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SEMBOKU YURI HIRAKA OGACHI  TOTAL
1936 .
KAWAMATA P) 5,872 2,972 5,943 2,6§§ i ;,gg
TSUCHIA o 12;3{ %ggg 7 }gg 1,245 13,677

M k] L 2 3
TSUI():,X:IDA EM)*) 603 2,887 1,513 7,614 1%,221;;/
:(:;0 S) 350 3,577 4,706 3,848 19,000
INOMATA M*) 1,908 6,612 84 396 R
1937
KAWAMATA 9] 6,202 2,931 6,226 4,332 i?,géé
TSUCHIDA R 1431’222 2’513(7)3 7 xlsg% 1,507 14.718
M R , )
;-SITI(():HIDA ES)) 334 1,965 4,689 7,404 14,;2(2)
KA;IRODA (M) 474 12,015 264 l,.177 13,
1942
KAWAMATA 4,673 1,380 7,216 3,2(1)1 }g,%g
OYAMADA (TY) 11,295 1,598 1,898 1 ,433 12’766
SAITO (TY) 181 9,542 610 2, 3 _ 8’539
TSUCHIDA 1,256 183 5,601 1,41102 7,519
FUJIHI (TY) 6,451 73 893 7’386
956 5,913 304 »213 s

oA 295 23 277 5,618 6,213
ISIS:ILJ;?I 186 110 1,318 335 1,949

Note: The Yamamoto figures for 1942 inclu.dg ‘.nhose for Noshiro city, which had
' been made a separate electoral sub-division. '
(M) = MINSEITO: (S) = SEIYUKAI: (P) = PROLETARIAN:

: = NT:
= KEN YOSEIKAIL: (I) = INDEPENDE
E%)Yz—— T(I?(I{I%KAI: (TY) = ENDORSED BY TAISEI YOKUSANKAI

* Tndicates candidates who did not have official party endorsement.
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THE GREAT TOKYO AIR RAID,
9-10 MARCH 1945

GORDON DANIELS

If curiosity drives the historian to investigate the Great Tokyo Air
Raid he is soon aware of the destructive power of his fellow scholars.
It is inevitable that researchers omit and discard much of the human
past when transmitting a serviceable version of events to the next
generation; but in this instance one is drawn to analyse the process
of selection which has almost removed this incident from historical
consciousness. Such an analysis may not only spotlight the event
itself but also amplify the rhythms and dissonances of a whole
period. Furthermore, this investigation may further clarify the
prejudices and priorities of important and influential historians.

If one consults the six most widely used histories of Japan written
in English one finds scant information on the Tokyo Air Raid. The
fullest treatment swells to some four sentences, but three of the works
condense their account into a single sentence or dismiss it without
mention.

Similarly, if one searches for factual or statistical material the
results are even more disappointing. Three books provide no
indication of the fatalities involved and those books which do give
somewhat different estimates.! It may be tasteless and almost
inhuman to discuss the measurement of what is psychologically and
emotionally immeasurable, but any attempt at sympathetic recon-
struction must begin with a keel of fact, a due concern for documen-
tary precision. _

If the investigator then turns to the work of Japanese historians
he will find them surprisingly similar in their treatment of the event.
Professor Ishida Takeshi’s Hakyokyu to Heiwa ( 1941-52), like
Toyama, Imai and Fujiwara’s older Showa shi, makes no specific
reference to the March raid, while Professor Inoue Kiyoshi’s
Nihon no Rekishi baldly states that ‘Southern Tokyo received a
heavy raid and became a burnt out area’.2 The five authors of the
Asahi Shinbun publication Shéwa shi no Shunkan omit 10 March
from the incidents they describe in detail and only refer to its
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‘90,000 casualties’ in the context of the quickening policy of evacua-
tion.? As one might expect, Hayashi Shigeru’s 500-page work,
Taiheiys Senso, the twenty-fifth volume in the Chid Koron History
of Japan series, gives more spacious coverage to the catastrophe.
But this account only amounts to some five and a half illustrated
pages entitled ‘Air Raids’ with the subtitle ‘indiscriminate bombing’.4
It outlines the stages of the bombing campaign, the inconsistencies
in civil defence thinking, and popular superstitions of the time.
Even this narrative is somewhat weak in military and social analysis
and is less rewarding than the mosaic of documentary material
assembled in the third volume of Nihon no Hyakunen by Tsurumi
Shunsuke and his co-editors.® This account is of similar scale and
scope to the section in Taiheiyo Sensé but gains special vividness
from its extracts from official reports and diaries.

One obvious reaction to these threadbare descriptions and analyses
is to question why important documents and the deaths of tens of
thousands of people have received so little attention from historians
on both sides of the Pacific Ocean. There are perhaps four tests one
might apply in seeking an explanation of this flagrant case of
historical negligence. Initially one may query whether the raid was
in fact unique or remarkable in the sequence of air assaults on
Japan. Despite all the casualties and destruction, if this was merely
one of many similar strikes one may argue that it should be ignored.
But this was clearly not the case. This was the first mass incendiary
bombardment after some nine months of predominantly high
explosive bombing. Other ambitious fire attacks followed, but this
was undoubtedly the most efficacious.®

A further possibility is that this incident, for all its vast scale and
well-recorded effectiveness, was overshadowed by other strikes
against the Japanese mainland. This it was, for the nuclear attacks
of August 1945 were more dramatically destructive and thus for
scientific as well as political reasons have received much greater
attention in academic and popular literature.

