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1. Towards the end of World War Two, I was assigned to two different units, kaiten, literally “heaven’s revolution” and fukuryu, or “crouching dragon” where I received training as a soldier in the Tokko or Special Attack Forces. Obviously, I was not actually deployed in either capacity. I am not a researcher in the these commando forces nor am I an expert in the field. I would like to mention, at the beginning, that my experience is limited to what it was like to be a soldier in these forces. 

2. Tokko is short for tokubetsu kogeki or “special attack”. “Special” here is a euphemism for “suicide”. In other words, it specialized in attacks on the enemy that resulted in the death of the attacker himself. It was a military tactic devised by a Japanese Military that driven to desperation, had run out of almost every normative military method available to them at the end of the war. 

3. I’m sure that you have all heard of the kamikaze suicide attacks. Towards the end of the Pacific War, the Japanese Naval fighter pilots flew into American ships. While this was the beginning of the Tokko, there were in fact, other types of weapons that the Navy had been developing and started to utilize. Let me describe two of the weapons with which I was directly involved, the kaiten or human torpedo and fukuryu or suicide diver. For further details, please refer to the notes in English we have made available this evening or to my book titled Tokko. 

4. First, about the kaiten. A submersible or underwater torpedo, once released, proceeds straight towards an enemy warship and sinks it. It is not meant to have anyone in it. The kaiten was rebuilt to accommodate a human being who would steer it towards the enemy ship, a human torpedo, if you will. Torpedos of the time worldwide, used pressurized air to burn kerosene in their engines. Japan happened to have an advanced weapon called torpedo 93 that used pure oxygen instead of air. This not only increased the engine’s power output and extended its cruising range but because the negligible amount of nitrogen in the gas discharged, there were few bubbles, making the torpedo difficult to detect. The kaiten was modeled on torpedo 93. 

5. As illustrated in the flyer for this talk, the main features of torpedo 93 were utilized; the outer shell was widened and lengthened, inside which an additional tank, the pilot’s seat, steering devices including a miniature periscope were installed, together with 1. 6 tons of explosives in the front. Of course this was all made of steel and waterproof. But with no escape hatch provided, the pilot had no choice but to tie his fate to that of the torpedo. 

6. Once released, this torpedo travelled at 30 knots underwater. Unlike ordinary torpedos, it could cut its speed, rise up towards the surface of the ocean, locate the target ship with its periscope like a submarine, and adjust direction. It was much bigger than the standard topedo and couldn’t be shot from a launching pad or dropped from an plane. One sub would have 4 to 6 kaiten torpedos on deck. When an enemy ship was sighted, the pilots would board their torpedos from inside the sub and be shot out in the direction of the target. The explosive capacity of the torpedo was said to be such that any ship of that time would be demolished within a minute. 

7. According to some researchers, 32 sets for a total of 143 human torpedos were deployed to attack submarines in the South Pacific. Seventy-nine of these pilots died in battle. Of them, 44 died after being launched from their subs, and 35 died without ever being launched because their sub was attacked and they went to the bottom of the sea with the rest of the crew. Fourteen lost their lives during training and seven were killed when their transport boats came under attack on route to a base in the South Seas. A total of 64 survived when their subs were unable to pinpoint a target or when their kaiten misfunctioned. An adaptation of an unmanned torpedo, the kaiten was very difficult to control and broke down easily. 

	
8. The how effective were the kaiten as weapons? There are many theories about their efficacy but in reality, no one really knows. In order to confirm the effectiveness of a weapon, a submarine has to be able to observe it through a periscope. This was impossible in the case of the kaiten because the subs had to exit the area as soon as the torpedos were launched to avoid coming under attack themselves. 

9. There are records of numbers of ships sunk but they are all estimates. It is also thought that the numbers were exaggerated out of the sympathy the record-keepers felt for the sacrificed pilots. According to American documentation, there is only one verifiable case of a ship sunk by a human torpedo. 

