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PREFACE




A nation that loses the vast majority of its population in a war, from teenagers to middle-aged adults, will never again arise from the ashes.


If the World War II Japanese male population, from 12 years upwards, had fought and died as intended in the defence of the Home Islands, this is precisely what would have happened.


If the Japanese females from 14 years upwards had died wielding single shot rifles and pikes in their country’s final defence, there would have been no one left to bring new lives into Japan.


Japan’s houses, temples, fortresses and gardens would have succumbed to ferocious artillery bombardments designed to ensure no protection was left for what remained of the country’s military forces, infantry and militias.


Japan would have been a smoking ruin, blasted to pieces by artillery and air strikes, and ground to rubble beneath the tracks of armoured vehicles as they rumbled through the ruins.


The atomic bombings prevented all that, and ended the war.


Within days Japanese soldiers were obeying the will of their Emperor and co-operating in harvesting the meagre economic resources left to ensure survival for all.


So didn’t the atomic weapons bring about a great peace?


Since the initial grateful acknowledgement of the success of the A-bomb attacks in ending World War II, there has been a steady reversal of opinion and sentiment: from at first a hearty appreciation to a condemnation by many of the United States for its actions.


Atomic Salvation investigates the full situation of the times to a previously unplumbed depth. It examines documents from both Japanese and Allied sources, but it uses logical in-depth analysis to extend beyond the mere recounting of statistics. It charts the full extent of the possible casualties on both sides if a conventional assault akin to D-Day had gone ahead.


The content discussed is concerned solely with the military necessity to use the bombs, but it also investigates why that necessity has been increasingly challenged over the successive decades.


Controversially, the book shows that the Japanese nation would have lost many millions of their people - likely around 28 million - if the nation had been attacked in the manner by which German was defeated: by amphibious assault, artillery and air attacks preceding infantry insertion, and finally by subduing the last of the defenders of the enemy capital.


The work looks at the depth of the resolve of the Japanese Empire and the extent of their capabilities, including massive attacks by kamikaze forces. Atomic Salvation outlines and investigates the attempted coup that took place even after both atomic weapons had been used, which was still mounted by fanatical elements of the Japanese military committed to extending the war. It examines the attempts by Japan, said by some to be remarkably successful, to achieve their own atomic weapons.


From the other side, the book investigates the enormous political pressure placed on America as a result of their military situation. The book shows that the United States’ Truman Administration had little choice but to use the new weapon, given that the Allied forces would have undoubtedly suffered more than a million deaths through conventional assault.


Through investigation of reactions then and since, Atomic Salvation charts reactions to the bombings. It looks briefly at a range of reactions through the decades, and shows that there has been relentless pressure on the world to condemn what at the time was seen as the best, and the only, military solution to end the war.


The book shows the Japanese death toll in the A-bomb attacks, although horrific, was less by many millions than those that would have been incurred through conventional assault. Although it can hardly be suggested that the Japanese nation of the 1950s should have thanked the Allies for thus avoiding the deaths of its people, given the extent of actual and psychological shock involved, it would be remiss of the world today, including modern Japan, to mutely acquiesce to the criticism of the United States without taking this into account.


The crux o£ Atomic Salvation is that the deaths of 200,000 Japanese in the A-bomb attacks prevented the deaths of more than a million Allied troops, around 3.5 million dead in territories the Empire held, and around 28 million Japanese. Millions more on both sides would have been wounded.


Yet somehow over time, the A-bombings have become seen as militarily unnecessary, or military overkill.


This book proves these assumptions wrong.




INTRODUCTION




How many lives did the A-bombs save?


In mid-1945, Japan was being pressed back to its Home Islands as the Allied war effort intensified.


To calculate the cost of World War II in the Pacific as it reached its height, we might conclude that the simple mathematics of this are too difficult to contemplate.


But why?


War comes at a cost, and if we are arguing for its non-conclusion when such an option is open to us, then that accounting must be made.


General Sweeney, pilot of the second atomic B-29 aircraft Bocks Car, suggested that ‘900 Americans were killed or wounded each day at that period of the war, and therefore delay in forcing the Japanese surrender was a critical factor.


J Samuel Walker cites a figure in the US Army alone of 3233 deaths for the month of July 1945, and he notes that if that had continued without the use of the bombs and the invasion plans had been running to plan, then another approximate 9700 deaths would have occurred by November.


That is 104 deaths a day for delaying the end of the war, in the US Army with its air forces alone. The US Navy lost l/5th of the personnel of the Army. Therefore, it might be accurate enough to say 125 fatalities a day were being incurred by the US military every day as the war continued. The other Allied forces, although not present in such great numbers, saw their share of the fatalities too. It would seem, given their comparative strengths, safe to add another 25 to the tally.


The numbers of fatalities elsewhere are grim to contemplate. Although Germany was defeated, Japan’s forces still ranged throughout their shattered Empire of South-East Asia. Civilian personnel, huge numbers of them Chinese, died as military operations impacted literally on their existence.


Robert Newman argues that 250,000 were dying every month from starvation, disease, executions, and battle deaths, in all of the areas held by the Japanese across their conquered territories. If we were to add up the amount of people dying every day due to the war, that would add 8064 to our total.


What of the Japanese fatalities?


General Slim noted that in the last stages of the war: ‘We were killing Japanese at a rate of over a hundred to one.’ So, if 150 Allied military personnel were dying every day as the war continued, then so are 1500 Japanese.


In other words, in the terrible accounting of war operations, as World War II continued through 1945, 9714 people were dying as a result every day. That is without any accounting of the POW operations.


