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PROLOGUE




The two tiny dots of blue icing, each barely a millimetre in diameter – they were the problem. They were a component of a rather appetising-looking mango mousse entitled Spring of the People, which, it had been announced, was to be served at a dinner in honour of the leaders of South and North Korea. The dots were virtually invisible, but the Japanese spotted them and they were not happy.

‘It is extremely regrettable and not acceptable,’ said a Japanese foreign ministry spokesperson when news of the dots leaked ahead of the historic meeting in April 2018. ‘We have asked that the dessert not be served.’

The Japanese made a formal complaint and lobbied hard for the mousse to be struck from the menu, but to no avail. Indeed, on the day of the dinner, Moon Jae-in, the president of the Republic of Korea, and Kim Jong-un, leader of the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, applauded with especial enthusiasm as their pudding was served.

The reason for the Japanese indignation was that the dots were part of a chocolate map of the Korean peninsula and represented a group of disputed islands, really not much more than a few lumps of rock, located 177 miles off the east coast of South Korea. In Korea the rocks are known as the Dokdo Islands, in Japan as Takeshima, and in the English-speaking world as the Liancourt Rocks. Ownership of the islands is hotly disputed between Japan and South Korea. Korea’s claim goes back to the twelfth-century Samguk sagi, the chronicles of their Three Kingdoms era. The Japanese say that the islands have been used by their fishermen for hundreds of years and point out that South Korea’s claim was turned down by the Americans at the 1951 San Francisco Peace Conference.

Though the leaders of the two Koreas were technically at war at the time of their official dinner, and though one of them was a despot threatening the security of east Asia and responsible for the deaths of thousands of his own people, on one topic they could agree wholeheartedly.

The Japanese could go whistle.

To the Koreans, North and South, those two dots of icing sugar represented defiance of their former oppressor; to the Japanese they were a needless provocation; to the Chinese, doubtless monitoring events closely, they were a heartening sign of the ongoing hostility between their two neighbours, as a strong Japan–Korea alliance would be highly threatening to Beijing.fn1

I watched all this unfold on the TV news in my hotel room in Taiwan at the very end of my journey around this troubled neighbourhood. With all I had seen and learned of the region’s history by that stage, I had a fair idea of what the dessert meant. In those two little icing dots I saw tens of millions of innocent people dead; I saw the destruction of cities and the fall of empires; I saw oppression, occupation, exploitation and, above all, a festering animosity which at any moment could explode into a devastating regional war with consequences for the world.

So why can’t the nations of east Asia get on? How deep, really, is the enmity between Japan, Korea and China, and what keeps it alive today? Whose interests are served by sabotaging the peace between these three Asian tigers? These are some of the questions which had prompted my journey through a part of the world that has fascinated me throughout my adult life.

The Chinese, Koreans and Japanese, along with a fourth tiger, Taiwan, would appear from a distance to have everything to gain from harmonious relations: economic prosperity, cultural and technological exchange, progress and peace in all its forms, and yet they seem constantly to be on the brink of serious conflict. Many believe that if there is to be a World War III, it will most likely begin here, perhaps following some convulsion within North Korea or a confrontation or accident in the Taiwan Strait, which has long held the dubious status of the world’s number one military flashpoint. It could just as easily kick off with someone doing something silly on Dokdo.

Barely a season passes without a diplomatic spat between these nations, a public protest on the streets of Seoul, Beijing, Taipei or Tokyo, trade sanctions being imposed, military jostling. The rhetoric is ramped up by political leaders and diplomats seemingly at will, their constituents react accordingly, and the rest of the world sighs at the predictable futility of it all. And the tension is building. China is rapidly building the world’s largest military, and its navy dominates the region’s oceans; Japan’s rulers are attempting to overturn its pacifist constitution to permit an aggressive military capability; and a unilateral declaration of independence from Taiwan would almost certainly prompt China to invade, with the potential to draw in America, which has tens of thousands of military personnel stationed in the region. And then of course there is Little Rocket Man in Pyongyang, with his fat fingers still supposedly poised over a nuclear button. And the bad blood in east Asia is not limited to its governments and military leaders. Hatred – proper, visceral, blind hatred – simmers among the people of these countries, every once in a while erupting into violence.

In 2012, in the Chinese city of Xi’an in Shaanxi Province a man called Li Jianli, aged fifty-one, was dragged from his car and beaten almost to death by a mob following the Japanese government’s nationalisation of some other disputed rocks in the sea, in this case the Senkaku Islands – known to the Chinese, who claim them, as the Diaoyu Islands – which lie between Taiwan and Okinawa. Li wasn’t even Japanese; he just happened to be driving a Japanese car. The Japanese ambassador to China was fortunate to escape when his car was attacked in the streets of Beijing the same week.

Some of the popular protests are weekly affairs. During my journey I spent some time at a demonstration by a couple of hundred protesters outside the Japanese embassy in Seoul against the sexual enslavement of women by the Japanese military during World War II, an event which has taken place every Wednesday since 1992. A large part of the crowd comprised schoolchildren. One expects florid anti-Japanese rhetoric from the North Korean regime, but how is anger concerning events which took place over seventy years ago still so fresh among young South Koreans? Who is stoking that and why? And the hatred of Japanese by Koreans is reciprocated, at least by a minority in Japan. Earlier on in my trip, in Yokohama, a convoy of black minivans had passed me, a tirade of anti-Korean invective spewing from their loudspeakers. This wasn’t the first time I had seen such things in Japan. For many years various right-wing factions have been taking to the streets of cities to threaten and insult ethnic communities, particularly in Osaka, home to the country’s largest Korean population. But what could the Japanese possibly have against the Koreans? Were these merely tit-for-tat demonstrations, or was the hatred as deep on both sides of the Sea of Japan?

The disputes do not always involve Japan; they are multi-directional. The installation in 2017 of an American missile defence system on a golf course south of Seoul antagonised Beijing, resulting in an immediate and precipitous drop in tourists travelling from China to Seoul, enough to shake the South Korean economy. Although the missiles were ostensibly intended to counter the threat from North Korea, the Chinese felt menaced by the presence of yet more American military technology so close to their borders and made their neighbours pay with unofficial trade sanctions.

These hostilities of course have their roots in the region’s history, which since the late 1800s has been a litany of man-made hellishness featuring war, massacre, mass rape, chemical weapons, firebombing, totalitarianism, famine, destitution, political oppression, torture and atomic destruction, all of which remain vivid in the collective consciousness.

