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INTRODUCTION
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AMERICANS ARE ACCUSTOMED TO THINKING OF WORLD WAR II AS having ended on August 14, 1945, when Japan surrendered unconditionally. The finality of this action seemed to be appropriately symbolized in the solemn ceremony aboard the USS Missouri on September 2 in which Japan’s representatives signed the instrument of surrender under the watchful eyes of General MacArthur and in the shadow of the Missouri’s sixteen-inch guns.

That was the end of the war so far as most Americans were concerned. Yet on the mainland of Asia, in the vast arc of countries and territories stretching from Manchuria to Burma, peace was at best a brief interlude. In some parts of Asia, such as Java and southern Indochina, peace lasted less than two months. In China, a fragile and incomplete peace lasted less than a year. In northern Indochina, peace lasted about fifteen months, and in Korea, about three years. Indeed, 1945–46 in Asia may have appeared to many not as a time when war ended, but as a time when the various protagonists switched sides.

Why did peace in Asia prove so elusive? What were the elements that contributed to the long postwar years of grim struggle during which many suffered far more than they had during World War II itself? This book attempts to address these questions through an examination of events in five countries that previously formed a part of the Japanese Empire. With one exception, they were places in which things went disastrously wrong and gave birth to long-term problems that sometimes outlived the Cold War. This is largely a story about military occupations and their consequences. After the American experience in Iraq it is unnecessary to explain that military occupations that follow on the complete disruption of a country’s old order are often ill-conceived, confused, messy affairs that can result in unforeseen consequences for both the occupied and the occupiers. At the conclusion of the war against Japan, the victorious Allies—Britain, China, the United States, and the USSR—all sent troops to occupy or reclaim vast areas of mainland Asia that had formed part of Japan’s empire.

The British and Americans saw their most important task as disarming the Japanese military forces in China, Korea, and Southeast Asia and sending them back to Japan. Another pressing concern was to liberate thousands of Allied prisoners of war and civilian internees who had been starved, beaten, and otherwise ill treated by the Japanese in prison camps throughout Asia. The greatest threat to these policies was anticipated to be the Japanese. Most of their well-armed forces on the mainland of Asia had never suffered any direct military setbacks and could not be counted on to behave as a defeated enemy. In addition, die-hard Pan-Asianists and former members of the secret police and intelligence organizations might stay on to help stir up trouble among the local populations.

The Chinese and Soviets also saw the occupations as an opportunity to assert what they believed to be their historic rights and interests in East Asia. For the Americans and the British, it was simply a matter of reestablishing stability and order through the implementation of policies recently agreed upon by the Allies. Few anticipated that the Japanese forces themselves might be utilized to help in the restoration of order through those policies, or that local people would seriously oppose them.

All of the soldiers who brought their various versions of liberation to the countries of Greater East Asia were members of famous military units, veterans of the most difficult campaigns of World War II. They were unprepared for their new role as occupiers and had at best an imperfect knowledge of the places they were going. They wanted most to go home. Their governments were often little better prepared, and these soldiers would soon become acquainted with the consequences of ignorance, inattention, and indecisiveness in London, Moscow, and Washington. Their theaters of operation were the countries of Japan’s former empire of Greater East Asia, built on the wreckage of the European colonial empires they had defeated and occupied in 1942.

The British, French, and Dutch colonial empires that had been displaced by the Japanese with unexpected ease and dispatch had themselves been relatively recent creations, despite their pretensions to age and permanence. So were the Japanese colonies in Korea and Manchuria. The final French conquests in Indochina had ended only in the 1880s. The Dutch had added sizable portions of the Indonesian archipelago, including Kalimantan, Bali, and Sumatra, to the Netherlands Indies only in the mid-to late nineteenth century and were still battling stubborn resistance forces in Aceh into the early twentieth century. In Korea, many were still alive in 1945 who could remember Korea as an independent state. “The world was fluid and about to be remade,” recalled an American journalist. “An empire had vanished. A half dozen victors raced for the spoils.”1 More than a half dozen; for old class antagonisms, regional rivalries, ethnic and religious conflicts were still alive. They had survived both European colonialism and the Japanese imperial project, although sometimes in new or altered form. The war and the Japanese conquest transformed political and personal alignments, ideologies, and institutions in the nations that became part of Greater East Asia, but the basis of postwar suspicions, and ambitions, remained.
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CHAPTER ONE

“SHOOT THE WORKS!”

[image: image]

NO ONE EXPECTED THE WAR TO END WHEN IT DID. EVEN AFTER the two atomic bombs and the entry of the Soviet Union into the war on August 9, the Japanese, though doomed, were expected to fight on for some considerable time. Suddenly, on August 10, the Domei News Agency broadcast a statement by the Japanese Foreign Ministry that Japan was ready to accept the surrender terms presented by the Allies in the so-called Potsdam Declaration on July 26, “provided that the said declaration does not comprise any demand which prejudices the prerogatives of His Majesty as a Sovereign Ruler.” The announcement surprised even top officials in Washington. “When the Japanese surrendered it caught the whole goddamn administrative machinery with their pants down,” recalled a colonel in the Army high command.1 At the time the official notification was received via neutral embassies, Secretary of War Henry Stimson was about to leave on vacation, and the army and navy were opening another round in their continuing squabble about command arrangements for the impending invasion of Japan.2

One of those slated for that invasion, Marine sergeant David F. Earle, a veteran of the campaigns on Guam and Okinawa, listened with his tentmates to the radio. “Our station,” he told his parents, “which secures at 2200, was back on the air with Japan’s unconfirmed peace offer. It seemed almost too good to be true, beyond all realization…. Men shook hands, embraced and beer was drug out. Each time the commentor announced the same commentary, even though the men had heard the same thing over and over there was complete silence, as if we weren’t able to hear it often enough. This morning the announcement was confirmed and now it’s either accepted or not. To those who don’t want to accept the terms because of the Emperor—I haven’t got words in my vocabulary to fit my contempt and scorn for their attitude. I know damn well that twenty-eight months out here would change their minds but fast. Anyway, we in my tent have already accepted the surrender and if the country hasn’t we’ve decided to sue for a separate peace.”3

Many in Washington shared Sergeant Earle’s sentiments. In July, Stimson and Undersecretary of State Joseph C. Grew, former ambassador to Japan, had urged President Truman to include an explicit promise in the Potsdam Declaration that it might be possible for Japan to retain “a constitutional Monarchy under the present dynasty” following its surrender.4 There was strong opposition to such a guarantee, however, from many of the president’s advisers, including Secretary of State James F. Byrnes, who believed that it would compromise the longstanding Allied agreement on “unconditional surrender” by the Axis powers. “Too much like appeasement,” former secretary of state Cordell Hull observed. Other Americans saw no reason to retain the outmoded reactionary institutions that had encouraged Japanese militarism and aggression.5 The emperor had been portrayed in the American media as a symbol of Japanese fanaticism, a partner of Hitler and Mussolini. A Gallup poll published in The Washington Post at the end of June had revealed that 33 percent of Americans wanted the emperor executed, 17 percent favored a trial, 20 percent were for imprisonment or exile, and only 7 percent favored his retention, even as a figurehead.6

Truman was well aware of these sentiments when he hastily convened a meeting at the White House to discuss the Japanese surrender offer. Present at the meeting were Byrnes, Stimson, the president’s military aides, Navy Secretary James V. Forrestal, John Snyder, a Missouri friend of Truman’s who was serving as head of the Office of War Mobilization, and the president’s military adviser and chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Admiral William D. Leahy. Stimson urged acceptance of the Japanese stipulation, pointing out that the emperor was “the only source of authority in Japan.” He argued that “something like this use of the Emperor must be made in order to save us from a score of bloody Iwo Jimas and Okinawas all over China and the New Netherlands [Indonesia].”7 Leahy and Snyder agreed. Byrnes, however, warned that public opinion and the Allied powers might not understand or accept such a concession. Abandonment of unconditional surrender could lead to “the crucifixion of the President” at the hands of public opinion. Truman informed the meeting that since news of the Japanese proposal, the White House had received 170 telegrams, all but seventeen of which had urged the harshest surrender terms.8 On the other hand, millions more Americans like Sergeant Earle might be equally infuriated if Truman and his advisers allowed this opportunity for peace to slip away.

