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Ichikō in 1944

“Ichikō in 1944” details Takeyama’s experiences as faculty member and dormitory overseer, both on the Komaba campus and at one of several work sites. It tells of friction between two student cohorts, between the school and its neighbors, and also between the school and the military. It describes students without shoes, students getting called up into the military, students studying despite everything.

“Ichikō in 1944” appeared in the December 31, 1946, issue of the Ichikō bulletin.
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1944 was a most difficult year for our school. My memories are vivid, and the year was eventful. Were I to write about it in detail, I’d go on forever, so I’ll simply note here some things I experienced, material for a page of the school’s history.

Since the spring of 1944, second-year students had been working at a factory in Hitachi.a To write about the months at Hitachi in detail would make a fascinating tale. Young people being young people, even in hard times they fashioned their own lives. But doing so in those times was completely unacceptable. In particular, in that militarized factory town, Ichikō student life itself was defiant and provocative. Sometimes it was taken as insulting.

The Ichikō students borrowed a vocational school dorm; the teachers there had often said to their pupils, “The Ichikō students will arrive soon. Model yourselves on them.” But soon after the Ichikō students arrived, the teachers stopped staying that. Instead, they warned: “Don’t ever imitate them!”

At night, under complete blackout, the entire city turned dark. Only the Ichikō dorm on the hill above the ocean had lights on, unshaded. Seeing this, the townspeople worried. At the time American submarines were already a constant presence fifty miles offshore.

At the factory the students worked hard and earned trust, and they studied hard for the few hours in the day after they returned to the dorm. But to outsiders, the idiosyncrasies of students raised in the Magic Mountain that was Ichikō were incomprehensible.b Ichikō students walked in big groups, singing as they went. That was what drunks or crazy people did. Walking in the rain, they covered themselves from head to toe with their capes. Encountering these weird figures, girls grew frightened and ran away. (During the war, these capes had a symbolic meaning and became the butt of criticism. How many teachers’ meetings the capes occasioned!)

Hitachi being the sort of town it was, it had its brothel. Go there, and you could buy a meal.c The hungry Ichikō students would form a line and, singing the school song,d parade to the brothel in broad daylight to eat. This shocked the townspeople: “These are the vaunted Ichikō students?”e

What the people of the town had expected, of course, was that Ichikō students above all others would show the way in their “absolute faith in victory.” To reassure people that this was not false, an illusion, the students would have learned to follow to the letter the behavior the times called for: clothes, rules, salutes, and the like. They of all people would always sing out, “Draw the sword that slays evil”f and carry on unchanged the tradition of resistance to the “siren call of the West.”

But Ichikō students maintained neither this illusion nor this behavior. Nor was that all: by a strange irony of the changing times, the very spirit that in the old days opposed liberalism had now become a defender of liberalism. Here for better or worse was an ingrained idealism, and it whispered, “Don’t follow fashion blindly.” The esprit d’corps that always develops when one sort of people of the same age gather in one place, and their age—twenty or thereabouts—produced here a special spirit. It was a pure idealism, seeing everything conceptually, and a related lack of concern with reality.

Leaving their own world behind, these young people came here to work in a weapons arsenal. And this is what they saw.

For example, when, at the ringing of a handbell, they enter the cafeteria, they find several hundred vocational school pupils sitting there. Up front is one aluminum bowl, and each waits with his own lunch box for lunch to be given him. The pupils range widely in age, some of them already adult in appearance, some still childish. Their expressions are uniformly empty and horribly docile. Ask them the sum of three plus four, and some of them would count on the fingers of both hands, so every stage of the meal, too, takes place on command.

There is a large Shinto altar high in front and here, on a step below it, epaulettes on their shoulders, the supervisors are lined up. All through the meal, supervisors walk about, keeping watch.

On command, the entire hall stands, bows to the altar, and observes a moment of silence. On command, they sit back down, and the several hundred recite in unison. Ancient words of ritual blessing, they express gratitude for the meal and for the good fortune of prosperity under the emperor’s reign; the Ichikō students call it an incantation.

When this is over, again on command, one squad leader per table stands up. In sequence, the pupils raise their lunch boxes high and incline their heads. The squad leader then takes these boxes and dishes up the food. Thus begins the meager meal.

The Ichikō tables were in a long line under the windows. If the Ichikō students did not arrive on time, they neither bowed nor recited the incantation. For the vocational school, control via regimentation was a practical necessity, so the cafeteria observances became a fractious issue. But days passed without any solution being arrived at, and finally a cold, tough atmosphere of callousness between them and us became the solution.

As I ate on the high step, I often thought I had seen it before, as a prison scene in a movie.

