possible; by the time it ended, it was. While legal principles certainly had an impact on policy, the Allied powers had much more on their minds than that: a war to win and then a peace to secure. They dared not so alienate the Japanese as to make the Allied occupation untenable. When those strategic demands clashed with justice, the latter gave way.


The heyday of those reforming New Dealers was brief. At some of the most important junctures, the policy debate in Washington was won by conservatives who sought to advance U.S. national security or build up postwar hegemony, not instill lofty principles of international law. Realpolitik-minded conservatives such as Henry Stimson, Joseph Grew, and George Kennan prevailed in balking at a ground invasion of Japan, softening the ultimate terms of Japanese surrender to protect the monarchy, using the emperor and his circle to legitimize the occupation, and reversing away from liberalizing Japan to building it up as a Cold War bulwark. This was particularly remarkable since the first two men were Republicans in a partisan Democratic administration. The strategic imperatives in defeating, occupying, and remaking Japan were so overwhelming that even as staunch a New Dealer as Truman yielded to realpolitik.


The same kind of disenchantment extended into the trial itself. The defense lawyers—and subsequent generations of Japanese nationalists— argued that an Allied court was inherently unfair. After all, since the seventeenth century, it has been an elemental legal principle in the United States and Europe that individuals ought not to be judges in their own cases.112 John Locke argued that it was unjust for self-serving men to be “Judges in their own Case,” because “he who was unjust as to do his Brother an Injury, will scarce be so just as to condemn himself for it.”113 James Madison wrote, “No man is allowed to be a judge in his own cause, because his interest would certainly bias his judgment, and, not improbably, corrupt his integrity.”114 It does not inspire confidence that two of the judges—Mei and Delfin Jaranilla of the Philippines—were themselves victims of the Japanese military, in the bombing of Chongqing and the Bataan death march, respectively. Yet after World War II, there was no viable option of neutral countries creating an impartial tribunal that stood above the hatreds and strategic interests of the war-making powers. Perhaps the Tokyo court could have included a Japanese judge, as MacArthur at one point proposed, but this would not have materially changed its verdict. Even if it is hard to see what the international alternatives were, the general objection from Locke and Madison is a powerful one.


On top of that, the Tokyo judges routinely failed to live up to the ideals of their legal mandate. Most spectacularly, at the start of the trial, when the defense lawyers offered a spirited challenge to the court’s very jurisdiction, the judges had a furious debate among themselves—but were unable to agree on a reply. They sank into an embarrassing silence, not giving an explanation of their own jurisdiction until they delivered their verdict two and a half years later. Small wonder that many Japanese came to think that all the fancy talk about law was eyewash.


On the core ideal of judicial independence, most of the Allied governments fell short. Worst was the Soviet Union, whose Stalinist commissar on the bench enforced the party line at every turn. Mei kept in close contact with his patrons in China, doing the government’s bidding as best he could within the court’s legal constraints. Sir William Webb, the Australian chief judge, privately worked closely with MacArthur, and publicly offered spontaneous orations about the rectitude of the Allied cause. For most of the other judges, with the U.S. judge as an obvious case in point, their will was fused with that of their governments. After long years of total war, they needed no coaching or coercion to tell them which side they were supposed to be on. The British, Canadian, and New Zealand judges who dominated the court majority did not require direct orders from home; their mindset was synchronized throughout.


To be fair, even formally independent judges truckle to their elected leaders in wartime. During World War II, the Supreme Court of the United States was not so much politicized as it was militarized. When asked to approve curfews and detentions of Japanese Americans, and then the internment of Japanese Americans in the notorious Korematsu case in 1944, the Supreme Court rolled over. The Court—seven of whose nine members had been appointed by Roosevelt—did so again in early 1946 to uphold the shoddy U.S. military commission that condemned Yamashita to death.115 It briefly seemed ready to tackle hard questions about the legitimacy of the Tokyo trial, agreeing to hear oral arguments before the hanging of seven convicted men. Yet then it ducked away, declaring that U.S. courts had no jurisdiction to review the judgments and sentences of an international tribunal, even one set up largely by the United States.116


Still, there were several judges at Tokyo who proved their integrity under law. While the Australian and Philippine members wrote concurring opinions voicing their concerns, the judges who did the most to vindicate the legitimacy of the court were the dissenting Indian, Dutch, and French members—precisely because they drove their home governments to distraction. The conscientious Dutch judge, who was secretly overseen by his government, defied it to follow his understanding of international law. Most strikingly, the newly independent Indian government did not muzzle Pal as he wrote his monumental dissent acquitting Tojo and all the defendants—even though Indian officials were privately mortified and Nehru, India’s founding prime minister, was secretly appalled at Pal’s opinion.


Such judicial independence was a mixed blessing. Taken together, the onslaught of conflicting opinions—the dissents, the squabbling concurrences, the Supreme Court’s zigzag decision to hear oral arguments— would badly undermine the legitimacy of the judgment. The Nuremberg judgment, despite a sole dissent from the Soviet judge for not being harsh enough, never had to face anything like this. How could the Japanese embrace a judgment that so many judges from different Allied countries doubted?


As for the legal ideals pioneered by the court, these too were sapped. The doctrinal arguments for the illegality of aggressive war were flimsy, as the erudite dissents of the Indian and Dutch judges showed. When the defendants maintained they had acted in self-defense, the trial bogged down in the hoary historical claims and counterclaims of European and Japanese imperialists.117 Even if the law itself had been impeccable, it would be naïve to imagine that an international legal regime alone could have outlawed aggressive war, particularly in a divided, seething Asia. At best it was possible to imagine an international law—perhaps backed up by powerful states—that could have stigmatized aggression, raising the costs of resorting to force and delegitimizing those states that did.118 Yet the ancient necessities of a dangerous, anarchic world kept states prone to using violence, resulting soon enough in major wars in Korea and Vietnam.


That left an attenuated vision of international law, limited to outlawing conventional war crimes and crimes against humanity while demanding individual criminal responsibility.119 This too was enfeebled. The principle of individual accountability, which has seen a resurgence since the 1990s, was dramatically undercut by the impunity of Emperor Hirohito. There were men convicted at Tokyo who had been less powerful and more antiwar than he. As for crimes against humanity, the trial did honor the suffering of Chinese and other Asian civilians, and the recounting of the horrors in Nanjing had a considerable impact on the Japanese public. Yet the prosecutors and judges were so fixated on aggressive war that more conventional war crimes were given short shrift.120
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A U.S. intelligence photograph of Tokyo in rubble, September 1945


Finally, the ideals of the Tokyo trial were an invitation to complaints of hypocrisy. Why should the Japanese be on trial for killing civilians when the Americans had dropped incendiaries and atomic bombs on Japanese cities? The Truman administration made a macabre decision not to prosecute General Ishii Shiro, the notorious chief of Unit 731, Japan’s secret biological weapons operation in northern China, whose ghastly expertise might prove useful in the coming contest with the Soviet Union. As for the Soviet Union, it was obviously guilty of aggression, crimes against humanity, and war crimes during World War II. While the trial unfolded, the Soviet Union was imposing totalitarian rule over the eight European countries occupied entirely or partially by the Red Army, creating secret police and pumping out radio propaganda, consolidating control over the Baltic states seized under its secret pact with Nazi Germany.121 The Soviets’ shocking cruelty toward Japanese prisoners in Manchuria—which is properly remembered by Japanese conservatives today and too easily forgotten in the United States and elsewhere—hardly qualified them to sit in judgment.


Of course, it is scarcely surprising that Truman, Winston Churchill, or Joseph Stalin were not thrown into the dock alongside Tojo. There are few people in democratic Germany who would discount Nuremberg for the same reasons. The real point is that the victorious powers made little effort to scrutinize their own wartime conduct, nor to subject themselves to the same legal standards that they had championed at Tokyo and Nuremberg. No senior American leaders have really feared prosecution for war crimes in the long decades since, despite an abundance of violations of the laws of war in Vietnam, Cambodia, Iraq, Afghanistan, and elsewhere.122 When the next international war crimes tribunal was created, for the former Yugoslavia in 1993, the United States, China, and Russia all made sure that their own leaders and officers would be safeguarded from prosecution. Today the United States, China, and Russia all oppose the International Criminal Court.


Nor have Americans engaged in any serious national reckoning with the firebombing of Japanese cities and the use of the atomic bombs. It was not until 2016 that a sitting president of the United States dared to visit Hiroshima, and the United States still has not made an apology for the unprecedented use of atomic weapons.123 The victors were too quick to forget what Justice Robert Jackson said in his opening address at Nuremberg: “We must never forget that the record on which we judge these defendants today is the record on which history will judge us tomorrow. To pass these defendants a poisoned chalice is to put it to our own lips as well.”124










PART I


GENESIS










CHAPTER 1


Nuremberg to Tokyo


ON APRIL 9, 1942, American and Filipino troops on Bataan surrendered to their Japanese adversaries. Defeated after a stubborn defense of the steamy, verdant peninsula on the core Philippine island of Luzon, the men had no idea what to expect. Still, as one American officer remembered, many of them were inwardly relieved: at least the fear of death in combat was over.


A ragged group of Filipinos and Americans gathered at an airfield at the southern tip of the Bataan Peninsula, across the bay from Manila. A few Japanese pilots in Zero fighters amused themselves by diving at the assembled Americans as if to strafe them, but without shooting. Flanked by Japanese guards, who prodded them with rifles, some seventy-six thousand Filipino and American prisoners of war were marched northward under a scorching tropical sun. They were bound for prison camps some sixty-five miles away.


Many of them were already sick with malaria and dysentery from the previous months of jungle warfare. Their steps faltered, legs and feet aching, knees buckling. By the first afternoon of the march, some men were already collapsing. “We were simply physical wrecks from the outset,” one American survivor recalled. As he walked, he could hear the sound of rifle fire. The Japanese dealt out blows with rifle butts, open hands, or booted feet. When a disoriented prisoner wandered off, a Japanese guard shot him. Another Japanese soldier gripped a steel bar with both hands and smashed an American directly in the face. “I could tell by the force and sound of the blow that he crushed the prisoner’s skull,” remembered an American soldier. “He fell without a sound.”


At a rare water break, when the men panicked and shoved each other, the Japanese guards clubbed them into order. “Our pain-racked bodies, sunburned and dirty from dust and sweat, could hardly endure much more of this endless torture,” an American survivor remembered. As the prisoners marched the length of the peninsula for five to ten days, the nights and days blurred, ending with a ride in airless, stinking boxcars to a prison camp.
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American soldiers on the Bataan death march, with their hands tied behind their backs, April 1942


By a standard estimate, some two thousand five hundred Filipinos and five hundred Americans died on the Bataan death march. When the prisoners crumpled, they were left by the side of the highway. The men stumbled past corpses lying in the ditches, their bodies bloating in the relentless heat. At one point, the Americans were dumbfounded by the sight of a corpse squashed flat, evidently by being run over by a tank. It was desiccated from days in the baking sun, just a few inches thick, but the human form was still apparent.1


As these troops were among the first to understand, this was no ordinary war. More than a clash of armies and industrialized societies on an unprecedented scale, Americans saw the Pacific War as a moral contest against a depraved power in Japan. Reports of Japanese atrocities stiffened the Allies’ resolve to demand an unconditional surrender. The Japanese were widely hated among Americans as a savage, fanatical, and treacherous race, reviled as “yellow monkeys.”2


The foundational offense in American eyes was aggression at Pearl Harbor, as well as attacks against the Philippines and British-held Malaya, Singapore, and Hong Kong on the same day.3 In his fireside chat two days after Pearl Harbor, Franklin Delano Roosevelt pledged to punish “the perpetrators of these crimes.”4


Throughout the war, U.S. officials fumed at Japanese abuse of American prisoners of war, although fearing that public statements might prompt even harsher Japanese reprisals.5 While Japan had not ratified the Geneva Convention of 1929 on prisoners of war, the Roosevelt administration extracted a Japanese pledge to apply its provisions to American soldiers and civilians in Japanese hands. But this soon proved chimerical, triggering scores of protests from the State Department. After the Japanese hastily executed three captured American airmen who, under daredevil Lieutenant Colonel James Doolittle, had launched an air raid on Tokyo and other Japanese cities in April 1942, Roosevelt vowed that “the American Government will hold personally and officially responsible for these diabolical crimes all of those officers of the Japanese Government who have participated therein and will in due course bring those officers to justice.”6 (Although five airmen had their sentences commuted, they were assaulted and tortured, with one dying of illness and malnutrition.)7 In 1943, General George Marshall, the U.S. Army chief of staff, secretly warned of the “storm of bitterness” coming when the American public learned of “the brutalities and savagery displayed by the Japanese towards our prisoners.”8


For some in the U.S. military, Japanese cruelty became a grotesque alibi to justify the worst acts carried out by the Americans in the latter years of the war. It is no surprise that under the rules of war promoted by the United States, the outlawry of aerial bombardment of cities was conspicuously absent.9 If ever questioned about the incendiary bombing of dozens of Japanese cities in 1944–45, American leaders were quick to invoke Pearl Harbor or Bataan. The commanding U.S. general at Okinawa rationalized to his wife the killing of civilians: “If we were not doing it here they would be doing it in our country and with their characteristic barbarous savagery.”10


Roosevelt himself believed that Japan was a profoundly dishonorable enemy. When the president was briefed about a notorious German war crime against Americans—an SS regiment had machine-gunned some seventy defenseless American prisoners of war in Belgium during the Battle of the Bulge—he said, “Well, it will only serve to make our troops feel towards the Germans as they already have learned to feel about the Japs.”11


Perhaps the most remarkable fact about the Tokyo trial is that it happened at all. Today the moral authority of Nuremberg so dominates our thinking that it seems unimaginable that the victorious Allies would not have put the defeated Axis leaders on trial. In fact, the Allied peoples overwhelmingly preferred a simpler way of dealing with Japan’s leaders: just kill them.


Polls barely capture the vengeful rage of wartime public opinion. In July 1942, a Gallup poll found that 2 percent of American respondents wanted the Nazi leaders to get a court-martial, and only 1 percent wanted that for Adolf Hitler. But 39 percent wanted him to be hanged or shot, 23 percent wanted him in jail or a lunatic asylum, 6 percent were for exile, 5 percent for treating him as the Nazis had treated others, and 3 percent for slow torture.12 In October 1944, when Britons were asked how Hitler, Heinrich Himmler, and Hermann Göring should be punished, 53 percent wanted them executed, 25 percent were for exile, and 22 percent preferred other punishments—which, as Gallup noted, meant “mostly torture.”13 While there are no reliable polls of Chinese public opinion toward the Japanese, a song of Chinese guerrilla units gives the flavor of it:




Ten years of insults, we now have our revenge;


Ten years of shame, we now have washed clean:


Those who scolded us, we now will flay their skins;


Those who hit us, we now will pull out their veins. . . .


Those who burned our houses


Will now have nowhere to bury their bodies;


Those who raped our girls


Will now have their wives as widows.14





Americans were even angrier at the Japanese than at the Germans. Fully a third of Americans wanted Japan destroyed as a political entity, 28 percent wanted it supervised and controlled, and just 8 percent wanted it rehabilitated—while 13 percent wanted to “[k]ill all Japanese people.” Nine out of ten Americans thought that the Japanese warlords should be punished, but just 4 percent said that these Japanese should be treated justly or handled under international law—the option of the Tokyo tribunal. Asked by pollsters how to punish the Japanese, Americans proved balefully imaginative:




“We should string them up and cut little pieces off them—one piece at a time.”


“Torture them to a slow and awful death.”


“Put them in a tank and suffocate them.”


“Kill them, but be sure to torture them first, the way they have tortured our boys.”


“Let them have it wholesale; get rid of every one of them.”


“Take them to Pearl Harbor and sink them.”


“Put them in Siberia and let them freeze to death.”


“Turn them over to the Chinese.”


“Put them in foxholes and fire bombs and grenades at them.”


“Kill them like rats.”15





Fueled by these popular passions, the New Dealers running the Roosevelt and Truman administrations were not inclined to bother with war crimes trials. In failing health, visibly exhausted and gray, Roosevelt scorned the notion that “the German people as a whole are not responsible for what has taken place—that only a few Nazi leaders are responsible. That unfortunately is not based on fact. The German people as a whole must have it driven home to them that the whole nation has been engaged in a lawless conspiracy against the decencies of modern civilization.”16 He was no less harsh toward Japan. “It is amazing how many people are beginning to get soft in the future terms [for] the Germans and the Japs,” he wrote.17 Cordell Hull, the secretary of state, favored summary executions: “I would take Hitler and Mussolini and Tojo and their arch accomplices and bring them before a drumhead court-martial. And at sunrise on the following day there would occur an historic incident.”18


DON’T LET’S BE BEASTLY TO THE GERMANS



The prime mover for a softer treatment of postwar Germany and Japan was Henry Stimson, the U.S. war secretary. He would dominate the White House’s momentous decisions to quietly soften the ultimate terms of surrender in Japan and to create international war crimes tribunals at Nuremberg and Tokyo.