At that point Forrestal suggested a compromise: The United States should send a reply that reaffirmed the Potsdam demands while neither rejecting the Japanese offer nor discouraging hope that the emperor could remain. Byrnes, aided by his special assistant, Benjamin Cohen, was given primary responsibility for drafting a reply, though Forrestal, Leahy, Stimson, and Truman himself all lent a hand, as did Undersecretary Grew. Grew had not been at the White House meeting, but he was the government’s highest-ranking expert on Japan and had always stressed the crucial role of the emperor in any surrender scheme. Now “Grew, mastering his personal pride, opened the door between his office and Byrnes’ and said, ‘Mr. Secretary, if you are working on the Japanese note I believe I and some others could be helpful.’” Byrnes agreed.9

Unlike most products of a committee, Byrnes’s reply was a masterpiece. Addressing the key Japanese reservation on the emperor, the note was intentionally ambiguous, asserting, “From the moment of surrender, the authority of the emperor and the Japanese government to rule the state shall be subject to the authority of the Supreme Commander of the Allied powers, who will take such steps as he deems proper to effectuate the surrender terms.” But the note also promised, “The ultimate form of government of Japan shall, in accordance with the Potsdam Declaration, be established in accordance with the freely expressed will of the Japanese people.” At a meeting of the full Cabinet, Truman approved the note.10 The British and the other Allies quickly agreed, and, after only momentary hesitation, so did the Soviets.

A more significant Allied disagreement, although it appeared small at the time, briefly arose over the question of the surrender ceremony. The draft of the note submitted to the Allies had provided for the emperor to sign the surrender documents personally. Grew had unsuccessfully argued against this provision, but when the British raised doubts about its advisability, Byrnes dropped it. The Chinese government, which had been especially enthusiastic about this symbolic humbling of Japan, was not informed of the “slight change” until after the revised note had actually been dispatched to Japan.11 Stalin made no formal objection, but he later cautioned Ambassador Averell Harriman that the American plan to stage the surrender ceremony in Tokyo Bay entailed “considerable risks.” The Japanese, Stalin observed, “were treacherous people.” He was sure “there were some crazy cutthroats left” and advised the Americans to take several hostages to “guard against incidents.”12

In Tokyo, the receipt of the Byrnes note touched off a crisis within the highest circles of the government. Japanese Army leaders argued that the demands of the note were intolerable and that Japan must fight on, while most of the civilian ministers urged acceptance of the Allied terms.13 With the government deadlocked and American B-29s raining leaflets on Japanese cities containing copies of the Japanese note of August 10 with Byrnes’s reply, the emperor met with the Cabinet and other senior military and political advisers to announce that it was his wish that Japan “accept the Allied reply as it stands.”14

         

IN THE LATE AFTERNOON of August 14, an RCA messenger carrying a telegram to the Swiss legation in Washington was stopped by police for making an illegal U-turn on Connecticut Avenue. After ten minutes he was allowed to proceed. The messenger was carrying Tokyo’s acceptance of the surrender terms. At 7:00 P.M. Truman announced to the reporters who jammed the president’s office that he had received from the Japanese government “a full acceptance of the Potsdam Declaration which specifies the unconditional surrender of Japan.”15

Even before President Truman’s announcement of Japan’s final surrender, the thoughts of many Americans had turned to the twenty-two thousand Americans and the hundred and ten thousand other Allied prisoners of war in Japanese hands. It was unclear how many were still alive. Many were known to be suffering severely from disease, malnutrition, and exposure even where they were not being subjected to torture, brutality, and other forms of abuse by the Japanese.16 The story of the appalling Bataan Death March, in which six hundred Americans and five to ten thousand Filipinos who had surrendered in the Philippines perished in a brutal sixty-five-mile forced-march evacuation to their prison camps, became widely known in the United States by early 1944.17 Americans believed, with good reason, that with their impending defeat the Japanese might decide to massacre all the surviving prisoners, many of whom had by this time been moved to northern China, Manchuria, and Japan. U.S. intelligence estimated that there were about nine thousand Allied prisoners in China and Manchuria, with another fifty-five hundred in Indochina and one thousand in Korea.18

In April the War Department had ordered Lieutenant General Albert C. Wedemeyer, the top American commander in China, to be prepared to locate, assist, and repatriate Allied POWs in China and Manchuria as quickly as possible. This had been a comparatively simple task in the European Theater, where almost all Axis territory had already fallen and Allied forces reached most camps within a few days. Conditions were far different in General Wedemeyer’s China Theater, an enormous expanse of territory that included China, Manchuria, Korea, and at least half of Indochina. Much of this area was still in the hands of the Japanese, who as recently as the previous fall had conducted a series of devastating offensives into central China that brought thousands more square miles under their control.

Within the Japanese-held areas were large and small pockets of land controlled or influenced by the Chinese Communist forces of Mao Tse-tung (Mao Zedong), who conducted guerrilla warfare, propaganda, and subversion against the Japanese. Nominally allied to Chiang Kai-shek (Jiang Jieshi), the American-backed leader of “Free China,” the Communists remained in fact his bitter rivals in an ongoing struggle for control of China that had been only temporarily interrupted by the Japanese. Finally, there were the Soviets, who had entered the war against Japan on August 9. Led by experienced commanders who had helped destroy the German Wehrmacht a few months before, the Soviet armies swept aside the ill-prepared Japanese in Manchuria and advanced rapidly toward the main cities and rail lines.

American planners estimated that it might take a month or more for relief forces traveling overland to reach some of the largest prison camps, which were located hundreds of miles from the nearest American bases in China. Such a delay was completely unacceptable, however. The United States, Wedemeyer’s staff reminded him, “has consistently maintained that China Theater is their [special] responsibility and we have in many cases pointed this out in no uncertain terms to the other Allied nations…. A failure to discharge the humanitarian aspects of this responsibility can never be condoned.”19

In Europe, the British and Americans had employed special teams immediately after the surrender to locate POW camps, contact the internees, report on conditions, and provide emergency support. That concept appeared to be the solution to the problem of POW relief in Asia as well. Yet in Asia such teams would have to travel immense distances into relatively unknown territory and confront armies whose attitudes and intentions were likely to be problematic at best. Only one American organization in East Asia was both prepared and equipped to carry out such missions: the Office of Strategic Services.

