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BECAUSE THIS BOOK is intended for a general English readership, I have not applied diacritical marks to Japanese words. However, I have followed the Japanese custom of placing surnames before first names. Taking Okawa Shumei as an example: Okawa is the family name, and Shumei the given name. Any exceptions are noted.



Chapter 1
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The Slap Heard Round the World

Class-A war criminal—Adjudged insane—Suspected insanity was feigned.

—Personality file on Okawa Shumei, Records of the CIA, July 25, 1958

OKAWA SHUMEI ARRIVED at the arraignment looking every bit the madman. It was May 3, 1946. The bus from Sugamo Prison dropped off the defendants at half past eight in the morning. Okawa entered the courtroom wearing traditional Japanese geta, or wooden clogs, and a wrinkled light blue shirt that looked like a pajama top. He took his place at the center-back of the two-row prisoner dock that faced the international panel of judges. In front of him was Tojo Hideki, the former general recognized the world over for his flat bald head and round spectacles, who wore a bush jacket and the sober expression of a man resigned to his execution. Of all the defendants, only Okawa lacked the sharp formality the occasion demanded. The goofy sight of him in that loose pajama top gave the impression of a sleepwalker having wandered into a funeral, or a clown into a church.

Most people knew the International Military Tribunal for the Far East as the “Tokyo trial.” Some called it “Japan’s Nuremberg.” By any name, its purpose was to draw a legal and moral curtain on Imperial Japan the way Nuremberg was, at that very moment, drawing one on Nazi Germany. To that end, the Allies had indicted twenty-eight Japanese considered most responsible for their country’s aggression during World War II. Tojo, who’d been prime minister when Japan attacked Pearl Harbor in December of 1941, was the star defendant. Joining him was a collection of leaders that included three more former premiers, a number of generals and admirals and war and navy ministers, an assortment of other cabinet members, a pair of ambassadors, and a chief advisor to the emperor. The indictment for the Tokyo trial referred to this alleged crowd of agitators as a “criminal militaristic clique.”

Pajamas aside, Okawa Shumei seemed a bit out of place inside this circle of influence. (His name is pronounced Oh-ka-wa Shoe-meh, with meh taking a small verbal step toward may.) He was the lone civilian on trial; he’d neither held political office nor been in the military. At the same time, certain members of the Allied prosecution team considered him the stitching that held together the entire pattern of Japanese imperialism they were trying to prove. One attorney for the prosecution described Okawa as “the sparkplug that kept the whole conspiracy alive and going over the whole period covered in the indictment.” Shortly before the Tokyo trial began, an intelligence officer who’d been stationed in Japan said he’d rather see Okawa indicted than even Tojo himself. “He was really the heart of it,” the officer said. Okawa was viewed as the brain trust of Japanese militarism—the mind that directed the country’s might.

The courthouse was in the neighborhood of Ichigaya, a high point overlooking the bombed-out ruins of Tokyo. During the war the three-story building had been a headquarters for the Japanese Army; it even had the slight look of a pillbox. Workers had toiled for months to prepare the venue for the trial. They’d lined the main hall with wood paneling and installed bright lighting. They’d built a booth for interpreters, perched on a balcony, and enclosed it in glass. They’d set down a thousand seats and wired each one into a three-channel translation system so the audience could follow in English, Japanese, or Russian as their ears preferred. At about a quarter past eleven on May 3, 1946, the wooden doors closed and a gentle bell announced the start of the proceedings. Perhaps to nudge the Tokyo trial out of the shadows of Nuremberg and into the klieg lights, Chief Justice William Webb opened by saying there’d been “no more important criminal trial in all history.”

The morning session adjourned to await the late arrival of two defendants. At half past two, the court reconvened for a full reading of the indictment. A small unit of police in white helmets were positioned around the courtroom perimeter; their helmetless commander, Colonel Aubrey Kenworthy, stood directly behind the prisoner dock. As the clerk recited every word of the fifty-five charges, Okawa Shumei grew restless. He squirmed in his chair and released occasional chirps of gibberish. He bothered the defendant to his right, Matsui Iwane, commander of the Japanese troops who’d committed grave atrocities in Nanking, and the one to his left, Hiranuma Kiichiro, a former prime minister. He unbuttoned his pajama shirt, exposing his thin chest, and flapped a loose piece of garment that had slipped off his shoulder. He clasped his hands together, as if in prayer, then split them apart.

Around 3:30, as the clerk reached count 22 of the indictment, Okawa rose halfway in his seat. Wearing what some reporters later called a “cunning grin,” he extended his long arm forward with an open palm and slapped the top of Tojo Hideki’s bald head. The startled general looked up from his copy of the indictment and turned back to see Colonel Kenworthy restraining Okawa by his gangly shoulder. When Justice Webb announced a fifteen-minute recess, a newsreel man approached Tojo for a photograph. Just then Okawa freed himself from Kenworthy’s grasp, rose up under the newsreel camera’s eye, and slapped the head of Tojo again.

The courtroom erupted in a symphony of murmur. Justice Webb shouted for order. Some people later said they heard Okawa blurt nonsense as the helmeted police dragged him away. Others said they heard him shout a clear message above the clamor—“This is act one of the comedy!”—as if in protest of a trial he considered an elaborately staged farce. Recalling this moment a few years later, he said he’d felt annoyed that the audience had mistaken the show trial for an honorable one, and got the sudden urge to slap Tojo as a way of shattering the court’s ridiculous solemnity.

When the court reconvened that day, however, Okawa didn’t look the least bit capable of such calculated defiance. He sat barefoot in a chair pulled back from Tojo and the rest of the defendants. A coat had been draped over the pajama shirt that sagged atop his scrawny frame. He sobbed into a handkerchief throughout the rest of the afternoon session. It was such a sorry display that Colonel Kenworthy felt compelled to pat Okawa on the back now and then, There, there, in the universal gesture of pity.

The next morning Justice Webb ordered Okawa to undergo a psychiatric examination. Webb then removed him from the dock so the reading of the indictment could proceed without further interruption. In the anteroom Okawa delighted reporters with behavior that seemed alternately deranged and deliberate. He demonstrated his slapping technique on a public relations man from Ohio, then said he’d wanted to kill Tojo for the good of his country. He said (in perfect English) that he didn’t like the United States because it was “democrazy,” then added that he was good friends with Happy Chandler, the commissioner of Major League Baseball. He said he hadn’t eaten in seventy-two days and had discovered a way to get nourishment from the air, then demanded a cigarette.

The newspapers found Okawa irresistibly quotable and devoted considerable space to his antics. Only a few printed the names of the two psychiatrists who would examine him for the Tokyo trial. For the defense, a Japanese man named Dr. Uchimura. For the prosecution, a “Brooklyn Man,” as the New York Sun called him, named Major Daniel S. Jaffe.
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IN MAY OF 1946 my grandfather was not, strictly speaking, a Brooklyn man. Daniel Jaffe had been born a Brooklyn baby in 1914, and raised a Brooklyn boy until he left home for medical school in 1934, but during his commission as a medical officer in the United States Army his official residence made him a man of Washington, D.C. At the time of his enlistment, in October of 1942, he was in the middle of a psychiatric residency at St. Elizabeth’s Hospital. He stood just under five foot six with dark, bushy eyebrows, a somewhat pointy nose to balance somewhat pointy ears, and a thin, well-swept mustache that kept him from looking boyish.