Commemoration and remembrance of the kind which takes place at Hiroshima is one thing, but historical memory takes many, often more controversial and divisive forms in this part of the world. Before I set off on my journey I knew for instance that in the heart of Tokyo was a shrine, Yasukuni, where Japanese citizens, including occasionally prime ministers, pay their respects to war criminals along with thousands of others who died fighting for Japan. This seemed to me odd and distasteful but did not really explain the broader picture of the destructive relationships within the region. I also knew that, more than seventy years after the end of World War II, China and South Korea were still seeking an apology from Japan for its crimes. But numerous Japanese prime ministers, as well as their emperor, had offered many variations of ‘sorry’ to their former enemies, expressing ‘remorse’ or ‘deep regret’ on numerous occasions. Was there a bat squeak of insincerity, only audible to Koreans and Chinese, which meant that Japanese contrition was never deemed sufficient?

From the outside, this can be perplexing. When most of us in the rest of the world think of the Far East we automatically draw up a list of all that’s wonderful and fascinating in its cultures: the artistic treasures of ancient civilisations, the wonderful food, a carnival of contemporary temptations from kimchi to Hello Kitty, ‘Gangnam Style’ to smartphones. We think of the people who live there as industrious, ingenious, dutiful, respectful of traditional family values and justly proud of a cultural heritage far older than our own. With the obvious exception of the ‘mad neighbour’ North Korea, nowadays these countries tend not to be prone to religious or ideological extremism. There is so much to admire: China will soon be crowned the world’s largest economy; South Korea has gone from economic basket case to the world’s leading producer of our favourite high-tech consumer products, and in 2017, with the election of Moon Jae-in, showed itself to be a paragon of grass-roots democracy; while Japan remains the most civilised and courteous society on earth, its products – physical and intangible – in demand around the globe. And not to forget Taiwan, the little island that has flourished against all the odds.

South Korea, Taiwan and Japan ought to be the firmest of allies. All three are democracies with developed economies and significant mutual trade; all are allies of, and militarily dependent upon, the US, and share grave concerns about China. Yet the South Koreans can at times seem hostile to the Japanese to the point of derangement. If it weren’t for the Americans, many believe they would ally with Beijing against Tokyo. On the other hand, although there are obvious ideological and political differences between communist China and its neighbours, they are deeply intertwined culturally, genetically and historically in ways which have been mutually beneficial for millennia. China has given its neighbours Confucian philosophy, rice cultivation, Buddhism, porcelain manufacture and tea, as well as the secrets of metallurgy, written language and the art of calligraphy.

In more recent times, Korea and Japan have returned the favour. From Korea has come K-pop, histrionic TV dramas and cartoonishly violent films, all of which have become massively popular throughout China, Japan and beyond – the so-called Hallyu phenomenon. In the last seventy years Japan has provided the economic model (as well as financial support and know-how) for South Korea, Taiwan and more recently China, to develop their manufacturing and exports. Wherever you travel in east Asia, you find Japanese restaurants, as well as retail brands like Uniqlo, Hello Kitty and Muji. Since I started visiting Japan twenty years ago, I have seen the streets of Tokyo fill with Chinese and Korean tourists there to eat and shop. On a recent visit to Japan I sat next to a young Chinese couple in a restaurant in Osaka. They had come to Japan, they said, because they wanted to get their wedding rings made here. Everything was better quality in Japan. There are now an estimated million Chinese living in Japan, making them the country’s largest ethnic minority – the Koreans are second.

In terms of who should shoulder the blame for this noxious family feud, most point with a good deal of justification to the Japanese and their early-twentieth-century expansionist crimes, yet no other people seem to me today to be as peaceful, kind, respectful and trustworthy. I recognise the solipsistic folly of extrapolating one’s own, by definition limited, experience of a nation of 127 million in this way, but the Japanese really are so nice. Honestly. They are ridiculously nice. How could anyone not like them? It genuinely troubles me that they are so loathed by their neighbours.

Before I set off, I believed I had a reasonable grasp of the charge sheet against Japan. I didn’t, as it happens; it was worse than I thought. But if Europe and Israel could come to terms with Germany’s war crimes, and the Philippines, Indonesia and other countries also occupied by Japan no longer seemed to harbour huge animosity towards the Japanese, if India and Britain could rub along, if the Indonesians could consider the Dutch friends, why did Korea and China persist with their grudges? The disputed islands were a tricky issue obviously, and South Korea also has an ongoing issue with the Chinese over some other half-submerged rocks, not to mention a dispute over Yeonpyeong Island in the Yellow Sea with North Korea, but if Spain could tolerate British rule in Gibraltar and the two Cypriot communities could co-exist surely some independent, international commission could adjudicate in such matters?

Whose interests were served by perpetuating the hatred? Was it born of a genuine popular feeling, or was this geopolitical Mexican stand-off being manipulated by the elites in Seoul, Pyongyang, Tokyo and Beijing? The mass tourism, mutual trade and exchange of cultural soft power would seem to suggest the latter, but a 2016 Pew Research Center survey suggests the former. According to the poll, 81 per cent of Chinese people had an unfavourable impression of Japan and 86 per cent of Japanese felt the same way about the Chinese, while 77 per cent of South Koreans had an unfavourable view of the Japanese.

I should mention one extra little toxic ingredient to add to the mix: notions of racial superiority. The Japanese believe they are special because their emperor is directly descended from the sun goddess, with their early-twentieth-century elite, led by Emperor Hirohito, parlaying this national foundation myth into a divine right to colonise their ‘lesser’ neighbours by force. The Koreans, meanwhile, are convinced they are special because of what they believe to be their unique racial or blood purity, evidenced by the fact that over half of them share one of five surnames – Kim, Park, Lee, Seok and Choi. The Chinese believe that they are the centre of the universe and are taught from an early age that their culture is five thousand years old. And the leaders of Taiwan once believed they were the rightful rulers of China, though these days not so much.

I happened to watched the Korean summit dessert fracas unfold on television in my hotel room in Taiwan, where I was nearing the end of my journey around this beautiful, intoxicating, toxic part of the world. This was ironic because it turns out that the Taiwanese actually quite admire the Japanese. They build statues to honour their former colonial rulers, not to shame them like the South Koreans do. How could this be? But, rather dispiritingly, in Taipei I also discovered yet another antagonistic relationship in the region, one I had been entirely unaware of prior to setting off. I don’t want to spoil it for you, but it turns out that the Taiwanese absolutely loathe the Koreans. As if they didn’t have enough to worry about with China meddling in their elections, attempting to sabotage their economy and threatening to invade at any moment, the Taiwanese still find the energy to harbour a major beef against their neighbours to the north even though they have never crossed swords.



As I set out from Tokyo back at the beginning of my trip around this neighbourhood from hell, I have many puzzles and concerns but put my faith in curiosity, an open mind and asking better-informed folk stupid questions. Above all, I am just excited to dive into this incredible region and visit these cultures, albeit slightly nervous about the ferries, and the mud festival which awaits me in South Korea.