Like many other activities in the China Theater, intelligence operations there had been characterized by contention, confused organization, and byzantine personal and political rivalries. By 1945 no fewer than fourteen different agencies were contributing intelligence information to theater headquarters.20 Until a few months before the surrender, the Office of Strategic Services, widely referred to as “OSS,” had scarcely existed as a major contender in the bureaucratic Olympics incessantly played out in China’s wartime capital, Chungking (Chongqing). The brainchild of Colonel William J. Donovan, a Wall Street lawyer, Republican political operator, and hero of World War I, OSS was conceived as a single agency that would coordinate the collection and analysis of foreign intelligence and conduct special operations such as commando raids and disinformation campaigns and work with partisan and guerrilla groups behind enemy lines.21 Older organizations like the Office of Naval Intelligence, the FBI, and the Army’s Military Intelligence Service viewed Donovan’s organization of former college professors, gangsters, corporate lawyers, and European émigrés with suspicion. The two Pacific commanders, General Douglas MacArthur and Admiral Chester Nimitz, barred Donovan’s organization from their theaters. Yet OSS proved its value in the North African campaign, and in November 1942 Donovan received a broad charter from the Joint Chiefs of Staff to act as their agent for espionage, sabotage, and psychological and guerrilla warfare.

In China also, OSS got off to a rocky start. (Its first head of intelligence reportedly went around Chungking passing out business cards with “American Intelligence Office” printed under his name.)22 In the summer of 1944, when Patrick J. Hurley, a prominent Republican and former secretary of war, arrived as the new U.S. ambassador at Chungking, Donovan’s prospects improved. Hurley and Donovan had served together in the Hoover administration. Wedemeyer, who assumed command of the China Theater that October, was an outstanding staff officer and planner who valued centralization and orderly organization. He readily accepted Donovan’s arguments on the value of a single U.S. intelligence agency under the direct control of the theater commander. With Hurley and Wedemeyer’s support, OSS grew from a small organization with a strength of about one hundred in October 1944 to about nineteen hundred in July 1945. More important, at the time of the Japanese surrender, OSS had been about to undertake a series of secret operations to penetrate what its leaders referred to as “Japan’s inner zone.” From its advance base at Xian in Shanxi Province of west-central China, OSS was completing preparations to send teams to operate in the furthest parts of Japanese-occupied China as well as to Manchuria and Korea. It already had small groups of agents operating in Shantung (Shandong), Shanxi, Hebei, and Peiping (Beijing).23

On August 14 the head of Strategic Services in the China Theater proposed to General Wedemeyer’s chief of staff that OSS contact teams be parachuted in to distant points believed to have prisoner-of-war camps, such as Peiping and Weihsien (Weifang) in northern China, Mukden (Shenyang) in Manchuria, Hanoi in northern Vietnam, and Vientiane in Laos.24 OSS commanders in Xian and Kunming were already making preparations for such missions. The Air Ground Aid Service of the U.S. Army Air Forces, China Theater, was the organization primarily responsible for aiding American prisoners, evaders, and escapees behind enemy lines. But the Air Ground Aid Service had no parachute-qualified personnel and lacked OSS firsthand experience in the northern areas.

Wedemeyer quickly agreed to the proposal and directed his commanders to give highest priority to the task of landing teams at camps throughout the theater. Their targets would be Peiping, Weihsien, and Shanghai in China, Mukden and Harbin in Manchuria, Vientiane in Laos, and Hainan Island in the Gulf of Tonkin. The mission of the teams was to render immediate aid and medical assistance to the prisoners of war and other interned personnel, to prepare accurate lists of those being held, to coordinate the distribution of supplies to be dropped in, and to furnish information to theater headquarters about the extent, location, size, and conditions of each camp. The teams also had intelligence missions assigned to them and were expected to report on political and military conditions in their areas; however, they were prohibited from discussing surrender terms or arrangements with the Japanese.25 OSS was to have exclusive responsibility for camps north of the Yellow River and would operate with the Air Ground Aid Service in other areas.

Shortly after dawn on August 15, Teletype machines in Xian and Kunming began to clatter out a short message from Chungking: “Commanding General, China Theater, directs provisions of directive, re contact with POW camps be implemented. Shoot the works! Implement to fullest! Good Luck!”26 Four missions were considered most critical: Team Cardinal to camps around Mukden in Manchuria; Team Duck to POW camps near the city of Weihsien on the Shantung Peninsula; Team Magpie to camps near the former imperial capital of Peiping; and Team Eagle to Keijo (Seoul) in Korea. All of these places were deep in Japanese territory, garrisoned by thousands of Japanese soldiers, many of whom had never been defeated in battle.

Early on the sixteenth of August a B-24 bomber left Xian carrying the Cardinal team: Major James T. Hennessy, the team leader; Major Robert F. Lamar, the medical officer; Tec4 Edward A. Starz, the radio operator; Corporal Fomio Kido, a Japanese American interpreter; Corporal Harold B. Leith, a Russian and Chinese linguist; and Chong Shih-wu, a Chinese Army officer and interpreter. Cardinal’s destination was Hoten, near Mukden, almost nine hundred miles from Xian. They were followed on the seventeenth by Duck and Magpie and on the eighteenth by Eagle.

The Hoten camp was rumored to house a large number of American prisoners including Lieutenant General Jonathan Wainwright, the last American commander in the Philippines, who had surrendered Corregidor to the Japanese in 1942. There were also high-ranking British and Dutch officers captured during the Japanese conquest of Southeast Asia. In the Hoten area were at least thirty thousand men of the Japanese Kwantung Army. The Russians were still some hundred miles away but were coming fast. It is a mark of the supreme confidence and determination, and perhaps the supreme cluelessness, of Americans in that summer of ’45 that no one hesitated to launch a team of six men armed with pistols, only one of whom spoke Japanese, into the midst of a Japanese Army still at war and in the path of an advancing Soviet juggernaut.

Major Hennessy’s men landed safely less than two miles from Hoten and successfully retrieved all seventeen of their cargo parachutes bearing emergency medicine and other supplies. “Because of the overcast, we couldn’t see the plane,” recalled Pfc. Robert Brown, an American airman held at Hoten. “We heard it, though, and it wasn’t Japanese. Four engines are four engines and American engines are American engines. Off in the distance we saw about twelve parachutes…. Oh boy, the rumors began flying. In prison camp you live on rumors. They started on Bataan and never ended.”27

The Japanese at Hoten were sullen and abusive. Lamar, Starz, and Chong were taken into custody near their airdrop site and ordered to strip. Lamar was “stood up against a wall where several Japs made feints at him with their bayonets.” The rest of the team was blindfolded and ordered into a truck, where one Japanese soldier continued to pummel Hennessy in the shoulder with his closed fist.28 A short time later, however, the Japanese at Hoten received confirmation of the surrender, and their behavior abruptly changed.