10. My own relationship to the kaiten corps was admittedly less dramatic. I often followed one of the submersibles in a small motor launch, mostly to prevent accidents. This provided me with a good opportunity to observe the kaiten in action. I only boarded one once, and that time, with another soldier. 

11. The production of kaiten was not going well so the training schedule was behind. I had also caught a severe cold and my own practice training was delayed. However, I had been allowed to accompany a colleague who was piloting a torpedo to get some experience. This was required preliminary training which would qualify me to pilot a torpedo alone

12. Before I had a chance to go it alone, I received orders transferring me out of the kaiten corps. There was no clear explanation for the transfer, I assume that when I saw the army physician with my cold, he had diagnosed me with tuberculosis. At the same time, with the production of kaiten torpedos falling behind, there were too many pilots. Ironically, at the time of my transfer, I had completely recovered from my cold. 

13. Following my orders, I proceeded to a ground forces unit in Kure, in Hiroshima. While I was there, I was given a complete physical in the Naval Hospital and was pronounced in perfect health. I was then immediately given further orders to join the special attack unit for fukuryu, the “suicide divers” in Kurihama. From that time to the end of the war, I served as a lieutenant in the Tokko. . 

14. I was not surprised that I was ordered to the fukuryu corps since I had been in the kaiten previously. But I was surprised to discover that the main weapon was a diver’s suit. What kind of fighting could one do in this type of outfit? All the special attack forces that I had known up until that time used some sort of vehicle to carry out their missions. They were all vehicles that ran themselves into enemy ships, such as special purpose submersibles, (small submarines) and plywood motorboats with explosive devices attached to them. I discovered that fukuryu used no such vehicles. 

15. The suicide divers were a commando unit created to destroy and sink American Armed Forces approaching the Japanese shoreline by waiting to attack at the bottom of the ocean. They would wear special underwater suits and carry bamboo rods with small mines on the end which would detonate on contact. If the attack were a success, the attacker would also die in the explosion. In June of 1944, after the overwhelming victory of the American forces in Okinawa Japan was facing the prospects of US soldiers landing on the mainland. This is the reason behind this military tactic. 

16. Fukuryu diving suits, like ordinary diving suits, were made of rubber with a full steel helmet. The regular diving helmet has a tube connecting it to an air pump on a ship or on land but the fukuryu did not. Because the suicide diver was not expected to live long, such devices were not considered necessary. In its place were two bottles of compressed oxygen and an air purification tank. 

17. The suicide diver had to inhale the oxygen from the bottles through his nose and exhale through a metal mouthpiece fixed to the inside of the helmet. The exhaled breath passed through a tube leading to the purification tank where the carbon dioxide was absorbed by thin sticks of sodium hydroxide. The air would be purified and sent back to the helmet to supply the diver with more oxygen. When the diver ran out of oxygen, he could open a valve to get oxygen from the bottle on his back. The suicide diver had to inhale through the nose, exhale through the mouth. If he didn’t do this he would suffer from carbon dioxide poisoning, lose consciousness and even die. 
 
19. I put on this diving suit and dove many times. Most of my peers had difficulty getting used to going underwater but for some reason I was able to learn how to manage without much difficulty. However, as my training progressed, I became increasingly aware of the fact that this tactic was almost useless. This is why. 

20. This diving suit presented a considerable burden to the wearer, consisting as it did of two oxygen bottles, an air purifier containing hydrogenised soda, and a number metal attachments linked together with rubber tubing. The result made it impossible to walk upright; the body had to be held at a 20 degree angle at all times. Failing this, the diver would fall over on his back and find it impossible to get up again. 

21. Even peering through the glass, from the almost upright angle, I could only see a few meters the sea bed ahead of me, and nothing of what might be above. Given this situation, how was it possible to place the mines on the bottom of the incoming boats? We young officers all agreed that this simply wouldn’t work. but in the Japanese Navy at that time, you had to do your best to obey orders, no matter how foolish they were. 