He was the odd man out in the Roosevelt and Truman war cabinets: a lonely Republican. Wary of Democratic idealists, his seventy-eight years had pushed him to a frosty view of power politics.19 With a neat white mustache, graying hair severely parted, and bags under his eyes not hidden by his rimless round spectacles, speaking in a reedy voice, he was every inch a patrician lawyer. A colonel in World War I, he had served as secretary of war under William Howard Taft, as well as governor general of the Philippines and secretary of state under Herbert Hoover.20 Like most gentlemen of his social background then, he was confident of white superiority over Haitians, Malays, African Americans, Jews, and Japanese.21 Although more preoccupied with Germany’s threat to Europe, “the continent of the white race,” he saw Japan’s aggression against China as a dangerous assault on a law-governed world.22


In several ways, Stimson was a strange candidate to propose legal punishment for war criminals. Most obviously, to Japanese living in their firebombed cities, the U.S. war secretary was in no position to call anyone a war criminal.23 Furthermore, Stimson was comfortably indifferent about some Axis atrocities: opposing letting Jewish refugees into the United States as late as 1944, while his War Department refused to destroy the infrastructure of extermination.24 He had insisted that military resources not be devoted to bombing the gas chambers at Auschwitz—although his War Department was prepared to limit its war effort by sparing German medieval architecture at Rothenberg, and he personally intervened to spare the shrines of Kyoto.25 Finally, his legal sensibilities had been distinctly absent when his War Department had led the forcible internment of more than a hundred thousand U.S. citizens on the West Coast because they were of Japanese descent—even though Stimson privately understood that such persecution based on “racial characteristics” made “an awful hole in our constitutional system.”26


After Stalingrad and Midway, Stimson began preparing for possible war crimes trials of Japanese, primarily for aggression and abusing U.S. prisoners of war.27 Soon before D-Day, the U.S. Army found shocking photographs taken from the body of a dead Japanese soldier: Japanese troops in New Guinea swinging swords high over gaunt Australians, blindfolded and kneeling, about to have their heads chopped off.28 Shaken, Stimson noted in his diary these “horrible pictures of the way the Japanese are treating our poor Air Force boys when they get hold of them.”29


It was not until after D-Day, with Allied troops rolling toward Berlin, that the United States decided its policies for remaking postwar Germany and Japan.


The decision for Nuremberg—which would necessitate a parallel war crimes court at Tokyo—was a hasty, disorderly one. In August 1944, Stimson began by telling Roosevelt that Nazi Germany would have to be disarmed, its industries controlled, and its children reeducated for decades to come. Still, he feared partitioning or deindustrializing Germany, a sweeping project that he thought impossible without terrible consequences for the German population. Perhaps the most loaded question was how to handle German war criminals, which Stimson noted bluntly: “Policy vs. liquidation of Hitler and his gang.”30


The simplest solution was the first one on everyone’s minds: shooting them. The case for swift executions was made by one of Roosevelt’s closest confidants, his old friend Henry Morgenthau Jr., the treasury secretary. In an administration that did little to stop the Holocaust, Morgenthau had clashed repeatedly with an unmoved Stimson and his apathetic War Department about rescuing Jewish refugees. Stimson, with a standard measure of social antisemitism common to his rarefied clubs, routinely commented in his diary about how disagreeably Jewish his cabinet rival was, noting that he was, “not unnaturally, very bitter.”31 Determined to ensure that Germany would not be able to fight another war, Morgenthau feared that trials would allow Nazis to evade punishment through legal technicalities, as well as letting them give final speeches to the German people justifying their racist ideology.32


On September 5, the treasury secretary sent the president what would become known as the Morgenthau Plan: a punitive blueprint for the complete demilitarization of Germany, political decentralization, internationalization of the Ruhr, reparations, and reeducation. It stipulated that the “arch criminals of this war whose obvious guilt has generally been recognized by the United Nations”—meaning the Allies—should be identified by a general, and then “put to death forthwith by firing squads” of Allied soldiers.33 In one Treasury Department meeting, the senior staff considered shooting about two thousand five hundred Germans.34


Stimson was at first open to such executions. He noted, “Our officers must have the protection of definite instructions if shooting required”— ironically, promoting the defense of superior orders that would be famously undercut at Nuremberg and Tokyo.35 But he quickly developed misgivings. He had been horrified to learn that, at the Tehran conference in November 1943, Joseph Stalin had proposed killing at least fifty or a hundred thousand Germans—vastly larger than anything contemplated at the Treasury.36 Reminding Roosevelt of Stalin’s pledge for “the liquidation of 50,000 German officers,” Stimson warned him that the Soviets would use “methods . . . in the liquidation of the military clique which the United States would not like to participate in directly.”37 He urged Roosevelt to stay away from murderous Soviet forces charging into Germany: “Let her do the dirty work but don’t father it.”38


Stimson’s doubts soon crystallized into advocacy for a milder treatment of postwar Germany. He feared that the Roosevelt team’s bitterness could spark another war.39 To offset his more generous attitude toward the German nation, he proposed war crimes trials for individual Germans: “It is primarily by the thorough apprehension, investigation, and trial of all the Nazi leaders and instruments of the Nazi system of terrorism, such as the Gestapo, with punishment delivered as promptly, swiftly, and severely as possible, that we can demonstrate the abhorrence which the world has for such a system and bring home to the German people our determination to extirpate it and all its fruits forever.”40


The New Dealers rallied for tough punishment. Stimson found Cordell Hull “as bitter as Morgenthau against the Germans.” Hull and Morgenthau aimed to incapacitate the industrial heartland of the Ruhr and the Saar, while Harry Hopkins, Roosevelt’s trusted adviser on foreign policy, wanted to ban the making of steel.41 Meeting with Stimson, Roosevelt himself “showed some interest in radical treatment of the Gestapo.”42 In another White House meeting, the president looked directly at Stimson while suggesting that the Germans could live on “soup from soup kitchens” to drive home to them their national defeat. Stimson, in a strained attempt at folksiness, countered that destroying the Saar-Ruhr region’s industries was like burning down a whole house in order to roast a pig.43


Brooding in his vast office in the Pentagon, Stimson was heartened by two American institutions that were supposed to be fixated on following rules: the Army and the Supreme Court. First he consulted with General George Marshall, who agreed with him that the Germans should get fair trials. Stimson noted with satisfaction, “Army officers have a better respect for the law in those matters than civilians . . . who are anxious to go ahead and chop everybody’s head off without trial or hearing.”44


Next Stimson took encouragement from Felix Frankfurter, the Supreme Court justice. For all the justice’s awesome power and manifest brilliance, Stimson knew him first as an obsequiously loyal protégé and friend. (Despite his distaste for Jews, he made an exception for Frankfurter, whom he found sufficiently assimilated as to be socially inoffensive.)45 The justice was an adoring old friend of Roosevelt who maintained a merry correspondence with the president, and a stalwart advocate of his war policies.46


As Stimson knew, the Supreme Court had endorsed some of the most shocking actions justified as part of the war effort. Nineteen years before Pearl Harbor, the Court had held that a Japanese was “clearly of a race which is not Caucasian” and therefore could not become a citizen of the United States.47 In 1943, the Court, stuffed with Roosevelt loyalists, had upheld a curfew against Japanese Americans, which had resulted in the summary detention and internment of some 120,000 people of Japanese heritage, most of them citizens of the United States.48 In the case of Fred Korematsu, a young Japanese American welder from California who had been deported to a detention camp in Utah, the Court knew that he was a patriotic citizen who posed no danger.49 Yet Justice Hugo Black, writing for the majority in the iniquitous Korematsu ruling in 1944, had upheld an exclusion order aimed at “all citizens of Japanese ancestry.” Deferring to the presidency and Congress in wartime, he wrote that this U.S. citizen was “excluded because we are at war with the Japanese Empire, because the properly constituted military authorities feared an invasion of our West Coast and felt constrained to take proper security measures.”50 Although a dissenting Justice Robert Jackson had warned that “the Court for all time has validated the principle of racial discrimination in criminal procedure,” Black never reconsidered his opinion. People were “rightly fearful of the Japanese in Los Angeles,” he explained years later. “They all look alike to a person not a Jap.”51


[image: Soldiers stand in a single rank and observe smartly-dressed Japanese Americans with small suitcases standing next to a train.]


Japanese Americans being deported to detention camps, Arcadia, California, April 5, 1942


Most helpfully for Stimson, in a 1942 case with long echoes in American policy toward enemy combatants to this day, the Court had held that German saboteurs could constitutionally be tried by a U.S. military commission, deeming that a proper use of presidential power.52 Writing to his fellow justices, Frankfurter had fumed at the saboteurs: “You damned scoundrels have a helluvacheek to ask for a writ that would take you out of the hands of the Military Commission and give you the right to be tried, if at all, in a federal district court. You are just, low-down, ordinary, enemy spies.”53


Now Frankfurter offered Stimson just the legal authority he sought. When Stimson outlined Morgenthau’s punitive plans, Frankfurter snorted with disdain. He backed Stimson’s view that the Nazi war criminals must get the substance of a fair trial. As the gratified war secretary wrote in his diary, “Although a Jew like Morgenthau, he approached the subject with perfect detachment and great helpfulness.”54


For a high-stakes White House meeting on September 9, Stimson wrote up a memorandum in which he made his fundamental case for what would become Nuremberg—and, by extension, the Tokyo trial.


Stimson proposed an international tribunal for the chief German leaders. He insisted on a “well-defined procedure” which embodied “at least the rudimentary aspects of the Bill of Rights,” including the right to mount a defense. He hoped to build a historical record of the Nazi system. Relying on his talk with Frankfurter, he argued that the Supreme Court had provided the legal basis by upholding the laws of war—apparently referring to the German saboteurs case. While keen to punish crimes against U.S. prisoners of war, he believed that the Nazi regime could do as it pleased within Germany’s borders so long as its atrocities were not related to the conduct of the war—allowing the extermination of German Jews. As he explained in a disturbing passage, international courts “would be without jurisdiction in precisely the same way that any foreign court would be without jurisdiction to try those who were guilty of, or condoned, lynching in our own country.”55


This proposal was routed. As Stimson recalled, in the White House meeting, Morgenthau unleashed “a new diatribe on the subject of the Nazis,” while Roosevelt again declared that the Germans should be fed from soup kitchens. Afterward, Stimson could barely hold himself together.56 Soon after, he wrote in his diary, the president “pranced up” to Québec City for a summit with Winston Churchill.57 (Whatever else Roosevelt may have done, he didn’t prance.) Stimson moped in his diary that Morgenthau was “so biased by his Semitic grievances that he is really a very dangerous adviser to the President at this time.”58 He added, “It is Semitism gone wild for vengeance.”59


Stimson chided Roosevelt that his punitive plans would betray the Atlantic Charter and the Declaration of Independence, even calling the Morgenthau Plan “just such a crime as the Germans themselves hoped to perpetrate upon their victims—it would be a crime against civilization itself.”60 At Québec, Roosevelt and Churchill initialed a paper formally agreeing to eliminate military industries in the Ruhr and the Saar. A despairing Stimson noted that “the President was very firm for shooting the Nazi leaders without trial.”61


In defeat, Stimson or one of his War Department underlings apparently resorted to a timeworn Washington dark art: a leak. On September 24, The New York Times splashed a front-page Associated Press story about a split in the cabinet over postwar policy toward Germany, noting Stimson’s opposition to the pastoralization of Germany.62 The leak deftly did not mention the shooting of war criminals, which was popular with Americans, instead attacking deindustrialization, which most Americans rejected lest it spur German troops to fight harder.63 The newspapers, Stimson noted with satisfaction, came out against Morgenthau, while Republicans scented a campaign issue.64


Just three days later, Roosevelt reversed himself with the casual ease of a master politician. He informed Stimson that he did not really want to pastoralize Germany after all.65 A few days later at a conciliatory lunch at the White House, the president told him with a naughty grin, “Henry Morgenthau pulled a boner.”66 When Roosevelt tried to duck responsibility for the Morgenthau Plan, Stimson whipped out a copy of it and showed the president his own initials on it.67 Stimson later bitterly wrote of overcoming “the zeal of the Jewish American statesman seeking for vengeance.”68


AGGRESSION AND CONSPIRACY



Having chosen law over summary executions, Stimson busied himself with figuring out what exactly the law was.


Stimson and his War Department lawyers wanted these trials to build a voluminous documentary history of the evils of the enemy, which would make it impossible for subsequent generations to deny what had happened.69 The war secretary planned for military tribunals run jointly by the Allies, which is what both Nuremberg and Tokyo would be, with “simply the skeleton of what we call the requisitional fair trial.”70


He sought to use conspiracy charges, a distinctive bit of American federal and state law which drew on his own experience prosecuting monopolists as the U.S. attorney for the Southern District of New York. Suspects would be charged not just with specific war crimes but with participating in a criminal conspiracy; they could be held responsible for all acts performed by any person to carry out that conspiracy. Defense lawyers hate conspiracy charges for all the reasons that prosecutors love them: they make it much easier to convict defendants, and they treat the conspiracy itself as a separate crime on top of the actual crimes plotted.71 The conspiracy charges would become one of the most peculiar elements of the prosecutions at Nuremberg and Tokyo, foreign not just to the Japanese legal system but to those of the other Allies as well.72


Both Nuremberg and Tokyo would be trials primarily for punishing Axis aggression.73 Although Nuremberg is usually remembered as a trial for the Holocaust, crimes against humanity took a tertiary place there, behind the prosecution of aggressive war and conventional war crimes— leaving it to Israel and West Germany to deal out their own justice for the Holocaust in later years, most dramatically at the 1961 trial of Adolf Eichmann in Jerusalem.74 There is an ancient tradition in political philosophy that treats military aggression as a fundamental wrong, but the United States was driven by the Japanese surprise strike on Pearl Harbor and Nazi Germany’s subsequent declaration of war.75 Roosevelt wrote, “The charges against the top Nazis should include an indictment for waging aggressive warfare, in violation of the Kellogg Pact”—the Kellogg-Briand Pact of 1928, signed by both Germany and Japan, which renounced war as an instrument of national policy.76 Stimson eventually folded in atrocities against civilians as a part of Nazi Germany’s drive for war.77


As with Germany, so with Japan. Having loftily promised trials for the German warlords, the United States could hardly refuse the same for the Japanese. Through the narrow, hard-won victory of Stimson’s legalism over Morgenthau’s righteous vengeance, the United States was now placed on a different path toward the Axis countries it would soon be occupying. In Japan, too, Stimson would call for a more lenient kind of peace, softening another core demand of Roosevelt and his New Dealers: Japan’s unconditional surrender. This would have sweeping consequences for the fate of Japan’s rulers and the rehabilitation of the country.


In the morning of April 12, 1945, Stimson was in yet another Pentagon meeting about prosecuting Nazi war criminals. Later that afternoon, he was called to the White House to be told that Roosevelt was dead.78










CHAPTER 2


Unconditional Surrender


THE PRESIDENCY FELL ON Harry Truman at a desperate, final hour. On April 12, 1945, with American troops still battling in both Europe and Asia, the vice president was urgently summoned to the White House. He was ushered into Eleanor Roosevelt’s study on the second floor, where she draped her arm around his shoulder and told him, “The President is dead.” He had no inkling that Franklin Delano Roosevelt had suffered a sudden cerebral hemorrhage in Warm Springs, Georgia. Stunned, Truman asked what he could do. She replied, “What can we do for you?”1


Roosevelt had known how much his vice president had to learn about the wider world. “Harry is a fine man, intelligent, able, and has integrity,” he had once written privately. “He doesn’t know much about foreign affairs, but he’s learning fast.” Truman, about to make decisions that would alter the destiny of millions of Asians, had never set foot in Japan, China, India, or anywhere else in Asia.2 Only a day before, he had been grumbling about the uselessness of the vice presidency.3


Mournfully sworn in as president by the chief justice of the Supreme Court on a Bible snatched from a White House bookcase, having just witnessed the secretary of state in tears, Truman found himself commander in chief of armies at war. He was shocked as “the weight of the Government had fallen on my shoulders. I did not know what reaction the country would have to the death of a man whom they all practically worshipped.” On that sorrowful first day, Truman could not shake the deferential habit of referring to Roosevelt as the president.4 He looked gray and drawn.5


Truman, painfully aware of his ignorance, fretted about how the military would respond to him and was overawed at the prospect of contending with the hardened leaders in Moscow and London. “I knew the President had a great many meetings with Churchill and Stalin,” he wrote in his diary. “I was not familiar with any of these things and it was really something to think about but I decided the best thing was to go home and get as much rest as possible and face the music.”6


His underlings were even less sure that their new chief was up to the task. Henry Stimson, who would play a pivotal role in some of Truman’s most important decisions about Japan, was already a wreck. Exhausted from overwork, leery of irritating Roosevelt with his outspoken opinions, the war secretary meant to quit his post as soon as the bullets stopped flying. Old and grouchy, suffering from a heart condition, he privately admitted to struggling with depression.7


At the White House, while waiting to be sworn in as president, Truman took his new war secretary aside and told him that he meant to continue the war as Roosevelt had conducted it.8 Stimson, stricken by the death of a man he had come to see as a friend and as the best war president in American history, grieved for the loss of Roosevelt’s vision in the coming crucial months. In his diary, he fretted, “No one knows what the new President’s views are—at least I don’t.”9 Truman seemed pleasant enough but “it was very clear that he knew little of the task into which he was stepping.”10


As Truman swore his oath of office, American troops were moving across the Elbe, racing Soviet divisions toward Berlin. The United States was in the early days of its massive Okinawa campaign, with Japanese kamikazes attacking U.S. forces and sinking a destroyer that day.11 As a Japanese colonel on Okinawa wrote, the “glorious news” of Roosevelt’s death put the staff officers there into ecstasies, raising hopes that Japan could win the war after all.12 The novice president swiftly set about meeting with his foreign policy advisers, admirals and generals, and the secretaries of state and war.13 “We discussed Stalin, Churchill, de Gaulle, Cairo, Casablanca, Tehran and Yalta,” wrote Truman wryly in his diary. “That is about all.”14


With Truman listening intently, Stimson and the military chiefs briefed him on the European and Pacific theaters. The president struck the war secretary as “anxious to learn and to do his best,” but was struggling with information that could only be mastered by “long previous familiarity.” Afterward, in the car back to the Pentagon, General George Marshall, the chief of staff of the army, told Stimson, “We shall not know what he is really like until the pressure begins to be felt.”15