My grandfather hadn’t seen a great deal of combat action in World War II, but he had covered a great deal of distance. He began his service as a psychiatrist at Stark General Hospital in South Carolina, and a few months later was transferred to perform the same role at Valley Forge General Hospital in Pennsylvania. In late 1943 he joined the medical battalion of the 97th Infantry Division on maneuvers in Louisiana, then took amphibious training in camps up and down the California coast. He’d accepted the fate of a dangerous landing in the Pacific when the heavy losses suffered during the Battle of the Bulge required reinforcements in Europe. So the 97th raced across the country to New York and sailed the Atlantic into a French port. They chased the Germans through the valley of the Ruhr River into Czechoslovakia, and fired the theater’s official last shot. After VE Day the division returned immediately to New York, rendezvoused at Fort Bragg in North Carolina, and crossed the country again, this time for Fort Lawton in Washington State, where they embarked for the Pacific island combat they’d been expecting from the very start. When the Japanese surrender became official en route, they went to Tokyo for occupation duty instead. Altogether the 97th was considered the most traveled division in the Army, covering some thirty-five thousand miles of land and sea.

By the time he got home from the war, in 1946, my grandfather didn’t want to talk about it. Now, my grandfather wasn’t the speaking type. It was his defining characteristic, his not being the speaking type. But even if he had been the speaking type, he’d earned the right not to speak of the war again, and for the rest of his days he rarely did.

This restraint was unfortunate because, as I later learned, his role in the military was quite special. He was a division neuropsychiatrist, a position held by fewer than a hundred soldiers in a wartime army that numbered in the millions. At the start of the war, the American military believed it could screen out mental weakness during enlistment. After two years of brutal conflict, with psychiatric casualties remarkably high, officials came to terms with the fact that all men, pushed hard enough in combat, had a psychological breaking point. So in November of 1943, the Army arranged for a single psychiatrist to join each division in action. They were responsible for the mental health of troops over the full course of service—from morale during training camps to treatment on the front lines. The lone protectors of the mind, helmets aside, for every fifteen thousand active soldiers.

During combat the division psychiatrist cared for mental casualties in the medical battalion’s clearing company, a makeshift treatment center situated a few miles from the front lines. His primary task was to relieve “combat fatigue,” the updated term for what during World War I had been called “shell shock”—that moment, by any name, when the sound of artillery and the sight of shrapnel and the taste of smoke and the smell of blood and the memory of all that matters formed a sensory signal that scrambled a young man’s nerves. When ignored, combat fatigue was extremely debilitating and often required evacuation to a general hospital back in the United States. But when treated quickly near the battlefield, with a heavy dose of sedatives and reassurance, recovery rates were high in World War II, and many soldiers returned to action within days.

In March of 1946 the Army dissolved the 97th Infantry. While many of its members drifted back across the Pacific toward home, my grandfather stayed on at the 361st Station Hospital in occupied Tokyo to serve as chief of neuropsychiatry. He remained there through the spring with little to do but treat the rampant venereal disease one might expect from young men with lots of free time half a world from home. When his repeated efforts to obtain a discharge failed, he struggled with bouts of desperation and developed an unhealthy resentment toward the Army for keeping him away from his young family and his future. He’d begun to have nightmares of being stranded in Japan forever when the order arrived to determine whether Okawa Shumei was capable of standing trial.
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OKAWA SHUMEI’S CURIOUS outburst at the Tokyo trial made headlines around the world. An Associated Press account of the incident that “startled the court” ran in major papers across the United States. Time magazine wrote that the trial had opened with “the flavor of Gilbert & Sullivan.” One correspondent wondered if years from now people would recall anything about the opening of the historic trial other than the slapping of Tojo Hideki. The Washington Post ran four news-reel shots in sequence under the title “Shumei Okawa’s Big Moment.”1 In the first image Okawa raises his hand in Tojo’s direction. In the second he completes the slap just as Colonel Kenworthy grabs his collar. In the third Tojo turns toward Okawa and manages a weak grin. In the fourth Okawa sits with his shoulders subdued by Kenworthy, staring blankly into the distance.

At the time of the trial Okawa was half a year shy of age sixty. He was taller than most Japanese, standing roughly six feet, and pencil thin and frail. He once likened his own lanky figure to “a jerry-built shack.” He normally had an aristocratic taste for clothing and presented his awkward frame with a professorial dignity. At the same time, his teeth were crooked and his ears big and his face narrow and gaunt, and it’s easy to see why an American once described him as “decidedly unattractive.” His facial features in particular struck his own countrymen as something vaguely other than Japanese. His dark eyes, covered by thick lenses set in perfectly circular frames, could just as soon seem wild as wise.

Whatever Okawa lacked in looks he more than recovered in neurons. From an early age he’d written heady books at a prolific pace on a stunning breadth of topics. He completed an exhaustive analysis of Western colonialism, a survey of twenty-six hundred years of Japanese history, and a translation of the Koran. He once wrote a six-hundred-page autobiography and, feeling satisfied with the personal insights he’d drawn, promptly destroyed the whole thing. He was as conversant in Kant and Plato as in Confucius and Mencius, and he had at least eight languages, from English to Sanskrit. When he wasn’t writing books he was lecturing as a professor. When he wasn’t doing either of those things he was working as an economic research analyst at one of Japan’s most important think tanks. When he wasn’t doing any of those things he was organizing radical activist groups to see that his ideas achieved some tangible impact on Japanese society.

For years and years they did. In the mid- to late 1920s Okawa’s books and speeches urged Japan to unite East Asia and challenge Western global hegemony, an effort that prepared the Japanese people “psychologically” for war in the eyes of his Tokyo trial accusers. In the early 1930s he funded an uprising that resulted in the assassination of a prime minister and, according to some historians, signified the moment when Japan’s aspiring democracy effectively ceded control to the military. In late 1941, days after Pearl Harbor, he broadcast a popular series of radio lectures that outlined the history of Western political aggression and reminded listeners of a prophecy he’d once made: that Japan and the United States would meet in a “life-and-death struggle” for world order, and that Japan would win.

His exceptional intelligence came fused with a quick temper—a sort of enlightened explosiveness that inspired descriptions of him as an “intellectual malcontent” or “brilliant madman.” One contemporary said Okawa had too much education to be a patriot but was too hot-blooded to be a scholar. He was imprisoned twice. He coveted close ties with the military and closer ties with geisha; he even married one. He’s been called the “Goebbels of Japan” for his ideological convictions and an “Oriental Don Quixote” for his peculiar antics. “His character is by nature fastidious and methodical, nervous and passionate,” a psychiatrist once wrote. Alcohol turned his passions against his methods: he became rude, talkative, irritable—a very bad drunk. The proprietor of his favorite geisha house once said he almost became a different person when intoxicated, like a Japanese Jekyll and Hyde, and that in this state it wasn’t unusual for him to hit another man on the head.