Can we bring that figure to 10,000 a day?


For the first time ever, this book gives the calculated figure of how many Allied deaths would have been caused by a conventional invasion of Japan at the end of World War II. A figure of 767,600 combat deaths would have been incurred.


But this grim picture does not stop there. Three hundred thousand prisoners would have been executed. And in an invasion lasting until the end of 1946, 3.5 million people who were scattered throughout Japanese territory would have perished.


By saving 4,567,600 people, the two atomic strikes were justified in taking around 200,000 Japanese lives.


And given around four people are wounded for every war death, 3,070,400 people did not have their lives impacted by injuries and pain.


But there is more.


The Japanese people - military and co-opted civilians - would have died in their further millions for their Emperor.


Atomic Salvation shows calculations of 27,879,717 deaths for the defenders of the Home Islands - far higher than previously suggested. The analysis shows that a total of 32,447,317 Allied and Japanese people would have died in a conventional invasion - with caveats on these numbers, this may have been as high as 35 million or as low as 30 million. (We might admittedly round up the figures above to show there can be no precise calculation.)


Atomic Salvations military factors analysis also examines:


• The troop strengths both sides would have brought to an invasion.


• What resolution did the Japanese people have to continue the war - and what rebellion did those who refused to surrender engage in?


• Would the 10,000 kamikaze aircraft have been a significant factor?


• How capable would the 9200 suicide speedboats, submarines and divers being readied have been?


• Did Japan explode its own nuclear test device in its quest for the ultimate weapon?


• Were the forces of the USSR a possible decisive factor?


• Why blockade, starvation, and intensive aerial bombing were not able to bring the war to a conclusion.


• Why has argument risen since the war, saying that the United States was not right in its action?


Never has such an exhaustive analysis been made of the necessity to bring World War II to a halt.



Timeline of Events
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CHAPTER ONE










THE A-BOMB MISSIONS







Overview: In this chapter, we assess the overall description of the war, as well as a simple chronology of the major events surrounding the atomic missions, and an account of the attacks from the bomber perspective.


The world had been at war for a long time by 1945. The Japanese had invaded Manchuria in 1931 and defeated Chinese forces there – the start of a long campaign of aggression in the Pacific. The attack on the United States’ possession of Pearl Harbor, and other American outposts such as the Philippines in December 1941 had brought the United States into full-blooded combat across the world.


Prior to that, Germany’s invasion of Poland in 1939 finally brought the major powers of France and Great Britain into a campaign to stop Adolf Hitler’s assertive campaign to bring Europe under the Nazi jackboot. Britain’s decision to go to war brought the Empire’s possessions of Canada, Australia, India and more into the conflict.


Germany’s defeat of Poland was followed by the blitzkrieg – literally ‘lightning war’ across the continent as she attacked Finland, Norway, and then turned on France, smashing her forces and almost driving the British Army into the sea at Dunkirk. Meanwhile, a systemic persecution of Jews and other elements of society the German command thought undesirable was gaining strength. The USSR’s previous alliance, the so-called ‘Pact of Steel’, which saw Poland divided up between Germany and the USSR, came to an end when Hitler decided to attack the despised Slavic hordes.


In the Pacific, Japanese aggression was given further impetus with the success of a surprise attack on Pearl Harbor. The armies of their Empire swept south, with the Imperial Japanese Navy also gaining victory at sea. Italy entered the war as one of the Axis powers. The United States’ initial reverses saw Japan checked at first at the Battle of the Coral Sea, and then its expansion halted at the Battle of Midway.


The plan for the war on this side of the globe was two-fold. Firstly, there was a sweep across the Pacific to use Australia – also under air attack in its north – as a base. And secondly, what occurred from that was a long war of‘island-hopping’, with occasional success, paralleled with enormous cost as the Japanese forces fought in a way no other nation did: to almost total destruction rather than surrender.


The Battle of the Atlantic, meanwhile, was almost bringing Britain to its knees. Successful U-boat attacks were seeing a massive amount of tonnage sunk, and the island nation’s supplies looked as if they would not last. But even in its darkest hour, planning was underway for an amphibious invasion of Europe, and this duly took place on D-Day in mid-1944. The armies of Britain, the United States, and the USSR began their march to Berlin, even as German possessions were taking more punishment from the air.


The strategic policy agreed on by these ‘Big Three’ was simple: ‘Germany first’. In the Pacific, however, Japan had gained an empire and was determined to keep it. But they had not fully figured in the United States’ massive industrial base. A nation already geared to turning out civilian aircraft, passenger ships, and road vehicles on production lines could be turned into a massive supply house capable of producing bombers, destroyers, and tanks by the hundreds of thousands.


The United States, in turn, had not figured out how to battle an enemy willing to accept massive casualties – far more than the normal 30 percent, which caused a normal army to break and run. This was to make the amphibious assault of island bases across the Pacific enormously costly. But while 1942 to 1943 was about the Allied forces – for the United States was joined by many other countries in the Pacific -learning how to defeat the Japanese, 1944 was to be about a more studied approach. The use of the aircraft carrier, in particular, changed the face of battle in the world’s biggest ocean: airpower from the sea made enormous differences in when and where aircraft could strike.