1t is also true that the overwhelming majority of historians are
more concerned with the history of politics and society than with
the analysis of destruction, and these scholars may wish to know if
this disaster had any important impact on the domestic policies of
the Japanese government, or on Japan’s ability to wage war. A
dissection of the immediate aftermath of 10 Maarch indicates that the
attack was a momentous one in all these fields and any broad-
ranging political analysis cannot justifiably ignore the effects of
this one night’s bombing on Japanese society.’

Finally, and most importantly, one must ask if the historiography
of this single incendiary attack can be linked with the general as-
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surpptions of historians about the Pacific War. One view which
unites virtually all the historians under discussion is antipathy or
hatrec;l for the men who ruled Japan in the years 1941-5. Japanese
Marxists and American liberals can agree on this object of scorn
though they may dislike each other and disagree in their diagnosis
of Japanese military rule. Almost all these writers not only object
to the authoritarian domestic policies of Prime Minister T6j0 and
h.1s SuCCessors, but they rejoiced in the total collapse of their expan-
sionist forgign policies. As a result, all of them have consciously
or unconsciously sought to detail the decline and demise of Imperial
Japan and have concentrated attention upon events which best
mark the process of irrational staggering to inevitable collapse. If
defeat is to be the leit-moriv, then perhaps it is understandable if not
wholly accurate to dwell upon certain military catastrophes rather
than upon domestic policies or instances of American failure. Such
an appro?ch may well explain the neglect of this incident, which is
directly lm_ked to these elements in Japanese war history.g,

If American writers lay most emphasis on allied victory and the
gashes cut out through Japan’s defences, Japanese scholars have a
spmewhat broader focus. They place more stress upon the depriva-
tion _and suffering endured by ordinary Japanese as the result of the
stupid acts of their rulers. The kamikaze plane, the suicidal struggle
for Saipan, falling rations and aerial bombardment are under-
stan'd'ably presented as the outcome of irrational policies, but
positive government policies are correspondingly ignored.’ ’

Viewed from the 1950s, the 1960s or the 1970s, the final six months
of the chiﬁc War appear as a time when Japan was straining
toyvards inevitable defeat. But in March 1945 American soldiers
sailors and air crews were still suffering considerable casualties an(i
they coun’ged their losses more carefully than their enemies. To these
men t.he irrationality of Japanese tactics was no consolation; if
anything it added to their difficulties. ,
Despite costly and exhausting struggles, by March 1945 the
United Sta'tes had gained important bases in the Marianas. The
Japane'se air force had made its last attack on Saipan and B29s
based in China had been attacking mainland Japan for almost nine
months..Against this was the surprisingly costly battle for ITwojima
and qntll this was over there was no completely safe haven fo;
Amencap aircraft between their targets and their island bases
1,500 miles to the south. The vital battle for Okinawa still lay in the
future. In China, Kuomintang forces had failed abysmally against
Japan’s Ichi-Go offensive of 1944.'0 At this point the outcome of the
war may have been decided, but how long Japan would resist and
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how expensive victory would be were serious and depressing enigmas.
The historians of Japan whom I have cited, correctly describe the
ever increasing momentum of American heavy bombing of Japan
which had begun with the Superfortress raid on the Yahata steel
works on 16 June 1944, but the rising frequency of American raids
should not be interpreted as a story of unqualified success. The
first nine months of B29 action were marked by a series of technical
problems which produced deep exasperation at the inability of this
new, expensive plane to achieve what had been hoped. The fast,
well-armed, high-flying Superfortress had been designed for un-
escorted, daylight precision raids, and this had been its role in the
first phase of its strikes against Japan.!! Unfortunately, even in the
summer of 1944 the plane’s fuel system was causing repeated prob-
lems, and there_were numerous losses due to mechanical faults.!?
Its radar system for bomb-aiming was also new and imperfect,
while the technical novelties of this electronic equipment were
further complicated by the vagaries of personnel policy in the
United States air force. For several months radar operators were
chosen from men who had been trained as gunners, a pool of airmen
who had failed to pass aptitude tests for such skilled roles as navi-
gators and radio operators.'* In other words, advanced, delicate
equipment was being handled rather clumsily and unsuccessfully
by men with the least technical ability among flying crew personnel.

Weather conditions also contributed to a large number of
abortive sorties against key military targets. Cloud over Yahata
had foiled the first raid on Kita Kytishii, and damage to the steel
plant had been derisory.!4 High winds often blew bombs off
course and added a further margin of inaccuracy to American
attacks. It required some eight raids to inflict significant damage on
the Nakajima aircraft factory on the western fringes of Tokyo,
which seemed a poor return for all the research and resources which
had been invested in America’s most advanced bomber.!3 It was
against this background that the 10 March raid on Tokyo was
conceived, planned and executed.

Despite the trouble and failures which had thwarted daylight
precision bombing it was not easy to embark upon a new policy.
The original conception of the Superfortress’s role was so deeply
ingrained in official thinking that it was not a simple matter to
reject it for some new strategy.'® Perhaps more important was the
view that the plane’s unconvincing performance was due to its
novelty and that to change tactics at this stage might create a new
range of operating difficulties.

Although the idea of a large incendiary raid on Honshu was
clearly the outcome of previous failures, the notion of fire raids on
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Japanese cities had been discussed in the air force for some time.!”
At first there were surprising doubts about the inflammability of
Japanese buildings and in 1943 an initial experiment was carried
out. Mock-ups of Japanese houses were constructed at Eglin air
base in Florida and then ignited with incendiary bombs. The results
were deemed to be satisfactory, but before the new weapon could be
employed with concentrated might a more realistic test was thought
necessary. The next step towards the use of incendiaries was taken
by General Curtis LeMay, who had recently replaced General
Hansell, the unsuccessful commander of the B29 fleet in the Mari-
anas. On 25 February against considerable specialist opposition,
LeMay ordered 130 bombers to make a trial raid on Tokyo. Just
before 3 on a snowy afternoon incendiaries were dropped and large
fires were started. Perhaps because this was a daylight raid, casualties
amounted only to 640, but a record number of 25,000 buildings
were'destroyed.‘8 These results helped LeMay to overcome the
sceptics and attempt to repeat his successful Hamburg fire raid
over Tokyo.