A few days after Okawa’s latest, far more infamous head slap, my grandfather examined him at the 361st Station Hospital in Tokyo. By that point Okawa’s great mind seemed a shadow of its former strength. My grandfather recommended that Okawa be removed from the Tokyo trial on the grounds that he was “unable to distinguish right from wrong, and incapable of testifying in his own defense.” Dr. Uchimura independently concurred, and Okawa was transferred from Sugamo Prison to Tokyo University Hospital and later to Matsuzawa Hospital for the Insane. The Allies hoped he’d recover his faculties there, and when the trial lingered into 1947, Justice Webb ordered a new examination. Once again Dr. Uchimura found Okawa incompetent, but this time a new pair of American psychiatrists—my grandfather had since been sent home—believed he could reasonably stand trial.

By this point everyone was tired of the Tokyo trial and longed for it to end. Justice Webb responded to the conflicting reports by dismissing Okawa from the proceedings, though he left the door open for a future indictment on the same charges. That legal purgatory ended in late 1948, just after the trial’s drawn-out conclusion, when Okawa’s case was dismissed. The decision confused some Japanese, who told American reporters that Okawa was an “ideological instigator” and thus among “the biggest criminals of all.”

On December 23, 1948, Tojo and six other defendants were hanged on the gallows outside Sugamo Prison. The rest, with the exception of two who hadn’t survived the lengthy legal process, began prison sentences that ranged from seven years to life. A week later Okawa left the hospital for his peaceful home just southwest of Tokyo, having completely recovered his senses. An Associated Press report from the time called him “the only one of the top twenty-eight Japanese war trial defendants to go free.”

If Okawa had remained on trial, there is little doubt he would have received a harsh sentence. His perceived counterpart at Nuremberg, the ideologue Alfred Rosenberg, was hanged. During the Tokyo trial some of the Western correspondents kept an informal scorecard of the proceedings in the pressroom. They thought the evidence supporting the early phase of Japan’s alleged conspiracy weighed most heavily on ten of the accused. Of these, ultimately five were put to death and four received life in prison.

The tenth was Okawa Shumei.
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MY GRANDFATHER’S SILENCE on the subject of his military service took no one who knew him by surprise. He was nothing if not quiet by nature. As a young boy he spoke so seldom that a casual remark made once before dinner caused his mother to stop everything she was doing in the kitchen and exclaim, “Well, what do you know, the boy’s got a tongue!” He entered an Eagle Scout honor society after refraining from speech for twenty-four hours; it was the type of test designed to strain the willpower of the adolescent male, but for my grandfather it was like being asked to tie a shoe. As an adult he cultivated the wordless hobbies: fishing and photographs (he built his own darkroom), landscaping and nature watching (he kept a field guide to birds in the kitchen), chess and classical music and martinis (the latter taken every night at 6:00 p.m. sharp). After movies he offered a strict three-word review (The Manchurian Candidate: “country versus individualism”).

He was so good at not talking he made a career of it, which is to say he became a psychoanalyst. He was like some emotional jazz virtuoso: you had to listen to the things he didn’t say to get the full meaning of the things he did. In his later years his favorite saying, borrowed from Twain, was that it’s better to keep your mouth shut and be thought a fool than to open it and remove all doubt.

In exchange for reserving his powers of speech, nature endowed him with an enormously retentive mind. He memorized an elaborate mnemonic for the American presidents that began, “When a jealous man makes apple jam,” for Washington (when) through Jackson (jam). So if you found yourself in his company and curious about the country’s fifteenth leader, he would recite the jealous man’s tale until he reached the part about the French pie baker, then deliver the name of James Buchanan. If during a delicious dessert he heard you call the dish something dreams are made of, you received a full recitation of Prospero’s speech toward the end of The Tempest. He once corrected my grandmother, during a story about a gift given fifty years earlier, to say that it hadn’t just been any old recording of Tchaikovsky, but the composer’s Manfred Symphony. He could identify a tree upon seeing its leaf and a bird upon hearing its song, and if he saw the bird before he heard it, he would whistle its call. If he were alive today he’d be an iPhone app.

Whatever people mean when they talk about a photographic memory, he had something like it. A cousin of mine once recalled the time he was in our grandfather’s library and took a book at random off the shelf. Grandpa Dan issued the book some general praise without so much as a glance up from Masterpiece Theatre. My cousin was always something of a benevolent rascal, though. As if challenging the statement, he announced an arbitrary page number. A beat later Grandpa Dan was reciting a sentence as if he were holding the book himself. He punctuated this display with a smug grin and returned to his program. “I wish I could have seen my face,” my cousin said. Even if the story is semi-apocryphal—my cousin remains a rascal—the fact that no one would doubt it speaks to the larger truth about my grandfather. He had a mind that worked overtime and a mouth that was underemployed. It was a mental system built for storage: he took a lot in and, except for the occasional slip of insight or wit, let very little out.

If anything, his natural reticence seems to have intensified after he returned from Japan in 1946. “It’s not that he was noisy before,” his little sister, my great-aunt, told me once. “But after the war he became very quiet.” He wrote my grandmother every day while in the service. It was a collection of letters she once called her “complete accounting of the war.” For forty years she kept them stored in the attic. Then one day, as they prepared to leave the house they’d lived in most of their married lives, he discovered the letters and demanded their destruction. He’d evidently seen some serious things in war and felt no need to shine a light on the darkest corners of a vault he kept shut even for the nonserious nonwar things. Despite my grandmother’s protests, that was that.

We’ll never know just what was in those letters, but toward the end of his life my grandfather finally broke the silence about his wartime experiences in the form of a manuscript he called “Memoirs of a Combat Psychiatrist.” The work reflects the strength of his remote memory, which remained largely intact even as the Alzheimer’s overwhelmed his final few years. Once, shortly before he died, my aunt asked him what he had eaten for lunch that day. He couldn’t answer her, but the question reminded him of an anecdote from decades earlier, which he proceeded to tell with great clarity.

“Dad, how come you can remember something from fifty years ago but not what you had for lunch today?” my aunt asked.

“If you really want to know what I had for lunch today,” he replied, “then ask me in fifty years.”

While the objective facts in his manuscript are reliable, the memoir as a whole is light on personal revelations. Whatever psychological security guard told my grandfather to destroy those wartime letters was moonlighting as copy editor of “Memoirs of a Combat Psychiatrist.” Like many veterans I’ve met, my grandfather just didn’t consider anything he’d done during the war worthy of elaboration. He’d constructed a flat version of events that occurred outside the emotional context of the people who performed them. It’s an approach that might as well be styled on trench warfare: the mind momentarily exposes itself to the fight while the heart stays protected below.