The plan is to drive through Japan to Fukuoka, then take a ferry to South Korea, which I will explore in a zigzaggy fashion up to the border with the North, before travelling again by sea to China. In China I will journey by train from Beijing to Harbin in the north, then back down to Hong Kong through the cities of the eastern seaboard which were the main focus of Japan’s invasion of 1937–45. From there I will cross to Taiwan, before ending up back in the Japanese capital. I am looking forward to it all enormously, but there will be some dark waters to navigate. I realise that at times I am going to have to stare into the heart of that rising sun which has so captivated me in the past, and that I may end my trip with a very different view of the Japanese.

I begin my journey not in a place but a year, 1853. And at the start of my trip I am quite certain about one thing: if you go back far enough, everything is the fault of the Americans.
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JAPAN






1

Kurihama

The assembled samurai and shogunate officials of the court of the Emperor Komei were captivated, watching intently as the American engineers Mr Gay and Mr Danby spent the morning laying a circular railway track on the Yokohama harbour front and attending to the Norris Works miniature locomotive with the focus of bonsai pruners. When, finally, the engine’s boiler had been lit and the required pressure achieved, its resulting motion and accompanying clouds of steam were indeed a novel and thrilling sight. The Japanese onlookers were ‘unable to repress a shout of delight at each blast of the whistle’.

The train was a scale model, its carriages too small even to accommodate a child, but this was not going to cheat the samurai of their ride. Dressed in all their feudal finery they ‘betook themselves to the roof’, sitting atop the carriages, robes billowing, swords held carefully at their sides, to experience this Western technological marvel as it lapped the 350-foot, 18-gauge track at speeds of up to 20 miles per hour.

This was the famous exchange of gifts between Commodore Matthew Calbraith Perry, envoy of President Fillmore of the United States, and the representatives of the Tokugawa shogunate, rulers of Japan, with the Emperor Komei present as the country’s symbolic head. As well as Perry’s own report, from which I quote, there is a splendidly evocative painting of the events of March 1854 by a Japanese witness, a panel of twelve scenes depicting this seismic clash of civilisations, the very moment Japan commenced its turbulent journey to modernity.

On its first visit the previous summer Perry’s fleet of ‘Black Ships’ had dropped anchor at Kurihama, a little south of Yokohama just around the headland flanking the entrance to Tokyo Bay. Perry and his men were on an extraordinary mission to prise open a country which had been shut off to the world since the 1630s, an era known as the sakoku – ‘closed country’ – period. I had read of this event many times, which always evoked for me levering open a stuck kitchen drawer or an obstinate oyster, but why and by what means did a sailor from a far-off land unilaterally dictate an epochal shift in foreign policy to a sovereign nation without a single weapon being discharged in anger?

For the why, we need to go back to 1848. Mexico had lost its two-year war with the United States and would forfeit California, the final piece of the USA’s west-coast puzzle, the Americans having relieved the British of Oregon a couple of years earlier. The US now eyed the Pacific greedily. Beneath its waves there were whales galore, whose oil illuminated and lubricated the rapidly industrialising world and accounted for roughly 20 per cent of the entire American economy at the time. But the more whales they harpooned – up to three thousand a year in the mid-1800s – the further the Americans had to sail out into the Pacific. If they sailed far enough, the riches of China awaited: tea, silk and porcelain. With colonies ranging from India to Singapore and Hong Kong, their great rivals the British had grown rich on the China trade, and America badly needed a foothold in this part of the world.

Looking in the other direction, to the east, the journey overland across America was now the shortest route between China and Europe, making it ‘a highway for the world’, as one contemporary report put it. But there was a problem. On the same latitude as the whaling port of San Francisco, in the way of China and its riches, lay a two-thousand-mile-long hitherto impenetrable barrier: the Japanese archipelago. Japan had been effectively closed to the world since Portuguese missionaries had excited the locals with their radical ideas and threatened the power of the Tokugawa shogunate, the country’s feudal military government. Christianity had been banned, along with all potentially meddlesome foreigners aside from a handful of docile Dutch traders on a couple of hectares of artificial land in Nagasaki harbour – and the Chinese of course. Not to trade with China would have been unthinkable. Any Japanese who left the islands without official permission faced death upon their return. Any foreigner attempting to land on Japanese territory was sent packing, if they were lucky.

In 1846 US Commodore James Biddle had ventured close to the entrance of Tokyo Bay, seeking permission for American whaling ships to be allowed to refuel and repair in Japanese harbours. He had suffered the indignity of being towed back out to sea by the Japanese. Russian attempts to make contact had been similarly rebuffed. The other key Western powers – France and Germany – were also keenly aware that whoever had access to the harbours of Japan controlled the Pacific.

But the seas around Japan’s rocky coast were uncharted and notoriously dangerous, with treacherous currents and whirlpools. In 1848 the American whaler Lagoda had been wrecked off the coast of Hokkaido, Japan’s northernmost main island, and its crew imprisoned. Several had died during their incarceration, and the rest had been forced to trample upon a crucifix to prove their rejection of Christianity. A US naval ship had eventually arrived and persuaded the Japanese to release the survivors, but there had been outrage in the American press at their treatment.

America’s response to the Lagoda incident and the snubbing of Commodore Biddle not only transformed relations between Japan and the West for ever, but would eventually destabilise the long-established order in east Asia, with cataclysmic consequences which still reverberate today. Seeking to sort out the Japan problem once and for all, in July 1853 Commodore Perry’s four heavily armed ships sailed into Kurihama Bay on the Pacific coast of Japan. Japan was believed to be rich in minerals, particularly gold and copper, but also, vitally for the new steam-powered ships, it had coal.



I am here now, on the waterfront at Kurihama where the Black Ships first dropped anchor, staring out at the sea, trying to think big thoughts about nations and cultures, colonial legacies and the sands of time, but the modern world is conspiring against me. There is the young family trying their best to make the most of their out-of-season trip to the beach, digging doggedly in the chilly wet sand a few feet away; there is the FUCK THE POLICE graffiti (quite unusual in Japan) on a fisherman’s hut over to my right; and a cement works and electricity pylons blot the horizon. None of these is helping to conjure the epochal moment when Perry sailed into this modest bay south of Tokyo and changed the world.

I turn away and walk across the road to a small park. In the middle is a large grey rock like one of Obelix’s menhirs, on a plinth, with on one side vertical white Japanese text and on the other an English translation in a, I suppose, rather apt, Wild-West-style font.