Now smiling and courteous, the Japanese military police allowed the team to visit the prison, but the camp commander refused to furnish any information to Hennessy or to allow him to talk with the prisoners. After an afternoon of futile argument, the camp commander agreed to send a message to Kwantung Army headquarters relaying Hennessy’s demand that custody of the prisoners and command of the camp be turned over to the Americans. Accompanied by a squad of military police, the team then were driven to Mukden, where they were quartered in the Yamato Hotel for the night.29

Returning to the camp next morning, Hennessy found that the Japanese camp commander’s “attitude had changed entirely and he gave us all the information we desired.”30 There were reported to be 1,673 prisoners at Hoten, of whom about 1,300 were Americans, 240 British, and the remainder from various other Allied countries. There were also 45 civilian internees, mostly Belgians.31 A small number of very high-ranking Allied prisoners, including General Wainwright and the former governor of the Straits Settlements, Sir Shenton Thomas, were being held at a satellite camp at Xian, 160 miles northwest of Mukden.32

The Cardinal team toured the camp and met with Major General George M. Parker, the senior American officer. Starz set up his radio gear in the prison compound and Lamar made a quick evaluation of the patients in the prison hospital. Hennessy found “the majority of the prisoners were underweight and undernourished…all ‘beds’ (consisting of mats on the wooden floors of the cubicles) were full of fleas. The windows had been blacked out until we arrived when the paper was removed to allow light and air to circulate.” The prisoners nevertheless declared “this was the best camp they had been in.” Hennessy reported that he “ate a meal with the prisoners which they thought was wonderful food but which almost nauseated me. It consisted of dry corn bread, watery stew and rice. Previous to this they had been served one bun a day with three meals consisting mostly of watery soup and polished rice.”33 General Parker, the former commander of II Corps on Bataan, called a meeting of all senior officers at which Hennessy confirmed to the jubilant prisoners that the war was over and they would soon be going home. Major Lamar and Corporal Leith departed the following morning for Xian, to contact Wainwright, and Starz, who had been having difficulty with his relatively low-powered radio, finally made contact with Xian, on the morning of August 18 with a breakdown of prisoners and a list of requested supplies.

On August 20 a B-24 landed at Mukden airfield bringing supplies and three more men for the Cardinal team: Major Robert B. Helm, a communications specialist, and two medics, Pharmacist’s Mate 2nd Class Ray Sutton and Master Sergeant Philip J. Malmstedt. The day also witnessed the arrival of the Russians. Soviet fighters swept over the area as an advance party of about a hundred paratroopers landed from C-47s that afternoon and seized control of the airfield. The Japanese promptly surrendered to the Soviets.34 At Hoten the Russians “ordered the Japanese to bring in all their arms and ammunition,” recalled Robert Brown. “Then they told the American officers they were going to shoot the guards. Of course General Parker talked them out of it.”35

As additional units of the Soviet Sixth Guards Tank Army under Lieutenant General Toomanyan arrived, the Russians promptly commandeered all available vehicles, leaving Major Hennessy stranded at the Yamato Hotel. The Russians invited the Americans to join them in an impromptu victory party at the hotel that evening, and the following morning the Soviet commander issued the Cardinal team passes enabling them to move freely about the Mukden area but refused them the use of any vehicles. Fortunately, Major Lamar had now returned from his trip to Xian in possession of a Japanese car he had been furnished along the way, and the Cardinal team drove back to Hoten. On arrival, Hennessy found that the Russians had disarmed and imprisoned the Japanese and left the Americans in charge of the camp. Taking possession of three of the camp vehicles, the team began to prepare the most critically ill prisoners for evacuation.

Hennessy’s main concern was now the VIP prisoners still at Xian, particularly General Wainwright, because he and Lieutenant General A. E. Percival, the former British commander at Singapore, were scheduled to be present with General MacArthur at the official surrender ceremony in September. Lamar and Corporal Leith had located the prisoners at Xian on the nineteenth. They included, in addition to Wainwright and Percival, Major General E. P. King; Major General G. E. Moore; two additional British generals; three Dutch generals including Lieutenant General H. ten Poorten, the former commander in chief in the Netherlands Indies; former governor-general Tsarda Van Starkenborg; two former British colonial governors including Sir Shenton Thomas; and other high-ranking officials. The OSS men found Wainwright frail and worn but alert and eager for news. Major Lamar attempted to contact Hennessy by radio but was unsuccessful. Lamar decided that attempting to move the prisoners to Mukden would be too risky. The Soviets were closing in on Xian, and the attitude of the rapidly disintegrating Japanese Army and nearby Communist Chinese units was uncertain.

Leaving Leith, a Russian linguist, at Xian to interpret for the prisoners, Lamar left for Mukden to organize a safer evacuation. His return trip proved his caution to have been amply justified. Starting for Mukden by rail, Lamar found his train halted at the Russian lines. Securing a car, Lamar and his Japanese interpreter were repeatedly stopped at Japanese and Communist Chinese roadblocks and occasionally fired at as they passed between the lines.36

It took two days following Lamar’s return to Mukden to persuade the Soviets to provide a special train to bring the prisoners from Xian to Mukden.37 The train carrying Lamar with a detachment of Russian guards arrived to find that the prisoners had left with a convoy of Russian trucks only hours before. Wainwright and his fellow prisoners endured a nightmarish three-day trip to Hoten by road and rail that made Lamar’s earlier travels seem easy. Finally, at midnight on the twenty-sixth, a tired but exultant Corporal Leith walked into Hennessy’s hotel room to announce that the prisoners had finally arrived at Mukden.

The following morning Wainwright posed for pictures at the airport and dispatched a personal message of thanks to Donovan before boarding a plane that would carry him to Xian on the first leg of his journey to the surrender ceremony in Tokyo Bay. For hundreds of other newly liberated Allied prisoners, however, there were no special planes or quick evacuations. “Our POWs are keyed up and becoming extremely hard to handle,” reported Major Helm. “They have been jumping the fence, although guarded by their own men and wandering aimlessly about the city…. After three and a half years in one spot they want to walk and look.”38 Brigadier General William E. Brougher, a survivor of Bataan, recorded in his diary that men returned from town with “truck loads of beer…much celebrating.”39 That the former POWs were finding more than beer in Mukden was reflected in Major Hennessy’s message to Xian urgently requesting “venereal prophylactic kits for 1500 men for 21 days.”40

At the end of August, a much larger POW processing team relieved Cardinal of much of their POW work, but team members continued to collect intelligence under the increasingly suspicious eyes of the Russians. Except for a few urgent cases who were evacuated by air, most of the fourteen hundred prisoners at Hoten were moved by rail during early September to the port of Dairen (Dalian), from where the U.S. Navy hospital ship Saint Olaf and three destroyers carried them to Okinawa. By that time, the Hoten prison camp had received a new prisoner population of five thousand Japanese who had fallen into Soviet hands.41

         

ONE DAY AFTER CARDINAL had landed in Manchuria, B-24s brought other OSS teams to north China. The Magpie team, commanded by Major Ray Nichols, was assigned to liberate the prisoners and internees at Fengtai Prison near the center of Beijing, then called Peiping. Fengtai was believed to hold more than three hundred captives, including the survivors of General James H. Doolittle’s famous raid on Tokyo in April 1942. Three of these aviators who had fallen into Japanese hands had been executed and a fourth deliberately starved to death, but four others had survived and were at Fengtai, as was Commander Scott W. Cunningham, who had commanded the stubborn defense of Wake Island by the Marines in December 1941. Both Wake Island and the Doolittle Raid held enormous symbolic and emotional importance for Americans in 1945, and both had been commemorated in popular movies.