The exception to this rule was the forceful medical argument he offered in support of his conclusion about the insanity of Okawa Shumei. In that part of his memoirs, more than any other, he seemed willing to exchange detachment for passion. The reason for this rare effusiveness was that not everyone who’d followed the Tokyo trial agreed with his evaluation. At some point in the late 1990s, as he was preparing his memoirs, my grandfather came across a two-volume, 1,600-page tome on imperial Japan written by a former Time magazine reporter named David Bergamini. The book attracted international attention for its unconventional claim that Emperor Hirohito deserved the bulk of the blame for Japan’s actions. (It even had a gushing introduction from Justice Webb of the Tokyo trial.) My grandfather didn’t read the book for its contrarian position. He cared more for the doubt it cast on his psychiatric assessment of Okawa Shumei. The author believed Okawa had orchestrated both his courtroom outburst and the bizarre behavior that followed it—that his insanity, in a word, had been a hoax.

My grandfather had fulfilled his own Twainian mantra in a way he’d never intended: for years he’d kept his mouth shut about his military service, and now he was being thought a fool.
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I NEVER ASKED my grandfather about his examination of Okawa Shumei—a bit too afraid to offend his wisdom, a bit too certain there would always be another chance—but shortly after he died, propelled perhaps by guilt, I took a borderline unhealthy interest in it. In the course of some regular research trips to the National Archives, I blocked out pieces of time to look through the research guides of the records on World War II. Eventually I located some intelligence files on Okawa that had been opened to unrestricted review. Whatever American documents remained classified in the years following the Tokyo trial were released to researchers in 2000 by the Japanese Imperial Government Disclosure Act. So on a warm spring day, back in 2009, I set out to discover that vulnerable part of my grandfather’s history available to anyone in the general public.

The main repository of World War II records is the campus of the National Archives located near College Park, Maryland, just off the Washington beltway. It’s known as Archives II in deference to the original repository in the city. Archives II is a clean, bright, modern place—not the dark, dusty catacombs one often associates with historical research. As inviting as the facility itself may be, accessing its records is a labyrinthine affair that feels designed to test the very limits of human patience. The first thing you must do when you arrive is announce your business to a security guard standing outside the parking deck. A sign commands you to remain a certain distance back from the driver who’s currently announcing his business until it’s your turn to approach and announce your business. If you creep past the sign while the car ahead is still announcing itself, the security guard flashes an irritated palm and a threatening face. If you stay too far back of the sign and the car ahead of you finishes announcing, then you get a rapid wave to indicate you’re holding up the line.

Once inside Archives II, visitors must run their items through a security belt and present their researcher’s card. Those without a card must complete a computerized research etiquette primer then pose for a photograph. Electronic equipment—document scanners, digital cameras, computers, and the like—must conform to accepted standards and be registered by serial number with the front desk. Items forbidden in the research room, from coats to pens to personal notebooks, must be stored in the locker room in the basement. If you don’t have a quarter for the locker you first have to stop at the change desk; if you don’t have bills to make change you first have to stop at the ATM. At this point, to reach the actual research room, you must pass through a second security line. Here a guard swipes your researcher’s card and asks you to recite the serial numbers of your equipment while confirming them against the paper registration you received at the front desk. If you have a laptop you must flip it open to show you aren’t concealing loose sheets of paper between the monitor and the keyboard. Loose sheets of paper must be precertified with a red stamp signed by an archives official and carried unconcealed.

At the back of the main research area is a small room filled with rows and rows of binders that might be easy to navigate, provided you have an advanced degree in library studies. These are the finding aids for Archives II. They offer brief descriptions of the types of documents held in various collections and provide the proper calling numbers to locate the boxes that hold these documents. The numbers must be recorded onto a quadruplicate official request form in pencil pressed hard enough to conquer all four levels. That’s presuming you know which numbers go where, which you don’t, which means you must ask the assistance of one of the few archivists on duty that day, which means you must find one who isn’t assisting another researcher, which you cannot. (This is no fault of their own; the archivists are extremely capable but severely understaffed.) The only way to undercut the tiresome procedure is to pray that an electronic finding aid on your preferred topic has been compiled by a professional archivist, then go online far ahead of your visit and see if your prayers have been answered, then download this guide and set aside several days and possibly hire an intern to wade through it. The Japanese War Crimes guide is more than seventeen hundred pages long.

All this for what’s often a single slim folder of material. The whole process can feel like reading an encyclopedia to prepare for reading a Post-it note.

Still, sometimes the note is worth the effort. I found the one I was looking for in the declassified records on Okawa Shumei kept by the CIA. It was a summary page from 1958, prepared shortly after Okawa’s death, that offered a sort of official last word by the intelligence agency on the subject who’d been tracked since the end of the war. It read: “Class-A war criminal—Adjudged insane—Suspected insanity was feigned.”
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WHEN I VISIT my parents in Washington, D.C., I prefer to work out of my father’s den. On the wall behind the desk hangs a picture of my grandfather in his later years, sporting a sharp suit and his trademark thin mustache, white with age. Beside this picture is one of my grandfather sitting on a ledge of the Grand Canyon with his youngest son, my father. They are facing the chasm with their backs to the camera and wearing Western hats and perhaps contemplating grandness. Beside this picture is one taken decades later of my father sitting with his own youngest child, my little brother, choreographed to echo its predecessor down to the backs and the hats and the contemplation. My grandfather’s old classical albums collect dust on the bottom two shelves of one of the den’s floor-to-ceiling bookcases. His old psychiatry books drop dust from two high shelves of another: Fenichel’s The Psychoanalytic Theory of Neurosis, Reik’s Listening with the Third Ear, Lidz’s The Origin and Treatment of Schizophrenic Disorders, and on and on. Above the wet bar that splits the bookcases is the samurai sword he brought back from the occupation of Japan. Ceiling light outlines the blade as it sits above the scabbard on a two-tiered sword stand. Near the sword, enclosed in a brass frame, is a picture of my grandfather from World War II. He is wearing his medical officer’s uniform and smiling beneath his mustache, still thin then, but dark with youth.

The den is a shrine.

I was raised to deny the possibility of my grandfather’s fallibility. But while the author David Bergamini might be a conspiracy-monger—and academic historians do scoff at his methods and conclusions—the CIA note served as an official state denial of my grandfather’s examination of Okawa Shumei. I came across other doubters over time: a wire story, dated a day after the slapping, reporting that some people in the court felt Okawa “was staging an act”; a reference to one defense attorney from the Tokyo trial who believed Okawa did what he did “to escape from this dangerous playhouse”; a reference to another lawyer who found the timing of Okawa’s breakdown too fortuitous to believe; a reliable book quoting the Dutch justice at the trial, B.V.A. Röling, as saying he believed Okawa had “deceived” both the court and the psychiatrists; and finally an interview with Okawa himself, given in 1952, after he’d recovered from his insanity to live a quiet and productive life. He told a reporter from a Tokyo newspaper that “there was no serious trouble with my mind.”