22. This is why we young subordinates continued to practice diving in Okinawa, fully aware of how ridiculous it was. The training also came at great price. As I mentioned before, one could lose consciousness by not performing the correct breathing techniques or fall into a confused state of mind. One problem was a leak in the purification tank. If this happened, it was almost certain that the diver would die. 

23. The purification tank was of course waterproof but some defect in it caused sea water to leak inside. The soda hydroxide in the tank would then dissolve resulting in a strong soda hydroxide solution. With the solution in the tank, exhaling into it would cause the liquid to travel up a tube into the helmet. Since the diver could not stop breathing, he ended up swallowing the liquid in his helmet. The soda solution has a strong corrosive quality so that the diver’s face, airways, esophagus and lungs were burned to a pulp A number of young divers lost their lives this way during training. 

24. While I was thankful that this didn’t happen to any of my subordinates, unrecorded numbers of men died in this way. After the war, documents were burned on a large scale in accordance with secret orders from military superiors but according to the estimates of one researcher, 50 fukuryuu soldiers experienced this horrifying death during only two and a half months of training in Kurihama. 

25. War entails killing on a large scale. So long as we wage war, death is a precondition. However, this does not mean that death is inevitable. As you know, in normal warfare soldiers kill others to avoid being killed themselves. The Tokko, as in all warfare, were to destroy the enemy but also utilized tactics ensuring that they themselves would not survive. Whether they succeeded or not, the attacker is certain to die. Death is not a possibility but an inevitability. That is why it was the “special” attack unit. 

26. It can be said that Special Attack Forces was calculated to achieve the greatest gains with the fewest losses. Even though the losses may be minimal, they still mean certain death for human beings. The Japanese Army at the end of the war, in desperation, was willing to deliberately sacrifice its people’s lives. Japan was a nation that, before and during the war, thought nothing of laying waste the lives of their citizens as long it was for the sake of the emperor. We must not forget that the Japan that invaded neighboring countries under various pretenses, was also committing this kind of crime against their own. 

27. I am not speaking to you because I think that there are those among you who will become Tokko soldiers or victims of the same. My intention is to sound a warning. The special attack unit and the nature of the country during the war was based on the belief that we must sacrifice ourselves for the sake of the emperor system. This was linked to the idea that this was the highest moral station that could be attained by the people. There is probably no one who thinks like this today. I have another reason for talking about the Tokko. 

28. There are some people in Japan who still describe the Tokko deeds as beautiful, heroic acts of sacrifice. Examples include Kobayashi Yoshinori’s comic book series and Ishihara Shintaro’s film last year called Ore wa kimi no tame ni koso, shini ni iku. I cannot deny, that in a certain sense, those suicide soldiers’ deaths were indeed beautiful. It is a beautiful thing to sacrifice self for others. 

29. The problem is the connotation behind what such works mean by beautiful acts. In their words, “they sacrificed themselves for their country”, “ the country is beautiful because they sacrificed their lives for it” and “that is why the war they waged was right. ” Without saying so in so many words, the film superimposes the beauty of the suicide soldiers with Japan’s war. It romanticizes and appeals to the emotions in order to rationalize the war. Herein lies a devious attempt to transpose the argument. 

30. What I would like you to think about is this. Even if those who participated in the war, fought heroically and sacrificed their lives in good faith to save the motherland, can this individual good be considered justification for the war? The Pacific war was a war that was clearly started by Japan as a military invasion of China. It is my opinion that no matter how much the participants and the war dead felt they were defending their country, the nature of that war cannot be changed from an invasion to protection. 

31. I am talking to you young people today because even now there are those who are consistantly trying to describe the war that Japan waged as a beautiful thing, “as a righteous war to liberate Asia”. They are on the same political track as those who want to revise Article 9 and enable Japan to go to war again. Revising Article 9 would usher in the right of collective defense and make it possible for Japan to engage in war. This is related to urgent calls from the US that Japan participate in America’s wars. How to confront trends of this kind is not only a historical question, but one that is very much alive today. 