Nichols’s team made an “excellent landing” near Fengtai in the late afternoon of August 17. The Americans were quickly surrounded by Japanese troops but were spared the roughing up Hennessy’s men had received. The Peiping area commander, Lieutenant General Takahashi, argued that because the war was “not officially over” he needed permission from his superiors to allow the team to visit the prisoners, but he did agree that Nichols could give the captives cigarettes, food, and medical supplies. He also agreed to allow the team to send radio messages in clear, and he housed them at a first-class hotel in downtown Peiping.42 The following day, Nichols reported that Commander Cunningham and about a dozen other American POWs had been located and would be transported to hotels in Peiping the next morning. Three hundred seventeen Allied internees in Peiping were also released. The four Doolittle flyers, who had been held in especially harsh conditions, were released on the evening of the twentieth and taken to the Grand Hôtel des Wagons-Lits. Army Air Forces bombardier Jacob DeShazer ate a hearty dinner, then instinctively hid some extra cans of C rations in his clothes.43

News of the location of the former Doolittle raiders was flashed to General Wedemeyer and on to Washington. On August 23, the three flyers who were fit to travel flew to Chungking, where they received a heroes’ welcome. By that time Major Nichols’s concerns had shifted from the Japanese to safeguarding his internees against warring factions of Chinese. The Japanese surrender had been a signal for Chinese Communist troops to move to seize control of the north before Chiang’s troops could arrive in strength. Both sides bid for the support of the so-called puppet troops, Chinese military forces that had fought under the control of the Japanese-sponsored puppet government of Wang Ching-wei (Wang Jingwei). On the twenty-third, Nichols advised a quick evacuation of all remaining Allied internees “in view of the military situation” and rumors that Chinese Communist troops were infiltrating the city.44 The Japanese, he reported one week later, were confused about “who in this area is to be the real representative of the Chinese government…. I would also like to know who is to be real Chinese commander. Many claim to be.”45 Nichols’s charges were in no real danger, and the Communists failed to seize Peiping, but the question of who held real authority in China was one that was about to be decided in a protracted and sanguinary fashion over the next four years.

The Shantung Peninsula, where Team Duck landed early on August 17, was another area in which the struggle for control of China was well under way. The team, commanded by Major Stanley A. Staiger, landed near a POW camp about two miles from Weihsien, a town not far from Tsingtao, where a former Presbyterian mission enclosed by a barbed wire fence held about fifteen hundred mostly civilian internees. In contrast to Hoten and Fengtai, the Japanese at the Weihsien camp, though “sullen,” readily turned over the camp to the team. A “surging mass of prisoners” surrounded Major Staiger’s men, “wringing their hands, embracing them, pounding their shoulders, kissing them.”46 The camp commander was described by Staiger as “stupid and scared stiff,” and all real liaison work for the team was handled by Mr. Koga, the Japanese vice-consul at Tsingtao (Qingdao), who spoke excellent English but appeared “tricky” and “very anti-foreign.”47

Staiger’s men found about two hundred Americans in the camp along with British, Canadians, Belgians, Cubans, Dutch, Filipinos, and nine other nationalities ranging in age from ninety years to five days. Families of four, sometimes including young children, occupied a single room. A council of nine men administered camp affairs, and the prisoners had an efficient hospital with medicines procured through the Red Cross and the Swiss and Swedish consulates. Morale in the camp was described as good. Internees were able to go to church and hold dances. Only about two dozen prisoners were sick enough to require hospitalization, but all suffered from shortages of food. Staiger requested that all aircraft bringing supplies “buzz the camp on arrival,” since “the sight of an American plane does wonders for them.”48

As at Fengtai, rival Chinese forces appeared more of an immediate danger than did the Japanese. Colonel Jimbo Noruhiko, commander of the Japanese Army forces in the area, warned the Americans that the rapidly advancing forces of the Chinese Communist Eighth Route Army might soon be in a position to interdict most of the roads on the Shantung Peninsula. Staiger reported that the camp itself was in no immediate danger: “Chinese forces are guarding the area outside of the camp, Japanese forces were guarding the surrounding wall and internees are guarding the interior of the camp.”49 Away from the immediate area, however, the situation became more problematic because of the presence of bands of “dejected and nervous Japanese soldiers” and the reported appearance of units of the Eighth Route Army only five to seven miles away.50 By August 29, however, the Duck team was reporting that the Communist forces appeared to be withdrawing into Hopeh (Hebei) Province. The following day, processing of prisoners and internees for evacuation through Tsingtao began.51

Like its successor, the Central Intelligence Agency, in which some of its people later served, OSS was a secret organization that seemed irresistibly drawn to publicity. The POW relief teams were considered a highly confidential project. Many team members had the secondary mission of intelligence reporting on political conditions, personalities, and alignments in their area. Yet the missions to Manchuria and northern China seemed too successful and dramatic to keep under cover. Observing the arrival of General Wainwright and other high-ranking Allied leaders at Xian, fresh from rescue by Cardinal, one OSS officer exulted, “It was a completely OSS show…. All of these people were pathetic in their gratitude for the things we were able to do for them…. No matter what honors or entertainment is provided for them from now until they reach home, they will all remember Xian and the OSS officers there as the highlight….”52 The commander of the Xian base, Major Gustave Krause, assured Colonel Richard P. Heppner, the chief of OSS China, that he would “see that OSS gets all credit possible…. Have full photo coverage of entire Wainwright trip…. All pictures have OSS personnel in them.”53

The status of these pictures and accompanying sound recordings soon proved “tricky” since they had been “made in violation of regulations” during the “secret” missions.54 Nothing daunted, Donovan proposed releasing them to the news media.55 The task of publicizing OSS achievements proved complicated, however. Heppner discover to his distress that the Luce publications ran the story of Wainwright’s rescue “without any reference to the leading role of OSS.” He proposed that Washington leak the correct story to some rival publication.56 Similarly, an Office of War Information news story on the liberation of Weihsien internment camp by Staiger’s Team Duck failed to mention OSS by name.57

These frustrations in ensuring proper publicity for OSS soon paled beside the much larger problem of unwelcome publicity concerning OSS’s operations in Korea. Lieutenant Colonel Willis H. Bird, the deputy director of OSS, was assigned the difficult task of leading POW operations in Korea. Bird’s Team Eagle, composed of twenty-two men, was too large to be accommodated aboard a B-24, but a C-47 crew had volunteered to fly the mission even though the plane could carry only enough fuel for a one-way trip and would have to land in Korea in order to refuel.

Bird’s team departed for Keijo, the capital of Korea, in the early hours of August 16, 1945, accompanied by Office of War Information reporter Henry R. Lieberman. There were believed to be as many as seven POW camps in Korea, and Keijo appeared to Bird to be the logical starting point for obtaining information on the location and status of these facilities.58 About halfway to Keijo the plane picked up news broadcasts reporting that Japanese planes were still attacking American ships, and that fighting was continuing elsewhere. That was enough for Bird, who ordered a return to Xian.

After closely monitoring broadcasts for the next two days, Bird decided that the mission could proceed. He again departed Xian with his team and OWI reporter Henry Lieberman on the morning of the eighteenth.59 No American had been to Korea since 1941. The Japanese Army there was still unblooded by the war. As their plane approached Keijo field, the team “could see factory smokestacks and buildings unmolested by the bombs that had devastated industrial facilities in Japan…. There about 50 planes, including about 20 Zeros, parked on the field with flight patrols taking off and landing regularly.”60

The Japanese allowed Eagle’s C-47 to land at an airfield outside Keijo, where they were met by a large delegation headed by a lieutenant general. Once they discovered that Bird had no authority to negotiate surrender terms, the Japanese became stubborn and uncooperative. The Americans were treated courteously but kept under guard at the airfield. The general flatly refused to furnish any information about Allied POWs except to assert that they were safe and being properly treated. As for Bird’s men, they were to leave at once. The general insisted that although he was aware of the cease-fire, he had no authority from Tokyo to negotiate with Bird. When the American suggested that the team might be interned so that they could carry out their relief activities, the Japanese general refused, observing that it “was not safe” for them to remain. “One glance around the airfield” appeared to correspondent Lieberman to be “enough to support the general’s contention…. On the field platoons and companies marched back and forth with Japanese sergeants barking their orders…. Japanese enlisted men in and about the hangars stared at the Americans with immobile expressions. In front of one barracks a white-shirted officer was practicing executioner sweeps with his long samurai sword.”61

Bird then pointed out that if the Americans were to depart they would need gasoline for their C-47. Because the type of gasoline needed would have to be obtained from another field, Bird and his men were detained for the night at the airfield. The Japanese colonel left in charge of the Americans, whom Lieberman remembered as Shibuda, turned out to be an excellent host. After a dinner in which exceedingly polite enlisted men waited on the Americans with numerous bottles of sake and Kirin beer, one of the Japanese officers, a graduate of the military academy, called on the Americans to sing “the American air force song.” Bird’s men responded with a rousing rendition of “Wild Blue Yonder” with the Japanese beating time on the tables. A loud chorus of the Japanese air force song followed this.