So I made it a mission to vindicate my grandfather’s analysis. Anything less might threaten the sanctity of his legacy. “I spent my whole life with people asking if I realized how brilliant my dad was,” my uncle once told me, with a thinly veiled tone of contempt, when I described the CIA note. “No patient would fool him.” One day, while looking through a filing cabinet in the den that is a shrine, I found a letter my grandfather had sent to the editor of the New England Journal of Medicine. It detailed a thorough scientific explanation for Okawa’s insanity and subsequent recovery. He’d prepared it in 1996, shortly after he’d finished the memoirs. I had the sudden realization that he’d missed the chance to tell his side, and that he’d died knowing it.

The main problem with writing about my grandfather was I didn’t know anything about him. He shared so little throughout his life and left only scraps to posterity. My only option was to start at the shell and scrape inward—to analyze the psychoanalyst. I plucked names from his memoir and transformed them, through the great filter of Google, into some locatable form. I traveled the country to meet surviving veterans from his medical battalion. I returned to Archives II, and I also dug up records on the old “Brooklyn Man” in some old Brooklyn archives. After fortuitous hits I entertained fantastical notions. Like maybe he’d burned the war letters he kept in the attic, and maybe the oxygen released from the fire had been floating around the place when I’d visited as a boy, if oxygen floats, and maybe I’d inhaled some of it, maybe it had entered my nerves and was guiding my instincts. I thought I could give the family that revered him what his silence had denied them: the spirit, if not the contents, of the memories he’d withheld.

Of course, to give Okawa a fair shake I had to learn something about him as well. I read everything available in English, beginning with the thousands of pages of documents compiled by the Tokyo trial prosecution. I watched (and re-watched) the newsreel footage of the Tojo slap that someone—bless the Internet’s collective heart—bothered to turn into an animated GIF. I learned all about the social, political, and historical mind-set that led a tiny Asian nation to attack the United States, and wondered why, despite far too many years of school, I’d never really learned that side of the story. I spent six weeks in Japan. I met the small group of fans who gather each year to celebrate Okawa’s life at the commemorative monument in his hometown. I met the scholars who’ve devoted their lives to understanding his ideology. I even met the granddaughter of Tojo, who found the slap funny. Some of the people I met remained pretty convinced Okawa faked the whole thing. All of them wondered.

And I returned now and then to the den that is a shrine and paced the floor, occasionally looking up at the samurai sword above the bar and watching the streak of white ceiling light glide back and forth along the blade, a little like a restless ghost.



1. While the Japanese place family names before given names, American publications often reverse this order to reflect Western custom.



Chapter 2
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A Young Philosopher-Patriot

What is life?

—Okawa Shumei, diary entry, January 12, 1904

OKAWAS SHUMEI NEVER wanted his father’s life, but it took him many years to discover what he wanted instead. He was born on December 6, 1886, known in Japan as the nineteenth year of the reign of the Meiji emperor. The family lived in a port town called Sakata, on the Sea of Japan, toward the northern end of the main island of Honshu. The Okawa men had been doctors for generations. In feudal times they’d served the local lords; in more recent ones they’d served the townspeople. Fortunes had fallen a bit by the time Shumei came along: the family status was no longer so great, the estate no longer so considerable. Still, from the very start, Shumei was expected to perpetuate the lineage of Okawa physicians, even as he felt destined for something other than what his heritage prescribed.

His father, Okawa Shuken, was famous around Sakata for making his medical rounds on an Arabian horse. Shuken was an ophthalmologist by training but served the largely rural area as a general practitioner out of necessity. He kept a respectable practice and showed a compassionate side, often accepting whatever trade the poor villagers could muster as payment, but he also liked to drink and flashed an occasional nasty streak. Sometimes he pretended to be out of the office; other times he flatly refused patients he didn’t want to treat. That volatility stood in contrast to the quiet presence of his wife, Tayome. Shumei once equated his mother with a Buddhist deity of compassion, a sacred figure who could filter the tumult of existence into moments of tranquility. In tough times throughout his life Shumei turned to her for strength.

The young Shumei often behaved as if these conflicting genetic strands were locked in a constant struggle. He could be stubborn and emotional and restless and rowdy. This caprice led him to plunge from a tree in his youth, an accident that caused lasting damage to his vision and gave rise to the thick glasses that became, along with his unusual height, Shumei’s most recognizable feature. He was also remarkably studious. He was drawn to Chinese classics and foreign languages and philosophical texts and religious doctrine the way most boys are drawn to comics. Visitors to the Okawa home alternately found Shumei lost in a book or scampering through the house in a game of war with his two younger brothers. He showed this curious blend of high and low character throughout his life—a sort of passionate patience.

The Okawa boys didn’t get much attention from their father. The generous interpretation is that Okawa Shuken wanted his sons to make their own decisions; the less generous, that he didn’t much care. In either case, while reflecting on his life in prison some years later, Shumei recalled no instance when his father offered intellectual guidance or moral advice. Instead, as a young man, Shumei found a role model in the great samurai hero Saigo Takamori. Modern Americans may know Saigo’s tale from the Tom Cruise film The Last Samurai. Young Japanese in late-nineteenth-century Sakata studied him in school as a paragon of warrior virtue. At junior high, Shumei absorbed one of Saigo’s teachings above the rest: Revere heaven, love man. He would never forget it—would teach it to students of his own four decades later.

Saigo represented the mixture of toughness and thoughtfulness that Shumei might have recognized in himself. Here was someone whose devotion to spirituality existed in perfect harmony with his instinct for action. Here was a philosopher-patriot.

Despite his father’s personal distance, Shumei grew up knowing he was supposed to follow in the family’s professional footsteps. Japan had long been a place where traditional duties outranked selfish desires. For centuries a person’s position had been fixed at birth. The children of samurai became warriors, those of nomin became peasant farmers, those of lowly chonin became lowly merchants. Those of Okawa became doctors. But the more Shumei considered his own fate, the more he questioned it. He could hardly follow his father into ophthalmology while being half blind. He’d also developed an appreciation for Christianity and liked the idea of helping the mind as well as the body. Before he could pursue a new path, however, he’d need his father’s blessing to break from the old one.

Sometime around his seventeenth birthday Shumei settled on becoming an educator. He formalized this request in a ten-page letter to Shuken that comes off as remarkably thoughtful and thorough. There was a physical component to the choice (his poor eyesight), a moral rationale (education improves individual conduct, and thus elevates all of society), and a sound plan to achieve it (he’d prepare in Tokyo then crown his studies at an American college). Shuken brushed aside these arguments like so many patients he’d snubbed, and proposed an ultimatum in reply: either Shumei would accept the family profession, or he would no longer be part of the family. The exchange left Shumei wounded to the core.