32. Now, I’d like talk about the Pacific War when Tokko were considered necessary and why I became a part of them. It is not easy for me to talk about these things. Among my mistakes in life, this is the one that brings me the greatest pain. I feel I must talk openly about these things to today’s youth because I don’t have much longer to live. The mistake I made then could be made by others now. In fact, in my opinion, it is already happening in various ways. 

33. It’s natural to assume that someone who joined the armed forces, became an officer and even a Tokko member, would be a fanatical militarist and patriot but the reality not that simple. It isn’t as though there were no reactionaries like this but among those of us who were student soldiers, reactionaries were in the minority. 

34. Under the strict suppression of free speech at the time, these matters were rarely discussed so that even today, they are not well known and there is not much talk about them. However, I feel that these things must be clearly analyzed and discussed. Not a few student soldiers, to a lesser or greater extent, felt aversion and were critical of the army, the war, and the national polity of the time. In my book Tokko, I gave three examples. “Despite such feelings, why did we do it?” This is the problem. I think that the problem is just as relevant today, as it was then. This is why I’m taking every opportunity I can to talk about it. 

35. Let me talk about my own case first. Before the Second World War began, I was just a student but I could sense the atmosphere in Japan shifting to the right. Inwardly, was starting to react against the extremist forces of nationalism and militarism. I was sure that Japan would lose in a war against the United States whose productivity and technology were so clearly more advanced. It had also occurred to me that as soon as I graduate, I would have to join the armed forces, be sent to the front and die there. To utter even a word about these things was taboo. 

36. “If I were to put up resistance as an individual, all that would happen, is that I would be arrested. And the world would not change at all. “, I reasoned. And I was right. I had heard of people who had done just that and wound up in prison. All I could do was to ruminate in private. Under the circumstances, there was nothing else. With my mouth sealed, it was impossible to discuss this with anyone. The result was that I didn’t take any action against what was happening around me. 

37 . The world of my childhood was steadily rushing headlong into a militarism based on the authority of the emperor. I was in 5th grade when the full-fledged invasion of China began in 1931. This sparked a dramatic rise in militarism. It was the era of the Peace Preservation Law and its main objective was to suppress the Communist Party that was opposed to the emperor system, the ruling ideology of the time. The Communist Party was calling for true democracy, was against militarism and the imperialist war. As a result, most of the Communists were arrested and imprisoned in chains. Not a few died from torture in police interrogation rooms. 

38. Any activities or statements by those who were seen to support ideas such as democracy, anti-militarism and pacifism were cruelly suppressed and received the same treatment as those who espoused communist ideals. In this way, the Peace Preservation Law allowed the government to exercise enormous power in controlling its citizens. People lived in total fear of expressing their true thoughts and even stopped entertaining such thoughts at all. Without realizing it the people started exercising self-restraint and went according to the dictates of “thought education”. There were also those who would take it upon themselves to report on others with “dangerous ideas”. To this extent was the government’s thought control thoroughgoing and complete. 

39. Even though, I was opposed, in my own immature way, to the prevailing ideology and to Japan’s war objectives, I soon gave up and did nothing to oppose them. It was under these social circumstances that I obediently responded to the draft. I cannot defend myself against allegations that this was a cowardly compromise. Even if I had tried to resist at that time, it would only have led to my own destruction. It is certain that no real result would have come of it. “While critical of the war and the ruling system that had brought it about, and knowing that I would die, I still signed up without opposing it”. This was the beginning of my path strewn with contradictions. 

40. The truth is that this was not the whole story. To me, an ill-fated war had already begun. It lacked a just cause and any possibility of victory. This was a war upon which the fate of the Japanese people hung. It was certain that the United States intended to destroy Japan. At that point, it was no longer a matter of right or wrong, there was no choice but to fight. It seemed that we young men would have to give our lives to our country. There was no other way. I remember thinking that I had to truly prepare myself. This too, was a contradiction that influenced my behavior. I didn’t think I had been tainted by the prevailing winds, but on this point, I had. 