This cavalier attitude on the part of Ichikō students was a cause of worry for the teachers who had accompanied them. We made excuses and apologized to the townspeople; we scolded and pleaded with the students. A thing of no consequence as far as intent was concerned gave rise to fearsome misunderstanding; it was looked at askance, as an outrageous lack of common sense or as evidence that in essence Ichikō students didn’t support national policy.

This last point was particularly tricky. Insist on pursuing it, and there were things for which we had no response. During the war, we lived a strange contradiction.

Our shaky position was as follows. That the country lose the war and fall to ruins was of course not something we desired. Yet we couldn’t bring ourselves to hope that those now ruling us should win. But as of now they were the country. There was no way to change that. To separate leaders from country and topple them ourselves was inconceivable. Modern organization and weaponsg—they were destiny, pure and simple.

The emissary this destiny sent to Ichikō was a man with three stars on his shoulder, a short moustache, and a simple heart. He tried to insert into official documents the words, “School is a branch of the military,” but he encountered the opposition of the head teacher and, after heated words, backed off for a time. Further, he asserted that the proper way to salute was not to remove one’s hat but to touch one’s hat, and again he encountered opposition. Whether one saluted by touching one’s hat became an index of whether Ichikō itself intended to obey the military.h

True to his profession, this man was deeply troubled because at Ichikō military training wasn’t enough of an everyday thing. “Routinization of training as daily affair” was the legal expression. Military training in the schools was under the supervision of the military. It had to be a daily affair. Student activities as a whole were termed “internal affairs,” and they were to be guided by military principles; the military had a serious interest in the success or otherwise of “internal affairs.” Thus, via this one opening, “routinization of training as daily affair,” the military came to exercise control over the entire school. Finding himself unable to fulfill his duty on this point, this man presented a memorandum to the military authorities in the spring and asked to be reassigned from his post at Ichikō.

The organization immediately had the chief of the Military Affairs Bureau of the Utsunomiya Division, I believe it was, appear one day unannounced at the dorm on Hatogaoka in Hitachi and, without asking to be shown, inspect the dorm and listen to the appraisals of the locals.

He reported the results to the regiment: “The disorder defies description.”

Had it not been Ichikō, the school would have been done for. But we were given a temporary reprieve—a last chance, and a second officer was assigned to the school. Moreover, the division chief, a prince, would redo the inspection. This time he would inspect the extent to which military training had become a daily affair. The deadline was announced—the end of August.

Ichikō faced its darkest hour.

The summer was hot, dry, long, awful. The sun burned on, unblocked; glittering clouds towered, threatening. Suffocating winds blew through town, and ash-like dust piled up on rooftops. Even around Shibuya whole rows of shops were closed and roads dug up,i and few people were to be seen, except that here and there, in front of food stores, there were long lines.

Everyone was listless and bored. In the South Pacific, islands were wrested from us, one after the other, but even such dire developments didn’t stir us. The argument to be heard was that contrary to what one might expect, these developments had their advantages. From this point on the lives of city residents became more chaotic still; every last person focused his wits on getting food, and human beings of a new type emerged, champions at making do.

Headmaster Abe grew thin. He became a different person from the ruddy-cheeked person he was when he took that job. His jaw narrowed; his neck shrank, pathetically. With unruly white hair, eyes glittering beneath baggy eyelids, gradually wrinkling skin, he often looked like an old carved mask. Clearly, it was not merely the flukeworms that infested his liver.

One day high school headmasters were summoned to army headquarters and given training in saluting and the like.

This time the head teacher went in his stead, and Abe was angry at the disrespect: “To make elderly headmasters ride horseback . . . ” Why the Japanese military—its core, no less—should have degenerated to this sort of foolishness was beyond explaining.

Head teacher Hidaka helped the headmaster and, being the kind of person he was, took on himself all the unthinking criticism. In a bind no matter what the situation and not being permitted to explain, he made the best of things, bore up under things, and without holding a grudge took criticism even from people he himself was defending. Thomas Mann said, “Those capable now of defending liberalism are not normal liberals. They are fighting liberals,” and Hidaka was one of the few who lived up to those words. In order to set our own house in order, he had to put us under tight discipline.

One time he said, “Unless we operate from the premise of accepting their sensible demands voluntarily, we’ll lose the whole thing. Accepting them will enable us also to put forward our own case. For us to offer nit-picking resistance is like being in a besieged castle and signaling the enemy—‘Here’s a weak point!’ ‘Aim here!’” With this intent he worked himself to the bone, but he couldn’t even explain his approach publicly.