Germany’s defeat, slowly and steadily, and almost assured, despite breakout attempts such as the Battle of the Bulge, saw the European strategy through to success. But in the Pacific, an awareness was dawning that another D-Day-style attack on Japan would see the war continue through until the end of 1946. And it would be enormously costly: the steep hills and valleys of Japan would favour the defenders, and the entire country’s population would become militia. The atomic bomb experiments -which began years before, and ironically in a response to German moves along the same lines – had come to fruition in the Trinity test blast in mid-1945. Although aerial bombing raids had inflicted massive destruction on Japan, the concept of one plane, one city’ offered a new shattering possibility that the war could be terminated early.








The A-bomb assaults take place
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Aug. 6, 1945 – This picture taken from Yoshiura on the other side of the mountain north of Hiroshima shows the smoke rising from the atom bomb explosion. Note the radiation spots almost ruining the film. (AP Photo)









The attack




Once the A-bomb attacks were decided on, targeting became a prime concern. Hiroshima was chosen for the initial attack, as it was both an important military production target and untouched by raids so far. Previously in the conflict, ‘Hiroshima switched from producing everyday goods to making materials for the war.’1 It had a military base on which worked 40,000 soldiers. Its civilian population had largely been conscripted in the effort to produce military supplies, even using the city’s children as labour.2


The best description of the mission comes from the account of the command pilot, Paul Tibbets, who commanded the B-29, which carried the weapon itself.3 Although the mission is often described as a one-plane attack’ it actually saw a small fleet of bombers making their way to the target.
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40,000 individual tiles, recalling those who died, make up the mosaic picture within the Hiroshima Peace Memorial underground section. (Author photo)



Special Mission 13, primary target: Hiroshima, 6 August 19454
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Three weather planes flew ahead, taking off first and covering a target each so the weather could be assessed over the prospective raid site. Two other B-29 bombers accompanied Enola Gay, which had just been named after the pilot Colonel Tibbets’ mother.5 The two escort planes carried cameras and measuring devices.6


At 6.30 am, Hiroshima time, Captain Williams Parsons, who was in charge of the bomb, "Replaced three green plugs in the bomb with three red ones. Little Boy was now live.’7


The Hiroshima weather plane, named Straight Flush, reached her target and made good observations, despite being harassed by light anti-aircraft fire. The city’s fate was therefore sealed, if the bomb worked – for its design had not been tested previously: the test detonation back in the United States had been of a different type. Enola Gay climbed to her bombing height of 32,000 feet, reaching it by 7.25 am local time.


The instrument aircraft, The Great Artiste, throttled back until she was 1000 feet behind the bomber, and the camera plane, Number 91, began to circle for photographs. At 8.13 am and 30 seconds, the Enola Gay was handed over to Bombardier Ferebee for the target run. At 8.15 am and 17 seconds, the bomb bay doors opened and the weapon was released.8


It was to take 43 seconds to fall to its detonation height.9


According to Tibbets, the plane was ‘instantly 9000 pounds lighter. As a result, the nose leapt up sharply and I had to act quickly to execute the most important part of the flight: to put as much distance as possible between our plane and the point at which the bomb would explode’.10 At the moment the bomb was released, three parachute instrument packages were dropped from The Great Artiste, leading to some Japanese eyewitness claims that the bomb had been dropped by parachute.
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A B-29 cockpit, with the bombardier's position in front and below. (USAAF)




The target was hit precisely at the Hiroshima time of 8.16 am on 6 August 1945. A picture of a fused clock, showing that exact time, was often circulated in later years.11 It is ‘often said that about 80,000 people died either of the immediate effects of the bomb or of exposure to gamma radiation, which killed victims in twenty to thirty days’.12 The Japanese government summarised the damage six months later: 4.7 square miles of Hiroshima were destroyed; 40,653 dwellings were eliminated; 71,379 people were killed or missing; 68,023 were wounded.13
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Nagasaki air raid shelter entrances (Author photo)









The second raid




The Nagasaki mission took place days later when no surrender was forthcoming. It was only just a success: all reports state the aircraft, named Bockscar and piloted by Major Charles W Sweeney, only just made it back to a secondary base after several delays caused by dubious decisions.


Special Mission 16, secondary target: Nagasaki, 9 August 194514
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Sweeney’s account15 seems to be the most truthful of several written after the second raid. He does not embark on histrionic accounting, or attempt to gloss over the many errors in the two attack raids: fairly standard problems in World War II flying, but nevertheless significant. (Tibbets’ book paints a very dismal picture of the second raid, with the B-29 A-squadron commander criticising Sweeney personally.) For example, the photography plane, which was supposed to accompany the Nagasaki mission, failed to make the rendezvous point due to poor navigation, resulting in a significant failure in recording the effects of the second type of weapon; Nagasaki being an implosion type of A-bomb rather than the ‘gun type’ employed on the previous drop.


Casualty figures for Nagasaki vary, but one account cites 23,753 killed and 43,000 wounded.16 The ‘Japanese Council against A and H Bombs’ cites Hiroshima deaths as being 130,000 by the end of 1945, and Nagasaki as 60,000.17 The Hiroshima Peace Memorial carries 140,000 tiles in its underground circular display room, which it cites as being one for each person who died.18


However, the number of people who died in the A-bomb blasts is often given as much higher than that, and indeed is argued to extremes. For example, the ‘Specialists Committee, Japan Council against Atom and Hydrogen Bombs’ gives a figure for Hiroshima of ‘approximately 200,000’ people dying there, and 122,000 in Nagasaki.19 Alternatively, historians Robert Lifton and Greg Mitchell suggest that 100,000 were killed in the Hiroshima attack.20
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Nagasaki, taken 20 minutes after the bombing. (Public domain)
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Nagasaki's hills can be seen beyond the modern streets. The containment of the A-bomb blast meant to a small degree there was some lessening of possible casualties. (Author photo)