THIS MONUMENT

COMMEMORATES

THE FIRST ARRIVAL

OF

COMMODORE PERRY,

AMBASSADOR FROM THE

UNITED STATES OF AMERICA

WHO LANDED AT THIS PLACE

JULY 14, 1853



A nearby plaque expands:



On July 8, 1853, Commodore Matthew Calbraith Perry, USN, Commander-in-Chief, the United States Naval Forces East India, China and Japan Seas, who anchored offing of Uraga, landed here at Kurihama Beach and delivered the letter of President Filmore [sic] to the then Japanese government. Next year, the US Japan Treaty of Peace and Amity had been concluded at Kanagawa. Such series of events became motive power to bring back Japan, who unilaterally shut its diplomatic door to other countries by the then Japanese government, to the world.fn1



I have come to Kurihama because I am looking for a place to start my journey, somewhere with historical resonance, and to me, at least at this stage of my impending trip through the region, the moment when the Americans muscled their way into Japan seems the most resonant of them all.

When Perry sailed into Kurihama he inadvertently set off a chain of events which would result in the complete inversion of the Confucian geopolitical hierarchy which had held in the region for most of the previous two millennia. China had long been the Middle Kingdom, font of all knowledge, technology and civilisation; Korea was its primary tributary, the elder sibling, while Japan was a vaguely barbaric little brother. But the Black Ships’ arrival lit the fuse for a quasi-revolution in Japan, followed by rapid modernisation and militarisation, leading ultimately to a catastrophic attempt to build an empire on the Western model.

For Japan this event was the equivalent of one of those alien invasion movies in which colossal spacecraft blot out the sun. Perry’s squadron dropped anchor with ‘guns placed in position and shotted, the ammunition arranged, the small arms made ready, sentinels and men at their posts, and, in short, all the preparations made, usual before meeting an enemy’. The Japanese were shaken to their foundations by the towering ships, which were up to forty times the size of Japanese vessels and belched diabolical smoke. With their matchlocks and spears, they could only stand impotently by as Perry delivered what he described as a ‘manly, yet respectful’ letter from the thirteenth president of the United States to the emperor of Japan.fn2

The Japanese had been warned by the Dutch that the Americans were on their way and, via a mixture of French, Dutch and Chinese, quickly informed Perry that he must leave or at least go to Nagasaki at the far south-western end of the country, where they had officials for negotiating with foreigners a safe distance from the capital, Edo (Tokyo). Perry refused. He was prepared to wait. The Japanese sent artists to draw the Americans’ ships and equipment as talks continued about how and where the president’s letter would be handed over and a response given from the emperor.

Almost a week later, following many bottles of brandy shared with Japanese functionaries on board the Susquehanna (Perry noted that the Japanese’s ‘studied politeness’ was employed as much between themselves as with their visitors, that they somehow knew of the Panama Canal being built on the other side of the world and took detailed notes when shown the workings of the ship’s steam engines), they had finally thrashed out the details of an agreement right down to whether the commodore would present the letter with his own hand to the Japanese commissioner, and, amid great ceremony, Perry, two hundred sailors and a marching band landed on the beach here in Kurihama and delivered the president’s letter to a Japanese official judged to be of equal standing to a commodore of the United States Navy.

To the letter Perry added a threatening little postscript for the emperor: ‘Many of the largest ships-of-war destined to visit Japan have not yet arrived in these seas, though they are hourly expected; and the undersigned, as an evidence of his friendly intentions, has brought but four of the smaller ones, designing, should it become necessary, to return to Yedo [Edo] in the ensuing spring with a much larger force.’

Having wintered in Okinawa, Perry returned to Kurihama in February 1854 to receive his answer. He came with eight ships this time, and was rewarded with a letter from the emperor promising ‘we shall entirely comply with the proposals of your government.’

The Japanese were all too aware of the fate which had befallen the Chinese at the hands of the English, who had secured Hong Kong in 1842. They capitulated, giving US ships permission to visit Shimoda, south of Tokyo, and Hakodate in Hokkaido, and for a US consul to take up residence in each port. Shipwrecked sailors would be treated hospitably, and American ships allowed to buy supplies. On 31 March 1854 Perry signed the Treaty of Kanagawa to this effect, celebrated on shore with a show by sumo wrestlers (‘twenty-five masses of fat’, according to Perry), a gift of hundreds of sacks of rice from the Japanese, a minstrel performance by American sailors and the aforementioned miniature steam locomotive.

As Perry later wrote, ‘The vigorous grasp of the hand of America which was proffered in a friendly spirit, but thrust forward with an energy that proved the power to strike, as well as the disposition to embrace, had stirred Japanese isolation into a sensibility of its relationship to the rest of the world.’

But Japan had also been humiliated. Its sense of itself had been thoroughly undermined, and its short-term future plunged into uncertainty. The Tokugawa government had caved in at the merest hint of military threat but Perry’s initial treaty was just the start. In 1858 another treaty permitted the Americans to set up consulates in several Japanese ports with their own jurisdictions under US law, to set trade terms favourable to themselves and to worship as Christians on Japanese soil, the first time this had been allowed in three centuries. Within a couple of years, the English, French, Dutch and Russian governments had also signed similar ‘unequal treaties’ imposing their terms on Japan, with Yokohama emerging as the largest centre for foreign trade.

The foreigners’ extraterritorial status, meaning that they were not subject to Japanese law or its courts, would lead to various abuses and conflicts. As the British diplomat C. Pemberton Hodgson wrote of Japan in the 1860s: ‘Insults, threats, words of doubtful celebrity, met the quiet and wonder-struck Japanese as often as they endeavoured to pacify their indignant guests.’ Japan was traumatised and divided by the arrival of the barbarian foreigners. One faction advocated the violent removal of this alien presence, and there were several attacks on foreigners in the early 1860s. In 1862, in Yokohama, samurai of the Satsuma clan, a notoriously belligerent bunch from Kyushu, killed a British merchant, C. L. Richardson, when he refused to dismount from his horse out of respect to them. In retaliation, the British bombarded Kagoshima, at the heart of the Satsuma territory in far south-western Japan, forcing the clan to pay compensation.

