– This chapter is not complete
Meet the Accused

By January, 1948 the war had been over for two and a half years, and Bob Thorpe’s executioners had been mustered out of the Imperial Navy and returned to their homes in Japan. Living conditions were grim in the war-ravaged county. Shortages of food, fuel and most other necessities intensified the hardship of a bitter cold winter with snow deep in the rural communities and northern cities. 

Mitigating all of these hardships, however, was the astonishment of the people at the mild, almost benevolent attitude and behavior of the arriving Americans. Conditioned by years of propaganda by the wartime government to expect savage, murderous occupation, the Japanese were confounded and relieved by the highly successful efforts of the MacArthur government to establish first civic and social order and then the beginnings of economic stability and development.

The Japanese did realize, however, that some retribution would be coming. They had witnessed the trials and punishment of the senior military officials who had been judged to be war criminals. Justice for lower ranking military personnel who had been discovered to have violated the rules of war had begun in the fall of 1947. It was on January 22,1948 that notice of charges for the torture and murder of 2nd Lieutenant Robert Thorpe arrived at home of Yutaka Odazawa in Shirasawamura, a farming community in hill country 150 miles northwest of Tokyo. Crops in the area had been devastated in September by flooding from typhoon rains. What residents had feared would be a hard, hungry winter now threatened actual starvation.

Odazawa had begun farming a three acre plot of family owned land when he had arrived back in the community in the summer of 1946. He was supporting a family consisting of his wife and seven-year old son and his bedridden mother. His mother had been severely ill since 1924, and Odazawa, then 14 years old, had begun farming to support her and a younger brother. Two older sisters had married and left the area and were unable to help.

In 1929 Odazawa had joined the Navy, apparently motivated by the promise of a somewhat better income than he was able to earn by farming. His civilian education had ended with primary schooling, but in the Navy he’d been able to go to gunnery school. There he learned a specialty that eventually let to his promotion to the rank of lieutenant junior grade.

Along with the income, officer status earned Odazawa some prestige when he returned on leave to Shirasawamura. “He would tell me about his navy life,” recalled his uncle, Juzaboro Matsui, proudly. “He was always performing patriotic duties honestly and conscientiously. I used to feel secure in his thorough, military spirit.”

Since his return, Odazawa had earned community respect and gratitude working as a volunteer in the village office. This work apparently consisted mainly of distributing the meager relief supplies that were then arriving in the countryside to the poorest of the villagers and repatriates from overseas.

The January summons startled and terrified the Odazawa household. Since the crop failure four months before they didn’t know how they would get through the winter. What would they do now with their breadwinner in prison?
Although he was aware of his impending arrest, Tsunehiko Yamamato continued at his teaching duties at the Inatori Higher School in Shizuoka until the day before he was imprisoned. Today, Inatori is a modern five-story facility serving some 3,000 teenagers. In 1948 it was a far smaller school in an old but well maintained building, dedicated to vocational and some college preparatory training.

Like Odazawa, Yamamato’s interests were in agriculture but as an educator rather than a farmer. He had earned his degree and teaching credentials before the war at the Tokyo Agricultural College. His choosing a teaching career was no surprise to his family, since both of his parents were educators. His father had taught English at a middle school for 20 years until his retirement just before the war.  
After returning to Japan in late 1946, Yomamato worked as a temporary employee for the Nippon Agricultural Association in Tokyo, where he apparently made a good enough impression on Shiro Mori, the association director, to be recommended as an agriculture teacher at Inatori. He went to Shizuoka with his friend and colleague Tomoo Ameriya, who remembered that he not only taught on the day prior to his confinement but went around all of the farms where his students had been doing their practical work to make sure that their instruction would continue.
Mori also recalled that Yomamato’s curriculum for his students ranged well beyond agriculture into politics and political philosophy. “I’d often see books on his desk with titles like ‘What is Democracy?’ and ‘Protection of Liberalism’,” he said.
Kaoru Okuma’s arrest startled the employees at the Satake Works in Hiroshima where he had been working as an engineering manager for more than a year. Today, as the Dalian Satake Chemical Equipment Co.,Ltd., the company engineers and manufacturers chemical production equipment in facilities in China, Taiwan and Korea, as well as Japan. In 1947, Satake was a struggling one-plant operation like most Japanese manufacturers at the time, and the employees believed that they owed a lot of what was being accomplished to Okuma’s “strenuous services.” 
He had been well prepared for the position. After graduating from middle school at age 17, he had gone directly in the Imperial Navy’s rigorous engineering school. Graduating high in his class, he was fast tracked to the rank of Lt. Commander at age 28. 