The attacks killed various Allied Prisoners Of War scattered around the city. Many, such as Corporal John Long, from Pennsylvania, an air gunner from a downed B-24, are now commemorated at the Memorial in Hiroshima.21 It was the ultimate irony that the weapon that was to save so many of Long’s contemporaries was to kill those whose deaths could not be avoided.
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The B-29 Enola Gay, at the Steven F. Udvar-Hazy Center, a section of the Smithsonian National Air and Space Museum. (USAAF)



Similarly, POWs imprisoned at Nagasaki feature in the displays of the Nagasaki Atomic Bomb Museum. Accounts are featured from Australian soldiers Francis Fitzmaurice, Reginald McConnell, Murray Jobling, Eric Hooper, and Alan Chick.22 Fitzmaurice says in one of the short films in the display: ‘If the Americans had landed in Japan, our fates would have been terrible.’ He goes on to say that: ‘Many more people round here have died if the A-bombs had not been used.’23 It is with this often-controversial argument that this book is concerned.









Conclusion




If wars can be said to have a “satisfactory” conclusion, it was at this point the world could truly say World War II was coming to a halt. It was a faster capitulation than had been experienced in many conflicts, and therefore might well be said to be a better one, for the fatalities quickly petered out. Over time, however, many have disagreed with the means which achieved that end.




CHAPTER TWO










WAS JAPAN GOING TO FIGHT ON?






Resolution, refusal to surrender, and a second bomb


Overview: In this chapter, we discuss the quality of Japanese soldiers, their casualty rates, and casualty ratios as a measure of willingness to fight. We look at the US Strategic Bombing Survey, composed after the war, which argued that Japan would have surrendered, including a rebuttal by Maddox. The second bombing, at Nagasaki, is briefly analysed, and the leaflets dropped after the first are discussed. The construction of underground headquarters is outlined, as is Japanese love of country as a factor in continuing the war.








The situation and the resolve




The Empire lay in ruins, but Japan still fought on.


All across the Pacific, through the shattered islands and countries where the war had raged, the country’s forces fought, stubbornly, proudly, fiercely and capably. Millions of men under arms still took lives every day – thousands from both the Allied forces and from the diminishing yet still formidable Japanese side still struggling against each other.


The Allies had made their determination clear at Potsdam. Japan was to surrender unconditionally. However, the surrender conditions had some leniency. But Potsdam made no difference, and so the atomic weapons were readied.








Potsdam Declaration




Proclamation Defining Terms for Japanese Surrender Issued, at Potsdam, 26 July 1945


1. We – the President of the United States, the President of the National Government of the Republic of China, and the Prime Minister of Great Britain, representing the hundreds of millions of our countrymen, have conferred and agree that Japan shall be given an opportunity to end this war.


2. The prodigious land, sea and air forces of the United States, the British Empire and of China, many times reinforced by their armies and air fleets from the west, are poised to strike the final blows upon Japan. This military power is sustained and inspired by the determination of all the Allied Nations to prosecute the war against Japan until she ceases to resist.


3. The result of the futile and senseless German resistance to the might of the aroused free peoples of the world stands forth in awful clarity as an example to the people of Japan. The might that now converges on Japan is immeasurably greater than that which, when applied to the resisting Nazis, 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 utter devastation of the Japanese homeland.


4. The time has come for Japan to decide whether she will continue to be controlled by those self-willed militaristic advisers whose unintelligent calculations have brought the Empire of Japan to the threshold of annihilation, or whether she will follow the path of reason.


5. Following are our terms. We will not deviate from them. There are no alternatives. We shall brook no delay.


6. There must be eliminated for all time the authority and influence of those who have deceived and misled the people of Japan into embarking on world conquest, for we insist that a new order of peace, security and justice will be impossible until irresponsible militarism is driven from the world.


7. Until such a new order is established and until there is convincing proof that Japan’s war-making power is destroyed, points in Japanese territory to be designated by the Allies shall be occupied to secure the achievement of the basic objectives we are here setting forth.


8. The terms of the Cairo Declaration shall be carried out and Japanese sovereignty shall be limited to the islands of Honshu, Hokkaido, Kyushu, Shikoku and such minor islands as we determine.


9. The Japanese military forces, after being completely disarmed, shall be permitted to return to their homes with the opportunity to lead peaceful and productive lives.


10. 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. The Japanese Government shall remove all obstacles to the revival and strengthening of democratic tendencies among the Japanese people. Freedom of speech, of religion, and of thought, as well as respect for the fundamental human rights shall be established.


11. Japan shall be permitted to maintain such industries as will sustain her economy and permit the exaction of just reparations in kind, but not those which would enable her to re-arm for war. To this end, access to, as distinguished from control of, raw materials shall be permitted. Eventual Japanese participation in world trade relations shall be permitted.


12. The occupying forces of the Allies shall be withdrawn from Japan as soon as these objectives have been accomplished and there has been established in accordance with the freely expressed will of the Japanese people a peacefully inclined and responsible government.


13. We call upon the government of Japan to proclaim now the unconditional surrender of all Japanese armed forces, and to provide proper and adequate assurances of their good faith in such action. The alternative for Japan is prompt and utter destruction.1


But how determined was the Japanese government to fight on? Was it the case the atomic weapons were unnecessary, for they did not have the resolve anyway?


