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For the children who carried fire in their hands

and kept it burning even when the dark pressed close.



And for Shanghai itself:

a city that survived by learning

exactly how much darkness to show the world.
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A Note on Sources

This book rests on a foundation of primary archival material gathered across three countries over nine years. The principal collections consulted include records held at the Shanghai Municipal Archives, the Second Historical Archives of China in Nanjing, the National Archives of the United Kingdom at Kew, the United States National Archives and Records Administration facilities in College Park, the Imperial War Museum Document Collection in London, and the Australian War Memorial Research Centre in Canberra.

Oral testimony was gathered through interviews conducted between 2014 and 2023 with the surviving relatives and, where they were still living, the surviving participants of the network described in this book. All interviews were conducted in Mandarin Chinese, Shanghainese, or English, according to the preference of the subject, and translated by the author. Pseudonyms have been used in three cases where families requested anonymity; this is noted in the text where relevant.

Operational records pertaining to the Fourteenth Air Force of the United States Army Air Forces, which flew missions over the Yangtze Delta region from late 1942 onward, were obtained through the Air Force Historical Research Agency at Maxwell Air Force Base. Flight logs, mission reports, and debriefing records were cross-referenced against ground-level accounts where both existed for the same events.

Japanese military and administrative records pertaining to the occupation of Shanghai were accessed through the Japan Center for Asian Historical Records in Tokyo, which maintains digitized versions of a substantial portion of the relevant documentation. Where Japanese sources and Chinese or Allied sources conflict, I have noted the discrepancy and assessed the weight of evidence in the text or in the notes at the end of the volume.

No events in this book have been invented. Where I have speculated about the interior experience of participants, I have said so explicitly. Direct speech is drawn from written records or from testimony that my interview subjects identified as a direct recollection rather than a paraphrase. I have not cleaned up halting phrasing or grammatical irregularities in translated direct speech, because those textures carry information about how the speakers inhabited the language they used.

The paper lantern signals described in this book were real. The children who carried them were real. The planes that followed them home were real. The difficulty of this work has not been in finding evidence of what happened but in doing justice to the courage it represents.

 


Foreword

There is a particular quality of light that a paper lantern throws against dark ground. Not the sharp directional beam of an electric torch, and not the broad ambient glow of a fire, but something between the two: a soft, slightly diffuse radiance that reaches out perhaps three or four metres and then dissolves into the surrounding dark without a hard edge. Paper lanterns have lit the streets of Chinese cities for over two thousand years. They have been carried at funerals and weddings, at the Lantern Festival on the fifteenth night of the first lunar month, at ceremonies marking the births of children and the deaths of elders. The light they give is warm and deeply familiar. To anyone who grew up in Shanghai, that light means celebration, or mourning, or the simple pleasure of walking through a nighttime street in good company.

In the early 1940s, in a city under foreign military occupation, the same light meant something else. In the hands of certain teenagers, in certain narrow streets and rooftop positions, moving in certain agreed patterns against the dark sky, that light meant: here is the target, here is the route, here is the river, here is where you need to go. In the hands of the young people at the centre of this book, a paper lantern became a navigation instrument, a communication device, and a weapon as real as any rifle, all at once.

I first encountered the story of what some survivors called the denglong paodui, the lantern runner teams, through a footnote in a 1987 monograph on Chinese civilian resistance during the Second Sino-Japanese War. The footnote cited a single oral testimony from a 1962 interview archived in Shanghai and gave no further detail. It took me four years to locate the original testimony. When I did, I found three handwritten pages describing a network of approximately sixty young people, organized into cells, who had used coordinated lantern signals to guide Allied bombing runs over Japanese-held infrastructure in and around the city between 1943 and 1945. The testimony had been sitting in that archive for more than fifty years without drawing significant scholarly attention.

This book is the result of following that footnote as far as it would take me, and then following the witnesses and the documents they pointed toward as far as those would take me. What I found was not merely a footnote to the larger history of the Pacific War but a story of extraordinary human ingenuity, endurance, and moral clarity, conducted by people who were, most of them, between the ages of fourteen and nineteen.

I want to say one thing plainly before this narrative begins. The young people in this book were not children in the sentimental Western sense of that word as it is sometimes applied to young people in wartime. They understood precisely what they were doing, what the consequences of discovery would be, and why they had chosen to do it anyway. To soften that understanding in the name of protecting their image would be to diminish them. They deserve to be seen clearly.

Wei Shen-Calloway

Shanghai and London, 2025

 