At this point one is led to explore the results which this new
poh_cy was expected to achieve in terms of the generalities of the
Pacific War. First, one might note that what was now proposed
was not a new method of attacking the exactly defined military
targets which had so far been the objectives of United States’
bombers. There seems no reason to doubt that aircraft factories
and munitions plants were still of great military importance, but now
a dramatic shift of target was envisaged. The destruction of special
factor?es was no longer seen as the overwhelming priority, and
attention was turned to the heavily populated areas of Japanese
cities. Here buildings were light, inflammable and tightly bunched
together. Inflammability was probably the chief qualjfication these
quarters had as targets for fire bombing, but one cannot deny that
these areas played at least some role in Japanese war production.
It is well known that the segregation of residential and industrial
areas in Japanese cities is unclear and often non-existent. And this
is particularly true of areas with large numbers of small- and
medium-scale firms making components for large and more sophisti-
cated companies. In view of this, the destruction of any thickly
pe_o_pled shitamachi area would destroy some of the tap-roots of
military output, besides leading to the permanent or temporary
absenteeism of workers living in the locality. If one was to destroy
and disrupt the activities of hundreds of small workshops and ware-
houses it was inevitable that residential areas would burn and
people die. If this was a military imperative perhaps it was un-
avoidable, but experts such as official historians, sympathetic to
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Twentieth Air Force, never present the burning of civilians as a
necessary evil, secondary to razing minor factorieg Equally im-
portant in contemporary minds was the psychological 1mpact.of
death and destruction. At a time when the Japanese were showing
amazing Success in gearing their forces to unprecedented self-
sacrifice, it seemed important to unbalance Japanese morale by a
spectacular exhibition of American power. A clear demonstration
of the air superiority of the United States could well damage the
weakening faith of the Japanese in their leaders _and help make .the
austerities of war unacceptable. In short, aside from physical
destruction and fear it was hoped that such a raid would make
recent American victories clear to millions of Japanese people.!?
In a strange and macabre sense, it was to be an appeal to the
people over the propaganda palisades whlgh prote,cted Japanese
from news of American triumphs in the Pacific islands. Parallel to
these broader objectives was probably a somewhat weaker hope that
extensive damage to the Imperial capital might unsteady the resolve
of the Japanese government to carry on the war. .

If attention is turned to the domestic politics of the Twen‘u;th
Air Force it seems certain that the ineffective programme of precision
raids had created a strong head of pressure for some redeemmg act
which would prove the worth of the B29 and remove any suspicion
of ineffectiveness surrounding the higher commaqd.zo It was
necessary to show that the Superfortress fleet was malgng a demon-
strable contribution to shortening the war and red\}cmg casualtl.es.
It is difficult to assess the various currents of motivatlon_surro‘undmg
the decision to change the policy, but perhaps both service pride a_nd
military considerations played a part in producing.the ﬁr}al verdict.

A new choice of target and a new weapon—the incendiary—were
not the only innovations which were planned for the great attagk.
One arresting new feature was the scale of the force to be lauxicllgd
against Japan’s most populous city. Although thg n'umbers of air-
craft involved are a matter of some controversy, it 1S clear that an
unprecedented body of planes bombed -To_kyo. Qn H Mgrch,
Asahi Shinbun reported that ‘130 B29s carried out indiscriminate
bombing of the Imperial capital last night". But these figures were
issued by the Imperial headquarters which prob.ably sought to
minimise the attack in information given to the public. The confused
condition of Tokyo during the raid may also”have mac_ie a}ccurate
estimates difficult. The Fire Defence Board (Sho‘!yocho) later
published an estimate of 150.2! This latter figure 1s frequen'tly
cited by Japanese historians, but it is difficult to accept.?? The official
history of the army air forces, written long before the raid became
a matter of moral controversy, states that 334 planes made up the
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raiding force, and contemporary press accounts all claimed that
‘over 300° machines had left their bases.?3

The general tactics of the American aircraft could all be
summarised under the heading ‘surprise’. Whereas most previous
raids had been carried out from high altitudes of up to 30,000 feet,
in daylight, this was to be a low-level night attack. Apart from the
obvious advantages of the cover of darkness, it was known that
Japanese anti-aircraft defences were psychologically and technically
unprepared for planes crossing the city at night at low altitudes.
If aircraft flew low they could discard the fuel usually carried for
climbing and operating at high altitudes and replace it with a much
heavier bomb load. Weight-saving and the advantages of a surprise
attack were valued so highly that the bombers apparently carried
no ammunition for their ten defensive machine guns. This was also
thought to have the added advantage of avoiding accidental damage
to friendly planes.?*

Surprise was also evident in the pattern of approach planned for
the American aircraft. Rather than arriving over the target region in
clearly structured formation, they were to come in small groups,
bearing in from different directions. This would make their flight
paths unpredictable to defensive forces and enable American crews
to single out visually patches of the city which were still free from
fire.