“What is life?” he wrote in his diary on January 12, 1904. “Unless I can resolve the questions that plague my heart, I won’t feel comfortable. Sadness, pain, agony—they all overwhelm me.”
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IN A SENSE, late-nineteenth-century Japan suffered the same crisis of character that plagued young Okawa Shumei. Up to that time, since 1603, Japan had been a feudal society ruled by the Tokugawa shogunate, and had existed in willful seclusion from the rest of the world. Then, in July of 1853, Commodore Matthew Perry led a squadron of American ships into Edo Bay—Edo being the old name for Tokyo—with a directive to open the country to foreign trade. A treaty was eventually completed, but the ordeal split Japan into competing factions that soon clashed in a civil war. In the end, rebels led by Saigo Takamori ousted the shogunate and restored Emperor Meiji to power. As the Meiji era began, in 1868, Japan’s new leaders turned their attention toward the country’s uncertain future, asking themselves in so many words, What is life?

Their answer was to form a civilization sculpted almost entirely from a Western mold. First, Japan replaced its feudal domains with statelike prefectures serving a central authority. Then, piece by piece, the country’s new leadership constructed a new social infrastructure. Soon the Japanese people kept time on the Gregorian calendar instead of a lunar one. They communicated through telegraph and postal and railroad networks, and gave their children a well-rounded education based on the liberal arts and sciences. They embraced taxation and banking and industry and other elements of a robust economy. They lived in Western architecture and dressed in Western fashion. They ate beef and drank beer and cut their hair. One Japanese official said in 1874 that “there is nothing which we are not today taking from the West.”

Such was life following the Meiji Restoration. This swift and thorough overhaul of national identity culminated in a new constitution that braided Japanese heritage with Western ideals. On the one hand, it named the emperor “sacred and inviolable”; on the other, it echoed strongly a parliamentary system. The emperor may have been the sun of this new government, but a prime minister, a cabinet, and a two-tiered legislature comprising an upper House of Peers (appointed) and a lower House of Representatives (elected) were his orbit. On February 11, 1889, when Emperor Meiji received the new constitution, this cultural marriage was displayed in full force. The date was the anniversary of the founding of Japan in 660 BCE, but the emperor accepted the document at a European-style reception while wearing Western clothing.

Japan’s rapid redevelopment impressed the world, but it also angered many of its own countrymen. Samurai culture all but vanished with the feudal clans. Without lords to serve, the warriors soon lost their sustenance (the traditional rice stipend was too costly for the new government), their role as fighters (a conscription army was considered superior), and finally their image (they were forbidden from wearing a sword). Many became ronin, or samurai vagabonds. Labor problems surfaced as the country’s farm-based economy transformed into one that relied heavily on manufacturing, and moral conflicts emerged with the new emphasis on material goods. As the slouching ronin dissolved into a landscape increasingly dominated by smokestacks and train tracks, Japanese history dissolved into Western modernity.

Japan’s leading minds watched with mixed emotions as the country sacrificed centuries of established culture for a future of global relevance. In 1887 the writer Nakae Chomin published a philosophical parable of the Meiji era called A Discourse by Three Drunkards on Government. As the title suggests, the story describes three Japanese who argue about the country’s path over a few too many cups of brandy. One drunkard is certain that Japan must embrace Western ideals at full speed. Another prefers traditional samurai values and a strong national identity. Their host moderates the discussion toward a middle course. The three men drink the last drop without reaching a consensus.

The young Okawa Shumei was just so torn. He was the first Okawa male to come of age in the warm cultural promise of the Meiji era. He aspired to a life worthy of Saigo Takamori even as he recognized the merits of Christianity and a Western education. He respected his family tradition enough to ask permission to abandon it. He was much like the Japan in which he came of age: stunningly capable and charmingly eager but still a bit confused by his own ambition.
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IN TIME OKAWA Shuken relented to Shumei’s desires. Maybe it was the triumph of Shuken’s compassionate side over his fiery one. Maybe it was the strength of Shumei’s persuasiveness. Whatever the case, Shumei wasted no time with his newfound freedom. He prepared for the high school entrance exam in Tokyo, during the summer of 1904, then made the long move to Kumamoto prefecture, about a thousand miles from home, once he was accepted into High School Number 5. At that time, high school was viewed as an elite grooming ground for Japan’s future leaders. The minister of education had been quoted, just a few years earlier, as saying that high school graduates should become “men worthy of directing the thoughts of the masses.”

Whether or not Okawa Shumei knew about this national mission, he spent most of his three years at High School Number 5 nurturing his instincts for it. He joined the debate team and honed an oratorical blend of logic and outrage that gave equal weight to both. In one telling instance he criticized a fellow debater for stating a position in a “non-inflammatory” manner, as if to equate an exclusively measured argument with a losing one.

He entertained a brief but spirited interest in socialism and used his position as editor of the high school journal to amplify his activist voice. His essays from that time championed two core beliefs: first, that materialism was at odds with the pursuit of an ethical life; and second, that the pursuit of an ethical life required the basic earthly comforts that only economic equality provided. He tickled emotions with titles like “Is Money a Filthy Thing?” but anchored his ideas in the teachings of contemporary economist Richard T. Ely and Karl Marx and Jesus. He mastered the rhetorical flourish: “Only by working together,” he wrote, “all of us, simultaneously giving it a single blow right at the root, a revolution—this is how we can change the system.”

The passionate patience maturing within young Shumei was finding outward forms of expression. He was learning when to rouse and when to ruminate, when to inspire and when to instruct. His words demonstrated a burning inclination to lead. All he needed now was a reason to do so.

He got it in late August of 1906. A rumor was floating around school that the son of Kurino Shinichiro, a high-powered Japanese ambassador, had been granted permission to transfer. Since transfers were universally denied in those days, the decision was an obvious result of family influence. Shumei recognized the chance to act, and acted quickly. He and some classmates wrote a letter to school authorities blasting this display of favoritism as a “flagrant abuse” of wealth and power, and imploring them to reverse the decision. Then, at an all-student assembly, Shumei delivered a furious speech that challenged each young heart to elevate principles into action. “Everyone!” he yelled. “Won’t you stand up with me?” The enraged student body closed down the school for two days and, in the end, forced the resignation of the principal and the head teacher. The students themselves received no punishment at all for their part in the uprising. For years to come the hallways of High School Number 5 filled with reverent chatter about the so-called Kurino Incident, lifting the name of Okawa Shumei into a thing of local legend.

At nineteen Okawa had shown himself worthy to direct the thoughts of the masses. That he’d done so not just through informing their minds but also boosting their spirits was a testament to his peculiar code of philosophical patriotism. He knew his unique character could conquer authority—it had done so twice now at a young age, if you counted his father’s submission—but he could not have known that many more such “incidents” would dot the course of his life, and even less, that they would alter the course of Japanese history.
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OKAWA SHUMEI MATRICULATED at Tokyo University in the fall of 1907—a tall and lean twenty-year-old his classmates nicknamed “The Giraffe.” He chewed on philosophy books as a giraffe chews the high branches, consuming them with such great hunger that by year’s end his faculties had frayed. In quick succession he suffered a nervous breakdown and contracted pulmonary tuberculosis. For a bad stretch it seemed he might not make it.