Taking the train up to Hyde Park, in upstate New York, for Roosevelt’s burial, the new president was shaken by the national grief. The somber ceremony had a wartime feeling: a military procession, a twenty-one- gun salute, Roosevelt’s casket escorted by cadets from nearby West Point and borne by soldiers and sailors to the grave.16 Seeing men and women, young and old, weeping in the streets, Truman was riveted by an “old Negro woman sitting down on curb with apron up . . . crying like she had lost her son.” He told a pack of reporters “if they ever prayed, which I very much doubted, that they had better pray for me now.”17


“It is a very, very hard position to fall into as I did,” Truman wrote. “If there ever was a man who was forced to be President, I’m that man.”18 When Truman’s mother was asked about her son becoming president, she gave what he considered “a jewel” of an answer: “I can’t really be glad he’s President because I am sorry President Roosevelt is dead. If he had been voted in, I would be out waving a flag, but it doesn’t seem right to be very happy or to wave any flags now. Harry will get along all right.”19


“TOKYO ROCKS UNDER THE WEIGHT OF OUR BOMBS”


Truman took an immediate dislike to much of being president: the constant glare of publicity, the sycophantic hangers-on, the profound isolation. “I’m always so lonesome when my family leaves,” he wrote in his diary.20 He hated living in the White House (“the great white jail”), which turned out to be vast, creaky, and spooky: “The damned place is haunted sure as shootin’.”21 His eyes strained from too much reading, with a hidden catch lurking in every memorandum.22 And he was disconcerted by the adulation of power: “It is a most amazing spectacle, this worship of high office.”23


While not versed in international relations, Truman was shrewd and diligent. He had a long-standing bookish interest in military history, from Napoléon Bonaparte’s memoirs to studies of the Civil War, and drew on his tour fighting as an artillery officer in World War I.24 He had discovered in the sludge of northern France that machine gun bullets whizzing overhead sounded like a swarm of bees, and was lucky to survive when a German shell exploded within fifteen feet of him.25 In the major offensive in the Meuse-Argonne in the final weeks of the war, he advanced his battery with German artillery crashing down all around him, which left some of his men wounded or suffering from shell shock, although not him.26 When German shells landed near one of his positions, they churned up chunks of French and German corpses left from a previous battle. He was, he confided in his wife, glad he wasn’t afraid of ghosts.27


The neophyte wartime president initially meant to continue Roosevelt’s uncompromising fight against Japan. Truman had long been committed to total victory, writing to his wife in 1942: “We must take this one to its conclusion and dictate terms from Berlin and Tokyo.”28 As the tide of battle seemed at last to be turning in 1943, at the Casablanca conference, Roosevelt had committed to a policy of unconditional surrender, vowing punishment for the guilty Axis leaders. Rather than leaving residual seeds of militarism as after World War I, Roosevelt sought a complete destruction of fascism and authoritarianism, making way for peaceful democracies.29 Now in Truman’s first major speech, a broadcast national address to a joint session of Congress on April 16, he too embraced unconditional surrender.30


Honoring Roosevelt’s legacy, he quickly dashed any German or Japanese hopes that his new administration might soften his predecessor’s conditions: “Our demand has been, and it remains—Unconditional Surrender! We will not traffic with the breakers of the peace on the terms of the peace.” Only a month after the firebombing of the Japanese capital, Truman thundered, “Tokyo rocks under the weight of our bombs.”


In this defining debut speech, Truman firmly committed himself to punishing Axis war criminals: “the laws of God and of man have been violated and the guilty must not go unpunished. Nothing shall shake our determination to punish the war criminals even though we must pursue them to the ends of the earth.” He championed the nascent United Nations: “without such organization, the rights of man on earth cannot be protected.” Invoking “fundamental rights” of freedom, he placed his trust in law: “Real security will be found only in law and in justice.”31


Truman inherited the decision to put Nazi leaders on trial. Since his watchword at first was continuing Roosevelt’s policies, by default he extended legal justice to the punishment of Japanese war criminals as well.


Truman held a plainspoken legalism. As he wrote privately, “We have a stern duty to teach the German people the hard lesson that they must change their ways before they can be received back into the family of peaceful, civilized nations.”32 He wanted trials for Filipinos who had collaborated with the Japanese occupiers, although insisting that the Philippines, about to become independent, handle the process itself.33 Appalled at Japanese abuse of American prisoners of war, he personally made sure General Douglas MacArthur handled it properly: “What I am anxious to do is to be sure that these Japanese, where they deserve it, are tried.”34


Truman frequently used the idiom of criminal justice to refer to Axis leaders as well as the German public, condemning “the crimes of the gangsters whom they placed in power and whom they wholeheartedly approved and obediently followed.”35 The new president saw law as a more pure alternative to the coarse politicking he knew all too well, although fearing that courts could be corrupted.36 He reflexively used legalistic language to explain the war, contending that there would “be no peace until tyranny had been outlawed.”37 He would later call the “fair trial” at Nuremberg “one of the greatest things that has come out of this war.”38


The president’s respect for law was buttressed by his personnel. Truman was particularly fond of Samuel Rosenman, the savvy White House counsel whom Roosevelt had charged with setting up the Nuremberg trials, privately calling him “one of the ablest in Washington, keen mind, a lucid pen, a loyal Roosevelt man and an equally loyal Truman man.”39 Truman revered Robert Jackson, the Supreme Court justice whom he picked to be chief prosecutor at the international military tribunal at Nuremberg for the major German war criminals. “Made a great contribution to International Law,” the president would write privately. “One good man.”40


In the cabinet, Truman almost immediately clashed with Henry Morgenthau, who without Roosevelt’s protections was driven to resign early in July.41 This removed the administration’s foremost advocate of summary executions for Axis war criminals, while Stimson would remain as war secretary throughout the crucial decisions about Japan’s surrender and the punishment of its leadership.


When Stimson briefed Truman on a British initiative to execute the top Nazi leaders without trial, he was relieved to find that the president strongly supported war crimes trials instead.42 Stimson exhorted Truman for “the trial of war criminals. They should be punished and, they being punished, the rest of the country should be rehabilitated.” More unrestrained vengeance, he explained to the new president, sprang from “the problem of our Jewish people here,” warning about Morgenthau and one of Roosevelt’s advisers, Bernard Baruch, who was Jewish. As Stimson wrote in his diary, Truman “said they were all alike—they couldn’t keep from meddling with it.”43


The new president loudly praised Nuremberg. “I believe the effect will be very great on future wars—at least I hope it will help to prevent them,” he wrote.44 He applauded the trial for documenting the deaths of six million Jews: “That crime will be answered in justice.”45 He wrote proudly that “[a]n undisputed gain coming out of Nurnberg is the formal recognition that there are crimes against humanity,” and that “I hope we have established for all time the proposition that aggressive war is criminal and will be so treated.”46


Truman committed himself to a worldwide “peace of free men” based on human rights. As he declared in a Rio de Janeiro speech to Latin American leaders in 1947, his country believed “that there are basic human rights which all men everywhere should enjoy,” which could only be secured “when the threat of war has been ended forever.”47 In his inaugural address in 1949, he would champion democracy as the corrective to “unprecedented and brutal attacks on the rights of man.”48


OKINAWA



In the long years since Pearl Harbor, American forces had battled from rock to reef across the Pacific. Now they were mounting what would be, except for the D-Day landings, the largest amphibious assault of the war.49 By seizing the large island of Okinawa, southwest of Japan, the Americans would secure important airfields, allowing an intensification of the bombing campaign and providing a base for conquering Japan’s home islands.50


In order to “contribute our utmost to the final decisive battle of Japan proper,” as a leading Japanese colonel wrote, the Japanese planned a defensive fight of bitter attrition.51 The Americans assembling had already seen far too much combat, their eyes left with a “vacant hollow look,” as one Marine noted.52 “This is expected to be the costliest amphibious campaign of the war,” said a U.S. lieutenant in a briefing, as the troops groaned. “We will be hitting an island about 350 miles from the Japs’ home islands, so you can expect them to fight with more determination than ever.”53


To the Americans’ surprise when they landed, the Japanese had withdrawn into the interior; the small farm plots struck one of the Marines as beautiful, like a patchwork quilt. They passed Okinawan civilians, mostly old men, women, and children, bewildered and terrified of the Americans, who were sent to internment camps at the rear.54 But as the Americans pressed ahead, the Japanese troops unleashed a ferocious defense from positions in the hills and limestone caves. “The beautiful, peaceful countryside of the Amekudai plateau,” wrote a Japanese officer, “was now steeped in the blood of thousands of soldiers—Japanese and American.” Soaked in mud and sweat, he composed a poem: “On the night where the moon shone beautifully over Shuri hill,/ I think of death, as I throw grenades.”55


The terrors intensified over weeks of the most intense fighting endured yet by Americans in the Pacific.56 Okinawa’s civilians were cut down by bombardment, caught in crossfires, or, having been indoctrinated by the Japanese military that the Americans would torture and rape them, committed suicide in droves.57 “It is pitiful to see what modern weapons do to civilian communities harboring enemy defenses,” a U.S. general wrote to his wife, “but is necessary to shoot the enemy out of whatever positions they hold.”58 Wounded Japanese troops killed themselves with hand grenades, satchel charges, or cyanide, shouting, “Long live the Emperor!”59 When Japanese artillery struck a muddy ridge, it blasted up not just soil but parts of dead Japanese soldiers who had been buried there. American Marines slipping in the mire found themselves covered in fat maggots, shaking them off, vomiting. These obscenities reduced the most battle- hardened Americans to screaming and madness. A Marine veteran of Okinawa later wrote, “to me the war was insanity.”60


In eighty-two days of fighting to take Okinawa, 12,510 Americans perished. Some 70,000 Japanese troops died, as did as many as 100,000 Okinawan civilians.61 A Japanese colonel there shuddered at the prospect of future sacrifices, perhaps the loss of millions of Japanese lives rather than a surrender. “We will have the decisive battle on Japan proper,” Japanese military headquarters instructed its officers. “Okinawa is merely a front-line action.”62


VICTORY IN EUROPE



The pressure on Japan intensified as Nazi Germany neared defeat, which would leave Japan facing the Allies alone. With German forces buckling under the combined advances of Soviet, American, and British troops, Truman would not compromise on peace terms. “The German idea, of course, was to split the three great powers and perhaps make things easier for themselves,” he explained to Eleanor Roosevelt, but he insisted on “complete unconditional surrender on all fronts.”63


Truman had a secret reason to expect that Japan might be pounded into defeat. Early in the Okinawa campaign, on April 25, Stimson informed a shocked Truman that within four months, the United States would have “the most terrible weapon ever known in human history, one bomb of which could destroy a whole city.” These atomic weapons were so dangerous that “modern civilization might be completely destroyed.”64 For Stimson, though, the atomic bomb offered a way out of a bloody invasion of Japan’s home islands.65 As he later explained, he sought “a tremendous shock which would carry convincing proof of our power to destroy the Empire.”66


After the deaths of Adolf Hitler and Benito Mussolini, Truman said bluntly: “the two principal war criminals will not have to come to trial; and I am very happy they are out of the way.”67 A few days later, on May 8, flanked in the Oval Office by cabinet members, congressional leaders, U.S. and British military chiefs, and his wife and daughter, Truman announced that German officials had signed an unconditional surrender.68


Victory in Europe freed the Allies to concentrate all their firepower on Japan.69 “It was nonsense to continue the war in this corner of the Pacific after our only real ally had collapsed,” wrote a clear-eyed Japanese colonel.70 Truman declared, “The West is free, but the East is still in bondage to the treacherous tyranny of the Japanese.” He restated the United States’ commitment to unconditional surrender, reiterated by Roosevelt in the Cairo Declaration in 1943—a stern document which called for punishing Japan’s aggression, stripping it of its island conquests since World War I, freeing colonized Korea, and returning Manchuria and Formosa (Taiwan) to China.71 To the White House press corps gathered in the Oval Office, Truman emphasized that “we are only half through.”72


The president warned the Japanese public that “the striking power and intensity of our blows will steadily increase,” bringing “utter destruction” to the country’s industrial and military capacities. “Our blows will not cease until the Japanese military and naval forces lay down their arms in unconditional surrender,” he said. In a chilling measure of American wartime rage, Truman had to reassure the Japanese that they would not be annihilated: “Unconditional surrender does not mean the extermination or enslavement of the Japanese people.”73 Still, he tempered his harsh threats with legalism, hoping for “a peace rooted in justice and in law.”74 Victorious in London, Winston Churchill concluded his BBC radio broadcast by reminding his war-weary citizens that “beyond all lurks Japan, harassed and failing but still a people of a hundred millions, for whose warriors death has few terrors.” Britain would force this “evil power” to pay for “their odious treachery and cruelty.” He exhorted, “Forward, unflinching, unswerving, indomitable, till the whole task is done and the whole world is safe and clean.”75


“A FIGHT TO THE FINISH”


Truman now faced a stark decision: should he soften the terms of peace to encourage Japan to quit the fight? He could swerve by offering to safeguard the emperor—a new policy whose most prominent supporter would be Stimson, the one Republican member of the cabinet, inspired in part by Herbert Hoover.


Stimson had a long history with Japan, from bright days to the bleak present. Visiting in 1928 during its first general election under universal male suffrage, he had been impressed with a liberalizing Japan’s efforts soon after the Taisho era to be “a good citizen of the world.”76 But as Hoover’s secretary of state in 1931, he had denounced Japan’s conquest of the northeastern Chinese provinces that made up Manchuria.77 He became a stern foe of Japanese aggression, seeing it as a threat to a peaceful, legalized world order under the League of Nations.78


In Germany, the Roosevelt administration had carried its commitment to unconditional surrender all the way through a bloody ground invasion to a ruinous end in the rubble of Berlin. Roosevelt and Stimson had agreed that there could be no “so-called negotiated peace” with Nazi barbarism, grimly accepting “a fight to the finish”—which the war secretary called “a long horrible contest where we needed all the manpower that we could summon.”79 Stimson had exhorted his Pentagon commanders that there could be no negotiated peace in Europe or Asia: “There is no common ground between civilization and barbarism. It must be war to a finish.”80


But he grew alarmed as determined Japanese forces fought long after the tide of the war had turned against them.81 Hoping to avoid a second bloody fight to the finish, he sought to avoid an invasion of Japan’s home islands: on the one hand, breaking Japan’s will with atomic weapons; on the other, offering concessions which might entice it to yield. After the slaughter on Okinawa, he expected much worse in the fight for the home islands. He wrote in his diary, “Fortunately the actual invasion will not take place until after my secret is out”—meaning the atomic bomb.82


He was spurred to action by a “rather dramatic and radical” paper by Hoover—one of the most discredited men in the country as far as the New Dealers were concerned, but an old friend whose acumen Stimson admired.83 The former president urged him to drop demands for unconditional surrender in order to avoid the casualties from what Stimson repeatedly called “a fight to a finish.”84


The war secretary helped to broker his old boss a meeting with his current boss, marking Hoover’s first return to the White House in a dozen years—to the outrage of some of Truman’s Democratic staffers.85 Back in the Oval Office, a confident Hoover lectured Truman about bolstering Japan as a counterweight to the Soviet Union (Russians “had the characteristics of Asiatics”), which meant ending the war promptly. While he sought Japan’s total disarmament for decades, as well as trials for those who had violated the laws of war, he suggested stating that the United States did not wish to exterminate the Japanese people or destroy their form of government. The former president left convinced that the current one was merely being nice and would ignore him.86


Not so. Truman gradually abandoned the policy of Franklin Roosevelt in order to adopt that of Herbert Hoover. Truman open-mindedly asked Hoover to send him a memorandum on Japan.87 By issuing a declaration demanding peace, Hoover wrote, they could save the lives of as many as a million American boys and avoid “the impossible task” of creating a new Japanese government. Hoover emphasized the “desire of the Japanese to preserve the Mikado who is the spiritual head of the nation.”88


The same day as Hoover’s visit, the administration’s foremost expert on Japan also urged Truman to reconsider the terms for surrender.