Despite the conviviality of the dinner, Bird found the Japanese still unyielding the following morning. As the C-47 was being fueled, the Japanese brought up two tanks as well as mortars and deployed them around the plane. A frustrated Bird departed Keijo on the late afternoon of August 19.62

Almost immediately Bird received new orders from OSS to return with his team to Korea even if they had to be interned. By this point Bird, having seen the attitude of the Japanese at Keijo and the guns pointed at his team, had become convinced that an attempt to return to Korea would mean almost certain annihilation for his men, and he flew to Chungking to discuss the situation directly with General Wedemeyer. On August 22, Bird met with Wedemeyer, but while the China Theater was still weighing the future of the Eagle operation, a news story by Lieberman appeared in the media. Listening to the radio the following morning, Wedemeyer was flabbergasted to hear “about the Japs entertaining our people with beer and sake and each nationality singing their own national songs.”63 Wedemeyer, who felt uneasy having American troops associated even with the French and British, was infuriated at this evidence of apparent fraternization with the Japanese. “Colonel Byrd [sic] was rather stupid,” Wedemeyer later recalled. “He was a temporary officer who wanted to solve problems his own way.”64

Donovan instructed Heppner to “make sure [disciplinary] action [was] taken” against Bird.65 While OSS and Wedemeyer’s staff pondered ways to deal with the public relations catastrophe, further missions to Korea were shelved. An entire American corps was scheduled to land in that country in a few weeks in any case. OSS director Heppner hastily appointed a new public relations officer and instructed OSS personnel not to discuss their activities with the media.

By late September almost all former captives of the Japanese liberated by OSS had begun their journey home. Despite the debacle of the Eagle mission, the OSS teams on the whole had achieved remarkable success. A small number of determined young Americans, launched into the vastness of Asia, had performed notable feats of courage and improvisation that would be long remembered by those whose lives had been saved or imprisonments ended by the appearance of a lone B-24 bomber and a handful of parachutes. Yet the OSS missions in the north of China were tiny, fleeting episodes in comparison with the enormous drama that was about to unfold in East and Southeast Asia.

The Japanese had “lost” the British, Chinese, French, Dutch, and Americans had “won.” Yet there were still four million Japanese, many of them armed, on the mainland of Asia, and the Europeans remained shut out of most of their former colonies for the time being. All along the vast arc of countries stretching from Manchuria to Burma that constituted the ruins of the Japanese Empire, new ideas and ambitions were stirring, while old feuds were renewed with greater vigor. “I view Asia as an enormous pot, seething and boiling,” wrote General Wedemeyer on the day after Japan’s surrender. In this great drama now commencing, the Americans were not simply bit players. They were more like wealthy producers or prominent drama critics, often influential but with little control over how the play was performed or the actors behaved.



CHAPTER TWO

“AN ENORMOUS POT, SEETHING AND BOILING”

[image: image]

AT NOON TOKYO TIME ON AUGUST 15, 1945, A BRIEF RADIO ADDRESS by the emperor announced the end of the war to millions of astounded Japanese in the Home Islands and all across Japan’s still-vast empire, from the rolling plains of Manchuria to the jungles of Southeast Asia. Hours before, die-hard officers had persuaded or tricked leaders of the army’s Imperial Guards Division into seizing the palace and destroying the discs of the emperor’s prepared broadcast. But the hotheads never found the discs, cleverly concealed in the blacked-out palace, and the coup fizzled.

The emperor’s broadcast did not use the words “defeat” or “surrender,” observing only that despite the best efforts of all his soldiers and subjects, “the situation has developed not necessarily to Japan’s advantage, while the general trends of the world have all turned against her interest.” Japan would accept the Allied demands and the Japanese must “pave the way for a grand peace for all the generations to come by enduring the unendurable and suffering the insufferable.”

To Japanese abroad, as to those at home, the sudden end of the war came as a severe shock. In the Southern Army, which was responsible for the defense of Southeast Asia, officers had heard reports of peace negotiations on foreign radio broadcasts, but all queries to Tokyo had been met with instructions to continue fighting to the end. As late as August 12, two days after the Japanese government had informed the Allies of its readiness to surrender subject to the retention of the emperor, Imperial General Headquarters had advised Southern Army commanders that “to continue the war with one mind is the only strategy for us and each soldier should follow this spirit.”1 As the emperor prepared his surrender broadcast, the commander of the China Expeditionary Army, General Okamura Yasuji, telegraphed to the chief of the Army General Staff, “The humiliating peace terms which have been reported by foreign broadcasts are tantamount to liquidating the Japanese empire which is now shining in all its glory and no subject of the empire can on any account submit to them.”2

In the end, the generals and Japanese everywhere had to confront the fact of defeat. On the fifteenth of August, naval headquarters advised commanders in Southeast Asia that there was “nothing else to do but to adhere to the imperial order” and warned them to “take special care to see that all personnel act accordingly.” The following morning the chief of the Army General Staff told the principal army commanders “a cease-fire order was about to be issued by the emperor.”3 General Itagaki Seishiro, the Japanese military commander in Singapore, reportedly refused to surrender until ordered to do so by his superior, Field Marshal Count Terauchi, “for the honor of his country.”4 Members of the imperial family were dispatched to China, Manchuria, and Southeast Asia to convey the emperor’s desire for an orderly surrender and to emphasize that “to follow his wishes was the greatest act of allegiance to him.”5

Among ordinary Japanese, reactions varied. At Hangchow (Hangzhou) the OSS reported that when the emperor’s message was broadcast, Japanese soldiers “went down on their knees and wept bitterly.” As in Japan, some Japanese abroad chose the path of suicide. A total of nine majors, seven captains, thirty-one other junior officers, eighty-eight noncommissioned officers, and twenty-six privates in Hangchow committed suicide during the month following the surrender.6 Arthur Thompson, a Eurasian living in Singapore, recalled that a group of Japanese officers gathered at a large house on Bukit Timah Road. “They put a bomb under the house. They ate and they drank and drank and got drunk making a hell of a noise singing and shouting. And at a certain time the time bomb was set. The time bomb blasted right through the house, blew the roof off and they all died.”7

Other Japanese felt angry and betrayed. “The imperial edict…has been brought about because the emperor sold his country to retain his throne,” wrote one young officer.8 On the other hand, General Imamura Hitoshi felt “officially great disappointment that even after digging an underground fortress our efforts were in vain. However my personal reaction was one of great relief. I could send 70,000 of our men back to their homeland alive.”9