41. Had I been the only one to feel this way, there would have been no need to bring it up. This is because it would only have served to demonstrate character defects such as my stupidity, my lack of valor, and my accommodation to the atmosphere around me. However, there are underlying problems that are not mine alone and this is why I would like to talk about them. In my book “Tokkou” I wrote about three other examples. 

42. One is a conversation with my younger brother who had been conscripted as a student and joined the Navy along with me. With our voices lowered so as not to be heard by those around us in the train, we talked about the emperor system that had caused the war. We agreed that we would probably die in this war, but that that certainly, it would not be for the sake of the emperor. I realized then that my brother and I shared the same thoughts. 

43. The second is a story I read in a magazine. It was conversation between officers who had been drafted into the Special Attack Forces as students. “I have no intention of dying for the emperor,” said one of them, whereupon another cut him off brusquely, “Of course not, who would, you fool!” This shows that they all knew that they were going to die, that it wasn't for the emperor and such talk had to be avoided. 

44. The third is about a fellow soldier in the Tokko-tai, Minoru Wada. Even though he was only a student when he came into the armed services, he was an outstanding pilot whose technical and military prowess was unmatched. He once happened to overhear me saying something against the military rule to some other soldiers and put a stop to it. Later when we were alone, he confessed that he actually felt the same way. 

45. These three examples show us that if not all, than at least some of the student-soldiers, harbored critical and antagonistic feelings toward the military government conducting the war. These were feelings that were kept under wraps because under that regime, verbalizing them could get anyone around you into trouble. It is only fortuitously that such examples have come down to us for they are very rare. Ordinarily, it was impossible to talk about such things. If the conversation happened to veer in that direction, it would soon be changed. This was the tenor of those times. 

46. I understand exactly how they felt. They, too, must have thought as I did, that “there was no use opposing this war by myself. ” But was it really “by myself, alone”? There are no clear statistics or indications of the degree to which these sentiments were felt but I think, that in fact, that the numbers were significant. I had misread the situation. Not only I, but everyone who was in the same predicament, had not been able to see clearly. I would like to stress that the same thing could very well happen again today. 

47. It is a fact that such misconceptions prevented those who felt this way to avoid sharing their misgivings and joining forces. In the end, they reluctantly accommodated themselves to the current of the times. Despite their inward reticence, they unwittingly contributed to whipping up those emotions into an overpowering force. This fervor, which included the implementation of the Peace Preservation Law, was difficult to oppose. So much so that as individuals, they made their compromises, reassuring themselves that nothing could be done. 

48. I too, had made similar excuses for myself. Yet, even as I said those things there was a quiet voice that wondered if that was really all there was to it. Gradually, I came to realize that through my “silence” and “obedience”, I had flung myself into that very current. Was it not we ourselves who had created that inexorable force? Even if we were not the direct perpetrators of the crime, we were most definitely accomplices. 

49. War is not a natural phenomenon. Individuals do not cause wars, governments do. However, no matter how tight a grip a government has on power, it is unable to start a war by itself. It needs the cooperation of the people. When a government wants, for some reason, to go to war, it must first influence the way their citizens are thinking. Governments will devise various ways to do this. Changes are be made to the law, various media utilized, and popular entertainment brought to the task. The aim is to create an irresistible wave of enthusiasm in the country. 

50. This wave, can be considered analogous to the K in the currently popular expression KY which stands for “kuki ga yomenai”, literally, can’t read the “air” or mood of a group. It’s a way of making fun of a person who says or does things out of sync because he can’t figure out what’s going on. A clever coinage, but disturbing in that it includes an unspoken agreement that people have to conform to the general mood. 

51. I feel remorseful about my helplessness as I watched my country careen headlong into war, and while I may not have been a vigorous proponent, I nonetheless played a role in intensifying what was in the air. It’s done now and there’s nothing I can do to make up for it. I do feel, however, that I have a duty not to remain a bystander to any new attempts to create this type of climate again. Mine is a minor tale and not one that I am proud of but I would be grateful if it proves useful to anyone who thinks about war and is involved in warfare. 


Translated by Jane Nishi Goldstone and Yuuka Sugiyama