Joseph Grew, the undersecretary of state, had been the ambassador in Tokyo for a decade before being expelled after Pearl Harbor. A conservative Republican appointed to his post in Japan by Hoover, he was a starchy Bostonian with aquiline eyebrows and a trimmed mustache.89 Unlike the neophyte Truman, he had stridden the streets of the cities being firebombed and mingled with the Japanese leadership. “Japan has needed no Hitler,” he once wrote. “Her militarists are an oligarchy of Hitlers.”90 He had chatted about good golfing spots with Emperor Hirohito, who, clad in his military uniform, had a singsong voice and a pleasant smile.91 Grew was convinced that the emperor had been a peaceful influence over his belligerent government.92


Grew told Truman that the biggest obstacle to Japanese surrender was their fear that the monarchy would be destroyed. If the Japanese could not salvage the fundamentals of their political structure, this “fanatical people” might fight to the last man. After the war, the emperor could help legitimize a new leadership, although Grew was convinced that “the best that we can hope for in Japan is the development of a constitutional monarchy, experience having shown that democracy in Japan would never work.”93 According to Grew’s account of the meeting, Truman encouragingly said that he had been thinking along the same lines.94 The president instructed him to press his case with Stimson, Marshall, and other senior military chiefs.95


After a briefing in the White House projection room from the navy secretary, Truman noted, “Apparently a very detailed plan worked out with idea of invasion of Japan.”96 Despite that terrifying prospect, Truman trusted his fortune. “Luck always seems to be with me in games of chance and in politics,” he wrote in his diary. “No one was ever luckier than I’ve been since becoming the Chief Executive and Commander in Chief. Things have gone so well that I can’t understand it—except to attribute it to God. He guides me, I think.”97


“OUTDOING HITLER IN ATROCITIES”


Truman repeatedly boasted about the firebombing of Tokyo and dozens of other Japanese cities. “Substantial portions of Japan’s key industrial centers have been levelled to the ground in a series of record incendiary raids,” he announced. “What has already happened to Tokyo will happen to every Japanese city whose industries feed the Japanese war machine. I urge Japanese civilians to leave those cities if they wish to save their lives.”98 Other U. S. officials were contemplating more extreme steps. General Joseph Stilwell, the commander of U.S. Army ground forces, secretly suggested using gas against the Japanese military while invading the home islands.99


Despite the horrific toll on civilians, Stimson was a rarity among top- ranked U.S. civilian officials in expressing qualms about the firebombing of Japan’s cities. He suggested to Truman that the Air Force stick to so-called precision bombing as used in Europe, and try to spare Japanese civilians as a show of “fair play and humanitarianism.” The same standard should “be applied as far as possible to the use of any new weapons”— namely, atomic bombs.100


This vision of an antiseptic air campaign was fantastical. U.S. B-29s pounded not just Japan’s big cities but also small and medium-sized ones, leaving no urban dwellers safe. Moving away from an attempt at high-altitude precision bombing of military and industrial targets, the Americans early in 1945 embarked on a ruinous program of low-altitude incendiary bombardment against cities whose civilian homes were mostly made of wood. After the firebombing of Tokyo on March 9–10, the B-29s brought fiery ruin to some sixty-six cities across the country: Nagoya, then Osaka, then Kobe, and then others, many of them pounded repeatedly.101 Tokyo suffered two more big incendiary raids in May, one of which destroyed much of the western and northeastern parts of the capital, as well as burning the emperor’s residence at the Imperial Palace.102


From June onward, the Allies escalated their air assaults while continuing to throttle the country with a blockade.103 The firebombing of ordinary civilians became commonplace.104 University students were eating locusts; children were made to dig up pine roots for fuel oil.105 Terrified, more than eight million people fled into the countryside. Transportation and communications ground to a halt. More than half of the three large urban regions which comprised the backbone of Japan’s economy—the Tokyo-Kawasaki-Yokohama area, Osaka-Kobe, and Nagoya—were scorched to the point of total paralysis. According to one Japanese report, in those three areas alone, almost 120,000 people suffered violent and painful deaths by the end of June.106 All told, the U.S. Strategic Bombing Survey would later reckon that some 210,000 Japanese died from the conventional air bombardment. The postwar Japanese government put the death toll at 205,685.107


[image: An aerial view of multiple clusters of flames burning the city.]


A U.S. intelligence photograph of Tokyo in flames from U.S. aerial bombardment, August 1945


Japan’s government formally protested that the bombing of nonmilitary targets violated international law. In Tokyo, Nagoya, Osaka, Kobe, and other cities, the assault seemed “exclusively aimed at the wounding and killing of innocent civilians.” The bombing reduced shrines, schools, hospitals, and residential neighborhoods to ashes, killing untold numbers of women, children, and the elderly. As with an earlier Japanese complaint about bombing civilians in Okinawa, the United States did not reply.108


In private, Stimson was startled by press reports showing that the firebombing of Tokyo had been far more destructive than the “precision bombing” he had been promised. But his air staffer explained that Japan’s industries were widely scattered, leaving no way to destroy its war machine without killing civilians.109 Stimson insisted that Kyoto, whose shrines had made a deep impression on him, be spared.110


The military emphasized the importance of incendiary strikes in destroying industrial targets in densely populated cities such as Tokyo, Kobe, Osaka, Kawasaki, Nagoya, Amagasaki, Yawata, and more.111 Stimson backed off relatively quickly. He later claimed that the destruction of the industrial capacity of some fifty-nine Japanese cities and the prospect of “utter desolation” of their homeland helped to break the will of Japan’s leaders.112


On June 6, a year after D-Day, Stimson in a White House meeting confessed to Truman his anxiety about the “area bombing” of Japan, which he termed necessary because of its scattered manufacturing base. Stimson starkly told Truman, “I did not want to have the United States get the reputation of outdoing Hitler in atrocities.”


Stimson had another pitiless consideration in mind. He noted, “I was a little fearful that before we could get ready the Air Force might have Japan so thoroughly bombed out that the new weapon”—the atomic bomb—“would not have a fair background to show its strength.” Laughing, Truman said that he understood.113


THE SOVIET HAMMER



The Americans would not be smashing Japan alone. In November 1943 at the Tehran conference, Roosevelt had extracted from Stalin a commitment that once Nazi Germany was vanquished, the Soviet Union would join the war against Japan.114 At the Yalta conference in February 1945, Stalin had agreed that the Soviet Union—despite having signed a neutrality pact with Japan in 1941—would be ready to attack Japan within three months after Germany’s defeat.115 Soviet troops had taken to greeting American soldiers by saying “when we meet in Tokyo.”116


In return, Churchill and a frail Roosevelt had rewarded Stalin with the Japanese-owned Kuril Islands and the southern part of Sakhalin Island, as well as some territorial rights and naval bases in China’s own lands in Manchuria.117 Churchill privately warned Truman that an “iron curtain is drawn down” on the Soviets’ eastern front in Europe, urging the president not to compromise the freedom of Central Europe.118


The wartime alliance between the United States and the Soviet Union deteriorated fast.119 Truman, who as a senator had reckoned the Soviets “as untrustworthy as Hitler and Al Capone,” found them prickly and suspicious.120 He privately seethed at lying Soviet propaganda, while his administration sparred bitterly with Stalin over the Soviet vise grip on Poland.121 “I’m not afraid of Russia,” he wrote in his diary. “They’ve always been our friends and I can’t see any reason why they shouldn’t always be.” But he quickly followed that by writing that “the dictatorship of the proletariat is no different from the Czar or Hitler.”122


Truman dispatched his trusted envoy Harry Hopkins to Moscow, with instructions to “use a baseball bat if he thought that was proper approach to Mr. Stalin.”123 Sticking to his Yalta pledge with fearsome precision, Stalin told him that Soviet armies could strike by August 8. When Hopkins said that he hoped that the Russians would find Hitler’s body, Stalin conspiratorially replied that Hitler might have fled to Japan by submarine.


Apparently aware that the Americans were toying with a conditional Japanese surrender, Stalin brusquely warned that the Japanese would like that in order to preserve their military for future aggressions. The Japanese, he believed, were so aggressive that they would never rest until exacting revenge for their impending defeat. Unconcerned at sacrificing yet more Soviet troops, he declared that this war could only happen once in a hundred years, and the Allies should take full advantage of it to “utterly defeat Japan” and thus secure fifty or sixty years of peace. He demanded the elimination of the Japanese monarchy, rather than bartering that for a surrender. Although he contemptuously dismissed Hirohito as a figurehead, he wanted to destroy the institution lest it one day be taken up by a more energetic leader.124


INVASION OR STRANGULATION



Truman moped in the White House, which he found old and creaky, “all the while listening to the ghosts walk up and down the hallway and even right here in the study.” As he plaintively wrote to his wife, “The floors pop and the drapes move back and forth—I can just imagine old Andy and Teddy having an argument over Franklin.” His mind turned unbidden to the most catastrophically failed presidents: “Or James Buchanan and Franklin Pierce deciding which was the more useless to the country. And when Millard Fillmore and Chester Arthur join in for place and show the din is almost unbearable. But I still get some work done.”125 In the evenings, the haunted president would stop by the White House Map Room—the secret intelligence command center created by Roosevelt—to get a somber briefing about that day’s losses: the ships sunk, the soldiers and sailors dead or injured.126 In June, he confronted his most terrible choice. Although Japan had been defeated in the battles of Saipan, Luzon, Leyte, and Iwo Jima, and was losing Okinawa, it still fought on. “I have to decide Japanese strategy—shall we invade Japan proper or shall we bomb and blockade?” he wrote in his diary. “That is my hardest decision to date.”127


It was clear that Japan would be defeated eventually. Neither its air force nor its industrial base was the equal of those of defeated Germany. The Japanese navy, once formidable, was badly weakened and desperate for petroleum. In the pivotal year of 1943, the United States had built well more than five times as many aircraft as Japan.128 In the first two months of combat on Okinawa, Japan had lost almost six times as many men as the Americans, with some sixty-one thousand Japanese killed.129 During the devastating urban battle for Manila in February, the influential Prince Konoe Fumimaro had secretly urged Hirohito to end the war.130 The Joint Chiefs of Staff, while seeing no evidence of Japan’s abrupt collapse, were confident enough to order General Douglas MacArthur and Admiral Chester Nimitz to be ready to occupy Japan immediately in case of a sudden surrender.131


Still, nobody in Washington knew when or how Japan would finally yield. Japan still had over four million troops and could presumably muster many more in desperate defense of their homeland. Although the Japanese people were exhausted, their government’s war plans called for massive new mobilizations, increased suicide attacks, and turning all able-bodied civilians, men and women alike, into a national guerrilla resistance.132 To overcome that, the U.S. Army planned to deploy about seven million men to conquer Japan’s home islands, somewhat smaller than the force of nine or ten million men that Roosevelt had been prepared to authorize for the final invasion of Germany.133 After heavy losses at Saipan and Iwo Jima, with more deaths every day on Okinawa, Truman grimly noted “the increasing toughness of this war as our troops get closer to Tokyo.”134


In an uncompromising speech about Japan, Truman told Congress that “there can be no peace in the world until the military power of Japan is destroyed—with the same completeness as was the power of the European dictators.” But he was sobered by the mustering of national power required: sending millions of troops against an enemy fourteen thousand miles away; supplying six tons of equipment for every fighting man; deploying carrier-based air power in support of amphibious attacks. To rally a country sick of the war, Truman declared: “These are the same Japanese who perpetrated the infamous attack on Pearl Harbor three and one-half years ago; they are the same Japanese who ordered the death march from Bataan; they are the same Japanese who carried out the barbarous massacres in Manila.”135


Hoover’s proposal to soften the terms of Japan’s surrender ricocheted across Washington. Grew wrote to Truman that sparing the emperor and preserving the throne were “irreducible Japanese terms.”136 On June 18, in a White House meeting, Grew exhorted the president to modify his demand for unconditional surrender, making an announcement when Okinawa fell.137 Truman was genially noncommittal, saying that he liked the idea but had to wait until discussing it at the upcoming Potsdam summit with Stalin and Churchill.138


Later that day at the White House, Stimson and the Joint Chiefs of Staff briefed the president on the invasion of Japan. (Grew had cannily snuck in his own session beforehand.) In a momentous meeting, the generals proposed a massive conquest of the southwestern Japanese home island of Kyushu, as a staging area for eventually storming the main island of Honshu, where Tokyo sits. Truman was confronted with a daunting wall of military men unanimous in their advocacy.


George Marshall, General of the Army and army chief of staff, explained that they were already hitting Japan with everything they had: air bombardment and sea blockade in a “strategy of strangulation.” Invading Kyushu was vital for “forcing capitulation by invasion of the Tokyo Plain.” Marshall proposed storming Kyushu as early as November. By then, he said, the Japanese navy should be pounded into irrelevance, and “our air action will have smashed practically every industrial target worth hitting in Japan as well as destroying huge areas in the Jap cities.” The invasion would be hard, he conceded, but no worse than the Normandy landing.


In the first month alone, Marshall anticipated some 31,000 American casualties, killed or wounded.139 The bloodshed would be far worse for the Japanese, with the U.S. military calculating that in recent months, as many as twenty-two Japanese had died for every single American death—a total of more than three hundred thousand Japanese deaths in the past ten months. Less optimistically, the Navy’s fleet admiral warned that U.S. casualties could be more like Okinawa, at about 35 percent. With a planned U.S. assault force of over seven hundred thousand, that would mean a quarter of a million American casualties—more if the Japanese raised additional troops to defend their homeland. Ultimately, some three hundred thousand Americans would die in World War II in total; this invasion could have added significantly to that number.140


Lest Truman blanch, Marshall lectured the novice president on his responsibilities: “It is a grim fact that there is not an easy, bloodless way to victory in war and it is the thankless task of the leaders to maintain their firm outward front which holds the resolution of their subordinates.”


Truman, who knew from World War I what it was like to advance under artillery fire, was taken aback. He would later claim that Marshall told him that half a million Americans might die in a ground invasion.141 He worried about Japanese reinforcements to defend Kyushu—which were in fact already under way—and suggested deferring any decision about invading the main island of Honshu until the Soviets perhaps entered the war.142 But none of the Joint Chiefs disagreed with Marshall, and Douglas MacArthur, the five-star Army general in the Pacific, had sent a telegram arguing that this invasion would ultimately save lives by avoiding pointless casualties in less important battles elsewhere in Asia.143


Stimson was wary. As he noted in his diary, Truman had asked him to speak on “the big political question” of whether there was “a liberal- minded section of the Japanese people with whom we can make proper terms.”144 While seeing no alternative to invading Kyushu, the war secretary said that he wanted to encourage the “large submerged class” of Japanese who did not support the war. But even those war-weary Japanese would surely resist tenaciously when attacked on their own soil. Truman sharply asked him if the invasion of Japan by white men would not unite the Japanese. Stimson agreed that it would.


Only one military man favored concessions to induce Japan to quit. William Leahy, the Navy fleet admiral who served as the White House intermediary to the armed services, argued strenuously against squandering American lives to force an unconditional Japanese surrender. Although he accepted an invasion of Kyushu, Leahy later noted that he saw no justification for conquering “an already thoroughly defeated Japan.”145


Truman grimly said that he had wanted this meeting in the hope of “preventing an Okinawa from one end of Japan to the other.” Obviously sobered, the president offered no decision yet on conquering Honshu, but ordered the military to go ahead with the planned invasion of Kyushu in November.146


The next day, he wrote to his wife that he wished he could turn his job over to Dwight Eisenhower right now.147










CHAPTER 3


“Prompt and Utter Destruction”


HENRY STIMSON WAS DESPERATE to avoid the looming land invasion of Japan.1 He wrote in his diary that “it would be deplorable if we have to go through the military program with all its stubborn fighting to a finish.”2 Instead he wanted to give Japan a final warning, which if unheeded would bring intensified bombing and “an attack of S-1”—code for the atomic bomb.3


On June 21, 1945, U.S. forces took Okinawa at last.4 Truman, with a kind of folksy brutality, called his trophy “the base from which we will make it more ‘pleasant’ for the Japanese in Japan.”5 Striking from newly constructed airfields on Okinawa—and other bases in Iwo Jima, the Marianas, and the Philippines—the Joint Chiefs of Staff would intensify the aerial devastation of Japan, preparing for the ground assault on Kyushu in November. After that would come the decisive invasion of Honshu, the industrial core of Japan, scheduled to start in March 1946.6


The conquest of Kyushu would have been horrific for ordinary Japanese. The Japanese military had ordered the creation of village-level units to direct guerrilla warfare, while the cabinet set up a corps to enlist all men from the ages of fifteen to sixty and all women from seventeen to forty. Despite some plans for evacuation away from the front, millions of civilians could have been dragooned into supporting combat operations or fighting themselves, wielding spears or bayonets. The American invaders, not flush with sympathy for the Japanese, would likely have done poorly at distinguishing between those who were fighting and those who were harmless. If Soviet armies had moved into northern Japan, they would have slaughtered countless Japanese. The vast numbers of civilian deaths at Okinawa could have appeared in retrospect as merely a prelude to horrors on a national scale.7


Meeting with senior Navy and State Department officials, Stimson pressed for getting Japan to surrender by giving a warning “after she had been sufficiently pounded possibly with S-1.”8 Bracing for opposition from New Dealers who wanted to completely remake postwar Japan, Stimson lined up the endorsements of Joseph Grew and James Forrestal, the navy secretary.9 He locked himself away at his posh country estate on Long Island for a few days to prepare to sway Truman.10


On July 2, Stimson forcefully made his case at the White House, urging the president to offer the Japanese a final chance to surrender before storming Kyushu.11 As rough as the combat had been on Iwo Jima and Okinawa, Stimson argued in a powerful memorandum, the campaign for the home islands would be far worse. “The Japanese are highly patriotic and certainly susceptible to calls for fanatical resistance to repel an invasion,” he warned. “Once started in actual invasion, we shall in my opinion have to go through with an even more bitter finish fight than in Germany.” The Japanese would fight to the death in “fanatical despair.” Reinforcing Truman’s fears of a race war, Stimson warned that “the attempt to exterminate her armies and her population by gunfire or other means will tend to produce a fusion of race solidity and antipathy which had no analogy in the case of Germany.”


He lectured Truman, who had never set foot in Japan, that despite what American newspapers said, “Japan is not a nation composed wholly of mad fanatics of an entirely different mentality from ours.” The Japanese, he wrote with a perplexing blend of respect and condescension, were intelligent and could see reason: “I think she has within her population enough liberal leaders (although now submerged by the terrorists) to be depended upon for her reconstruction as a responsible member of the family of nations.”