In 1866 the Satsuma formed an alliance with the Choshu (from today’s Yamaguchi, not un-coincidentally the home prefecture of current prime minister, Shinzo Abe), and rose against the Tokugawa shogunate in the name of the emperor. The ensuing revolution sought to restore the emperor from his centuries-old position as a powerless ceremonial figure to a central role in the modernising elite, with Shinto, Japan’s ancient indigenous religion, as the nation’s guiding belief system. The Meiji Restoration, as the revolution was later known after the posthumous name given to the emperor, Mutsuhito, who reigned at the time, came about with relatively little blood spilled, thanks to a turn of events which saw both the ruling shogun, Iemochi, and the then emperor, Komei, die within that same year. Iemochi’s successor, the Tokugawa Yoshinobu, the last shogun, ruled for just one year. The alliance rid Japan of the samurai class, and restored the emperor to the head of what would become a highly militarised, industrialised, modern Japan. Initially, the victors planned to return Japan to its state of seclusion, epitomised by the slogan ‘Revere the emperor, expel the barbarians,’ but they soon realised that the best strategy would be to absorb the new technologies of the West. As the Charter Oath read at the enthronement of Emperor Meiji, put it, ‘Knowledge shall be sought all over the world, and thereby the foundations of imperial rule shall be strengthened.’

The foreigners were allowed to remain, and forty-eight Japanese officials and fifty-eight students embarked on a two-year mission to Europe and the USA to learn the secrets of the Western imperialists. Dozens of Western engineers were invited to Japan to help with the process of bunmei kaika – ‘civilisation and enlightenment’ – embodying another motto of the era, ‘Wakon Yosai’ – ‘Japanese spirit/Western technology.’ Japan rejected Asia and turned towards the West. It has never really looked back.

The emperor moved his seat from Kyoto to Edo, which was renamed Tokyo. Japan was divided into prefectures to be run by government-appointed governors. With the founding of a national conscript army, the samurai had to get jobs – or not, as was the case for many who died in poverty. And, for all the revolutionaries’ bluster about ridding Japan of evil foreigners, within a decade of Perry’s arrival the Japanese had begun to dress like Westerners in starchy collars, top hats and tails, eat curry and schnitzel, trade at Western-style banks and were learning how to make whisky and play golf. Above all, the Japanese came to believe that to be a modern nation, to be respected on the global stage, meant becoming an expansionist colonial power.

By 1876, Japan was able to do to its neighbour Korea precisely what America had done to it two decades earlier – open up the country and impose unequal treaty terms. More astonishing still, by April 1895 the Japanese had defeated the Chinese Qing army in the First Sino-Japanese War, fought to decide who would ‘protect’ Korea. By the ensuing Treaty of Shimonoseki, China was forced to hand over control of Taiwan to Japan. And in 1905 Japan became the first outside nation to defeat a Western power, Russia, following a conflict over present-day North Korea.

Encouraged by this military success, in 1910 Japan annexed all of Korea, partly as a buffer against Russia, partly to secure supplies of food and raw materials for the rapidly expanding Japanese population, and partly to give the samurai something to do. Over the ensuing thirty-odd years, the Japanese army would move into north-eastern China, and continue south to Hong Kong, Singapore and beyond. They would not return home until 1945.

At the Tokyo war crimes trials in 1946, General Kanji Ishiwara, who had been in charge of the invasion of China in 1931, referred specifically to Commodore Perry when questioned on Japan’s military expansionism. ‘Haven’t you heard of Perry!’ he told his American interrogators. ‘[Japan] took your country as its teacher and set about learning how to be aggressive.’



My disappointment at the lack of historic atmosphere here at Kurihama doesn’t really matter of course, not least because my original hypothesis – that America was at the root of all east Asia’s problems – would later turn out to be fatally flawed. I give up on my attempts to conjure sweeping evocations of history and head for the small local history museum in the corner of Perry Park, interrupting two boys’ baseball practice as I cross the gravel.

Inside the museum are fascinating nineteenth-century Japanese depictions of Perry’s ships, their exaggerated scale giving a sense of the artists’ dumbstruck awe, along with Hogarthian caricatures of the commodore with his massive gold epaulettes like wings, and his crew with huge noses.

I look at a model of the ships in the bay and imagine the fear they must have inspired; the two massive, triple-masted steamers in particular must have seemed quite unearthly. Earlier that afternoon on my drive down the coast from Tokyo to Kurihama, I had stopped off in Yokosuka, Japan’s biggest naval base, headquarters both of the largest overseas American naval installation in the world, the 7th Fleet, and the Japanese Maritime Self-Defence Force, their navy by another name. Though obviously no threat to me, I still experienced a stomach-churning frisson standing beside the massive grey bulk of the destroyers. There is nothing like viewing a ship of war up close to give you the willies.

I leave the museum and head back to my car. Kurihama is a rather straggly, workaday kind of town, with a small fishing harbour, a light-industry area and a quiet pedestrian high street. I notice that some of the paving stones are embossed with a profile of one of Perry’s ships, with the distinctive steam paddle on the side. These days Kurihama’s history is cherished by the town, it seems; they even have a Perry Festival every July.

My plan now is to drive west through Japan and beyond, but first I am going to retrace my steps a little, back up the coast to Yokohama, to explore a rather more contemporary social and political issue which has its roots back in the country’s ambitious Meiji-era colonial expansion.
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Yokohama

I am standing waiting to cross the road close to Yokohama stadium as the convoy of one white and five black minivans passes by. Flags flutter from the vans and red police lights flash from their roofs, but this is not an official parade. I catch a glimpse of a driver’s white cotton gloves, incongruously genteel in contrast to the tirade blaring from the vans’ loudspeakers, which is so loud it’s drowning out the cheers of the crowds watching the baseball inside the stadium on this sunny Saturday afternoon. None of the other pedestrians around me seems to pay the noise any heed at all.

I don’t know what exactly is coming from the speakers – it’s usually something along the lines of ‘Koreans are vermin’ or ‘Koreans must die’, that kind of thing – but I do know that the vans belong to one of Japan’s many ultra-nationalist groups. One giveaway is that two of them fly rising sun flags, the one with red rays radiating from a central sun on a white background. Once the symbol of Japanese military imperialism, these days the Kyokujitsu-ki is often displayed by those with, let’s say, a misguided sense of patriotism, and it is especially offensive to the Koreans and the Chinese. The Japanese Maritime Self-Defence Force ships also fly it, which as you can imagine causes problems when they take part in events with the Korean navy.

The name of this particular group is displayed on the side of their vehicles. It translates as ‘make wind’, a reference not to flatulence but to the kamikaze, the mythological divine wind which supposedly twice saved Japan from invasion from the Mongols in the thirteenth century and also of course refers to their World War II suicide pilots. The vans bear messages asserting that the Japanese constitution is that of an occupied country which they would like to ‘blow away’, and another referring to the Dokdo/Takeshima Islands dispute.

The first couple of times I encountered these convoys in Japan many years ago I assumed they were mainstream political parties campaigning. Finally I asked some passers-by, and they rolled their eyes and dismissed them as ‘crazies’. This would turn out to be the unanimous verdict of every single Japanese person I discussed them with thereafter, but they are noisy, high-profile, persistent crazies – thugs and racists who cause a great deal of upset to immigrant communities. (I was later told by someone who once travelled inside one of the vans that the messages they play are pre-recorded and the passengers pass the time watching cooking shows on TV.)