Some Japanese chose to regard the surrender as a temporary setback. “The Japanese people have no way to relieve the shame of the war except by rising again,” wrote a Japanese officer in Korea. “I deeply believe the gods will help us. 1948 will probably be the year.”10 Foreign Minister Shigemitsu Mamoru observed that though China was among the victorious powers, she “is well aware that her future will not be easy and she will ultimately come to realize the necessity of a coalition with Japan.” He added, “We still cherish the desire to see Korea revert to the empire.”11 OSS Counter-Intelligence reported rumors of the existence of a secret “Young Officers Alliance” composed of fanatical junior officers and other “rightist elements.” The organization was reportedly financed by selling old army equipment, metals, and jewelry and was planning an armed uprising for 1948.12 A high-ranking Chinese officer told his American adviser of rumors that “Jap aviators had gotten in touch with Chinese Air Force officers and advanced many reasons why China should cooperate with Japs in the future and not with Americans.”13

In general, Japanese officers and men obeyed Tokyo’s instructions to maintain discipline. In a few instances, however, Japanese troops took out their frustration and anger on the local population. At a village near Kuantan in Malaya, Japanese soldiers broke into several Chinese houses and “killed some Chinese in their beds…a small child was seized by a Japanese soldier who cut off his head and drank his blood.”14

Most of the people of Greater East Asia learned of the war’s end in less violent ways. Chin Sin Chong learned of the surrender from a leaflet dropped by a B-29 during an air raid on Singapore.15 In Malaya and Singapore, many heard the news even before the emperor’s broadcast through clandestine radios or through rumors. “Often we heard rumors,” recalled Tan Ben Chang. “Sometimes they were believed, sometimes not. But when the news of the surrender came, I think most of us thought it was true. Because I don’t think people would pass that sort of rumor.”16 Others heard later from newspapers or even public announcements.

In China an American general, hearing news of the atomic bombs and Japan’s surrender offer, decided to stage an early victory parade for the benefit of the news cameras. In this way pictures of the “victory” in China might arrive in the United States in time for the actual celebration of VJ Day. Enlisting the support of his counterparts among the Nationalist forces stationed nearby, the general assembled several hundred Chinese and American troops for a parade through the town of Liuchow [Liuzhou], in south-central China, which was still in ruins from the effects of the devastating Japanese offensive of the previous summer. “Just before the parade I found that nobody had thought of telling the Liuchow public what was in store for them or why,” recalled Graham Peck, an officer with the Office of War Information and a Chinese linguist.


So I walked ahead to see the response in a little square where the country people sold food…. A few minutes after I reached the square…the khaki column of elite troops with their new American equipment could be seen approaching behind large Kuomintang [Guomindang] and American flags. The people in the market stared dumbfounded, then began to murmur among themselves:

“Who are they?”

“What do you suppose they want in Liuchow?”

“Do you think they have come to take anything away from us?”

“No, look at their fine clothes. Everything here is too poor for them.”

The parade began to pass through the square and soon delivered up an American general smiling in his jeep.

“Peculiar, isn’t it,” the ragged man beside me said to his neighbor on the other side. “What do you make of it?”

The other man gave him an utterly inscrutable look. “I think they have caught some bandits and are going to take them out and shoot them,” he said.17


Many people learned of the surrender only weeks later. Ng Seng Yong, a pawnbroker and rice importer in a rural Malay village, learned of the surrender only on September 2, when he heard a broadcast of the surrender ceremony in Tokyo Bay over a radio hidden in his neighbor’s attic.18

         

THE WAR HAD BEEN WON in the Pacific. In Asia, Japan’s army was largely intact. It had large numbers of troops in northern and western China and, until August 9, Manchuria and Korea as well. Japanese armies had been badly mauled in Burma, but all of Indochina, Malaya, and the Netherlands Indies were still under Japanese control. At the moment of surrender there were approximately six and a half million Japanese soldiers and civilians—about one in every twenty Japanese—in the western Pacific and on the mainland of Asia. They included about 1,200,000 in Manchuria, 750,000 in Korea, 1,500,000 in China proper, and at least 700,000 in various parts of Southeast Asia.19

Allied policy was that all these Japanese were to be returned to Japan.20 In principle, Allied forces would occupy the whole of Japan’s former empire, where they would receive formal surrenders from various commands and disarm and repatriate the Japanese. The basic surrender document, General Order No. 1, hastily drafted in the State Department and the Pentagon during the night of August 10, provided that Japanese forces in China, Taiwan, and northern Indochina, but not Manchuria, were to surrender to Chiang Kai-shek. All Japanese forces in Manchuria and in Korea north of the 38th parallel were to surrender to the commander in chief of Soviet forces in the Far East. Japanese forces in Southeast Asia and the southwest Pacific were instructed to surrender to the Supreme Allied Commander, Admiral Lord Louis Mountbatten, and those in other parts of the Pacific to Admiral Chester Nimitz, commander in chief of the U.S. Pacific Fleet. The Japanese government and all forces in the Home Islands were to surrender to General Douglas MacArthur, designated the Supreme Allied Commander in Japan. Japanese forces in Korea south of the 38th parallel and in the Philippines would also surrender to MacArthur.

President Truman approved the order on August 14 and it was dispatched to Japan for the emperor to issue to his troops. At the suggestion of Assistant Secretary of War John J. McCloy, a provision had been added instructing the Japanese that the Allied commanders listed in the order were “the only representatives empowered to accept the surrender and all surrenders of Japanese forces shall be made only to them or their designated representatives.”21

Yet it would be some time before the forces of the victorious powers could arrive in all the various quarters of former Greater East Asia. In a few places, that interval was relatively short; in many others it was a matter of some weeks or more. The timing of these Allied appearances proved to be of critical importance.

The Soviets were the first to arrive. They had entered the war on August 9, when more than a million and a half Soviet troops, accompanied by 3,700 tanks and 1,900 self-propelled guns, swept into Manchuria from the north, east, and west. Their approach obscured by heavy rainstorms, the Soviets achieved complete surprise. Across supposedly impassable deserts, mountains, and swamp land eleven Soviet armies thrust into the heart of the country, relentlessly crushing or outflanking the unprepared and outgunned soldiers of the Japanese Kwantung Army. Japanese soldiers discovered that their guns were often powerless to stop Soviet T-34 tanks. “Our artillery laid fire on the tanks in the rear,” recalled a Japanese officer, while suicide assault teams attacked from the roadside. “However, even though the tanks were hit, since the projectiles were not armor-piercing, the actual damage was almost nil…. The enemy calmly repaired his tanks on a spot exposed to us. His behavior was arrogant and insolent in the face of our impotence.”22

By the time of the emperor’s surrender broadcast, the Soviets had advanced hundreds of miles into Manchuria, captured the key cities of Mutanchiang (Mudanjiang) and Wangching (Wangjing) and completely encircled the hapless Kwantung Army. The Soviets claimed to have killed about 84,000 Japanese soldiers, including Manchurian and Chinese puppet troops, and captured almost 600,000. Soviet losses were about 12,000.23

The Kwantung Army reacted slowly to Tokyo’s surrender announcement. On August 16, Imperial General Headquarters instructed Kwantung Army commanders to contact local Russian commanders to negotiate surrender arrangements. Communications were poor, and the Soviets refused to allow the Japanese free movement between units. As a result, some fighting continued into August 20. Russian advances did not completely end until the last days of August, by which time the Soviets had occupied the city of Kalgan, the main railway junction of the northeast, and Red Army columns were moving into the Chinese provinces of Hopeh (Hebei) and Jehol (Rehe). Roughly one and a half million Japanese in Manchuria, Korea, and northern China became prisoners of the Soviets. Many spent years in Soviet prison camps, and at least three hundred thousand are still unaccounted for. For many other Japanese as well, the war in Manchuria was far from over.