Stimson urged an ultimatum to Japan to surrender. Japan would lose its empire, be occupied and demilitarized; its militarist leaders would be permanently destroyed. Yet the United States should make a “disavowal of any attempt to extirpate the Japanese as a race or to destroy them as a nation” and promise them a future after occupation: a rebuilt economy, self-rule under a peaceful and representative government. Crucially, he proposed that the new political system would maintain “a constitutional monarchy under her present dynasty.”12


The American public would have loathed Stimson’s proposal to spare the emperor. Much of Congress wanted Hirohito on trial for war crimes, such as the Democratic senator from Tennessee who growled, “Damn the Emperor—he’s a war criminal and I’d like to see him hung up by his toes.”13 Americans despised Hirohito, although polls found that only half of the public could name him, with about 5 percent believing that Tojo Hideki was the emperor, and others under the impression the monarch was named Hari-Kari. In a Gallup poll in June, 70 percent of Americans wanted harsh punishment for the emperor: a third of respondents wanted to execute him, 17 percent thought he should be put on trial, 11 percent preferred life imprisonment, and 9 percent favored exile. A meager 3 percent wanted to use him as a puppet to run Japan—the option that Stimson was promoting.14


Truman was impressed by Stimson’s memorandum. In their White House meeting, the Republican war secretary also urged the president not to treat postwar Germany too harshly, in contrast to the vindictiveness of most New Dealers. Faced with this call for leniency against the two leading Axis powers, the president struck Stimson as “a man who is trying hard to keep his balance.” Truman agreed that the Nazi war criminals should be punished and the rest of the country rehabilitated. He seemed to be won over about Japan’s surrender, which Stimson thought was one of the most important issues the war secretary had ever faced. “I have to meet and overcome the zeal of the soldier,” he wrote in his diary afterward. “I have to meet the feeling of war passion and hysteria which seizes hold of a nation like ours in the prosecution of such a bitter war.”15


In a draft of the Allied declaration to be issued at the imminent conference at Potsdam, Grew proposed an explicit pledge that Japan could keep “a constitutional monarchy under the present dynasty” as part of a peaceful, representative government.16 Yet prominent New Dealers lashed back against the effort to spare the throne.17


Truman had inherited a stern plan for the emperor from Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s administration. Fearing frenzied resistance if the United States scrapped the monarchy outright, the plan was instead to apprehend Hirohito and the imperial family, remove him from the Imperial Palace, and keep him in seclusion. The occupation forces would make limited use of Hirohito’s authority while leaving his ultimate future in doubt, hoping that a free Japanese people would eventually abolish the monarchy.18


Stimson grumbled in his diary, “Harry Hopkins is a strong anti-Emperor man in spite of his usual good sense and so are Archibald MacLeish and Dean Acheson—three very extraordinary men to take such a position.”19 Hopkins had been Roosevelt’s closest confidant on foreign policy, with his opinion suggesting the position that Roosevelt himself might have taken had he lived.20


Acheson, then the assistant secretary of state, saw retaining the throne as a fatal eleventh-hour abandonment of the pledge to fundamentally reshape Japan. He scorned Hirohito as a weak, untrustworthy figure who had yielded to the military’s drive for war.21 In a fiery State Department meeting, he argued that the monarchy was a feudal anachronism ideal for manipulation by Japanese reactionaries.22 When Grew claimed that Hirohito was not responsible for the war, Acheson shot back that Japanese militarists must believe the emperor was vital to their war efforts if they were so insistent on keeping him.23


The poet Archibald MacLeish, an erudite former Librarian of Congress then running the War Department’s propaganda office, argued that it was worth sending more American troops in order to dethrone Hirohito. Although MacLeish had spent only a few months studying about Japan, he argued that a cult of emperor worship allowed militarists and industrialists to maintain their sway over the people: “The lives already spent will have been sacrificed in vain, and lives will be lost again in the future in a new war, if the throne is employed in the future as it has been employed in the past by the Japanese Jingos and industrial expansionists.”24


The most prominent hard-liner was James Byrnes, a Roosevelt insider who had recently become secretary of state but nursed larger political ambitions. Truman privately scorned him as “a conversational pig” and “my able and conniving Secretary of State. My but he has a keen mind!”25 Byrnes advocated stern punishment of war criminals: “It would take some of joy out of war if the men who started one, instead of a halo around the head, got a rope around the neck.”26 He was egged on by his courtly State Department predecessor, Cordell Hull, who warned by telephone that keeping the monarchy would look like the “appeasement of Japan,” abandoning Roosevelt’s stance of unconditional surrender. He exhorted that the emperor and the ruling class must be stripped of their privileges and put under the law like everybody else.27 Soon after, he told Byrnes that nobody knew if retaining the emperor would really help to end the war, while warning that “the Japs would be encouraged.”28 Byrnes opposed any pledge that Japan could keep its dynasty.29


Stimson and Grew got some support from the U.S. military. Admiral William Leahy, the point person between the White House and the military, wanted to spare the emperor and hoped that he would be useful in bringing peace.30 He later wrote, “We were certain that the Mikado could stop the war with a royal word.”31 And the Joint Chiefs asked Truman not to do anything that would preclude using the emperor’s authority to order Japanese forces deployed all across Asia to surrender.32


After rounds of ferment and discussion, despite Stimson’s and Grew’s best efforts to shout down the New Dealers, there would be no explicit American pledge to maintain the monarchy.


CARTHAGE TO POTSDAM



“How I hate this trip!” Truman wrote privately, bound for Europe for the first time since fighting in France in World War I.33 On July 7, griping all the way, he sailed for an Allied summit at Potsdam, near Berlin, “to see Mr. Russia and Mr. Great Britain.” He, Joseph Stalin, and Winston Churchill—replaced late in the conference by Clement Attlee—would plan the defeat of Japan and a postwar European order.34 Bracing himself, he noted, “Since Julius Caesar such men as Charlemagne, Richelieu, Charles V, Francis I, the great King Henry IV of France, Frederick Barbarossa, to name a few, and Woodrow Wilson and Frank Roosevelt have had remedies and still couldn’t solve the problem.”35


The president found the conquered capital of the Thousand Year Reich scorched and blackened, littered with mutilated vehicles and weaponry, its grand buildings smashed to rubble or gouged by bullets and bombs. There were streams of people walking along the road with their belongings on their backs.36 Driving unannounced into Berlin, flanked by anxious Secret Service men and military guards, he was preceded by a decoy car “to fool ’em if they wanted to do any target practice.” In the city he “saw absolute ruin. Hitler’s folly. . . . He had no morals and his people backed him up. Never did I see a more sorrowful sight, nor witness retribution to the nth degree.” Truman mordantly wrote, “I thought of Carthage, Baalbek, Jerusalem, Rome, Atlantis, Peking, Babylon, Nineveh; Scipio, Rameses II, Titus, Herman, Sherman, Jenghis Khan, Alexander, Darius the Great.”


Boastful as Truman could be in speeches about the aerial bombardment of cities, the ground-level reality jerked him into an apocalyptic frame of mind. “I hope for some kind of peace—but I fear that machines are ahead of morals by some centuries.” He added, “We are only termites on a planet and maybe when we bore too deeply into the planet there’ll [be] a reckoning—who knows?”37


The dreaded summit conference convened at a grand Hohenzollern palace in Potsdam, a suburb which had not been flattened by Allied bombing. Arriving at a nearby estate dubbed the Berlin White House, Truman was nonplussed to discover it was a garish yellow and red, and had been pillaged by the Soviets, like the rest of the city: “not even a tin spoon left.”38 (It was also bugged.)39 He galloped through the conference’s agenda. “I’m not going to stay around this terrible place all summer just to listen to speeches,” he wrote in his diary. “I’ll go home to the Senate for that.”40 “I was so scared,” Truman admitted to his wife.41 He found Churchill captivating, despite “a lot of hooey about how great my country is and how he loved Roosevelt and how he intended to love me etc. etc.”42 He initially warmed to Stalin, who, in an incongruously white military uniform, turned out to be slightly shorter than him. “I liked the little son of a bitch,” Truman recalled, regretting trusting “the unconscionable Russian Dictator.” He later called himself “an innocent idealist” at Potsdam, suckered by Stalin’s worthless pledges.43


Here the Big Three met for what would be their last time as a common front. Truman and Churchill clashed with Stalin over Poland and the reconstruction of Germany, as the president grumbled privately about “the Bolsheviki land grab. . . . Russia helped herself to a slice of Poland.”44 In his diary, showing a keen awareness of how the Soviets were deploying secret police and violence in the lands occupied by the Red Army, he scorned Soviet Communism: “the Russian variety which isn’t communism at all but just police government pure and simple. A few top hands just take clubs, pistols and concentration camps and rule the people on the lower levels.”45


In public, the Big Three maintained a united stance against Japan.46 Won over by Stimson, Truman wanted to issue an ultimatum giving the Japanese leaders one last chance to yield.47 “I can deal with Stalin,” he wrote in his diary after their first meeting, weathering a boozy series of Russian-style toasts at lunch. “He is honest—but smart as hell.” Stalin repeated his pledge to attack Japan soon. Truman thought this might end the war a year sooner than expected. “He’ll be in the Jap War on August 15th,” the president noted privately. “Fini Japs when that comes about.”48 Truman wrote to his wife, “I’ve gotten what I came for—Stalin goes to war August 15 with no strings on it.”49 Yet surely Stalin would try to extract a stiff price. American leaders feared that the Soviets would keep Manchuria and set up a pro-Soviet regime in Korea.50 The Truman team particularly dreaded Soviet ambitions for Japan itself. As the Americans planned it, the British, Chinese, and Soviets might play support roles in the occupation of Japan but with the United States firmly in charge.51


On July 16 at a remote U.S. base in New Mexico, the Manhattan Project detonated its first nuclear explosion: the obliterating yellow-white light of eighty suns, a colossal ball of fire, which mushroomed and surged seven miles high. The flash was visible in Albuquerque, Santa Fe, and towns as far as 180 miles away.52 Apprised in Potsdam of the successful test, Truman was, as Stimson noted, “highly delighted.”53 Briefed on the fearsome power of atomic bombs, Truman seemed “tremendously pepped up by it,” professing “an entirely new feeling of confidence.”54
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Winston Churchill, Harry Truman, and Joseph Stalin at Potsdam, July–August 1945


Truman suddenly had less need of the Red Army. The next day, Stimson handed Churchill a piece of paper with the message, “Babies satisfactorily born.”55 Stimson, expecting that the bomb would be used within weeks, wanted to notify Stalin so that he would not be blindsided.56 With relief, the war secretary wrote in his diary, “with our new weapon we would not need the assistance of the Russians to conquer Japan.”57 The day after, Truman lunched with Churchill, noting in his diary: “Discussed Manhattan (it is a success). Decided to tell Stalin about it.”58


Churchill, in a military uniform sporting a chestful of honors, was exhilarated. The British government had already agreed to the use of atomic bombs on Japan.59 Shaken by accounts of Japanese troops on Okinawa blowing themselves up with hand grenades rather than surrendering, Churchill dreaded invading Japan’s home islands with “the Japanese fighting to the death with Samurai devotion.” As he later wrote, that nightmare prospect was replaced with “the vision—fair and bright it seemed—of the end of the whole war in one or two violent shocks.” The brave Japanese, he thought, might “find in the apparition of this almost supernatural weapon an excuse which would save their honour and release them from their obligation of being killed to the last fighting man.”60


For Churchill, the atomic bomb obviated the need to encourage a Soviet campaign for Manchuria, incurring debts to Stalin in the process.61 The detonations would “avert a vast, indefinite butchery,” saving Japanese lives as well as American and British ones. Using the same phrase he had used for the Dunkirk evacuation, Churchill called the atomic bomb “a miracle of deliverance.”62


“IN INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS THERE IS NO MERCY”


The morning after one of the firebombings of Tokyo, vast throngs of civilians, separated from their husbands, wives, or children, rushed to Ueno Station to flee to the countryside. Japan’s foreign minister, Togo Shigenori, watched the terrified crowds in dismay.63


Togo had struggled to avoid this war. Thoughtful, candid, and urbane, he was a seasoned diplomat who had done postings in northeastern China, the United States, and Germany, most recently serving as ambassador to the Soviet Union. In contrast to the uniformed army officers dominating Japan’s government, he wore elegant, wide-lapeled suits and big round glasses. A rare civilian official who dared speak up against generals and admirals, he believed in the peaceful resolution of disputes and the sanctity of treaties. His grandson Togo Kazuhiko, himself a successful Japanese diplomat, recalls that he believed that “you should never back away when you think you have a logical point.” His other grandson, Togo Shigehiko, who wrote a biography of him, says, “He believes in always making his armament of logic.”


At a time when Japanese nationalists extolled the supremacy of the pure-blooded Yamato race, Togo hailed from a Korean family that had been prospering in Japan for four centuries, long before the imperial annexation of Korea in 1910.64 At birth his surname was Park, but that distinctively Korean name was changed to a Japanese one when he was five years old. He carefully kept his background to himself, not mentioning it to anyone at work. His grandson Togo Kazuhiko says there was scant anti-Korean bigotry in the government: “It was somewhere in their minds, but it was never expressed in the form of any discrimination.”


Cosmopolitan in his personal affairs, Togo Shigenori had studied German literature at Tokyo Imperial University and had married an erudite German woman he had met while serving in Japan’s embassy in Berlin after World War I. He studied Schiller; she adored Goethe. He saw himself as a man of peace who might integrate Western and Eastern civilizations. When he became Japan’s ambassador to Nazi Germany in 1937, he was repelled by the stink of the Nazi upstarts, so different from the cultured Germany he had known. Opposing Japan’s Axis alliance with Germany, he was forced out as ambassador in less than a year.65


Togo had bemoaned Japan’s escalating militarism in an era when outspoken civilians risked getting assassinated. As foreign minister in late 1941, he had fought in vain to prevent the attack on Pearl Harbor. Returning now as foreign minister in the wreckage of that war, he hoped for peace at last. Aware that Japan would be defeated and its empire dismantled, he hoped only to maintain his country’s industrial base and avoid reparations.66 As he later wrote, “he who really desires peace must put his whole being into fighting for it. It is self-stultifying to act the bystander while events march by, then to speak up after all is over.”67


Soon before the Allies assembled in Potsdam, Togo got an important boost from Hirohito himself. On June 22, the emperor joined with his government’s top leaders in a formal meeting known as an imperial conference, the most important kind of Japanese government conclave. In an unprecedented intervention by the emperor, who had for years stood behind the war effort, he pressed them for a plan to end the war—marking the start of his direct efforts to halt the fighting.68 Hirohito prodded his dilatory ministers to send an envoy to Moscow, hoping that the Soviet Union would intercede on Japan’s behalf. Even the hard-liners agreed to seek Soviet mediation before a final battle to defend the homeland.69


The costs of delay had been unbearably high: as a Japanese historian reckons, the last year of stalemate meant the deaths of 1.5 million Japanese, some fifty thousand Americans, and vastly more Asians in Japan’s empire.70 Although lives were lost every hour, it took weeks of internal jockeying before Togo secretly sent the Soviets a letter directly from Hirohito with a peace overture.71 Since U.S. intelligence had long ago cracked the Japanese code, Truman and senior U.S. officials in Potsdam promptly found out.72


Togo hoped that the Soviet Union, not yet at war with Japan, might mediate peace on less stringent terms.73 In his appeal, Hirohito announced his “heart’s desire to see the swift termination of the war.” He proposed sending Prince Konoe Fumimaro, a prominent former prime minister who had recently warned him that the war was lost, as a special envoy to the Soviet Union.74 Yet “as long as America and England insist on unconditional surrender, our country has no alternative but to see it through in an all-out effort for the sake of survival and the honor of the homeland.”75


This was delusionary. Without being offered particulars which approximated unconditional surrender, the Allies were unlikely to relent. Anyway, relying on Stalin’s tender mercies was fruitless, as some Japanese officials understood with painful clarity. There was no real chance that the Soviet tyrant would snub his advancing American and British allies— who had already secretly promised at Yalta to let the Soviets gnaw on the bones of Japan’s empire—to mediate a more tolerable peace on Japan’s behalf.76


The Japanese ambassador in Moscow, knowing his posting all too well, understood that Stalin’s closed-door meetings at Yalta and Potsdam would hatch a Soviet attack on Japan.77 Pressing his government to contemplate an almost unconditional surrender as American bombing intensified, he asked if there was “any meaning” in “sacrificing the lives of hundreds of thousands of conscripts and millions of other innocent residents of cities and metropolitan areas? . . . [I]n international relations there is no mercy.”78


As Truman noted, Stalin promptly informed Churchill about a “telegram from Jap Emperor asking for peace,” which the Americans had already intercepted.79 Stimson told Truman that the time was right to warn Japan to quit the war or suffer “the full force of our newer weapons.”80 Churchill, who had for months questioned the need for unconditional surrender, urged Truman to soften his terms in order to save British and American lives. Churchill suggested sparing the Japanese their military honor and giving “some assurance of their national existence.” Truman retorted that after Pearl Harbor, he did not think the Japanese had any military honor. Churchill calmly replied that they were willing to die in huge numbers for something. Truman softened, talking of his awful responsibility for the loss of so much American blood. The prime minister later wrote, “I felt there would be no rigid insistence upon ‘unconditional surrender,’ apart from what was necessary for world peace and future security and for the punishment of a guilty and treacherous deed.”81


Hirohito’s call for peace was enfeebled by its lack of specific peace terms.82 The Soviets curtly sent back a noncommittal reply, which pleased Truman.83 Togo Shigenori’s hopes for peace were undercut by an unyielding Japanese message driven by the army faction in Tokyo, which the Americans intercepted.84 Shackled by the military hard-liners’ refusal to entertain tough concessions, Togo was left taking an official line that could hardly satisfy the Allies. He stated that Japan would end the war if the United States and Britain would “recognize Japan’s honor and existence,” but cautioned that “if the enemy insists on unconditional surrender to the very end, then our country and His Majesty would unanimously resolve to fight a war of resistance to the bitter end.”85


To the Japanese ambassador in Moscow, the obstinacy in Tokyo was madness. Breaking decorum, he sent a cable so blunt that he thought it “a great crime to dare to make such statements.” Facing unrelenting bombing and an imminent ground invasion, he recoiled at guerrilla warfare: “Do you think that the Emperor’s safety can be secured by the sacrifice of seventy million citizens?” He urged painful concessions in order to save hundreds of thousands of lives, seeking only to preserve the fundamentals of Japan’s government and secure “the survival of our race.”86


The hard-line Japanese cable “depressed me terribly,” Byrnes later wrote. “It meant using the atomic bomb; it probably meant Russia’s entry into the war.”87