My encounter with the ultra-nationalists is particularly unfortunate as I have come to Yokohama, Japan’s second largest city, south-west of Tokyo, in search of what I hoped would be a positive story about the country’s largest ethnic minority, the Chinese. There are 730,000 Chinese with legal residence status living in Japan today, although the actual Chinese population is perhaps more than one million. Yokohama’s Chinatown is the biggest in Asia with about 250 shops and restaurants. It is the number-one tourist attraction in the city and is especially packed today as there is an annual festival taking place.

I enter through a massive ornate paifang – a Chinese-style gateway – decorated with golden dragons and green tiles, but it is soon obvious that Yokohama’s Chinatown is very much a Japanese version of China. At one point I pass a large fibreglass Hello Kitty dressed in a panda suit – a touching symbol of Sino-Japanese accord, I tell myself. Souvenir shops sell plastic battery-powered pandas (which for some reason dance the lambada), and the food is ‘international Chinese’ rather than anything authentically regional. Everything is nice and neat and tidy, just like the rest of Japan, although some Japanese people had wrinkled their noses when I mentioned I was coming here and warned me that it would be smellier and dirtier than ‘normal’ Japan.

The queues for all the restaurants in Chinatown are impossibly long today, but that doesn’t matter. I have alternative Sino-Japanese lunch plans over on the other side of Yokohama.



I pause, chopsticks poised twixt bowl and mouth. This is the most delicious bowl of noodles I have ever tasted, a genuine goosebump bowl. But wait, Michael. Not so hasty. Calm yourself. Remember your ramen golden rule: ‘The true test is how you feel beyond the halfway mark.’ Every bowl of ramen tastes good to start with, but in my heart I already know this bowl from Rishiri Ramen Miraku, an outpost of a restaurant on a remote island off the northern coast of Hokkaido, is the single greatest noodle soup I will ever taste. Slurp, slurp, ponder, slurp. I’m already feeling wistful that it is nearly over. Slurp, tilt bowl, scoop the last spoonful. Deep sigh.

I am in Yokohama’s Raumen Museum (‘raumen’ is a common alternative spelling of ramen), more a food theme park than a museum, decorated in a Showa-era style to look like Tokyo in 1958. I have arranged to meet the museum’s PR director, Masahiro Nakano, because I want to find out more about the Chinese origins of ramen, in particular how the Japanese regard the roots of what is arguably their most popular dish. The story has a familiar beginning; it is how so many stories about modern Japan begin.

‘Up until the 1850s Japan was a closed country,’ says Nakano. ‘But China had been trading with Europe and America for a long time, so in China they had plenty of people who could speak English, French and so on. After Japan opened, Chinese people came to work as translators for the Europeans and Americans who started to come here – the special Japanese ports where foreigners were allowed, like Yokohama.’ By 1899 the Westerners had all but left Yokohama for nearby Tokyo, but the Chinese remained, their community having grown over the years to around five thousand people. They had set up businesses, initially restricted to three fields: catering (with cooks from Canton), hairdressing and the textile industry.

‘There was some distrust of the Chinese in Yokohama, but they were good business partners,’ says Nakano, and the one place where the two business communities were always able to gather was around that great unifier, the dinner table. ‘The Chinese found Japanese food difficult to eat, especially all the raw vegetables and raw fish, so they started their own restaurants. The Japanese were curious about Chinese food, particularly because they only really ate chicken, not beef and pork like the Chinese.’

In those early years Chinese restaurants were considered rather posh; it wasn’t until the early twentieth century that they began to move downmarket. One of the early Chinese culinary imports would become the origins of ramen, which was sold here in Yokohama in the 1890s initially as Nanking soba.

So ramen, the most iconic of twentieth-century Japanese dishes, started off Chinese but morphed into something distinctly local with the addition of soy sauce and later dashi, Japanese stock made primarily from dried seaweed. Usually, the Chinese make a generic soup which is then used as the base of many dishes, but with ramen the soup is specific to the dish. ‘Japanese people think of it as Japanese but realise that it has Chinese roots, and many Chinese think it is wholly Japanese,’ says Nakano.

The Americans also had a hand in ramen’s rise. After World War II, they flooded the Japanese market with cheap wheat, of which they had a surplus. This fuelled the ramen boom, as ramen uses wheat-flour noodles. Yokohama’s Chinatown was also a playground for the American troops stationed in the area; still today it is home to quite a few jazz clubs and American-style bars. But the district really began to boom after 1972, when Nixon’s ‘ping-pong diplomacy’ with China sent the Japanese into a panic. They realised that they too had to start building bridges with the Chinese and so Prime Minister Kakuei Tanaka hastened to Nanjing to shake hands with Mao Zedong. As also happened in the States, this kick-started a mini-boom in all things Chinese, and Yokohama Chinatown took off, gradually transforming into, as one local explained it to me, ‘a lovable, cartoony version of China, like Disneyland gives you of America’.

As I left the museum and headed off for another appointment on the other side of the city, this all seemed to me to be a hopeful omen for the ability of different nationalities to cooperate and find common ground. But what happens when the rift is within one of those immigrant communities?
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Kotobuki

‘If you just peer round the corner inside that door you can see them, but best not to let them see you looking,’ Professor Tom Gill, my guide to the seamier side of Yokohama, whispers as we loiter on the pavement. Checking that we aren’t being observed, he gestures that I should look through a beaded curtain over a doorway just ahead. Outside is a glossy black 1970s Mercedes convertible, out of place in this shabby part of town. I sneak a look through the door as I pass, affecting nonchalance. Inside, a handful of men are gathered around a card table. They are yakuza, Tom says. It is an illicit gambling den.

This is obviously an awfully exciting turn of events as far as I am concerned, but Tom, a social anthropologist wearing an argyle sweater, glasses perched absent-mindedly on his forehead, has seen it all before. In his late fifties, he is a long-term resident of the city and has spent twenty-six years in Japan. He is a lecturer at Yokohama’s Meiji Gakuin University and an expert on Kotobuki, the district we are exploring. Though adjacent to Chinatown, Kotobuki is very different. Tourists don’t come here unless they get very, very lost.

As well as the yakuza, Kotobuki is home to a couple of thousand of the city’s day labourers. There are versions of this Japanese skid row in several major cities, but Yokohama’s is perhaps the best known; it is also a kind of unofficial Koreatown as most of the flophouses – doya-gai – here are owned and in part occupied by people of Korean descent.