American commanders knew from trial raids and intelligence of
the likely defensive armament which the Japanese would turn
against them in such a raid. Japanese aircraft production had
reached its peak in 1944, when 28,000 planes were produced, but
now output was falling and fighters were in critically short supply.?
In the spring of 1945 Japan had only two units of effective night
fighters available for action and many interceptor aircraft were
being held in reserve to defend Okinawa and the mainland from
physical invasion. Japan’s anti-aircraft batteries were also poorly
equipped to repel a major onslaught on the capital. They lacked the
effective radar-controlled gun-laying system which had been devel-
oped in Western Europe and America and gunners relied on
search-lights when taking aim. Aircraft batteries were principally
deployed around heavy industrial areas, and Tokyo had "almost
none of the 20 mm and 40 mm weapons needed for dealing with
low-level raiders.2¢ :

In facing the superior population, productivity and resources of
the United States and her allies, it is understandable that Japan’s
military defences were in the end inadequate. But this hardly

explains the tardy and ineffectual nature of her civil defence prepara-
tions.
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Air raids had originally been regarded by Japanese rulers as part
of the new, modern scientific world of the inter-war years. The first
recorded air raid drill took place in Osaka in June 1928.27 This was
primarily an exercise in extinguishing lights, but more serious and
frequent demonstrations of interest soon followed. At this stage
air-raid precautions were the exclusive concern of municipal not
national government, and it is thus no coincidence that the reform
of Tokyo administration in 1932 helped quicken interest in civilian
defence. The reform of Tokyo’s government system transformed the
eighty-four suburban cities of Tokyo into twenty new wards with a
population of three and a half million. These were added to the
fifteen wards of the old city making a total population of 5,500,000.
This new municipal authority sought to demonstrate its modernity
in every possible respect; and air raids appeared to be the most
up-to-date city problem that could confront a progressive admini-
stration.?® Tokyo now redoubled its efforts to rouse its citizens to
awareness of civilian defence. In August 1933 the first major black-
out exercise was held in Tokyo and it subsequently became an
annual event. Exhibitions of model planes, First World War bombs
and model shelters were often held in department stores to accompany
blackout week, but there was no large expenditure of money or
public commitment to the programme.

The first government legislation as opposed to municipal action
came in April 1937 with the enactment of the National Civilian Air
Defence Law, which transferred responsibilities in this field to
national and prefectural authorities. Tokyo’s air-raid measures were
to be the model for other large cities. Unfortunately, the effect of
the new law was to create confusion, time wasting and conflict. At
the national level individual ministries were empowered to construct
their own regulations with no clear provisions for co-ordination.
Rules were drafted with little thought to consistency and often
produced contradictory provisions. In Tokyo this administrative
cocktail was even more piquant as the Tokyo Municipal office
which had created the original programme came into conflict with
the prefectural government. The latter had the legal powers to
manage civil defence but was resisted by the older authority. If this
administrative jostling was not enough there was always the
Metropolitan Police Board, which considered itself quite independent
of the rest of the city’s administration and refused instructions from
any body but the Home Ministry. Such kaleidoscopic rivalry diverted
much energy from civil defence to manhandling rival bodies. The
end result was delay and maladministration.

Above the internecine strife of administrators the national govern-
ment dictated the broad strategy of all aspects of defence. From the
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bgginning civil defence thinking was swathed in ambiguity and
misunderstanding. In the early stages of the war military successes
and economic needs combined to produce considerable complacency.
At first, warnings of American aircraft near Wake island were
transmitted to Tokyo, frequent siren warnings were sounded and
workers left their desks and lathes. This soon proved economically
d‘lsastrous and Tokyo’s population were subjected to less frequent
sirens and a feeling of security.?®

In some senses the ambiguity of policy was deepened by the
Dgolittle raid of sixteen B25s on Tokyo in April 1942, Due to
mistakes by Japanese observer ships, which believed that the
bombers’ carrier USS Hornet was too far from Tokyo for an attack
to be possible, the attack was a complete surprise. Sirens only
sounded after bombs had fallen. Yet losses were light. Fifty people
were killed, a hundred houses destroyed, fires were easily extin-
gui'shed, and existing provisions seemed adequate if not totally
satisfactory. The basic premise of the Japanese government was
that enemy planes would rarely reach Japan and that those that did
would be few in number, seeking out individual buildings. Nets were
later used to camouflage the Diet building, but 90 per cent of office
buildings were never camouflaged in any way. The Japanese govern-
ment felt that their image of omniscience had been damaged by the
DO(_)little raid. Three captured pilots were executed, but there was
no important change in civil defence.39

’ Between April 1942 and Spring 1945 Japan experienced a depres-
sing series of military reverses and the realities of air power became
}mpleasantly apparent. From November 1944 B29s raided factories
in the Kanto, and Tokyo citizens referred to the frequent visitors
as ‘Lord B’, ‘okyakusama’ (visitors), and ‘regular mail®,3!

In response to these developments air-raid counter-policies
became more serious and new lines of action were initiated. In view
of .Je‘tpan’s early interest in civil defence and her own bombing
activities in China it is surprising that these measures were so slow
to gather impetus and so inefficient in execution. Whatever the
‘ch'ro_nology of official action, its inconsistencies were so great that
1t 1s impossible to determine at what point most leaders felt genuinely
certain that Tokyo was secure and when their statements were made
to prevent the corrosion of morale.