“Believe Japs will fold up before Russia comes in,” Truman wrote confidently in his diary. “I am sure they will when Manhattan appears over their homeland.”88 On July 20, he ceremoniously raised a United States flag over Berlin: the same one which had been flying at the White House on the day of Pearl Harbor. It had already been flown in North Africa, Rome, and Paris. “Will be raised over Tokyo,” he vowed to himself.89


THE POTSDAM DECLARATION



While Truman, Churchill, and Stalin plotted in Potsdam, Chiang Kaishek was off in the mountains outside China’s wartime provisional capital in Chongqing.90 Distrusted by the Americans and despised by Churchill, the generalissimo was already bitterly familiar with being excluded from the most important Allied councils.91 Drafting an ultimatum to Japan, a U.S. official scribbled an afterthought: “Should China be asked?”92


Truman sent along a completed declaration from Potsdam and perfunctorily asked “the Generalissimo to inform us without delay of his concurrence.”93 When Chiang did not immediately reply, Truman haughtily warned that he and Churchill would issue their proclamation without him.94 When Chiang finally responded, he only asked to inflate his title from generalissimo to president of the Republic of China, a bit of puffery meant to bolster his shaky domestic standing.95 Truman jotted in the change by hand, moving Chiang’s name ahead of Churchill’s.96


Stimson pressed Truman to have the Allied declaration include a reassurance to “the Japanese on the continuance of their dynasty,” which could be “just the thing that would make or mar their acceptance.” He faced stiff resistance from Byrnes, who was against giving Japan a warning to quit the war, let alone promising to retain the imperial system.97 In the end, Truman and Byrnes cut out the promise to maintain the dynasty.98 Both Stimson and Grew would later claim that, had the United States vowed the continued existence of a constitutional monarchy, Japan might have capitulated without the use of the atomic bombs.99


Informed by Truman on July 24 about a new American “weapon of unusual destructive force,” Stalin coolly replied that he hoped good use was made of it against Japan.100 Well briefed by Soviet spies, he seemed to grasp that Truman meant an atomic bomb, although it was uncertain how clearly he understood the full importance of the weapon.101


The next day, Truman noted in his diary a fact which had been manifest enough to him for weeks now: he would drop atomic bombs on Japan. “This weapon is to be used against Japan between now and August 10th”—which would preempt Stalin’s entry into the war. “We have discovered the most terrible bomb in the history of the world,” he wrote in his diary. “It may be the fire destruction prophesied in the Euphrates Valley Era, after Noah and his fabulous Ark.”102


Among Truman’s advisers, there was little real question of not using the atomic bomb. Although General Douglas MacArthur would later say that their use was “completely unnecessary from a military point of view,” he was off in Manila, not informed of the existence of the weapons until just before they were used.103 General Dwight Eisenhower was almost alone among the senior military leaders in opposing the atomic bombings.104 He said he was gripped with depression and “grave misgivings” at the United States causing such horrible destruction. With Japan nearly defeated, he argued that the atomic bomb was “completely unnecessary” to save American lives and that the world would be shocked if it was used on people who were trying to surrender without losing too much face.105 This was such apostasy that Eisenhower’s stance infuriated Stimson and startled other military chiefs.106


Like almost all of Truman’s team, Stimson favored using the bomb. He did sentimentally rule out annihilating Kyoto, with Truman agreeing not to vaporize that ancient center of Japanese civilization.107 Stimson’s mind was already on the postwar: “the bitterness which would be caused by such a wanton act might make it impossible during the long post-war period to reconcile the Japanese to us in that area rather than to the Russians.”108


The lives of innocent Japanese civilians got less consideration. Stimson had cautioned against concentrating on a civilian area as a target, but had refused to give advance warning to the inhabitants and had favored hitting an important war plant employing many workers and closely surrounded by their houses. He wanted the bomb to make “a profound psychological impression on as many of the inhabitants as possible.” That obviously meant killing vast numbers of civilians.109


The American public agreed wholeheartedly with Truman. In a Gallup poll immediately after the bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, fully 85 percent supported the use of the atomic bombs, with just 10 percent against.110


Truman himself was shaken by the startling power of the New Mexico test. He carefully enumerated the details of its Armageddon impact, relieved that neither Hitler nor Stalin had discovered such a weapon. Eerily, he tried to deny to himself the massive killing of civilians that he was ordering. “I have told the Sec[retary] of War, Mr. Stimson, to use it so that military objectives and soldiers and sailors are the target and not women and children,” he wrote in his diary. “Even if the Japs are savages, ruthless, merciless and fanatic, we as the leader of the world for the common welfare cannot drop this terrible bomb on the old capital”— Kyoto—“or the new”—Tokyo.


It is impossible to square Truman’s clear understanding of what the bomb did with any private conceit that he could somehow use it without slaughtering civilians. “He & I are in accord,” Truman wrote about Stimson. “The target will be a purely military one and we will issue a warning statement asking the Japs to surrender and save lives. I’m sure they will not do that, but we will have given them the chance.” By writing “the Japs,” his standard slur, he cruelly blurred the line between the leadership and the civilians who would surely die. He concluded, “It seems to be the most terrible thing ever discovered, but it can be made the most useful.”111


Togo Shigenori still hoped that the United States might settle for terms short of unconditional surrender, perhaps offering a peace based on the idealistic terms of the Atlantic Charter.112


On July 26, the United States, Britain, and China issued their Potsdam Declaration—one of the most brutal statements ever pronounced by any democratic government, but by the standards of the total war in the Pacific, a slight softening of the U.S. position.113 (The Soviet Union, not yet in the war, did not formally join.) Some on Truman’s team saw the declaration as comparative restraint, hinting that Japan’s government would not be completely destroyed.114


While offering a last chance to end the war, the declaration warned that the Allies had “necessarily laid waste to the lands, the industry and the method of life of the whole German people. The full application of our military power, backed by our resolve, will mean the inevitable and complete destruction of the Japanese armed forces and just as inevitably the devastation of the Japanese homeland.”


The Allies demanded complete disarmament, the permanent removal of expansionist Japanese leaders who had sought “world conquest,” and the disbanding of the empire, including Korea. The home islands would be temporarily occupied until these goals were realized and the country had a peaceful, responsible government “in accordance with the freely expressed will of the Japanese people.” A new postwar government should allow the revival of Japanese democratic tendencies and the establishment of “fundamental human rights” including freedom of speech, religion, and thought.


The emperor was never mentioned, leaving his future in doubt. A constrained monarchy could coexist with democratic government, but the Allies made no guarantees. To his indignation, MacArthur only found out about the Potsdam terms when hearing them on the radio, but he too would have advocated an assurance that the Japanese could keep their emperor.115


The Potsdam Declaration insisted on the punishment of vast numbers of Japanese at all ranks for war crimes, which, as a British official coolly noted, “rather implied the elimination of Military clique.”116 This demand was voiced with undisguised menace: “We do not intend that the Japanese shall be enslaved as a race or destroyed as a nation, but stern justice shall be meted out to all war criminals, including those who have visited cruelties upon our prisoners.”


It is only by the benchmarks of World War II that a disavowal of racial enslavement or national destruction can be taken as comparative leniency. In words distributed as widely as possible to the Japanese public, blasted out in Japanese by shortwave radio transmitters, the Allies finished by demanding “the unconditional surrender” of all Japanese armed forces.117 The declaration’s last sentence, a harbinger of atomic bombs, never mentioned the new technology of mass death: “The alternative for Japan is prompt and utter destruction.”118










CHAPTER 4


Atomic Fire


HARSH AS THE POTSDAM Declaration was, many Allied officials thought it did not go far enough. Dean Acheson, the U.S. assistant secretary of state, worried that it was a risky “invitation to negotiate” which would leave Japan’s overlords in control after the war inconclusively ended.1 Cordell Hull stewed that the declaration allowed “the continuance of the Japanese Government as such.”2 Despite its battlefield sacrifices and the suffering of its prisoners of war, Australia was barely consulted; its cabinet learned the declaration’s content from reading the newspapers. Australia’s foreign minister indignantly declared that his country would not subscribe to such terms of surrender, more lenient than those imposed on Nazi Germany.3


Togo Shigenori, Japan’s foreign minister, grasped at the declaration as a precious chance to end the war. Yet the decisive voices were those of the Japanese military, who would not accept demobilization and disarmament by the Allies, nor an occupation of Japan, nor Allied trials for Japanese war criminals.4 Japan’s hard-liners were alarmed by the Allies’ tough stance toward Nazi war criminals. The army minister and the chiefs of staff of the army and navy pressed the hesitant prime minister, Suzuki Kantaro, to spurn the Potsdam Declaration. Suzuki was an elderly retired admiral, hard of hearing, reluctantly plunged back into politics.5 He knew the risks of defying the army; he had been shot and nearly killed by a military fanatic back in 1936.6 On July 28, 1945, the prime minister announced at a press conference that his government found no important value in the Potsdam Declaration, and would “ignore” it and fight on to the bitter end—tantamount to a rejection.7


Harry Truman took it badly.8 “When we asked them to surrender at Potsdam, they gave us a very snotty answer,” he later said. “They didn’t ask about the Emperor. I said, if they don’t surrender, they would be completely, totally destroyed. They told me to go to hell, words to that effect.”9


Hiroshima, August 6.


On that warm morning, dawning clear and bright, there was an air raid warning, as usual, followed by the all-clear, as usual. In the compact, leafy city, the sight and sound of incoming U.S. B-29 bombers was familiar enough. Hiroshima had been occasionally struck by B-29s, although not as badly as some bigger Japanese cities.10 This bomber faced no Japanese fighter planes or flak.11 People carried on with their morning routines: most industrial workers were already at their factories, other laborers were on their way to work, and schoolchildren were toiling in the open as part of a national effort to move valuables out of the cities to the countryside.


Nestled beneath low surrounding hills in southwestern Honshu, Hiroshima lies on the delta of the Ota River, jutting into the bay, which might have contained ordinary fires. It was then Japan’s seventh-largest city, with modest homes made of wood, either one or two stories tall, clustered together. The industrial buildings were not much more sturdy, with makeshift construction and inadequate joints.12


At 8:15 a.m., about forty-five minutes after the all-clear, there was a brilliant yellow light—garish and bright, reminding one observer of the magnesium flash of a camera.13 People directly underneath the explosion were immediately charred to dark brown or black, dying after minutes or hours at most.14 Inokuchi Takeshi, a fourteen-year-old student working in a factory about a mile away from the hypocenter, remembers a dazzling flash of orange light. He was knocked down by the force of the blast. He managed to crawl into another room, pitch-black and stiflingly hot, where he passed out. When he came to, he could hear the shrieking and labored breathing of over a hundred other students trapped in the rubble of the burning building, calling for help, crying out to their mothers. With the factory in flames, a sea of red surrounding him, Inokuchi jumped from a window down to the riverbank. He landed on scraps left over from demolition work, with nails sticking up, which agonizingly pierced through his boots into his feet. When he wiped his face with a handkerchief, it came away covered with blood. In agony, he realized that there were shards of glass and other materials stuck in his head and face.


His eyes injured by the flash, he could see only dimly. All around him, the city was a burning, smoking ruin, with buildings, bridges, and trees on fire. One survivor wrote, “Where the city stood, there is a gigantic burned-out sear.” Another eyewitness recalls the stench of burned hair. People were covered in blood and had burns all over their bodies. Buildings had collapsed everywhere, leaving so much rubble that it was hard to tell where the roads had been. Outside Inokuchi’s factory, a crew of hundreds of workers had been exposed to the blast. Many were unconscious, some screaming out for water. “Their skin on their backs was all peeled away and hanging down at the waist, and the sinews were stripped away,” Inokuchi remembers seven decades later with undimmed horror. “The faces of the people were burned so that they didn’t look like human faces.” Like many hibakusha, people who suffered atomic bombing, he recalls: “Those people looked more like ghosts than human beings.”15


As a major report by the United States Strategic Bombing Survey clinically noted, Hiroshima suffered “an unprecedented casualty rate.” Far from just hitting the military headquarters or the industry contributing to Japan’s war effort, the atomic blast leveled almost the entire city, followed by a firestorm leaving well over four square miles almost completely burned down.16 This report estimated that seventy or eighty thousand people had been killed, with about as many wounded. Hiroshima’s immediate death toll was roughly equivalent to the March 9–10 firebombing of Tokyo, even though the American incendiaries had burned down an area about four times larger.17 By the end of the year, as radiation sickness set in, some one hundred and forty thousand people had died, according to a Japanese survey.18 Less than 10 percent of those killed on August 6 were military personnel.19


“Big bomb dropped on Hiroshima,” Henry Stimson notified Truman in a terse note. “First reports indicate complete success which was even more conspicuous than earlier test.”20


Truman had fled Berlin on August 2, relieved to be out of “that awful city.” He got the news about Hiroshima in the Atlantic aboard the USS Augusta, a Navy cruiser which had fought in the Normandy landing and now served as the president’s flagship.21 Delighted, he told the ship’s cheering crew.22 “This is the greatest thing in history,” he said. “It’s time for us to get home.”23


The president publicly justified the atomic bombing as retribution: “The Japanese began the war from the air at Pearl Harbor. They have been repaid many fold.” He described an almost cosmic requital: “The force from which the sun draws its power has been loosed against those who brought war to the Far East.” Complaining that Japan’s leaders had rejected the Potsdam Declaration, he warned them to surrender or suffer “a rain of ruin from the air, the like of which has never been seen on this earth.”24


Straining to portray Hiroshima as a strictly military target, the White House described the city only as “an important Japanese Army base” or a strategic and industrial “Army city.”25 In his memoirs, Truman claimed that he had chosen a military target in accordance with the laws of war— which was either disingenuous or deluded.26 In fact, the teams choosing targets had wanted a military installation or factory surrounded by homes that would be destroyed, in order to break the Japanese will to fight.27 Admiral William Leahy, Truman’s liaison to the military, admitted that “the destruction of civilian life had been terrific.”28 The city did include a significant military headquarters, but as the U.S. Strategic Bombing Survey noted, most of the industries, on the city’s perimeter, suffered only slight damage, while the devastated central areas were largely commercial or residential.29


Japan’s government formally protested the atomic bomb as “an inhuman weapon” which massacred women, children, and the elderly without discrimination, violating the basic principles of international humanitarian law. It was worse than gas or other banned weapons of war. The Americans had already bombed civilians across most of Japan “in complete defiance of the essential principles of humanitarian laws, as well as international law. They now use this new bomb, having an uncontrollable and cruel effect much greater than any other arms or projectiles ever used to date. This constitutes a new crime against humanity and civilization.”30 The United States never replied to Japan’s protest.31


Even Joseph Stalin was jolted: “War is barbaric, but using the A-bomb is a superbarbarity.”32 Leahy, a career Navy man, would become convinced that “this barbarous weapon” had been “of no material assistance” against Japan, which was already about to surrender due to conventional bombing and blockade. He recoiled at winning a war by killing women and children, and later wrote that “we had adopted an ethical standard common to the barbarians of the Dark Ages.”33


Japan’s next shock was a Soviet attack, which dashed any illusions that Stalin would graciously mediate Japan’s way out of the war.


Impeccable about the formalities, the Soviet foreign minister, Vyacheslav Molotov, read aloud a formal declaration of war to the Japanese ambassador in Moscow, in effect as of August 9. Truman hastily called reporters into the Oval Office to shout, to applause and laughter, “Russia has declared war on Japan! That is all!” 34 The Red Army stormed into Japanese-controlled Manchuria, pressing southward toward the Korean Peninsula and the Japanese home islands.35 To justify their late entry into the Pacific War, the Soviets noted that Japan had rejected the Potsdam Declaration and that the Soviets had obligations to their Allies; the 1941 neutrality pact with Japan went unmentioned.36


Japan, already desperate, had to fight on another front. The emperor told his closest adviser that “it is necessary to study and decide on the termination of the war.”37


On August 8, Stimson briefed Truman, showing him a photograph of the “total destruction” of Hiroshima and explaining the blast radius. The war secretary was gratified by the effectiveness of the atomic bomb and gave no sign in his diary of remorse. The president spoke of the “terrible responsibility” placed on himself. In terms condescending to the Japanese, Stimson pressed for generous peace overtures now: “When you punish your dog you don’t keep souring on him all day after the punishment is over. . . . In the same way with Japan. They naturally are a smiling people and we have to get on those terms with them.”38


In private, Truman seemed troubled by what he had done. When a Georgia senator urged him to use more atomic bombs, he replied, “I know that Japan is a terribly cruel and uncivilized nation in warfare, but I can’t bring myself to believe that, because they are beasts, we should ourselves act in the same manner. For myself, I certainly regret the necessity of wiping out whole populations because of the ‘pigheadedness’ of the leaders of a nation and . . . I am not going to do it unless it is absolutely necessary.” Although his goal was to save American lives, he professed “a humane feeling for the women and children in Japan.”39


Japan still had not surrendered. Whatever his personal qualms, Truman did not call off future atomic bombings and remained unflinching in public. “Our warning went unheeded, our terms were rejected,” the president declared in a radio broadcast after reaching port in Virginia. “[T]he Japanese have seen what our atomic bomb can do. They can foresee what it will do in the future.” He vowed to continue using the bomb until Japan surrendered. Again he claimed that the United States had tried to avoid killing civilians by targeting Hiroshima, which he misrepresented as being simply “a military base,” while warning that future attacks would hit war industries and devastate civilians. He invoked Japan’s war crimes as if every fisherman, housewife, or schoolchild in Hiroshima had been masterminding aggression or beating detainees: “We have used it against those who attacked us without warning at Pearl Harbor, against those who have starved and beaten and executed American prisoners of war, against those who have abandoned all pretense of obeying international laws of warfare.”40


The same kind of retributive rationalization came to William Laurence, a science reporter for The New York Times who was secretly on the payroll of the Manhattan Project, aboard a U.S. B-29 Superfortress winging its way toward Nagasaki.41 Lulled by the whirling airplane motors, the secret propagandist sank into a reverie, feeling like a solitary traveler in some interplanetary space. “Somewhere beyond these vast mountains of white clouds ahead of me there lies Japan, the land of our enemy,” he wrote. “In about four hours from now one of its cities, making weapons of war for use against us, will be wiped off the map by the greatest weapon ever made by man.” Having witnessed the New Mexico test, he knew that tens of thousands of people would be killed.