As a measure of resolution, we turn first to the reaction of the Japanese government and people after the detonation of the atomic weapons. The measure of resolution here is shown as an example of how willing Japan was to fight, and therefore we can gain a measure of how resolute the country would have been in the face of a conventional assault.


This resistance to surrender is a measure of how many casualties the Allied forces would have taken as a result. That term – casualties’ -will crop up again and again, and it is necessary to understand its use: generally a description of both dead and wounded. In most wars, and World War II was no exception, it is one killed for four wounded. It is a sobering and necessary thought to realise that this means seriously enough injured to necessitate withdrawal from battle’ — so amputation, loss of a major part of the anatomy, inability to walk, and so on.


After the first bombing, the Supreme War Council of Japan met in Tokyo in an emergency session. Three out of six members wanted to accept the Potsdam Declaration: Premier Suzuki, Foreign Minister Togo, and Navy Minister Yonai. War Minister Anami and his two military heads, Chief of the Army General Staff Umezu and Navy Chief of Staff Toyoda, wanted to hold out and demand three extra terms.2 Nothing was done.


The national Home Service radio sent out a broadcast at 6.00 am the next day, which these days would be labeled as ultimate ‘spin’. It was breathtaking in its audacity:


The enemy, being faced with difficult conditions, is feeling rushed to turn the war into one of short duration. Hence he has begun to use this new type of bomb .... The enemy has been carrying out large-scale propaganda on the effectiveness of this new-type bomb since using these bombs, but as long as we formulate strong steel-like measures to cope with this new type of bomb, it will be possible to keep damage at a minimum.3
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Matsushiro Underground Imperial Headquarters, Nagano (Author photo)









The physical resolve – the Nagano Command Cave System




That the Japanese were ready to keep up the conflict can be seen by their physical preparations. As a measure of their determination, the high command had planned a fallback headquarters. The site was at Nagano, north-west of Tokyo, some 300 kilometres away, in a mountainous area. Enormous tunnels were driven through solid rocky mountains, chosen deliberately for their impervious position and designed to be immune from the B-29 bomber threat.


Designated the Matsushiro Underground Imperial Headquarters, the tunnels would house the Imperial Family, supreme commanders, and a support staff. From here the Japanese would fight on. The Nagano complex is the biggest defence system, but it was by no means the only one. All over the country physical preparation was being made.


Visiting the Nagano tunnel complex today gives some idea of Japanese determination at the time. Although the entrances look like mineshaft openings, once inside, the tunnels go on for kilometres. An enormous complex was planned and although they were still being built when the war ended, enough had been completed so that final finishing and equipping could have been quickly carried out.


Some 6000 Korean workers laboured to produce the headquarters. The history of the complex is hazy: the tunnels were sealed off postwar, and only opened in 1985 by exploring high school students. Debate then ensued as to whether they should remain open, for the use of Korean labour aroused bitter arguments, as it still does today in Japan. It is said that many Koreans died in the work period, from poor treatment and from accidents.4
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Nagasaki modern street. The trams were a feature of the city in WWII. Note one of the surrounding hills in the background, which helped contain the blast. (Author photo)



Hardened and hidden structures were the norm for the everyday command of the forces. Control of the Navy was already carried out through such tunnels in Yokahama, a city south-west of Tokyo.


The Navy tunnels were opened to journalists for the first time in 2015. Located in World War II – and still today – in the Hiyoshi campus of Keio University the grounds that normally swarmed with students were empty of students in the final stages of the war: they had all been drafted into the forces. Like the Nagano complex, the Navy tunnels also used Korean forced labour for their construction. They were opened for use in mid-1944. The Yokahama centre is 30 metres underground and stretches for 2.6 kilometres in length.5


The cities featured strongly constructed air-raid shelters. Generally, these were located in the suburb next to each railway station.6 Where possible, they used natural features for protection, such as overlying hills or mountains. With such civil protection measures, the high command reasoned that the population could be inured to a degree to the B-29s and any lesser measures the Allies could bring to bear.


The Nagasaki bomb was dropped in a similar fashion to the Hiroshima strike, from a B-29 on a city, left largely unattacked, that could be destroyed as a warning of how formidable the new weapons were. Despite a gathering of the storm over the country, no action had been taken to terminate the war. The conflict continued unabated. The Allied bombers kept on raiding and the targets were defended by Japanese assets. Lives continued to be lost. On 8 August, the city of Yawata was attacked by 245 B-29 bombers; four were shot down in the biggest loss of aircraft and crews by the Twentieth Air Force in two months.7


On Thursday 9 August, the USSR entered the conflict. On the same day, the Fat Man mission took off – this time with the second type of nuclear weapon on board. This was an implosion device rather that the gun’ type of weapon; the Trinity test had ascertained that this type of bomb would indeed work, whereas the Little Boy gun bomb had not needed a test. This time the B-29s were not left alone, as had been the case with the Hiroshima attack; they were harassed by fighters and anti-aircraft fire to no effect.8


Even Nagasaki did not necessitate a sudden surrender:


According to both Imperial Tragedy and Behind Japans Surrender, rather than make the admirals want to seek peace, the news from Hiroshima and Nagasaki made them immediately want to isolate all Japanese physicists in the caves in Nagano Prefecture to have them produce atomic bombs’.9


On 10 July [former Ambassador to Japan] Joseph C Grew publicly stated:


We have received no peace offer from the Japanese government through official or unofficial channels. Conversations relating to peace have been reported to this department from various parts of the world but in no case had an approach been made to this government, directly or indirectly, by a person who could speak for the Japanese government, and in no case has an offer of surrender been made.10