For forty years Manchuria had been the focus of Japanese dreams and ambitions for industrial development, economic independence, social engineering, and Pan-Asian betterment under Japanese leadership.24 Between 1931 and 1941, Japan had expended the equivalent of six billion dollars on factories, hydroelectric plants, railways, mines, shipyards, and other industrial development projects in Manchuria.25 Japanese corporations controlled most of the country’s mining, fishing, manufacturing, and communications.26 The majority of the 1,200,000 Japanese in Manchuria were soldiers of the Kwantung Army, but there were also large numbers of civilians engaged in business, manufacturing, and banking. Several thousand were employees of the South Manchuria Railroad and more than three thousand were advisers to, or employees of, the puppet Manchukuo (Manzhouguo) government.27

Only about 2 percent of the Japanese in Manchuria were engaged in agriculture, but those 2 percent were included in an elaborate scheme of social planning. They were part of a project for the large-scale colonization of the area by land-poor farmers from Japan, “soldiers of the hoe” resettled on agricultural lands in Manchuria. About half of the settlements were located along the Soviet-Manchurian frontier. Many were established for younger colonists who had come to Manchuria through service in the Patriotic Youth Brigade, an organization that recruited young men aged fourteen to twenty-one for three years of paramilitary and agricultural training. With their young brides, also brought from Japan, they were considered the ideal means of spreading the Japanese spirit abroad and relieving rural poverty at home as well as “serving as a reserve for Imperial Army operations” in the event of war with Russia.28

Once placed in their new homes, the settlers found themselves the owners of prime agricultural land far in excess of anything they might have dreamed of at home. The Manchukuo government secured a considerable portion of the land from its former Chinese owners through “price manipulation, coerced sales and forced evictions.” Now possessed of more land than they could farm with only their families, the Japanese colonists proceeded to hire large numbers of Chinese and Korean laborers or even to lease back some of the recently appropriated land to its former owners.29 Not surprisingly, relations between the settlers and older Chinese and Korean residents were at best uneasy, sometimes hostile. The colonists were allowed to carry firearms and to take action against Chinese or Koreans who appeared menacing. Fukushima Yoshi, the young wife of a prosperous store owner in northeast Manchuria, was cautioned by her husband to treat the Manchurians kindly, “but in your heart you cannot completely trust them…. They’re likely to have vengeful feelings toward Japan. Even the kids who worked for us would sometimes blurt out to me that Japan was bad for taking their land.” Yoshi’s family had a large German shepherd trained “to bite only Manchurians. They’d dress someone up in Manchu clothes and they trained the dog to attack when he came into a room, taking a big bite out of his calf.”30

As the possibility of Soviet attack loomed ever larger, the settlements were progressively denuded of their able-bodied manpower. Reservists and young men from the Youth Brigade were called up in 1944. In a final “bottom-scraping” (nekosoki) mobilization in July and August 1945, most of the settlements lost their few remaining men.31 “The draft in Manchuria was crazy,” recalled one writer. “Even the elderly and sick were included and they did not receive uniforms or conventional arms. Instead they were ordered to bring with them any arms at home including swords, spears and hunting guns…. The undrafted people up to age forty-five were forced to train to conduct suicide attacks and serve as part of a bucket brigade in case of fire and to use wooden spears….”32 Meanwhile, the Kwantung Army completed plans to fall back to defensive positions in the south and east, abandoning most of the agricultural settlements to the Soviets.

Settlers near the Soviet border learned of the Russian attack only when they were suddenly ordered to evacuate or by accident through encountering other settlers fleeing south. The residents of Fukushima Yoshi’s settlement “had no idea which way to escape. Everyone just wanted to go whatever way the Soviets weren’t said to be coming…. From that first night you were totally on your own. If you ran into someone familiar you greeted them and maybe walked together but soon enough you were separated. I had no idea where we were. Perhaps the railroad tracks would take us to Mukden. I found them and walked along them. Those who collapsed just died by the roadbed. But it wasn’t long before you couldn’t walk the rails any more. The Soviets started using them…. We had to move into the mountains. They were a wilderness, sometimes even a primeval forest, and there were dead bodies all over the trails…. If the Manchus found you, you’d be stripped of all you had. But the Soviets were the most frightening. They killed Japanese just for the sake of killing. I saw many who’d been bayoneted. Heaps and heaps of bodies.”33

Ono Eiko, a fourth-grader living in a settlement a few miles from the Soviet border, fled south with her father, grandfather, mother, and two younger sisters after the Japanese Army and police had commandeered all the available horses for their own flight. After walking all night toward the nearest railroad station, they were strafed by Soviet aircraft. Arriving at the railroad station, they learned the trains had stopped running and decided to take the rugged route through the mountains to avoid Soviet troops. While on the mountain trail, the settler groups were strafed several more times and attacked by armed bands of Chinese. Food ran out and the settlers subsisted on grass and roots. Only fifteen of Eiko’s party of more than a hundred settlers survived to return to Japan.34 In all, it is estimated that at least eleven thousand settlers lost their lives as a result of Russian attacks, local assaults by Chinese and Koreans, and on the trek south. More than four thousand of these deaths were suicides.35 Ironically, 73 percent of the male settlers called up for military service survived the Soviet invasion, but only 27 percent of those remaining in the settlements were as fortunate.36

Young children and infants were the most likely to die on the long flight to the south. A baby’s crying could endanger an entire group by betraying their location to the Russians or to Chinese brigands.37 Fatigue and malnutrition frequently made it impossible for mothers to nurse. “The babies were the most pitiful,” recalled one former refugee. “Because of the hunger they no longer had the power to cry, and when closely examined they were cold with their shrunken bony fingers in their mouths.”38 Many of the hapless refugees felt obliged to leave their youngest children with friendly Chinese families as the only way to ensure that they would survive the wreckage of Manchukuo.

Most of those who completed the nightmare journey to the south found only further hardship in the crowded cities of Manchuria and northern China. A Japanese consular official reported, “Some refugees have walked over a thousand miles to get to the refugee camps. Many are emaciated; some literally naked. There are few adult males in the camps. Many of the sick have committed suicide along the way so as not to be a burden to their relatives. Some of the women have agreed to have sex in order to obtain a ride on a train.”39 The new arrivals were covered “with lice which caused typhus. They smelled so bad that one could not go near them,” recalled one journalist. “They had no shoes of course and the soles of their feet were black with mud, sweat and grease.”40 By the end of August the Japanese ambassador in Manchuria estimated that there were about half a million refugees from both city and countryside in Mukden. “They have been robbed of all but what they could bring with them. They are housed without food; sometimes not being able to eat for days at a time.”41

The Japanese neighborhood associations in Mukden and other large cities pooled their resources to set up self-help organizations in the camps, which attempted to provide food, medical care, and burial services, kept records, and ran rudimentary hospitals and even a credit union.42 But with the old Manchukuo currency rapidly becoming worthless and the Soviet occupation forces flooding the market with military scrip of dubious value, most Japanese were hard hit by inflation even when they escaped shakedowns by the Russians.

Disease ravaged the camps during the winter and spring of 1945–46. In one refugee camp near Harbin all 1,020 people contracted typhus. One makeshift graveyard on the grounds of an old school was at one point adding a hundred graves a day.43 In all, about 15 percent of the Japanese in the Harbin area died between August 1945 and March 1946.44

Though the Japanese suffered most, all those who had the misfortune to be living in Manchuria that fateful August were to undergo a difficult ordeal. In Mukden
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