“Does one feel any pity or compassion for the poor devils about to die?” he wrote. “Not when one thinks of Pearl Harbor and of the Death March on Bataan.”42


Below it was a partially cloudy day in Nagasaki, in the farthest southwestern reach of Kyushu. It is a harbor town lying in two river basins, much smaller than Hiroshima, built of the same small wooden houses.


Just three days after Hiroshima’s inferno, Nagasaki’s residents were little better prepared. They did not know that their city had been made a target at the last minute. Despite five bombing raids in the past year, the town was mostly intact. There was an air raid alert that morning, which was canceled soon after to considerable public relief. When incoming enemy planes were spotted, the air raid signal did not sound until minutes after the bomb was dropped. Although the city had underground tunnels serving as shelters, only about four hundred people were in them.43


Soon after 11 a.m. there was an intense flash. A giant ball of fire rose from the scorched earth, shooting up like a pillar. Laurence called it “a living thing, a new species of being, born right before our incredulous eyes.” To him, it looked like a totem pole, with grotesque faces scowling out. Then it sprouted a monstrous mushroom cloud, which seemed “even more alive than the pillar, seething and boiling in a white fury of creamy foam, sizzling upward.”44


The detonation again reminded people of magnesium, followed by hazy white smoke. There was a hideous roaring noise and an unearthly blast of force and searing heat. For over half a mile around, humans and animals were killed from “a force beyond imagination,” in the stunned words of a Japanese report. People were burned beyond recognition, charred black, or crushed by collapsing buildings. Wooden homes were destroyed by the blast and flame; reinforced concrete buildings were gutted by fire or had their sides smashed in; railroad stations were wiped out; steel bent like jelly.


[image: An aerial view of Nagasaki shows burnt and barren land. The few buildings that are standing are damaged and have scorched walls.]


The scorched landscape of Nagasaki, about two months after the United States dropped an atomic bomb there on August 9, 1945


Nagasaki’s uneven terrain limited the worst damage to the Urakami valley, over which the bomb detonated. The U.S. Strategic Bombing Survey reckoned the damage as somewhat less shattering than in Hiroshima: under two square miles completely destroyed, and between thirty-five and forty thousand killed, with about as many wounded. The civilian neighborhoods were devastated. As the report coolly noted, “many of these people undoubtedly died several times over, theoretically, since each was subjected to several injuries any one of which would have been fatal.” At first, they perished of burns or from being crushed by debris, but within a week, people were dying mysterious deaths from radiation sickness: hair loss, bloody diarrhea, loss of white blood cells, fatal fevers. As authorities in Nagasaki noted, their city had suddenly become “a graveyard with not a tombstone standing.”45


EVERY WAR MUST END



Late at night on August 9, the Japanese inner circle assembled in a basement air raid shelter at the Imperial Palace. In the thick, humid summer air, the leaders sweated into their suits and uniforms.


Night and day, Japan’s rulers were pounded by American bombs. They found out about the annihilation of Nagasaki during their protracted discussions earlier that day, and had no idea when the next atomic bomb might fall. Yet the army leadership was still hoping for a decisive battle in the Japanese homeland which could force the Americans to offer peace terms. After two protracted cabinet meetings earlier that day, the six members of the inner circle remained stubbornly stalemated.


The peace camp was boldly led by Togo Shigenori, the foreign minister. He and the prime minister, sometimes joined by the navy minister, Admiral Yonai Mitsumasa, wanted to accept the Potsdam Declaration— with a stipulation that this would not prejudice the emperor’s status. (They proposed no demands for the humane treatment of Japanese civilians under occupation.) Their proviso about the emperor meant something broader than the Truman team understood, aiming to preserve the kokutai.46 As Togo’s grandson Togo Kazuhiko explains, “Kokutai literally means national polity. Abstractly it means something most important to construct the essence of Japan. In reality, it meant the imperial system, which includes the emperor.” For conservative leaders, preserving the kokutai was vital to forestall domestic upheaval or leftist revolution.47 Even at this dark hour, all six leaders insisted on maintaining the monarchy.


Half went further. The powerful army minister and the army and navy chiefs of staff insisted on three more surrender conditions: Japanese troops abroad would withdraw and demobilize themselves voluntarily; Japan would handle its war criminals; and there would be no occupation of Japanese territory.48 These terms would almost certainly be rejected by the Allies.


To break the impasse, Suzuki Kantaro, the prime minister, called an imperial conference, the highest-level meeting of government in the presence of the emperor. Ordinarily the monarch did not decide the outcome, deferring to his advisers. Yet if Hirohito ruled decisively between the two deadlocked factions, that might dissuade the military from a putsch against the peace camp.49


With the emperor listening, Togo argued that Japan had little leverage to dictate conditions. Although the imperial house was nonnegotiable, he said, the three extra conditions proposed by the military would mean more futile deaths. He uncomfortably admitted there were many precedents for war criminals being judged by foreigners, and said that there was no alternative but to turn them over. This meant that every neck in the room except the emperor’s could wind up snapped by a rope.


The army minister contended that they should fight on even if Japan’s hundred million people had to die side by side in combat. Unsubtly hinting at a military coup, he warned that his troops stationed abroad might not be willing to quit unconditionally. He said that many people at home wanted to fight to the end, so a surrender might spark a civil war.


Baron Hiranuma Kiichiro, a reactionary former prime minister attending as president of the privy council, demanded defending the kokutai and the imperial house even if the whole nation had to perish. While Togo’s proposal upheld the emperor’s status under Japan’s national law, Hiranuma argued that the monarch’s rule came from a higher authority than domestic laws. He was the one who came up with the phrase which would ultimately be sent back to the Allies: nothing should prejudice “the prerogatives of His Majesty as a sovereign ruler.”


As the bitter debates stretched into the desolate early-morning hours of August 10, the prime minister asked the emperor to give his sacred decision.


It was after 2 a.m. The room went silent. Seated at the head of the table, Hirohito leaned forward. In his distinctively high-pitched voice, the emperor spoke haltingly but decisively.


He agreed, he said, with Togo. The foundations of the nation’s survival were the imperial house, the people, and the national territory; they risked losing everything by continuing a hopeless war. He saw no chance of victory over enemies with such technological power. Hirohito did not suggest giving up himself or his throne to save his people. Mollifying the military—which could lash out at him or Togo—Hirohito said that he found it unbearable to see his loyal warriors disarmed and handed over to the Allies as war criminals. But, he said, they would have to “bear the unbearable” in order to save the people from disaster. With his hand sheathed in a white glove, Hirohito wiped away tears.


That, the prime minister declared, should be the government’s decision. The assembled officials wept. Everyone stood and bowed formally as the emperor slowly exited. His subordinates held a hasty cabinet meeting to give legal force to the monarch’s will. Hirohito sent word that, if the army or navy proved recalcitrant, he would personally tell them it was his will to end the war.50


“WE TOLD ’EM WE’D TELL ’EM HOW TO KEEP HIM”


Truman awakened early on August 10, eager for victory. He wrote in his diary that he received the “Jap offer to surrender” that morning.51


The Japanese government sent him—as well as Britain, China, and the Soviet Union—a note through the Swiss and Swedish governments.52 At 7:33 a.m., Japan made a public broadcast in English. The emperor, the broadcast noted, sought to end hostilities in the hopes of “saving mankind from the calamities” of further warfare. The Japanese government would accept the entirety of the Potsdam Declaration, but only “with the understanding that the said declaration does not comprise any demand which prejudices the prerogatives of His Majesty as a sovereign ruler.”53


Even after two atomic bombs and a Soviet onslaught, facing a ground invasion of the home islands, this was not quite an unconditional surrender. This proposal kept in place not just the emperor but his sovereign rule—the fundamentals of the kokutai.


This Japanese decision had been painful to the limit, but even so, might not pass muster in Washington. In his diary, Stimson blamed Truman and the State Department for removing from his draft of the Potsdam Declaration an offer to Japan to keep its monarchy, railing against “uninformed agitation against the Emperor in this country mostly by people who know no more about Japan than has been given them by Gilbert and Sullivan’s ‘Mikado.’ ”


Truman hastily gathered an anxious gaggle of his top advisers— including Stimson, Leahy, and James Byrnes—in the Oval Office. Stimson urged accepting Japan’s terms, but Byrnes, the secretary of state, recoiled at retaining the emperor after all the public demands for unconditional surrender from the Roosevelt and Truman administrations. “Of course during three years of a bitter war there have been bitter statements made about the Emperor,” Stimson wrote in his diary. “Now they come to plague us.”54


Stimson pragmatically argued that the emperor’s paramount authority, placed under Allied command, would be necessary anyway to get the Japanese armies scattered across Asia to surrender. This would “save us from a score of bloody Iwo Jimas and Okinawas all over China and the New Netherlands.”55 Similarly, Leahy, who feared that some of the president’s aides wanted to execute the emperor, wanted to utilize him. As he later wrote, “I had no feelings about little Hirohito, but was convinced that it would be necessary to use him in effecting the surrender.”56


Byrnes shot back that since the Japanese were desperate to yield, this was no time for them to dictate conditions.57 Always politically shrewd, he warned that accepting Japan’s terms would result in “the crucifixion of the President.”58


Truman ordered the secretary of state to write up a reply to Japan, as a mob of frenzied reporters gathered outside. Leaving Byrnes to work on a response to Japan, Stimson returned to the Pentagon. As he told his deputy John McCloy there, he needed to end the war before the Soviets got too far: “I felt it was of great importance to get the homeland into our hands before the Russians could put in any substantial claim to occupy and help rule it.”


Byrnes made no explicit pledge that the imperial system would endure, nor that Hirohito would remain. Instead, he put the imperial house under the thumb of a military potentate who would undoubtedly be a U.S. general: “the authority of the Emperor and the Japanese Government to rule the state shall be subject to the Supreme Commander of the Allied powers who will take such steps as he deems proper to effectuate the surrender terms.” To Stimson’s satisfaction, this locked out Soviet influence.59


The other American terms were straightforwardly stringent. Hirohito and the Japanese high command would have to sign the surrender terms personally, order their forces to stop fighting, and carry out any order from the Allied supreme commander. Allied prisoners of war would be set free. Allied troops would occupy Japan until the goals of the Potsdam Declaration were achieved. In the end, the Truman administration allowed retaining the monarchy if the Japanese people wanted it: “The ultimate form of government of Japan shall, in accordance with the Potsdam declaration, be established by the freely expressed will of the Japanese people.”60


Truman was satisfied; Stimson was delighted.61 For the exhausted war secretary, keen to leave the government after a heart attack, the compromise was “pretty wise and careful.”62 “They wanted to make a condition precedent to the surrender,” the president wrote in his diary, as if talking himself into what he had done. “Our terms are ‘unconditional.’ They wanted to keep the Emperor. We told ’em we’d tell ’em how to keep him, but we’d make the terms.”63


As a “humane thing,” Stimson proposed an immediate halt to the bombing of Japan, but this was flatly rejected on the ungenerous grounds that the U.S. government had not yet received an official surrender.64 When a Presbyterian minister deplored the indiscriminate destruction of the atomic bombs, Truman harshly invoked Japan’s war crimes: “Nobody is more disturbed over the use of Atomic bombs than I am but I was greatly disturbed over the unwarranted attack by the Japanese on Pearl Harbor and their murder of our prisoners of war. The only language they seem to understand is the one we have been using to bombard them. When you have to deal with a beast you have to treat him as a beast.”65


He did, however, order that a third atomic bomb not be dropped without his command. It was too horrible, he told his cabinet, to wipe out another hundred thousand people, and he did not like the idea of killing “all those kids.”66


The other Allied governments were sharply divided about retaining the monarchy.67


In London, Clement Attlee, the new British prime minister, and Ernest Bevin, his foreign secretary, agreed to the U.S. proposal in just a few hours. Although a progressive trade unionist, Bevin believed that constitutional monarchies could be useful; he thought that the ouster of Kaiser Wilhelm II had created an opening for Adolf Hitler.68 Already heavily committed in occupying Germany, the Labour government feared that dethroning the emperor “might lead Japanese to adopt a suicidal policy.” The British had a colonial motive for utilizing the emperor: his authority would be crucial to get Japanese troops in the far reaches of the British Empire to lay down their arms. The British suggested that Hirohito be spared the humiliation of signing the surrender himself.69


Australia’s government publicly declared that maintaining the prerogatives of the emperor was utterly unacceptable, while privately urging Britain to keep open the possibility of trying the emperor for war crimes.70 The British Foreign Office was aghast. Determined not to leave their autonomous dominion under any foolish misapprehensions, the British waited for several days to reply, making clear how little Australia’s opinions mattered in London, let alone Washington or Moscow.71 The British privately warned the Australians that “it would be a capital political error to indict him as a war criminal. We desire to limit commitment in manpower and other resources by using Imperial Throne as an instrument for the control of the Japanese people.”72


Chiang Kai-shek, reached in Chongqing after his morning prayers, grudgingly agreed to the American terms, but asked that Hirohito and the Japanese high command sign the surrender. The emperor, he noted in his diary, should be kept under the new Allied supreme commander, with Japan’s government determined by the free will of the people—something which he had been demanding for many years.73


The Soviet foreign minister, Vyacheslav Molotov, cannily said that since Japan had not made an unconditional surrender, the Soviets would continue their offensive in Manchuria.74 Under American pressure, Molotov accepted the draft reply, but requested a say in choosing the Allied supreme commander running occupied Japan. The U.S. ambassador in Moscow, Averell Harriman, flatly refused to give the Soviets a veto. Molotov suggested putting a U.S. general and a Soviet general jointly in charge. That was unthinkable, Harriman retorted; the supreme commander had to be an American. After a furious quarrel, the ambassador stalked off. Soon after he got a call informing him that Stalin only wanted to be consulted about the makeup of the Allied occupation command.75


Following the British suggestion, the United States backed off from having Hirohito sign the surrender, although insisting that he command the Japanese military to lay down their arms.76 Chiang, rebuffed again, grudgingly acquiesced.77 The disunited Allies sent back a united response.


With every hour that passed, people died in aerial bombing and combat. Between August 10 and the end of the war on August 15, the United States likely killed some fifteen thousand Japanese.78 “We are all on edge waiting for the Japs to answer,” Truman wrote privately. “Have had a hell of a day.”79


Truman would later bluntly say that Hirohito “was told that he would not be tried as a war criminal and that he would be retained as emperor.”80 Yet the actual nuanced note, too clever by half, left Japanese officialdom puzzling at the enigmatic Americans. What did it mean for the kokutai that Japan’s government would be established by the free will of its people? Even Togo and the peace faction fretted at the absence of a guarantee of the imperial system. Marquis Kido Koichi, the emperor’s closest adviser, urged the hard-line army minister to accept the Allied note: “We must abide by the wishes of His Majesty.” Once again, the inner circle deadlocked, with a looming prospect of a military overthrow of the peace camp.81


After multiple coup attempts and assassinations, the advocates of peace had every reason to be terrified of military extremists.82 Across Tokyo, posters menaced, “Kill Lord Keeper of the Privy Seal Kido!”83 A group of young officers revealed their plans for a putsch to the army minister, who neither endorsed their plot nor actively tried to halt them.84


It would take a second intervention by the emperor—who had decided to swallow the American note—to wrench Japan out of its war. To the shock of palace officials, U.S. B-29s dropped leaflets over Japan’s major cities revealing to everyone Japan’s secret offer to surrender and the response from the Allies.85 Fearing public chaos, revolution, or a military coup, Kido raced to warn the emperor, and professed himself filled with awe at Hirohito’s determination for peace. In the morning on August 14, the emperor convened his senior military chiefs, told them that they could not match the atomic bombs and Soviet invasion, and asked them—all but commanding them—to end the war. When asked about the kokutai, he replied that the Allies had guaranteed the survival of the imperial house.86


Dressed formally in a marshal’s uniform with decorous white gloves, Hirohito gathered his government’s leaders for the last time in the war, crammed into a small room. The army minister and both the army and navy chiefs thought that the American reply was insufficient, leaving open the possibility of fighting on. Hirohito, apparently persuaded that the nuanced phrases devised by Byrnes would preserve the monarchy, declared that the Allied note was “acceptable.” He told the military that it was difficult for him to “deliver so many of my trusted servants into the hands of the Allied authorities by whom they will be accused of being war criminals.” But he could not endure letting his people suffer more, with tens or hundreds of thousands more deaths: “The whole nation would be reduced to ashes.”


In an extraordinary step, the emperor said that he himself would broadcast the news to the nation in an imperial rescript. Gazing at his recalcitrant army and navy ministers, he asked them to convince soldiers to accept his choice for peace. In the cramped room, people wept and bowed. The emperor himself shed tears afterward as he recounted the events to Kido, who could not even lift his head.87 At last, the Japanese cabinet could make its surrender.88


Without Hirohito’s assent, many in the military might have defied a government decision to surrender.89 Even after the emperor’s two direct interventions for peace, some army leaders contemplated a putsch in order to keep fighting. There were underground assassination plots against the prime minister and Kido. The army minister, deeply torn, seriously considered a coup, but refrained—although he did not turn in a coterie of junior officers who were planning a revolt. Rather than hear the emperor’s surrender broadcast, he sliced open his own throat and abdomen.