Eyen as early as 1940 there were already deep contradictions in
official statements. At this point most officials with civil defence
responsibilities believed, on the basis of government statements
that Tokyo was in little serious danger from air bombing. In’
contrast, the undertakers of Tokyo became concerned at their
likely role in any possible air raid. In the event of such an attack
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'\ they were to co-operate with the police in gathering bodies and

disposing of them in an orderly manner. In order to make appro-
priate plans they asked the army headquarters to estimate the likely
number of extra deaths in one year, in the event of an air war. The
official answer to this inquiry was the figure of. 30,000.32 This
statistic was easily surpassed on 10 March, but that it was presented

THE GREAT TOKYO AIR RAID

action is particularly strange as evacuation Is relatively inexpensive
in comparison with most other aspects of civil defence and had been
widely employed in Western Europe.

The third main sphere of civil defence provision was that designed
to provide physical protection for people living and working in the
city. The most ambitious aspect of these activities was the provision

ny before Pearl Harbor shows that some military men were hardly of shelters of varying types and sizes for Tokyo residents. This
F“-*iz confident of Tokyo’s invulnerability. " policy, like evacuation, was begun late, and this not only restricted
{":l? By the spring of 1945 Tokyo had undergone yet another admini- ~ time for shelter construction but also meant that building materials

strative transformation. In July 1943 the prefectural and mpmclpal
il governments were combined into Tokyo-to, whicI} helped to improve

|5y co-ordination in air defence.?? Parallel with this were three main ‘
by areas of renewed government activity. The first of these was in-

were required when resources were short and could not be spared
for such ‘non-essential’ construction. It is true that by the spring of
1945 every Tokyo citizen was supposed to have a shelter in which to
seek refuge, but their location and quality left much to be desired.
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struction. By now the 2-75 million citizens orgapisegl in'a' hierarchy
of organisations were receiving increasing training 1n'01v11'defence.
Some 2-5 million people were embraced in the tonari-gumi system,
while a further 32,000 professional and volunteer wor‘kers including
the police, fire department and an emergency publllc works con-
struction unit were undergoing more intense instruction on defence
against raids. o _

The second main sphere of central government activity l‘ay in t.he
dispersal of buildings, institutions and peopl_e. Jn comparison with
the preliminary evacuation of children in Britain at ‘ghe opening of
the European war this policy was discussed a'nd dpmded at a very
late stage in Japan. It was not until after the l}ons m_the Ueno Zoo
had been destroyed for fear of them escaping in an air raid that tk;i
evacuation of government offices was decided in September 1943.
Plans for evacuating important sections of the community were not
published until November and no orders were issued until January
1944. By this time from 10,000 to 20,000 people hqd already left
Tokyo voluntarily, but the future pattern of evacuation was detgr-
mined by military defeats rather than by an organised plan. With
the invasion of Saipan in June 1944 there were efforts to r;ach_ a
total of one million evacuees by September. These were primarily
people not essential for industry. It was not until August t.hat primary
school children in the third to sixth forms were moved in groups to
country areas. By March 1945 over 1-7 million people had left
Tokyo, including over 20,000 citizens whose home; .had been
demolished to create fire breaks. This still left qver 6 million people
in the city and there was no compulsory evagu’ation pf any groups
apart from part of the primary school populatl'on. Ip view of the very
close ties most Tokyo dwellers had with relatives 1n.safe rur‘al areas
it is surprising that no more ambitious evacuation ' pohcy was
enforced after November 1944.35 This somewhat cautious line of
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As Tokyo’s underground was shallow and her soil relatively un-
stable they were unsuitable for shelters. Thus the most effeciive
ready-made shelters were in the basements of modern Western-style
buildings, many of which had been designed to resist possible
earthquakes. Whatever the structural merits of these underground
shelters they were mostly to be found in the business centre, far
from the homes of people allocated to use them. Equally effective
structurally were concrete shelters planned by the authorities, but
cement was so scarce that only eighteen were built by the spring of
1945 and their total capacity was less than 5,000.36

In other words, the shelter provision for most of Tokyo’s popula-
tion was highly inadequate. Trenches, at best covered with a
concrete roof but without seating, heating or sanitation, were
provided for some 2 million people, but they provided little pro-
tection. Space between houses was often so restricted that garden
shelters provided little more safety than following the government’s
first instruction, to hide in the clothes cupboard of one’s own home.37
The next most prevalent shelter was the tunnel variety, often driven
into hill-sides, frequently at a distance from residential areas. These
were often provided with equipment and food, but in the case of
sudden attacks they were difficult to reach. In the case of smaller
tunnel shelters, the occupants were likely to be suffocated if large-
scale fires broke out in the immediate area. :

Overall it is clear that the statistical balance between citizens
and shelter space in Tokyo was sickeningly deceptive. Modern
accessible shelters were negligible and the distribution of all types
of shelters was tragically unsatisfactory. The main control centre
of civil and military air-raid action was in the basement of an
ordinary Western-style building, and hospitals had inadequate
shelter provision in their immediate areas.

To complement their developing shelter policy the Japanese
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authorities recognised that special measures were needed to protect
the densely populated warrens of narrow streets and wooden
buildings which made up much of the poorer areas of Tokyo. The
main defensive action announced in late 1943 and acted upon t_he
following year was the destruction of lines of buildin_gs to provide
fire breaks. Had this policy been carried out speedxl)_/ on a vast
enough scale it may well have done something to contain spr'eadmg
flames, but this was not the case. Shortages of men anfi equipment
prevented the fire breaks being developed on a sufficient scale to
fulfil their purpose. In many cases houses were evagugted and
demolished but piles of timber were left where the buildings had
stood so that the whole object of demolition was vitiated.® B