The War Minister’s proclamation gives an insight into the determination to fight on: "Even though we may have to eat grass, swallow dirt and lie in the fields, we shall fight on to the bitter end ... surge forward to destroy the arrogant enemy.’11 Meanwhile there was no lessening of the pace of the war. There were 372 carrier sorties flown off Allied carriers during that day, and they were met with strong AA fire.12








The psychological war – Japanese love of Nihon as a factor




The natural Japanese love of their Home Islands was part of the unification of the country. Newspapers praised the resolve of the soldiers and civilians in locations such as Saipan. Headlines described the suicides with enthusiasm: ‘Sacrifice Themselves for the National Exigency Together with the Brave Men,’ and "The Heroic Last Moments of our Fellow Countrymen on Saipan.’13 Such attitudes exemplify the converse of the physical preparation: the psychological resolve.


Suzuki, as Premier of Japan, since 7 April 1945, was seen as a moderate by many, and the war was expected by some to take a different course, but that was not to be. In his first speech to the Japanese parliament, the Diet: "He insisted that unconditional surrender could never be accepted. Japan’s only course, he said, would be to “fight to the very end”.’14 Fear of the consequences of living on past surrender was also thrown into the psychological imperative to fight: the Japanese were told that with the occupation of Japan, [they] would be forced to live the life of slaves’.15


The population as a whole had by now been placed on a war footing. Children laboured to produce war materials as part of their normal day, with school as the compulsory alternative. One boy later wrote:


I was 16 years old at the time ... I was working at the time as a mobilised student, helping to make airplane parts in a temporary factory of the Mitsubishi Electrical Plant set up in the gymnasium at the Nagasaki University Faculty of Economics, a distance of about 2.8 kilometres from the atomic bomb hypocenter.16


For a long time, the Japanese soldier had been conditioned to think of his life as not his own; it was the country’s, exemplified by the Emperor. There was a complete rejection of the concepts of not doing one’s utmost, even to the end. The idea of surrender was not part of the system – let alone of being captured.


For example, the 1941 Field Service Code, issued by General Tojo, explained it bluntly and firmly: ‘Do not live in shame as a prisoner. Die, and leave no ignominious crime behind you.’17


The Japanese pre-invasion patriotic song, ‘One Hundred Million Souls for the Emperor,’ says Sledge, ‘meant just that’. 18 As one line went: ‘The day is near when the 100,000,000 people as one man will be in active resistance to the enemy.’19 Even post the two atomic blasts, the official line was propagated in the newspapers that the country would, and could, continue the war:


The newspaper that same day had carried a story with the headline: ‘No reason to fear new style bomb’ and went on to review the new style countermeasures against the atomic bomb that had first been made public on 11 August.20


Hiroshima and Nagasaki were no obstacle to the steadfast orderliness of Japanese people to continue the processes of running the country. Soldier Toyofumi Ogura simply reported to his temporary job, while on leave in Hiroshima, as the supervisor of a student work group who were making hand grenades: they continued their task, even on the outskirts of a city that had seen massive destruction.21


Even two atomic bomb attacks were not enough to defeat the will of the Japanese people to the extent they clamored for surrender. Then again, they did not know of the full extent of the war casualties, and never had, not knowing for example of the close to 100,000 people who died in one night in the firestorm raids on Tokyo. One of the residents of Nagasaki later wrote:


Even after all of this, we continued to believe that Japan was winning the war, and that, for the sake of the country, we must continue struggling. A few days later, enemy planes scattered leaflets over the city. Although I do not remember clearly, these said something like ‘Japan is defeated, and the emperor has surrendered.’ We scoffed at this information, calling it lies, but on 15 August (another day I shall never forget) we learnt that the war was over and Japan had been defeated.22


That such massive casualties could be inflicted and the population remain resolute is hard to understand today. But then there were no instant communications. The news was carried by newspaper, and they were vigorously controlled by the Japanese government. Telephones were not commonplace instruments in every home.


Conversations with families and friends who were far away were mostly by letter, and therefore communication back and forth could take weeks. And if it turned out that a home had been burnt down or bombed – well, the country was at war, and such things happened in wartime. That it would happen to hundreds of thousands of people within a city was incomprehensible: you were seeing one piece of a puzzle without comprehending that many other pieces told the same story of death and destruction.


In any event, the Chief Cabinet Secretary commented on Premier Suzuki’s position that:


The Army was determined to continue the war. Therefore if anyone had said ‘end the war’ he might have been arrested by the military police. Things were like that then.... If Premier


Suzuki had mentioned a cease fire at that time, the Army would not have co-operated with his Cabinet.23


Some of this was the ‘Bushido’ code, encapsulating that ‘no retreat, no surrender, and an eagerness to die in defence of the homeland’.24 Wilson Miscamble summed it up as: ‘Indeed, members of the Japanese military appeared to relish the opportunity to punish American invaders who dared to intrude on their Home Islands.’25 And indeed they had much reason to believe they could not be conquered.