Had such men not existed, Ichikō would have been beyond rescue. And even had it been rescued, it would probably have become merely safe and mediocre. Ichikō was unquestionably fortunate in 1944 to have this headmaster and this head teacher.

X has absolute coercive power but, without showing his hand, uses Y to control Z. Y loves Z, so he has to take on this distasteful role. If he says no, someone worse than he will make a worse job of it. Y keeps X’s demands to a minimum, and he has to speak to Z as if the intent of X, who doesn’t show his hand, is really his own, Y’s. Among the three, unreasonable logic will appear. It will also likely be necessary that compulsion accompany responsibility. Moreover, some among Z truckle to X; some believe sincerely that even if they don’t truckle to X, they won’t be able to save the situation unless they make common cause with X; some criticize Y to Z to gain popularity; and there are various other permutations. That’s the situation a sacrificial goat like Y faces—this I learned for the first time during the war.

I also learned this: the person in charge has no leisure time and enjoys no freedom of speech or action. By contrast, those not in charge get a good bit of leisure and can say what they want to say, and they can keep their own hands clean, at least by not doing what they don’t want to do. There are other complications in the contrast between the two, but no matter what, those not in charge are in a safe zone and pass judgment on the ones in charge, who aren’t free to defend themselves. At times responsibility treats people quite pitilessly, callously.

It was a summer with no summer vacation.

After all the difficulties, dorm reform took place, student self-government was abolished, and a “manager system” introduced. I was appointed manager of Middle Dorm and on August 6 moved to the third floor of Middle Dorm.

Dorm life had a deep impact on me. Looking back, I think that it even changed me somewhat as a person. It was tough, but I’m thankful I did it.

Mornings at 5:20, as manager of Middle Dorm, I made the rounds ringing the wake-up bell. Then we gathered on the roof, took the roll, reported the count, observed morning ceremony, and did physical training. Then after an hour of class, the juniors went to their new place of work, a factory in Kawasaki,j to return after dark. Taking their deportment on the way there and back as an index of their training, the military officer assigned to the school exercised strict control, mornings in particular. As winter approached, morning meeting took place in total darkness. In the dark on the roof of North Dorm, Kimura Kenkō materialized, shoulders hunched against the cold, ringing the bell. Dawn broke while we were doing physical training, and the snowcapped mountains appeared beyond the reddish plain to the west, beautiful.

In early autumn the days continued bright and clear, and as far as concerned me, life in the cleaned-up dorm was surprisingly pleasant. But in October came the long rains and then the cold, befitting the problems at the front, and a grim oppression was added to daily life.

The Ichikō students wore their capes against snow and cold. But out on the streets and in the factory, the capes raised eyebrows. Angry letters of protest arrived, calling it “ivory tower Gatsby-like romanticism.”k

But although it might have been okay to take his cape away from Gatsby, we couldn’t now take these useful capes away from Ichikō students who didn’t have money for clothing. After much thought, we finally solved the difficulty provisionally: wearing the capes was OK, but whenever the students set foot outside the school gate, they wrapped on gaiters, donned air-raid gear, and an announcement was made, “Prepare for air raids!”

The shortages were severe.

One afternoon a student returned from the Kawasaki factory ahead of time. Ichikō students had a poor attendance record, and this was a cause of real worry for the school, so on that score the teacher assigned to the factory had a tough job. Leaving the factory early was also controlled strictly. I asked this student why he had left early, and his answer caught me off guard: “Because I don’t have shoes.” He had walked home in his bare feet. “When it gets late, the streetcars are crowded, and people are always stepping on my toes. So I left early.” Having said this, he entered the dorm, nonchalantly singing the dorm song in a loud voice.

Many students had minor injuries that became infected and didn’t respond to treatment. It was because of malnutrition. A student named Ueno on the third floor of Middle Dorm had his instep swell to twice normal size, and the skin became soft and transparent; underneath the dirty bandage you could see the wound. Still, whenever you inquired, he simply smiled gently and didn’t take it seriously. It astonished me that about such issues young people are all in fact calm, indifferent, nonchalant, stoic.

When ordinary people got together, they’d talk always about food; but despite their meager diet, these young people didn’t talk about food.

Thinking to add some elegance to dorm life, the school planned to put together a magazine and asked for submissions. I too wrote a piece about the dorm day. Manuscripts piled up, and after much effort things got to the proofreading stage. But among the finished pieces there wasn’t a single militarist line, and that fact surprised and angered the people at the printer’s. What is more, when we got finally to the printing stage, military police in plain clothes were coming and going, searching our wastebaskets, so we gave up the idea of publishing it.