He survived, and after a year of recuperation he returned to university a changed young man. The heart that had “burned for the poor manual laborers” in high school now felt an “urgent interior need to save myself,” Okawa told a classmate. He enrolled in the university’s new department of religion, immersing himself in Oriental thinkers and German ethicists alike, and eventually focused on ancient Indian texts. (His thesis was about a Buddhist philosopher named Nagarjuna, who’s sometimes compared to Saint Augustine.) Outside the classroom he joined a new student group called Doukai—a sort of theological salad that grabbed ideas from Confucianism and Buddhism and Christianity. Doukai encouraged its members to pursue an “ever-evolving search” for truth rather than adhere to “one unchanging path.” Shumei couldn’t have adopted a better mission statement for his life to that point if he’d written it himself.

After his graduation from Tokyo University in 1911, Shumei spent much of his time at the library reading whatever caught his intellect. Some days it was Vedic literature, some days classic Indian philosophy, some days Islamic texts. For a brief time he taught English at a middle school, but he seems to have lost his youthful desire to become an educator. At one point he even refused an offer from Doshisha University to become a professor of religion. Instead, he supported himself by translating German documents part-time for the Japanese Army. Each day, once those duties were done, he headed for the library once more, drifting further into his own mind with each new flick of the page.

He was stuck in this intensely spiritual stage on July 30, 1912, the day Emperor Meiji breathed his last. Even within the rarefied realm of Japanese emperors, few if any were as beloved as the great Meiji. The public grieved openly for the loss. Newspapers ran special editions that recounted Japan’s achievements during his remarkable reign. Writers memorialized Meiji no hokori, the “Pride of Meiji.” Cannons thundered through the Tokyo sky as the imperial hearse passed through the palace gates. At that very moment, in their home not far away, the war hero Nogi Maresuke and his wife sat down in front of a portrait of Meiji and committed junshi—a ritual suicide performed by samurai in the days of Old Japan as a sign of fidelity to a fallen lord.

Together these two great deaths snapped Shumei awake from his existential slumber. Meiji’s passing reaffirmed for him the emperor’s essential role in the lives of the Japanese people. Nogi’s sword reminded him of the warrior tradition he’d glorified as a young boy. In this rush of devotion to country he experienced a surge of what he’d later call his Japanese-ness. “I began to realize the grandeur of the spirit of Japan,” he later said. “I came to have the idea that this nation should be made to prosper by this race.” He felt as if his soul had gone on a long journey and finally returned.
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SHUMEI’S METAPHORICAL HOMECOMING forced him to face the burning cultural question of his day: What had Japanese society sacrificed during its reformation into a modern country? He arrived at an answer through the writings of Okakura Tenshin, the celebrated scholar of Oriental art and critic of Japanese culture. Few writers at the time spoke about Japan’s place in the world with as much authority as Okakura. He’d traveled extensively throughout the West during his life, speaking perfect English even while wearing traditional haori and hakama wardrobe. He spent a decade in charge of the Japanese collection at the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston. He wrote The Book of Tea, a long essay on the Oriental lifestyle that remains a ubiquitous item in American New Age stores. Along the way he reframed Japan’s national debate in international terms. “A great battle is raging among us . . . a contest for supremacy between Eastern and Western ideals,” he once said.

Okakura’s most famous book, The Ideals of the East, called on Asian nations to unite in defense of their common Eastern “spirit” against the onslaught of Western “matter.” (The book, published in 1903, was written in English.) As a general rule, Okakura saw material goods and military power as the pillars of Anglo-American civilization, and spiritualism and morality as the foundation of Asian life. He expressed his hope for a unified East in the book’s famous opening line—“Asia is one”—and echoed it at the end by calling on Asian nations to protect and restore Eastern culture. If an Eastern coalition did emerge to oppose Western ideals, Japan would be its logical leader, since it had stayed “true to the Asiatic soul” even as it reached “the rank of a modern power.” In his closing pages Okakura spelled out the task facing his country: “Not only to return to our own past ideals, but also to feel and revivify the dormant life of the old Asiatic unity, becomes our mission.”

In early 1913 Shumei attended a series of lectures given by Okakura at Tokyo University. He was flush with his rediscovery of Japanese heritage at the time and felt a powerful kinship with the speaker. Much of Okakura’s philosophy served to vindicate Shumei’s own path through life: a middle route at the fork of tradition and rebellion. Okakura Tenshin would die that September, but by then Shumei was already preparing to become his ideological heir. He was so taken with Okakura’s work that after the three-month lecture series he pitched a complete Japanese translation of The Ideals of the East to a magazine editor. He may even have provided the transcripts of these lectures that were printed later that year. The contrasting values of East and West were certainly flowing through Okawa’s rangy frame during an evening stroll, in the summer of 1913, when his youthful search for meaning finally ended.
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THE WALK TOOK place in the Tokyo ward of Kanda. Shumei was passing by a secondhand bookshop when the title New India caught his eye from the window. He went inside and opened the book right then. He expected to read a description of India that matched the vision conjured by years of spiritual readings: a serene paradise where one attains great religious wisdom, a place worthy to be home of the Buddha. Instead, the book introduced readers to a country suffering from miserable oppression at the hands of its British colonial rulers. Its author, Sir Henry Cotton, had served in the British Indian embassy for decades. During this time he’d sensed a simmering patriotism ready to boil over into a “new” India controlled by the country’s native people.

Cotton wanted Britain to guide India’s transition toward independence rather than suppress this urge, but he feared the English sense of superiority would never permit such an approach. “The waves of the ocean of Indian progress,” he wrote, “are dashing against the breakwater of English prejudice.” Okawa admired Cotton’s sincere and straightforward style, but the contents of New India left him “surprised, saddened, and angered,” he later recalled. Surprised at the true conditions of India. Saddened at the oppression of its British rulers. Angered that none of its Asian neighbors—in particular Japan—had done anything to help.

After finishing the book Okawa returned to the library and read every work he could find on contemporary India. “As I read, I realized that, not only India, but every place on the vast continent of Asia had been trampled underfoot by the white man, and every race had been enslaved by the white man,” he later wrote. Okawa described this understanding as if it came to him in a flash. Most likely the change was gradual—personality rarely shifts in bursts—but it’s true that from this point forward he no longer led his life as a hermetic scholar. “My heart could no more bear keeping aloof from worldly affairs and losing itself in meditation,” he later wrote. The wisps of theory assembled in his mind like a storm cloud then: the beauty of Japanese history, the clash of East and West, the hope of Asian advance. He’d long had the personality of the philosopher-patriot, that unusual marriage of action and introspection, and now, at twenty-seven, he’d found the purpose of one, too.