Okuma was clearly a brilliant engineer. Why he had entered the military rather than attending a prestigious private university, for which he was certainly qualified, is unclear. The record mentions “family reasons”, which probably means financial problems. But just prior to the Pacific war, he cemented his connections with the educated classes by his marriage to a graduate of the Hiroshima College for Women.
At age 46 and a captain, Kiychisa Noto was the oldest and the highest ranking of the accused men. He was a career naval officer, having graduated from the Officers’ Training School in 1920. His service had been both at sea and ashore and had included several years at the Imperial Navy headquarters in Tokyo.

Noto had already been sentenced to 20 years at hard labor by an Australian military tribunal for the execution of two Australian fliers on Kairiru Island in 1945. He was released from prison in Rabaul to stand trial for Thorpe’s execution with the other four defendants on June 22, 1948.
The men had been sentenced for only a few days when impassioned petitions for clemency began arriving at the War Crimes Administration Division of the U.S. Eighth Army’s Judge Advocate Section. They came from families, friends and entire communities and organization staffs. Most acknowledged the heinousness of the alleged crimes. “Japan unreservedly deserves to be blamed for her acts of atrocity during the war,” wrote one of Kaoru Okuma’s family members. “I have profound sympathy for the victims of the atrocities, as well as to the bereaved families,” wrote another. Many referred to what they learned about what had happened to Bob Thorpe as “a horrible war crime.”

Some expressed their disbelief that their loved one could have done such a thing. “Although I cannot convince myself that he committed such a crime,” wrote Noto’s wife, “it must have been a condition of inevitability in the whirlpool of war.”

“I cannot persuade myself to believe that such a democratic person, who had been loved and respected by his fellow teachers, student, students’ parents and others committed such a horrible crime,” insisted a teacher colleague of Yamamoto.

Their arguments for leniency often centered on the rigidity of the Imperial Military command structure. They cited tradition of emperor worship and the consequent requirement that every order from a military superior had to be obeyed without question because, logically within this system, every order came down directly from, and cloaked in the divinity of, the emperor. They noted how this requirement was repeated every morning at the roll call of every military unit in the so-called “recitation of regulations.” 

Odazawa, the swinger of the sword, had no alternative, according to his Uncle Jusaburo: “He had a strong sense of responsibility toward his duty. This brought about a bad result only because he carried it out in a misled war. But this was a natural obligation of a Japanese subject. Therefore, I do not hesitate to say that he had no option but to take that course at that time.”

Jusaboro, and all the rest pleaded that the War Crimes Administration look beyond these robotic actions of the accursed and take into account their humane and often self-sacrificing before and since the war. 

For Odazawa these involved his selfless dedication to meeting the special needs of his family and his volunteer services in community charities. For the highly educated Tomamato and Okuma, the defenders cited interests and activities that suggested or even proved that, far from being brutal military robots, they embodied qualities that could lead to a better Japan and a better world. 

Tomamato, as is mentioned above, sought to educate his student on democracy and personal freedom as well as agriculture. His friend Mori suggested that he had taken considerable risks in questioning Imperial authority before, as well as after, the war. 

Okuma comes across in his defenders’ petitions as a man struggling with his military obligation while strongly at odds with the System. An aunt of his wife recalled an incident when Okuma was at home on leave. Somehow he had met a common sailor from his unit who was in the city and had nowhere to stay. Okuma insisted the man use a spare bedroom in his home. What make this remarkable is vast separation between officers and enlisted personnel throughout the Japanese military. This kind of fraternization was unheard of.

And Okuma went well beyond this token democratization. He was also on occasion—especially for an officer of his rank--dangerously outspoken in his questioning of, even disloyalty to, the wartime government. “He said that he realized that this ‘reckless war’ would be won by the Allied Powers,” recalled one petitioner, “but that he would have to go to the front and carry out his mission.”
Okuma’s petitioners also stressed that, on the eve of his arrest, he was about to convert to Christianity. His wife’s aunt, a graduate of Rumbus College, had become a Christian minister, and several other relatives had graduated from the Hiroshima Mission School.

“We all, therefore, were intending to induce Kaora to become a Christian,” wrote Fusae Tsuabe, an aunt. “And by having faith in God, we desired him to become a warrior of Christianity and render his service to the rehabilitation of Japan, as well as for the peace of the world. However, this divine project in which he was to share some part was totally destroyed by his arrest. I deeply regret that he was detained before he had a chance to learn the meaning of the scripture: “Repent ye, and ye shall be forgiven.’”

Several of the petitions asserted that they, like the accused, had experienced an “awakening” of liberal, democratic values because of the peaceful and progressive American occupation. “I don’t think it is necessary to stress the fact that we actually witnessed the strict order and discipline of your Army,” wrote one. “At the same time, we personally encountered their lenient attitudes which deepened our confidence in your country. This we are now aware of the fact that the propaganda spread throughout our country during the war was irresponsible and even nonsense.
The greatest irony of these petitions was the assertion, implied and expressed, that if Japan was to free itself from its aggressive, warlike past and join the community of progressive, peace-loving nations, it would need men just such men as those who had tortured and murdered Bob Thorpe. 