The Japanese infantry in general in World War II were excellent fighters, determined and efficient, and extremely bloodthirsty. One study of them concluded that ‘Japanese soldiers from the highest to the lowest are thoroughly imbued with the spirit of offence, in which they tend to see the solution of all problems.’26 British General, William Slim, thought ‘there can be no question of the supreme courage and hardihood of the Japanese soldiers .... I know of no army that could have equaled them’.27


A US Marine report assessed the Japanese as ‘well trained and disciplined army troops of exceptionally high morale and splendid physical condition’.28 Any illusions about their abilities and temerity were swept away after a few days of combat. On Okinawa, where the US Marines took extremely heavy casualties to take the island, one platoon leader told new green replacements in no uncertain manner about the calibre of the enemy they faced:


Pointing his pistol at these bewildered lambs, he concluded, And if I hear any bullshit about the Japs being lousy fighters, I’ll shoot you. If one of you motherfuckers says they can’t shoot straight, I’ll put a bullet between your fuckin’ eyes before they do.’29


Bob Neiman, the Executive Officer of the 1st Tank Battalion of the US Marine Corps, thought of the Japanese as ‘tenacious, among the finest fighters in the world, next to the Marine Corps ... well trained, well disciplined, with little regard for their own lives.’30 Japanese determination was usually extremely strong, with the infantry holding their positions in the face of odds, which would have broken the hearts of many Westerners.


One account from a Japanese soldier describes advancing to the Allied positions at night in an effort not to take the ground – the Japanese unit was not strong enough for that – but to get the enemy to retreat enough so that the ammunition, food and equipment they left behind could be taken by the Japanese for their own use. Then they would go back to their own positions, to fight and die for another day. Those who could not contribute through wounds were apologetic:


If he were heavily injured he would regret overtaxing his mates. Those men passed away saying, ‘Excuse me. I regret dying.’ They died apologising and weeping. The battlefield takes the life of such brave men, and there is no way of helping them. We were short of food, but most distressing was that we did not have bullets. Still, we did not give up .... 31




Morale on the battlefield, even if it was not full of enthusiasm when things became hard, was always one of simply trying harder in the face of adversity. The life of a soldier was the property of the Emperor, and it was duty to die for him if necessary. And die they did. Frank notes the extreme rate of casualties:






	Place

	Fatality rate among troops32





	Tarawa

	99.7%





	Makin

	99.6%





	Roi-Namur

	98.5%





	Kwaj alein

	98.4%





	Saipan

	97%









What became known as the ‘Saipan ratio’ emerged from a paper originating from the Joint Chiefs of Staff:


In our Saipan operation it cost approximately one American killed and several wounded to exterminate one Japanese soldier. On this basis it might cost us half a million American lives lost and many times that number in wounded to exterminate the Japanese ground forces that conceivably could be employed against us in the Home Islands.33






There was certainly a willingness in the senior command to continue to spend Japanese lives. War Minister Korechika Anami demanded that the Japanese must fight a last, glorious battle to defend their homeland. Almost at the same time the Fat Man bomb descended on Nagasaki, he was asking colleagues, ‘Who can be 100 percent sure of defeat?’ His colleagues were just as adamant. ‘The generals of Japan – a nation that had never known defeat – vowed to fight on, and War Minister Anami blocked all suggestions of surrender.’34


This was despite a steadily growing shortage of crucial war material and food for the general population. Frank Richard in Downfall analyses Japan’s industrial capacity succinctly. He charts their new ability to use oil supplies from their conquered territories of South-East Asia, but also their inability to transport raw crude oil back to refineries. Eventually, the capture of the Philippines by the Allies cut off the area from Japan, and ‘No tanker reached Japan after March 1945.’


Further, aerial mining was crippling the ability of freighters and tankers to move, as was a highly aggressive and successful campaign by American submarines. Labour forces within the Home Islands themselves were being severely hampered simply by hunger, with food supplies becoming more and more depleted. However, in the end, Richard concludes:


It might appear obvious in hindsight that Japan’s leaders should have recognised the impossibility of continuing a modern war of attrition and that the clear course was to surrender. The reality, however, is that they chose a different path.35


The much criticised US Strategic Bombing Survey, written soon after the end of the war, concluded that ‘certainly prior to 31 December 1945, in all probability prior to 1 November 1945, Japan would have surrendered even if the atomic bomb had not been dropped.... ’36










Robert Maddox contends this was not true:


Some writers have argued that the cumulative effects of battlefield defeats, conventional bombing, and naval blockade already had defeated Japan. Even without extending assurances about the Emperor, all the United States had to do was wait. The most frequently cited basis for this contention is the United States Strategic Bombing Survey, published in 1946, which stated that Japan would have surrendered by 1 November even if the atomic bombs had not been dropped, even if Russia had not entered the war, and even if no invasion had been planned or contemplated’.37


He goes on to contend that ‘Recent scholarship by the historian Robert P Newman and others has demonstrated that the survey was “cooked” by those who prepared it to arrive at such a conclusion.’38


A final word on resolve to fight can be noted by the non-acceptance of the Emperor’s message by many in the armed services to lay down their arms. Fighter pilot Yasuo Kuwahara, who had already been notified that he would become a kamikaze pilot, later wrote:


I saw the stricken faces, expressions of growing relief on some, of anger on others. Then, suddenly, one of the Kichigai leaped to his feet with a strangled cry. ‘Those rotten Americans! May God destroy them! Revenge! Revenge! Are we mere feeble women? Let us strike now, this very moment – before it’s too late! We are expendable!’


‘We are expendable!’ rose the cry. A score of men arose and would have rushed to their planes had not the commander intervened.39


On 15 August, days after the two atomic detonations, a Judy bomber managed to make it into the heart of the Allied fleet and drop two bombs near the carrier Indefatigable, before being shot down. Two more attacks were defeated that afternoon.40


On the same day, a dogfight between American and Japanese fighters near Tokyo saw four of the former and ten of the latter shot down. Martin Gilbert points out that on the southern coast of Burma "several hundred Japanese’ died in fighting through September against the British.41 Such fighting was continued, not out of disobedience but by acceptance of the explanation that the Emperor had been betrayed, and it was now the duty of all patriotic Japanese to fight on.