His father died on May 3, 1914, the third year of the reign of the Taisho emperor. Okawa Shuken had contracted typhus from a patient; to prevent the disease from spreading, a cremation took place immediately on a hilltop facing Mount Chokai. Shumei sat in mourning with his mother for three weeks without taking any visitors. Okawa Shuken left his eldest son the remainder of the family estate; true to his word, Shuken had permitted Shumei to follow his own course. Shumei was touched. He pledged to support his younger brothers through school, as his father had supported him, and wrote a commemoration comparing Shuken’s death in the line of duty to a soldier’s death on the battlefield. He saw his father as a samurai in spirit—not unlike the Saigo Takamoris and the Nogi Maresukes of the world—placing personal virtues above all else. From about that time on, Shumei would regard himself the same way: as “a warrior,” he later wrote, “who dedicated his life to the revival of Asia.”
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I WENT TO the town of Sakata in the company of my translator—a mild-mannered woman named Chiaki—to learn about the Okawa family history. My guide was Okawa Kenmei; he was Shumei’s great-nephew, but since Shumei never had any children of his own, Kenmei was also the closest thing I had in this story to a Japanese doppelganger. We met over green tea in the lobby of the traditional inn where I was staying. Within minutes I’d presented Kenmei with a copy of my grandfather’s evaluation of Shumei. He thanked me for it but offered no opinion on its conclusions. I decided not to press him just yet. Once the topic was broached, I wasn’t sure whether or not I’d still be welcome.

I must confess to entertaining the vague possibility of something scandalous awaiting me in Sakata. Understand that I’d been reading a lot about the wild days of Okawa Shumei—sake bottles, geisha scents, military whispers, what have you—and that most documents I’d found from the Tokyo trial portrayed him as a war crimes suspect. Visions of a yakuza knocking at my chamber door in Sakata, warning me to cease asking about the sanity of his ideological master, then slicing off the tip of his pinky to show he meant it—something like that did cross my simple American mind. All right, so that precise scenario seemed unlikely. Still, I could see how the people closest to Okawa might not appreciate some Westerner riding into town on a bullet train waving psychiatric reports.

In hindsight, the only thing I had to fear was excessive generosity. Kenmei proved a gracious family man who went out of his way to quench my curiosity. He took off work to meet me. He came in wearing a surgical mask over his mouth to protect against hay fever. He was pushing fifty but could have passed for thirty-five, with a face that resembled photos of Shumei—except Kenmei kept his hair long instead of short, and wore rectangular glasses instead of round ones. He told me he’d started to receive a lot more requests for information about Shumei from Japanese writers in recent years, and that he felt a responsibility to get them accurate information. I was his first American.

“Sixty years after World War II, people started taking an interest in him,” he said. “All of the sudden we get frequent visitors.”

The next morning we visited the Okawa Shumei memorial stone. It stood just inside the entrance to the Hie Shrine—marked by a tall red gate whose sign was apparently drawn by Saigo Takamori himself. The stone was a giant oblong oval, maybe ten feet wide and half as tall, cut from nearby Mount Chokai. There was a poem engraved in classical Chinese on its flat face that praised Okawa Shumei for fighting to restore Asia to glory. The poem said he never gave up speaking his mind even when his thoughts landed him in prison. It compared his ideas to a fresh breeze sweeping over society. The Sea of Japan had whipped up a fresh breeze of its own that day, and limbs of trees and patches of grass leaned toward the stone in the wind, as if bowing in agreement.

Later we went to Kenmei’s house for lunch. We ate sushi with his family around a Western-style table; they knew that Americans can’t sit on their knees for long periods of time, like the Japanese typically do. A framed print of the poem from the memorial stone hung just above a little samurai doll in the adjacent room. The stone and the poem had been arranged by a national group called the Okawa Shumei Kenshokai. When I asked what kenshokai meant, the response was laughter; the closest translation might be “fan club,” but there’s also a hint of “cult following,” with a dash of “limited liability corporation.” Each October they all gathered in Sakata to pray at the stone then go drinking and swap stories about the man himself.

We were joined that day by a Kenshokai member named Kato Kenshiro—a short boulder of a man, and probably the only ninety-year-old on the planet to wear his facial hair in a chinstrap. Kato was one of Okawa’s students, back in the late 1930s, at an Asianist academy called Okawa Juku. He still referred to his old teacher with the honorific suffix sensei and his name cards still mentioned Okawa Juku, as if he’d graduated yesterday.

“Okawa-sensei told students you have to be honest and benevolent,” Kato said at lunch. Those lessons, he said, originally came from Saigo Takamori. “Be honest, meaning: with yourself, with others, and with heaven. Benevolence means: sincerity and kindness.”

Kenmei said he’d never met his famous uncle, but his father had always told him that Shumei “was a great person.” Kenmei’s name was formed from the ending characters of Shuken and Shumei. He took his role as family steward seriously.

“Since I was a small child like him, I’ve seen Kenshokai people visiting our house,” he said, patting his adorable eight-year-old son, who was playing a video game and narrating his own thoughts aloud. “Before, people only associated Okawa Shumei with this rather comical slapping scene at the Tokyo tribunal,” he said. “People have started to take a different perspective of him.”

I asked if Shumei’s reputation ever caused Kenmei problems growing up. He told me about a time in fifth grade when his teacher announced to the class that his relative had promoted Japanese aggression. (Kenmei’s mother, who hadn’t said a word the entire lunch, chimed in that she still remembered that teacher’s name.) “I shared this story with my father, and he said, ‘I think that teacher’s wrong,’ ” Kenmei said.

We worked our way around to the Tokyo trial and, a few minutes later, I saw another chance to ask what Kenmei thought of the idea that Okawa had faked his insanity.

“People still talk about that—it’s because of the timing of him slapping Tojo, the coincidence,” said Kenmei. “But he went through the scientific examination like your grandfather conducted, so I don’t think there’s any doubt.”

Kato agreed. “We all think, the local people, that Okawa Shumei wanted to attend the tribunal, in order to explain logically why Japan got involved in the war,” he said. “I don’t think he was the kind of person who pretended to be insane to escape from the court.”

At dusk Kenmei drove us to the family grave site on a hill overlooking the mountains. Some of Shumei’s ashes were buried there, alongside those of his father, Shuken. Kenmei put flowers in the little vases, and lit incense, and poured water over the stone in the Buddhist tradition. We took a short ride down the hill to another shrine. It was dark now, and still windy, and quite cold, and even colder once we removed our shoes and stood inside the shrine on the bare floorboards. Kenmei pointed to a sign hanging above us with the name of the shrine in big Japanese characters. He said Shumei had drawn the sign himself. I realized how important it was to him that I see all these things—that I see the spiritual side of Shumei, the side that Allied documents didn’t care to capture. Kato and Kenmei had surprised me a little by agreeing that Shumei had lost it at the Tokyo trial. I would have thought that anyone on Shumei’s side would be against my grandfather’s psychiatric assessment. But standing in a cold shrine near Shumei’s grave, it made sense. You would only try to avoid a court if you’ve done something wrong, and as far as Kato and Kenmei were concerned, Shumei was a moral soul. I’d been so curious about whether Okawa had faked insanity to hide his guilt that I hadn’t stopped to consider the possibility that he saw himself as innocent. We stood there in the dark for a few minutes more as the wind rattled the wooden boards. They had ghosts in the shrines of their ancestors, too.
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