In Japan resident Koreans are called Zainichi. This literally translates as ‘foreign resident of Japan’. In theory the word can apply to any foreigner but in reality it strongly implies someone who is descended from pre-1945 Korean immigrants, a legacy of Japan’s annexation of Korea between 1910 and 1945. During this time, hundreds of thousands of Koreans were encouraged to move to Japan to work in mining, munitions manufacturing and farming among other sectors, but as Japan’s military ambitions gathered pace, many were also forcibly brought here, or tricked into coming, to replace the Japanese men who were sent off to fight. By the end of World War II, around 2.3 million Koreans, most of them originally from what is today South Korea, were living in Japan, but with the economy almost entirely destroyed, there were few opportunities for work and the majority went home. Most of the 600,000 or so who remained had come voluntarily during the earlier part of Japan’s colonial rule and had built lives in Japan over several decades. Then Korea was plunged into the civil war of 1950–3, which was followed by widespread poverty, at times starvation and then brutal dictatorships in both North and South, all of which made the Koreans in Japan even less inclined to return to their ancestral homeland.

Today, there are roughly half a million Zainichi in Japan, although as we will see, defining who they are and how they identify themselves is complex, a reflection of the tumultuous times they lived through after the war. The Zainichi faced heavy discrimination in the post-war employment market. Public-sector jobs were closed to them because you needed to be a Japanese citizen to work for the government. The moment the Japanese regained control of their own country when the Treaty of San Francisco formally ended the Allied occupation of Japan in 1952, the Zainichi were placed in a stateless limbo which endured for many years, affecting their rights in terms of healthcare, travel and job opportunities, despite the fact that they had contributed both to Japan’s war effort and its reconstruction.

When it did finally become possible to apply for Japanese citizenship the process was long and costly, which in itself excluded many. It was only when diplomatic relations were restored with South Korea in 1965 that the Zainichi were given the chance to apply for South Korean passports, and many did. Later they were able to apply for ‘extra-special permanent residence status’ in Japan. Even so, many Japanese companies still did not want to employ Koreans and many had gravitated to working for the American-led occupiers. There was plenty of work for the Koreans in Yokohama’s docks unloading the vast quantities of emergency food from ships which flooded into Japan in the immediate post-war years, and later during the Korean and Vietnamese Wars, which were hugely prosperous for the Japanese.

It is obvious that Kotobuki is different as soon as Professor Gill and I enter the first of its four blocks: there are piles of garbage by the side of the road, the buildings are notably grubbier with stained concrete and rusty windows. Chinatown was colourful, full of life, clearly a place for leisure. Kotobuki is monochromatic, not a little bleak. On one corner a couple of dozen rather dishevelled-looking men sit on the kerbside with beer cans at their feet. These are the day labourers.

‘The Korean community in Yokohama never had the cash cow of a Chinatown,’ Tom tells me as we adjourn to a dingy café-bar. Two men in overalls sitting at the bar drinking draught beers regard us suspiciously for a moment, then return their gaze to the TV on top of the fridge, which is showing a talent show. ‘All they’ve had is this slum district, which most [Japanese] people don’t even know is Korean, and if they did, they would use it as just another example of how “slummy” and “smelly” Koreans are.’

This prejudice persists even though people of Zainichi heritage have achieved prominence and success in most areas of Japanese society. The richest man in Japan, Masayoshi Son, founder of telecommunications giant SoftBank, is descended from Koreans who came to Japan before World War II; he has even reverted to using his Korean family name. But still the image many Japanese have of the Zainichi today – not just the day labourers but all Koreans – is of a lower-class people who make pungent food, have different traditions to the Japanese, and work in unskilled or even criminal occupations. Koreans supposedly all run pachinko parloursfn1 or yakiniku restaurants (derived from Korean barbecue), or work in illicit gambling – stereotypes that the black van protesters exploit.

The Zainichi are now in their fourth or fifth generation and their numbers are slowly declining. Around ten thousand take up Japanese citizenship each year, often adopting Japanese names. In this they are helped by the curious situation in Japan whereby people might have an everyday name as well as a completely different official, formal name, which they don’t use. There are many options for Zainichi: often they use their Korean name informally but maintain a legal alias – a Japanese name for official use. ‘Most people would agree that having a Korean name is still going to be a minus point on your CV when you are looking for a job,’ says Tom. In the past it has been difficult for Zainichi to rent property, and despite the positive image the Korean male has among many female Japanese thanks to the popularity of Korean romance series on Japanese TV, a Korean heritage is still often a handicap when it comes to dating and marriage.

It is a major taboo for one Japanese person to ask another if they are of Korean descent, so sometimes they have to resort to other means to find out. I tell Tom about a Japanese friend of mine who told me that his fiancée’s parents, suspecting he might have Korean heritage, hired private detectives to check out his background. Tom thinks this kind of thing is illegal now but adds that it is still an issue in more traditional families. Nonetheless, many ethnic Korean Japanese residents have married Japanese people and have mixed-race children – by some estimates over a million.

Sociologist Yasunori Fukuoka has defined five categories of Koreans in Japan. First there are those who identify with South Korea. They are called Mindan and might even have dual Japanese/South Korean nationality – officially illegal, but rarely prosecuted. Most remarkable from a foreign perspective is the second group – die-hard North Korean sympathisers who hope and believe that one day they will return to live in a reunified Korea run by the Kim dynasty in Pyongyang. They are called Chongryon or Chongreon. For obvious reasons, their number has declined in recent years, but there was a time, back in the 1960s and 70s, when this wasn’t such an absurd position to take as North Korea still held some appeal economically and ideologically.

At the opposite end of the spectrum are those Koreans who hate their ethnicity and have changed their names to blend in; they might not speak Korean and have naturalised and received Japanese passports. In many cases their friends and colleagues don’t even know they have a Korean background. There are also those who are proud of their Korean heritage – not least since the Hallyu cultural wave made it cool to be Korean – but don’t consider themselves particularly Korean, don’t affiliate to either North or South, certainly don’t want to move to Korea and often don’t even speak Korean. Finally there are those who don’t care either way and just want to get on with their lives in peace without having to identify as anything.

There are an estimated 35,000 or so Korean residents of Japan who continue to refuse to get either a South Korean or a Japanese passport because their sympathies lie with the Great Leader Kim and his regime, and it is quite likely that a number of those who have reluctantly acquired either passport also still identify with the North. They long for the day when its totalitarian dictatorship finally triumphs, and the pure race of the ‘true’ Korea reunifies the peninsula. All the while the North Korean regime has been firing missiles in the direction of their temporary adopted home.