It is another measure of a most formidable enemy.
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Little Boy lifesize replica bomb. Nagasaki Atomic Bomb Museum, 2015. (Author photo)


People were still fighting and dying. But cooler heads were prevailing. Marquis Koichi Kido, adviser to the Emperor in 1945, later wrote: ‘The presence of the atomic bomb made it easier for us politicians to negotiate peace. Even then the military would not listen to reason.’42 






A second meeting – of ten-hours duration – followed, and then a meeting with the Emperor where the same deadlock was presented. He listened to both sides, and then made a decision for unconditional surrender.








Conclusion




We have seen the Japanese determination to fight to the end. We have seen that they were capable of fighting and dying in enormous numbers. They did not have a countrywide realisation of what was happening to them. The concept of ‘one bomb, one city from an aircraft they were unable to stop was largely unknown to the population as a whole.


We have no evidence to show that the Japanese were on the cusp of a revolution. It took their Emperor – regarded as ‘divine’- to stop them, and even that command was almost negated.


This early chapter is merely an introduction to such background, so we shall explore further.




CHAPTER THREE










WAS JAPAN GOING TO FIGHT ON?






Rebellion


Overview: In this chapter, we see that the decision to surrender was not easy to make. In fact, it was countered by a revolution within the senior commanders. This is of interest to our central argument as an indication of how fiercely the Japanese would have fought if a conventional invasion had been put into place. Even as the rebellion failed, and the Emperor broadcast the nation the instruction to surrender, there was widespread resistance to the idea that the country was giving in.



The rebellions that took place after the atomic bombs had devastated two of Japan’s most important cities are testimony to the determination and ferocity with which the nation’s military caste pursued their aim. It is indicative of the perseverance with which – despite the likely use of tactical nuclear weapons in any Allied invasion – the military and militia, and conscripted civilians would have defended the Home Islands.


Even before the first weapon had struck Hiroshima, the nation was being bombarded with Allied-psychological warfare. Millions of leaflets were dropped; and every 15 minutes, foreign radio broadcasted exhortations to surrender. However, from a modern perspective, communications were poor. There was no television or Internet in Japanese homes: the former was in its infancy in the West, and the latter was not even dreamt of in science fiction. Computers were confined to ballistic calculations for big artillery pieces, or the deciphering of cryptology. Newspapers were the main form of communication; however, in paper-starved Japan, the former broadsheets – which circulated widely – were reduced to a shadow of their former self.
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A group of Home Defence officials pictured at a drill, with two gas mask wearing participants in the foreground. (USAAF).


But generally speaking no one in the population of 72 million was unaware that Japan was hard-pressed, and if not expanding, then was not capably defending itself against the Allied onslaught. Defeat had followed defeat since the Battle of Midway in 1942. Initial success had been followed by an attempt to consolidate the gains, but the far-flung borders of the Empire had been slowly pushed back.


Initially, Japan had taken all of South-East Asia and had even struck at Australia to keep it from being used as an American base and to nullify its efforts to take New Guinea, and confine the Americans to fighting from their own continent. That had failed, with a check in the Battle of the Coral Sea followed by defeat in the Battle of Midway.


Island fortresses were steadily taken by the Allies: Tarawa, Guam, Peleliu, Iwo Jima, Saipan, and even Okinawa, only 640 kilometres from the Home Islands, had fallen at enormous cost in Japanese lives and resources. Okinawa was the closest island base available to the southern invaders constituting the Allied fleets. With the island in Allied hands its airfields were available to the bombers, which now had the capacity to steadily deliver raid after raid against shattered Japanese fighter protection and anti-aircraft guns.
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A Japanese officer surrenders his sword to a British lieutenant in a ceremony in Saigon. (Public domain)


Across the nation there was knowledge that Japan was now fighting with its back against the wall. Baron Suzuki Kantaro had taken office as Prime Minister in mid-1945, replacing the ineffective Kuniaki Koiso, who had governed for less than a year; Koiso had replaced the militaristic Hideki Tojo. Some saw the new leader as a more effective bringer of peace, but he was forced by the army to promise that his government would continue the war “to the bitter end’”.1


The nation’s sword was still raised and there was energy left for strike after strike. Even as discussion circled the dangerous subject of surrender there was an animated argument against any form of surrender from many prominent people and organisations.


Even as the Potsdam Declaration was discussed and surrender was seen as a possibility, there was talk of resisting, even if it came as a "divine’ command.


The logic of this was curious. Given that the Emperor was considered "divine’, how could it be that his opinion was wrong?


Those who began to talk of further resistance took a devious path. Following the Hiroshima raid, at around eight o’clock on a Monday morning, the news of the attack slowly began to intensify in the national capital. It is, however, essential to understand that the mindset within the government was qualified by the fact that they had already seen such destruction at close hand months earlier. The March 1945 attack on Tokyo by Curtis le May’s firebombing raid had in fact killed more and devastated as much geographically as did Hiroshima. Japanese Foreign Office member Toshikazu Kase noted that:


One hundred and fifty B-29s subjected Tokyo to a mass raid by night, concentrating on the most densely populated districts. Within a few hours 300,000 houses went up in flames and a million persons were rendered homeless overnight. One hundred thousand charred and mutilated corpses were strewn amidst the smoking ruins.2
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