That night, August 14–15, those officers launched their coup. One of the young putschists shot dead a general and another officer who stood in their way. The officers swept into the Imperial Palace, trying in vain for several tense hours to find the phonograph recording of the emperor’s surrender message, ready for broadcast. Jerked awake, Kido hid himself, then raced back to his office to shred crucial documents and throw them in the toilet, before finally taking shelter in the vault. After some indelibly frightening hours with the emperor locked behind iron shutters in his residence, the insurrectionists could not find the record, and the army quelled the mutiny. The two lead plotters committed suicide in front of the palace.90


In Washington, on August 14, around 4 p.m., Byrnes was in his office at the Executive Office Building, chatting with the visiting Duke of Windsor, when his telephone rang: Japan had accepted the Allied demand for surrender. The secretary of state raced next door to the White House, bursting into the Oval Office to tell Truman.91


The emperor had proclaimed his acceptance of the Potsdam Declaration, and said that he would command his military forces to cease fighting and surrender their weapons—at last bringing World War II to an end.92


[image: Harry Truman stands behind his desk in the Oval Office and addresses a large crowd of reporters gathered before him. Truman’s aides are behind him and to his side.]


Harry Truman announces the surrender of Japan to reporters crowded into the Oval Office, the White House, August 1945.


Truman called a throng of electrified reporters into the Oval Office, had the doors locked, and flanked himself with Byrnes, Leahy, Cordell Hull, and a crush of other officials. He spoke at 7 p.m. sharp, glaringly illuminated by klieg lights. Standing solemnly behind his Oval Office desk, in a dark double-breasted suit with a silver-blue striped tie, reading slowly off a single sheet of paper, the president announced “the unconditional surrender of Japan.” The doors were unlocked and the reporters dashed out to flash the news to the world.


Jubilant crowds gathered outside chanting, “We want Truman! We want Truman!” Half a million people flooded the streets of the capital, dancing and cheering. As exuberant celebrations exploded in Washington and across the country, car horns blaring and bells ringing, Truman went to the White House residence and telephoned his elderly mother in Missouri to tell her what had happened.93


“NOT NECESSARILY TO JAPAN’S ADVANTAGE”


All across Asia, Allied officers shifted from killing Japanese to accepting their surrenders.94 Battle lines hardened into political demarcations.95 General Joseph Stilwell, then drilling troops to storm Kyushu, wrote, “I am so thankful we don’t have to throw Ben”—his youngest son who had just turned eighteen—“into the pot that I don’t care what they do with the God damn emperor.”96


Stimson wryly wrote that he could now resume the vacation which was “interrupted by a few events this week.”97 He crowed that Hirohito’s word was being obeyed by Japan’s armies “thereby saving tremendous loss of life” from a ground invasion.98 His work done, the elderly war secretary could with relief tender his resignation to Truman.99


On August 15, Japanese radio suddenly proclaimed that the emperor would address his subjects at noon. People rigged up speakers in office buildings, schools, and farms, and at midday the country fell eerily silent as people crowded around their radios. At the front, soldiers strained to hear their fate; some expected a defiant call to resist the invaders. Many subjects bowed at the startling sound of the royal voice, “the voice of the crane,” never before heard across the nation, as the radio broadcast the phonograph recording of Hirohito reading the imperial rescript of surrender.100


Hirohito’s voice was thin, his tone somber. “His voice was slow and restrained, with a distinctive intonation,” remembers a woman who had survived firebombing in Tokyo. His verbiage was elliptical at best, verging on cryptic. He justified the war without apology: Japan had declared war upon the United States and Britain for its own self-preservation, striving for the “emancipation of East Asia.” He made no mention of the terrors inflicted upon the Chinese and other Asian peoples, nor the abuse of Allied prisoners of war. He expressed regrets only to the collaborationist regimes which had been Japan’s partners in domination.


Despite the nation’s best efforts, he said, the conflict had “developed not necessarily to Japan’s advantage”—one of the grandest euphemisms in military history. The enemy had used “a new and most cruel bomb” which had killed many innocent people; if Japan fought on, it would mean not just the country’s obliteration but “the total extinction of human civilization.” He warned his subjects against civil strife, reassuring them that Japan had been able to “safeguard and maintain the structure of the Imperial State.” Mourning the nation’s wartime sacrifices, he turned to “enduring the unendurable.”101


For Hirohito’s subjects, straining to understand his classical dialect, this brief address was startling and confusing: the icon of war and sacrifice had suddenly become a champion of surrender. There was defiance, resignation, relief. In the capital, people marched to the Imperial Palace to bow, or assembled at the Yasukuni war shrine to honor the fighters who would never come home.102 Listening at a military factory, a firebombing survivor in Yokohama could barely hear, but stunned people around her said that they had lost the war. In Nagasaki, a young woman who a few days earlier had been briefly knocked unconscious by the atomic blast and shockwave was too busy burning corpses to listen.


U.S. military intelligence feared that Hirohito might abdicate after surrendering.103 He did no such thing. On August 16 at 4 p.m., he ordered the military to end hostilities immediately. To ensure that his will was followed, he sent members of the imperial family out to remote Japanese forces in Manchuria, China, and Indochina.104


In a special directive, Truman designated General Douglas MacArthur—the only five-star General of the Army available at the moment—as the supreme commander for the Allied powers. “From the moment of surrender, the authority of the Emperor and Japanese Government to rule the state will be subject to you,” Truman ordered him. The emperor would have to issue a signed proclamation authorizing his underlings to sign an official instrument of surrender.105


Rather than shooting their way across Kyushu and Honshu, occupying Allied soldiers entered Japan through careful coordination with the Japanese authorities. On behalf of his defeated government, Togo Shigenori exhorted the Allies to limit their troops to the minimum number, station them as inconspicuously as possible, and keep them out of Tokyo altogether. He suggested that millions of Japanese soldiers be allowed to disarm themselves voluntarily under the command of the emperor.106 Unimpressed, Byrnes replied that MacArthur would tell the Japanese how to carry out their surrender.107


Proclaiming that its wartime contributions were second only to those of the United States, Australia marked victory over Japan with renewed public complaints that it had not been consulted about the surrender terms. On the day of the emperor’s broadcast, Australia’s foreign minister declared that Hirohito might be a war criminal to be tried.108


As the Americans took over, they barely smothered their own rage for revenge. The Pacific fleet command ordered its officers that even though “the Japanese are still the same nation which initiated the war by a treacherous attack on the Pacific fleet and which has subjected our brothers in arms who became prisoners to torture[,] starvation and murder,” it was nevertheless unbecoming for U.S. Navy officers to hurl “insulting epithets” at “the Japanese as a race or as individuals. Neither familiarity and open forgiveness nor abuse and vituperation should be permitted.”109


For the Soviet Union, the mere fact of Japan’s surrender was no reason to stop fighting. Having not fought during most of the Pacific War, the Soviets now kept on shooting during the peace. Thundering down from Manchuria, Soviet troops moved into northern Korea and menaced the northern Japanese home island, Hokkaido.


Stalin sought a Soviet occupation of northern Hokkaido, informing Truman that “Russian public opinion would be seriously offended if the Russian troops would not have an occupation region in some part of the Japanese proper territory.”110 Here was a bill coming due for the Soviet entry into the war, going well beyond what Stalin had been promised at Yalta. This could have ultimately left Japan sliced into American and Soviet zones, as would happen in Germany and Korea. But Truman brusquely refused, frostily informing Stalin that the Japanese in all the home islands, including Hokkaido, were to surrender to MacArthur only. He did allow Stalin to grab all the Kuril Islands, including the southern Kurils (known to Japanese as the Northern Territories)—resented to this day by Japanese in a festering territorial dispute with Russia.111 Stung, Stalin huffily wrote that “I and my colleagues did not expect such an answer from you,” but backed off from his Hokkaido plans.112


Two days after they surrendered, the Japanese military urgently complained to MacArthur that the Soviets were continuing their offensive in Manchuria, making it hard for the Japanese to follow the imperial order to yield. Worried that the Soviet assault was endangering a “bloodless surrender,” MacArthur pressed the Soviet high command, although without replying to the Japanese.113


Stalin did not take his orders from MacArthur. While admitting that four hundred thousand Japanese had already been captured by his forces, Stalin claimed that some ostensibly surrendering Japanese troops in Manchuria had treacherously attacked the Red Army—who then killed or wounded forty thousand Japanese.114 This kind of brutality would mark the Soviet foray—particularly the cruelty with which Japanese prisoners, two-thirds of them civilians, were treated by the Soviets. To this day, Japanese mourn their dead who perished in staggering numbers in Soviet captivity after the Manchuria campaign: more than a quarter million confirmed dead, and some ninety-three thousand more lost and presumed dead.115


By the time the Red Army finally stopped fighting on September 5— well after Japan had surrendered—the Soviet Union would have secured the prizes promised under the Yalta agreement, including southern Sakhalin and the Kurils.116 Helpless, the Japanese government complained that the Soviets in Sakhalin were looting and were raping girls as young as fifteen years old, shooting those who resisted.117 In Korea, the Soviets seized everything north of the thirty-eighth parallel, laying the foundations for today’s Stalinist regime in North Korea.118


Japanese troops were deployed from the Philippines to Korea, Thailand to Singapore, Malaya to Java.119 Some of their officers cried out to fight on, while Admiral Chester Nimitz and other top U.S. military leaders worried that the Japanese military would take matters into its own hands.120 The head of U.S. Army intelligence warned that Japan’s armies were large, well armed, well disciplined, and undefeated.121


There were thousands of spectacular suicides by tearful soldiers, unable to believe that they had lost or unwilling to face an American future. But while these gory extravaganzas commanded more attention, the actual numbers of mutinous soldiers were decidedly small for a vast army. Despite all the regimented bluster about fighting to the death, countless civilians who had fled their burned-out cities were privately overjoyed to have long years tacked back onto their life spans. Soldiers who knew perfectly well the hopelessness of their positions were willing to stand down.122


For all that, surrender was particularly difficult in China, where as many as a million Japanese troops could face retaliation from the furious Chinese.123 General Okamura Yasuji, the chief of Japanese army forces in China, angrily told the army minister, “The surrendering of several million troops without fighting is without parallel in military history of the world.”124 He grudgingly issued a cease-fire two days after the emperor’s broadcast.125 In numerous places in China, Japanese troops refused to yield, threatened to use poison gas, or vowed to fight to the end and then commit suicide.126 Hirohito himself appealed to MacArthur for help.127


Chiang Kai-shek urged magnanimity in his radio victory statement to his people on August 15. Although he mentioned Jesus specifically, this was not just Christian charity; he was reaching out to Mao Zedong to try to bring the Communist forces under national control, and hoped that postwar Japan could be a bulwark against Communism. While declaring victory over “the enemy’s imperialistic designs on China,” he urged his soldiers not to take revenge on surrendering Japanese troops: “We have always said that the violent militarism of Japan is our enemy, not the people of Japan.” He ruled out vengeance against “the innocent people of Japan. We can only pity them because they have been so sadly deceived and misled, and hope that they will break away from the wrong doing and crimes of their nation.”128


In India, the Philippines, Indochina, and other colonized lands, the end of the war meant the renewal of the struggle against Western imperialism.129 France was desperate to reestablish its position in Indochina— which today is the independent countries of Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos. With the Truman administration quietly refusing to assist in the reconquest, Charles de Gaulle was irritated by what he saw as Truman’s simplistic fixations on democracy and independence.130 Visiting the White House, the Free French leader warned Truman that granting independence too quickly to colonized Asians and Africans would unleash xenophobia, poverty, and anarchy among “peoples still primitive.” When Truman said that his administration would not oppose the return of the French army and authority in Indochina, de Gaulle haughtily replied that France had no need to ask permission.131


To de Gaulle’s embarrassment, France had done little to drive the Japanese out of Indochina, with two French divisions still preparing to deploy when the atom bombs dropped. After the Japanese occupation of Indochina, the general was appalled to find nothing left of France’s authority in its colonial possessions, including Cambodia and Laos. France deployed some seventy thousand troops to Indochina, a show of force which de Gaulle candidly admitted was meant to overcome its recent humiliations. With Vietnamese Communists and nationalists agitating for independence, de Gaulle darkly speculated that the nascent Vietminh were being egged on by Japanese troops. As Ho Chi Minh formed a government in Tonkin, the populace throughout Indochina was obviously hostile to the French. When French troops returned to Saigon in September, there were riots against their presence, while the expeditionary corps struggled to retake Cambodia.132


Much the same was true for Holland. Two days after Japan surrendered, Indonesian nationalists on Java and Sumatra proclaimed the independence of a new Republic. The Dutch government, returning from exile in London to restore its prewar empire, did not grasp the scale of the Indonesian revolution. Many of the Indonesian insurgents showed their Japanese influence: young men wearing bandannas, in simple trousers made of sacking, armed with curved Japanese-style swords. In public, the Dutch sometimes liked to claim that they only wanted to get a stable Indonesian government on its feet. The Republic, the Dutch insisted, was incapable of becoming a self-governing state fit for independence; its leaders, including the young Sukarno, were dismissed as nothing more than Japanese collaborators. Complaining of aggression from the Republic on Java and Sumatra, the Dutch launched what they preposterously termed two major “police actions” aimed at restoring law and order, helped by British troops. Indonesian nationalists would fight on for years against this revival of Dutch colonialism.133


In Southeast Asia, Japanese forces were to surrender unconditionally to the British, under Admiral Lord Louis “Dickie” Mountbatten, the Allied commander there.134 Yet far from the bombed-out cities of Japan’s home islands, and fearing Allied prosecution as war criminals, some Japanese commanders there were inclined to fight on. It took a personal order from Hirohito carried by an imperial prince to get the general in charge in Malaya to quit.135 In Burma, British forces were badly outnumbered by hundreds of thousands of defiant Japanese. Mountbatten huffily noted that their attitude was that “their armies are undefeated but have been ordered by Emperor to surrender.”136 These Japanese were so confrontational that a senior British diplomat in Rangoon wrote, “I began to wonder whether we or the Japanese had won the war.” As this official noted, the Japanese there “do not consider that they have been defeated and say so quite openly. Their attitude is that as a result of the atomic bomb, the Emperor has ordered them to lay down their arms, and they must obey the Emperor, though they do not quite know why.” He added, “We have, I think, a very difficult time ahead.”137










CHAPTER 5


Supreme Commander


IN THE BLAZING AFTERNOON sunlight of August 30, 1945, General Douglas MacArthur descended toward a Japanese airfield which shimmered with heat. His C-54 transport airplane was named Bataan. Since his defeat in the Philippines and the subsequent death march of his captured troops, it had been his aggrieved custom to give all his personal planes that name.1


On paper, MacArthur was landing in a country he ruled with absolute authority as the supreme commander for the Allied powers.2 That was not how it felt as the plane made its descent. Atsugi airfield, near Yokohama, was known to the Americans as a training base for kamikaze pilots. His officers warned him that they would be landing amid some three hundred thousand Japanese soldiers in the vicinity; the C-54 carried a few dozen passengers at most.


The nervous Americans could see antiaircraft guns below which could have blasted them out of the sky. Once on the ground, it would be easy enough to shoot MacArthur and his small party, or to poison his next steak dinner. His officers lectured him that Japan had started the war with a sneak attack and might mark its ending with an assassination. Although MacArthur claimed to trust in Japanese chivalry, he and the Allied occupiers were arriving stoked with rage, badly outnumbered, and keenly hoping for Japanese cooperation.


The Bataan almost grazed the treetops before landing. There were a few other U.S. airplanes already there, although not enough to mount any real defense. MacArthur stepped out sporting Ray-Ban sunglasses and with his corncob pipe clenched in his jaw, which conveniently identified him for any moderately well-informed sharpshooter. He paused for the waiting photographers—with MacArthur, there were always photographers—and then his small crew scrambled into a ragtag procession of battered vehicles, MacArthur in an aged Lincoln car. When a fire engine started up with a bang, some of the Americans flinched.


As they drove, they were astonished to find some thirty thousand armed Japanese troops flanking both sides of the road to Yokohama with their backs turned to the occupiers. Some of the Americans thought it was deference. Others found it quietly sinister.3


Neither the best nor the most important American commander of the war, MacArthur was unparalleled at contriving his celebrity. His own wife addressed him as “General.” Theatrical and petty, histrionic and grandiose, self-regarding and self-promoting, he was at least nearly as brave and intelligent as he thought he was. He was haunted by memories of being driven from his beloved Philippines by a Japanese assault accompanying the strike at Pearl Harbor.


The Philippines had been a crucial early objective for Japan: the largest American colony, which could block the sea lanes to the vital oil and other natural resources in the Netherlands East Indies (now Indonesia) and Malaya. At the start of the war, MacArthur had interned Japanese men, women, and children in Manila and Davao, making some of them dig trenches in a possible violation of the Geneva Convention.4 As skillful Japanese soldiers had stormed the main Philippine island of Luzon and swiftly captured Manila, Filipino and American troops had retreated to the jungle peninsula of Bataan. MacArthur mostly holed up nearby on Corregidor, a fearsomely fortified island (“the Rock”) just south of the peninsula, rarely showing his face on Bataan. This had led some of his famished, sickly, unsheltered, and demoralized troops to compose a ballad set to the tune of “The Battle Hymn of the Republic”: “Dugout Doug MacArthur lies ashaking on the Rock / Safe from all the bombers and from any sudden shock.”5 The nickname would dog him forever.6


Corregidor had soon come under fierce Japanese shelling, which MacArthur had endured with cool bravery, accompanied by his wife and their four-year-old son. (In the family tradition, he was named, egregiously, Arthur.) The island had become, as one soldier put it, “a sunburned, God-cursed land, where bombs and shells made life a Hell, with death on every hand.” Then to MacArthur’s fury, Franklin Delano Roosevelt had ordered him to depart Corregidor. He had set off in one of four rickety little patrol boats, dodging Japanese warships across the squalling waves to reach a safe island, and then flying to security in Australia. He had dramatically told a crowd of Australians, “I came through and I shall return.”
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