This journal that in the end never appeared we named “Oak Leaves.” We wanted to name it “The Lamp of Self-Government,” but that name we had to avoid.l

Against the winter we tilled the playing field assiduously. But nothing much grew.

Alerts sounded constantly. At all hours, Yanagida’s sharp commanding voice from atop the tower could be heard as far away as Shibuya.m Every last thing became a rush. Dread winter approached. Along with it, the liveliness of the dorm died, and one no longer heard voices singing dorm songs. Some students grew reckless and didn’t even go out for labor duty; they stayed in bed during the day and went out at night. Their nutrition was bad, their spirits sank, and they looked miserable. Many anguished over tough questions: What point is there in this labor-brigade life? No matter how you look at it, can you see any raison d’être in living this way? To resolve them, some people read recondite philosophy of history, and some, unable to reach any resolution, agonized. For young people, intellectual problems turn into virtual bodily pain. Agonizing for different reasons, several of the adults deteriorated visibly.

Call-up notices came daily. Faces we had grown used to seeing were suddenly gone. At this late date there were no more send-off parties; some people stood and chatted for a bit at the shoe rack in the entryway before departing with an “I’m off now.” Everyone realized his own day would come. Voices singing the sad “Skies over the Capital” rang endlessly atop the tower, in front of the buildings, and in our ears even after we returned to our own homes.n

Washio joined a special attack [kamikaze] unit and, wearing a new military uniform, came to school to say goodbye; he died soon thereafter, as I learned a bit later. I confess: speaking with him on that occasion was tough, unendurable. Perhaps sensing my coolness, he hesitated briefly on the stairs, then went resolutely on down and left the building alone.

Morning ceremonies, roll call, cleanup, and the rest—until the air raids grew fierce, we carried out this new regimen to the letter. Ichikō had achieved the desired attitude: of the demands made on it from outside, it had put into practice off its own bat those that made sense. Still, it did so at the cost of much internal distress. . . .

Mid-autumn came, and the second-year students who had gone to Hitachi came back, leaving one group there. Seeing the state of the dorm, they were extremely angry. They said, “What’s this? What happened to our traditions? Our glory? Our pride?” Many of the students had grown to maturity in the dorm. For them, it was the only world, and this atmosphere their only home. As, finally, they graduated and came to know that other lives existed, their ardor cooled, but while they were in the dorms, many of them liked to think that the dorm was an extraterritorial zone where the laws of the state didn’t apply. There were other motives behind the conservatism of these young people, but no matter what, seeing the sea change the dorms had undergone while they were away, the second-year students who came back to the dorm were extremely unhappy.

The school made strenuous efforts. The pretense had been that in reforming the dorms, the school hadn’t been bowing to outside pressure, so to some extent the difficulty was logical as well. This attack was a real setback for the new, post-reform mood. Those students who had lived through the reform answered back, but their position had the handicap of conceding, “I’m a dorm student, but . . . ”

I gazed awestruck at the organization, execution, and rhetoric of the Ichikō students who became leaders, regardless of their stance. Even if they only slept in class, lacked spirit, or were passive, when they got back to the dorm they were spectacularly active. I hope someone writes a detailed account of the good fight these students put up in those difficult days.

I’d like to note that even at such a time, some students really studied hard. They came back from the factory, hauled chairs to the only corridor with a light on all night, and set books on the chairs; squatting on the floor, wrapping their capes about them, they read with a will. This was against regulations, and it caused concern for their health, but I couldn’t bring myself to put a stop to it. Walking past them late at night, I worried about them . . .

Scheduled for the end of August, the inspection by the prince who was divisional commander was called off because he happened to be reassigned just before then; instead, Major General Y, director of the Military Affairs Bureau, came to inspect us—it was at the beginning of December, if I’m not mistaken.

Few of the students understood just how critical for school and dorms this inspection was.

In preparation for the fateful day, we had to put the whole school in such order that even the military couldn’t find fault.

To this end we needed first to persuade the students, get them in the mood.

There were many purists: “Why dissemble by prettying up the surfaces of things for just the one day? Why not let them see us the way we are?”

In the dorm, meetings were held, and debate took place. The discussion took one of two familiar paths: people either used subjective words difficult to grasp, sometimes tracing the issue back to human fundamentals, or they piled abstraction on abstraction until finally they themselves didn’t understand what they were saying to each other. In South Dorm, after strenuous efforts by the dorm manager, they finally reached this conclusion: “OK. We’ll do it. But it’s not to show the brass. It’s to prove to ourselves that if we decide to do so, even Ichikō students can clean all this up.”

On the day before inspection, I went into the toilets on each floor, braving
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