It was thus against fragile and depleted civilian and military
defences that the unprecedented force of B29s was launched on
9 March. Units from the 314th Wings 19th and 29th groups took
off from Guam, and soon after more aircraft left Saipan and
Tinian. It took some two and a half hours for all the plane§ to tal;e
off with their maximum load of six tons of incendiaries. Oil,
phosphorous and M69 napalm bombs were carried, 'the lgtter
being used by the first group of planes to start fires and 1llumma_te
the target. This was the Asakusa ward; to the. east of the Imperial
Palace (which was clearly designated as out51de.the target zone).
Besides being a flat area of narrow streets and flimsy structures, it

was characterised by a very high roof density.?® Its population

density was 103,000 per square mile. It was apprqximately 12
square miles in area and some 2,000 tons of incendiaries were used
for its destruction. '
Japanese radar stations in the Bonin islands and observer ships
patrolling off the mainland detected the aircraft before fchey reached
the Japanese coast, but no warning was broadcast un‘gl 10.30 p.m.
when the first planes appeared over the Bos6 peninsula. Early

o

warnings explained that the bombers were turning away to the sea

but these may well have been decoy aircraft. By 12.08 I}undreds of
incendiaries were falling over large areas on both sides of the
Sumida river. The attack warning was not broadcast until 12.15,
and the raid continued for two hours.#® During thi‘s time fighter
planes, anti-aircraft batteries, and over 300 fire engines sought to
resist the American planes and the conflagration which they crea}tgd.
Some American aircraft reported ‘flak moderate, fighter opposition
nil’, but fighter interception developed during the two hours of the
attack. Some forty-three sightings of fighters were reported and

though American press reports spoke of two or no planes lost the

Asahi Shinbun and the official Air Force History report 'foprteen
and fifteen planes brought down by interceptors and anti-aircraft
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fire.#! Numbers of Japanese fighters were small, there was no low-
level anti-aircraft fire and many gun emplacements were overcome
by the webs of flame which stretched over large tracts of the city. As
a result, no military action could divert or interrupt the execution
of the raid. Tokyo was defenceless.

The technical and military superiority of the United States Air
Force combined with the tinderlike character of Japanese buildings
was sufficient to ensure a vast destructive fire, with thousands of
deaths. But topography and weather conditions transformed the
scene into an almost surrealist masterpiece of flame and agony
reminiscent of Bosch, Bacon or Goya in their most tormented works.
Through the two hours of falling bombs a high wind cut through the
city at over forty miles per hour, spurring on the fire and pressing it
well beyond the predicted target area.4?

For residents hoping to flee from the vast red dome which enclosed
them the very rivers and canals which gave commercial vitality to
shitamachi Tokyo became barriers to escape, and many flung
hemselves into waterways to sidestep the stampeding fire. Hundreds
were drowned as thicker and thicker crowds sought refuge in narrow
channels. To hold one’s head above the surface for a moment was
often to be choked or burnt to death by smoke and barbs of flame.43

Besides the invincible combination of wind and fire, Tokyo’s
citizens were also threatened by the unscientific instructions pro-
pounded in government manuals on air-raid precautions. People
had repeatedly been told to keep sand bags and buckets in each
genkan, and place sticky tape over glass doors; but more important
than all these had been the emphasis placed on communal effort,
resolve and courage. The Air Defence Law forbade essential workers
escaping from the city during a period of raids, and training had
instilled a willingness to fight fires with simple bucket chains and

I bags of sand.* The avoidance of panic which was often preached

was certainly an important virtue, but vain unscientific attempts to
fight uncontrollable fires probably caused far more deaths than they
prevented. Tokyo’s fire brigades were hardly well equipped in
comparison with metropolitan forces in North America and
Europe, but they received notable help from the forces of nearby
Kanagawa, Chiba and Saitama prefectures, and tried courageously
to limit the spreading fires. The experiences of the head of the
Tokyo fire brigade vividly illustrate the impossibility of quenching
the fires and the worsening situation during the first two hours of
10 March. After hearing of the fires, Fire Chief Shinoda went by car
to Kanda where there were huge fires. At Shitaya his car caught
fire, and after this had been extinguished he proceeded to Ueno and
Honjo where flames again spread to his vehicle. After seeing the
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road at Fukugawa blocked with corpses and encouraging some of
his men, he returned to his headquarters, lucky to have survived
the twisting course of the conflagration.*S For the thousands of
people who were fleeing from the blaze the only substantial buildings
which might afford shelter were schools and theatres. It was in
these places that tightly packed masses of people gathered and were
caught by the uncontrollable flames.

Almost every relief service collapsed under the immediate impact
of the raid. Of over 250 medical stations operated by the government
and Red Cross, 100 were destroyed by fire. Already medicine and
other supplies were in extremely short supply as no one had envisaged
such enormous hordes of casualties. In some cases, doctors were
driven to using soiled dressings and the maintenance of minimum
standards of hygiene became almost impossible.*¢

Perhaps the scale of the fires, which spread far outside the
original target area, can best be gauged by the eye-witness accounts
of pilots and journalists travelling in B29s participating in the
attack. They reported that Tokyo’s fires could be seen 150 miles
out in the Pacific and aircraft over the city were permeated by
smoke rising from the blaze. ‘The plane smelt like the interior of a
long burnt building’ remarked one journalist,*” and on returning
to their bases in the Marianas the fuselages of the planes were covered
with soot which had risen from the inferno. Hot air rising from the
devastated area created thrusting air turbulence which spun the
90 feet long aircraft 2,000 feet skyward. Pilots had been asked to
evaluate their results on a four-point scale—none, small, large and
conflagration, and unanimously they reported Tokyo in a state of
conflagration.*3