Even more extraordinary is the fact that these North Korean sympathisers run most of the sixty to seventy Korean schools which remain operational in Japan. There used to be many more North Korean-affiliated schools in Japan, but a large number have amalgamated or closed over the past twenty years. Some of these Chongryon schools are funded directly from Pyongyang, and some even receive Japanese state funding via their local prefectures. This is because up until the 1980s many Japanese politicians, particularly from the communist and socialist parties, fostered good relations with the Chongryon leadership. Mindan – South Korean-oriented – parents often send their children to these schools too because they want them to learn Korean language and culture. They can either send their children to North Korean schools, or abandon their cultural and ethnic heritage completely. When you realise that the suppression of Korean culture and language was a policy of the Japanese when they occupied Korea, you can understand why they might be reluctant to let that happen. ‘Imagine, for decades you have seen the Japanese try to destroy your culture and national identity – they made the population speak Japanese, take Japanese names, put up Shinto shrines all over the place,’ says Tom. Particularly in the latter stages of their occupation the Japanese did all they could to turn Koreans into Japanese citizens. They even referred to them not as Koreans but ‘external Japanese’.

As for the South Koreans, they seem to be ambivalent about the plight of the Zainichi. In a 2018 poll only 7.8 per cent cited ‘discrimination against South Koreans living in Japan’ as the reason they had a ‘bad impression’ of the Japanese. Far more pressing were issues such as the sovereignty of the Takeshima/Dokdo Islands. Meanwhile, Japanese right-wing groups complain that their special permanent residence status gives the Zainichi undue privileges. It isn’t fair that if a Korean resident commits a crime, it will be one of his aliases that appears in the newspaper, not his real name, they complain. It also irritates them that the Zainichi are allowed to pass through immigration using the same gates as Japanese people.

In truth, Japanese ultra-nationalists probably just use the special-resident status as a convenient stick with which to bash the Zainichi. What really gets their goat is the ongoing criticism of Japan’s colonial past by South Koreans – by politicians, protesters, on TV, in movies, and in particular the still widespread anti-Japanese teaching in schools, plus of course the Takeshima/Dokdo dispute. One of the more prominent anti-Korean right-wing groups of recent times has been the Zaitokukai. (Its full name translates as something like ’Citizen’s Association Against the Privileges of Old-Comer Korean Japanese’.) It began around 2010, online, before moving to street protests in Osaka and Tokyo, usually in areas with large Korean populations. The slogans they have chanted outside Korean schools and residential areas (as reported in the Japan Times) include:


Kick Koreans out of Japan.

Push criminal Koreans into Tokyo Bay.

Come out Koreans who are listening there. Come on out so we can beat you to death. You don’t fool Japanese, you cockroaches.

Come on out if you guys have pride as North Koreans. You come forward so you can get tormented to death for the sake of Kim Jong-il. Come on out so we can kill you.



As a result of this kind of thing, in 2014 the US State Department, in its country report on Japan, accused the country of ‘entrenched societal discrimination’ against its immigrant populations. Following further pressure from the United Nations Human Rights Committee, Japan did eventually pass a law against physical threats to people, but the law doesn’t actually ban hate speech in person or online and carries no penalties for the guilty.

In Tokyo the Korean community has traditionally been centred on Shin Okubo, a small district in the shadow of Shinjuku. I go there the next day and spend an enjoyable afternoon wandering the streets around the station, which are packed with Korean restaurants. I have come to meet journalist Koichi Yasuda. I want to get a little perspective on the noisy black minivanners, who seem such an anomaly in decorous, reserved, contemporary Japan. Yasuda had been present at their genesis.

‘There have always been racists here in Japan, but if you didn’t look for them you wouldn’t have noticed them,’ Yasuda, in his early fifties and with that slightly knackered appearance typical of the news reporter, tells me. ‘But this was a new group emerging. You were seeing a normal mother with her child, ordinary office workers, pensioners, saying that we were better off without foreigners. They have this excessive sense of loss, that many things have been taken away from them by foreigners and foreign countries.’

It was around December 2006 when the online hubbub moved out onto the streets of Japan, led by a man who called himself Makoto Sakurai – his real name is Makoto Takada – from Fukuoka. Yasuda did some digging on him. ‘I spoke to people who went to high school with him, but they just said he was very quiet, very low profile. Most didn’t even remember him, and there is no trace of him after he graduated apart from local part-time jobs, which means he probably didn’t have many friends.’ Takada moved to Tokyo, got a job as a security guard and somehow managed to gather a sizeable online following for his racist rants and blog posts. ‘He started to engage with Koreans about the territorial issues and historical issues. He became a hero online, a charismatic patriot.’

In truth, Japan’s annual immigration figures are minuscule. In 2017 the country accepted 20 asylum seekers out of almost 20,000 applications; typically fewer than 10,000 applications for citizenship are approved each year. The total resident foreign population is currently 1.75 per cent, compared to around 14 per cent in the UK. However, the number of skilled and semi-skilled foreign workers permitted to come to Japan has doubled over the last five years to 1.28 million in 2018, the largest proportion – 29 per cent – being from China, only 4.4 per cent from South Korea. Ironically this influx has been overseen by Shinzo Abe, the current prime minister, who is closely associated with right-wing nationalists. What’s more, he is aiming to bring half a million more short-term, unskilled immigrants to Japan by 2025 to help with shortfalls in elderly care, farming and construction.

Takada’s followers took to the streets in increasing numbers, beginning in Japan’s largest Korean quarter, Tsuruhashi in Osaka, and later here in Shin Okubo in Tokyo. Yasuda picked up on the movement early on but couldn’t place articles anywhere in the mainstream Japanese media. ‘Editors told me that it was a marginal movement; they didn’t need to cover it. Kind of “Ignore them – they will go away,”’ he tells me. ‘There was also a sense of “Don’t give them any publicity.”’ But he felt they posed a genuine danger precisely because of their broad demographic. ‘If it was a group of skinheads then you could have disregarded them.’

A visit by the South Korean prime minister to the disputed Takeshima/Dokdo Islands in 2012 was the catalyst for a major explosion in the number of anti-Korean marchers. As the demonstrations outside Korean schools grew to gatherings of up to a thousand people, it became impossible for the mainstream media and the government to ignore them. The Tokyo authorities eventually cracked down on the demonstrations, but by then locals had already mobilised in opposition. ‘When Zaikokukai organised with seven hundred people, more than a thousand came to counter them and, just like the Zaikokukai, they were a whole spectrum of people – regular people, not unionists or communists, but salarymen, musicians, office workers,’ Yasuda says.

Why did the right wing protest so much against South Korea? Surely, North Korea and China pose far greater military, economic and diplomatic threats to Japan?

‘I asked a member of Zaikokukai this, and he said
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