The original target area of ten square miles had been easily
exceeded by the spreading blaze. The total devastated area was some
fourteen square miles in which 60 per cent of all buildings were
destroyed. The original target had been astride the Sumidagawa;
one-third being to the east and two-thirds to the west. The areas of
Asakusa, Honjo, Fukugawa, Jo6td and Edogawa had all been
devastated. The stables of the Imperial Palace caught fire and
according to Japanese broadcasts blazed until 3.00 a.m. Many
other fires continued to blaze and smoulder for twelve hours after
the raid had commenced. The scale of devastation was made
graphic for Americans in the following description in the New York K
Times:

‘Imagine Manhattan from Washington Square northward to
Sixtieth Street plus the Borough Hall, Bay Ridge, Greenpoint,
Williamsburg and Fulton Street, sections of Brooklyn, add Long'
Island City and Astoria and Staten Island burned out so not a roof
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‘ top is visible and the picture becomes clearer of the area burned
P out by the American bombers yesterday morning.’*®

This was confirmed later by statements by the Tokyo fire chief, who
listed over forty-three factories damaged by this single raid.>°

Whatever the failures of policy, politics and imagination which
had characterised government action before this raid, this over-
whelming catastrophe, which was clear to everyone in responsible
positions, compelled drastic changes in a whole range of policies.
Perhaps equally significant was the great change in public mood
which accompanied the sight of over a million homeless people, in
desperate need of temporary shelter and emergency provisions.
Citizens who had survived the fire in Tokyo and residents in nearby
prefectures immediately threw open temples, schools and theatres
to accommodate and provide free meals for survivors. Several
communities even_offered survivors free use of their bath-houses
until the emergency was over.>!

Perhaps as striking as cabinet discussions on relief policy was the
manner in which the customary cobwebs of Japanese bureaucracy
were torn away to allow rapid action. After previous air raids(

certificates had been necessary -to obtain meals or emergency
accommodation. Even more important, they had been demanded
when an air-raid victim wished to travel on trains reserved for
evacuees. In the crisis after 10 March all requirements regarding
documents were waived in an all-out effort to relieve suffering.?
Although this implied a sharp reversal of official practice it is
doubtful if it led to any widespread abuses. Apart from the communal
spirit which was fortified by adversity, the highly organised and
integrated character of Japanese society, with its hierarchy of
citizens’ organisations, made it extremely difficult to pose falsely
as amt being discovered. Within five days, when the
immediate wave of disaster had passed, certificates were again
demanded and a frail element of normality returned to the situation.
Over a million people left Tokyo as a result of the air raid and
evacuation took on a solid urgency which had never motivated
government policy in earlier years,

While the survival and evacuation of survivors was the first
priority after this catastrophe, the disposal of the dead and the
restoration of disrupted water supplies and other public -services
was also of pressing importance. In both these fields existing plans
and arrangements proved completely inadequate to deal with the
task at hand. Previous plans provided for the orderly collection of
bodies, their identification by relatives or the authorities, and burial
or cremation in individual graves. Faced by vast numbers of dead
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and the lack of means of identification of heavily charred corpses,
it was decided to bury many in mass graves, with the intention of
exhuming them three years' later for more orderly burial. All the
remains were not cleared for some twenty days after the raid.

After earlier air raids public authorities had usually been able to
repair roads, railways and water supplies with reasonable efficiency
and speed. After the raid of 10 March bomb-gouged roads, torn
pipes and twisted tram lines took much longer to repair and in some ‘
cases attempts at reconstruction were abandoned. In the immediate '
aftermath of the raid thousands of soldiers combined with volunteers
to clear away wreckage and retrieve COIPSES, but morale was so
shaken and numbers were so great that there was very little co- ’
ordination between repair crews from water, gas and electricity
companies, and work often had to be repeated. Perhaps the best
indication of the trauma suffered by Tokyo people lay in the fields
of electricity and public transport. In Japan earthquakes were *
usually followed by energetic reconstruction, but after 10 March
pessimism halted some activity. Tramway managers refused to |
repair tracks in some areas as people no longer lived there, and
electricity supplies were similarly not restored where the homes of
consumers had been destroyed. This temporary despair in private
and municipal organs was also found in high circles of civil defence
administration. Here there was a recognition that all previous
programmes had been quite inadequate.’® Up to this date the
police and auxiliary services had operated civil defence schools for
training organisers, but following the great air raid virtually all
activities in these schools were abandoned, and training ceased.>

Despite dismay on the part of civil defence planners, the govern-
ment began unprecedented action to relieve suffering and to mini-
mise further casualties. The cabinet created two special committees
to co-ordinate relief operations. Emergency stocks of dried tuna
fish were distributed as emergency rations to citizens in large cities,
while important industrialists attempted to raise fifty million yen
for rehousing and relief operations, The Emperor made a personal
contribution of fifteen million yen to this fund and government and
private relief was co-ordinated.5 Perhaps the most important
measures taken in the aftermath of the incendiary raid were '
redoubled efforts to accelerate evacuation and the closing of
virtually all schools to allow pupils to work in farms and factories.

The dramatic impact of the raid on government policy is clear
from one of the most ambitious schemes mooted in these gloomy
days. It was proposed that some of the million homeless people of,
Tokyo should be evacuated to Hokkaido to bring land back into ¢
cultivation. In a time of increasing food shortage there was ani

g o
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attractive if superficial logic in the scheme, but one is tempted to
think that the Japanese state machine was too disheartened,
exhausted and uncoordinated to carry out any major complex piece
of social planning at this time. Even ignoring such general hypo-
theses for the failure of the scheme, it should be noted that the bulk
of the people who were to make up this new work force had no
agricultural training and were unwilling to move away from all
relatives and friends.>

The success of the expanded evacuation scheme was based upon
the obvious tensions and strengths of Japanese society as much as

upon decisive government action. Not only did the destruction of {

lives and homes create immediate needs, but the obvious inability
of the government to protect the capital had been dramatised in an
unprecedented way. The spontaneity of the desire to leave Tokyo is

clear not_only fro_m the vast numbers who co-operated with govern-|-,
ment policy, but in the flight of many essential members of Tokyo’s

medical §ervices from the city. The number of nurses and doctors
fell drastically immediately after 10 March and this was attributed

R

to flight rather than to casualties. Besides fear and need, the rural
roots of Tokyo’s population made evacuation succeed without -

complex arrangements in the provinces. Over 90 per cent of refugees
found homes with relatives in nearby prefectures so that the un-
willing acceptance of refugees as a result of government order was
almost unknown.>’

The casualties of the air raid were clearly vast, but the precise
statistics are extremely difficult to establish. The Tokyo municipality
estimated that over 76,056 people had died as a result of the bombing,
while the fire department estimated some 82,790 lost. Although
American researchers accepted the higher of these figures, it seems
!ikely that they may be inadequate. When unfound corpses and
information from relatives is taken into account it may well be that
over 90,000 people may have perished in the two hours of the
raid.’® At least 40,000 injured were reported to the authorities and
the margin between these figures indicates the impossibility of
escaping from the blaze.>®

The casualties inflicted in the raid were probably greater than those
resulting from the great earthquake of 1923 for which the estimated
losses in Tokyo were 73,000. The casualties were approximately
half of those suffered by Hiroshima in the attack of 6 August, but
possibly higher than those inflicted on Nagasaki three days later.5?
This destruction of life on a scale similar to that of the second atomic
bomb clearly had a deep impact on Japanese morale and diverted
energy and resources from military activities.

For the United States Air Force the raid provided the spectacular
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success that it had hoped for. The conflagration and damage had
exceeded all expectations and the planes lost were a mere 4 per cent
of the total, lower losses than those suffered on most earlier strikes.
General Le May’s tactics had been justified, and his reputation and
that of the B29 were, in a sense, secure.

Some would argue that the element of surprise was so important
to the success of this raid that it would have been quite impossible to
warn the population of Tokyo by leaflet or broadcast of the coming
attack. But one’s analysis of the raid makes this a dubious if not
invalid argument. Japanese resistance may have been unexpectedly
light. The United States air force may have lacked perfect intelligence
on aspects of Japanese anti-aircraft batteries, but there must have
been a high degree of confidence in Japan’s inability to resist for the
bombers to have carried no ammunition and for so many aircraft
to have been risked in the enterprise. Furthermore, test raids had
already been carried out which exposed the vulnerability of central
Tokyo to enemy attacks. Perhaps two factors were uppermost in
impelling the Twentieth Air Force to use this tactic in the closing
months of the war. Vast amounts of money had been invested in
the B29 fleet. It existed to be used, not to be kept inactive while

marginal considerations of morality were debated among army, |
military and civilian leaders. In addition, the whole character of

Japanese warfare, with defiance of international conventions and
suicidal resistance, had blunted moral sensibilities, so that civilian
losses were no longer a serious consideration in a total war where
all adults played some role in military production. Military leaders
facing governments who did not evaluate defeat in the restricted
conventional terms of the nineteenth century perhaps had little
choice but to attack the general morale of an enemy, and in most
situations this involved attacks on the civilian section of the popula-

tion. Japanese writers refer to non-combatants suffering at the

hands of American bombers,®! but in a sense it was the Japanese
government more than any other which had developed the concept
of a samurai nation devoted totally to supporting military success.
One cannot escape the further speculation that in a war in which
both parties had at various times declared the enemy to be inferior
or subhuman, it became reasonable to value ong’s own nationals
more highly than those of one’s enemy and to seek any possible way
to abbreviate the war and restrict one’s own casualties. One further
charge which demands examination is the Japanese accusation that
this attack was immoral because it was indiscriminate. It clearly
made no attempt to discriminate between civilian and military
targets absolutely, but Japanese bombers had bombed civilian
targets in China with equal lack of moral fastidiousness. Some
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might respond, with justice, that the West which claimed a superior
morality should have made at least slightly greater efforts to avoid
the excessive civilian losses of the Tokyo attack.

Japanese charges have recently tended to move away from the
generalities of the raid to particular excesses of action against the
civilian population. One eye-witness claims that gasoline was
dropped like rain upon the blazing city, but this seems unlikely as
the napalm bombs used would seem to be an even more effective
weapon.®? A more serious allegation is that Superfortresses machine-
gunned civilians escaping from their fire-stricken homes.®® If as
American writers claim the bombers were carrying no ammunition
this was clearly impossible, but one cannot evaluate rival evidence

_on this point without access to confidential United States documents.

If one is to venture to pass judgement on military policy towards
civilian populations in the Pacific War it is impossible to refrain
from some mention of the policy of the Japanese towards their own
civilians. The time and effort they directed towards air-raid pre-
vention was surely wholly inadequate and the failure to evacuate
Tokyo with more urgency, and to devote more resources—when they

.were still available—to shelters, seems to show culpability of a high

order. That rulers chose their own prestige before the welfare of
their own citizens is perhaps more culpable than the lack of concern
of an air commander with enemy casualties.

Whatever the findings of future researches it is certain that the
raid of 10 March was a crucial event in the war experience of the
Japanese people. The almost total closing of schools, the mass
evacuation and the abandonment of civil defence training are but
a few examples of the vital impact it had on the policies of a govern-
ment drawn irresistibly towards disaster.
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