
95

Chapter 5

Japanese soldier’s
experience of war

Tamura Keiko



96 [Chapter 5] Japanese soldier’s experience of war 97

I n this essay, a Japanese soldier’s experience of war in New Guinea will be explored,

 based on his diary, which was found in Australia almost sixty years after the soldier’s

death. The diary was kept in a pocketbook which was issued to every Japanese soldier.

The entries, which were made between April and December 1943, filled about 160 pages.

The frequency of entries varied over time. During the earlier stages of his days in New

Guinea, the diarist sometimes wrote up to ten pages a day. In contrast, the entries became

sparse after September, and there were no entries for October and November. The last

entry was made on 8 December 1943 when he recalled the start of the Pacific War.

The diary does not contain the name of the owner, but it belonged to Tamura Yoshikazu.

He was 158.5 cm tall and weighed 57 kg. So he was about average in height for an adult

male in that period, and relatively well built as his chest size was 84 cm. He also had

good eyesight. Tamura turned 26 years old on 27 April 1943. He was unmarried, and his

immediate family consisted of a father, two sisters and a brother. The anniversary of his

mother’s death was on 6 February. He also recorded the registration numbers of his

firearms, sword and watch, and his bank account number.

Tamura was from Tochigi Prefecture north of Tokyo. In his first period of service his unit

served in northern Korea and China, and he wrote his memories of this period in the

diary. Although English excerpts of his reflections on China are not included here, he

vividly described the cold, dry climate and arid landscape of China, which was dotted

with small villages. According to his writing, his unit does not seem to have been en-

gaged in combat in China. After his first period of service, he went back to civilian life

where he had fond memories of a climb up Mt. Fuji with his friends.

His second period of conscription became effective from January 1943 in Utsunomiya.

He joined the 239th Infantry Regiment (Toto 36 Unit) of the 41st Division on 5 January

and left Utsunomiya on 12 January. From Utsunomiya, the troops travelled to Shimonoseki

where they boarded a ship bound for Korea. He recorded the departure scenes. The

train travelled through the Japanese countryside in winter. He noticed that there was

hardly anybody on the station platform to farewell the troops, whereas previously they

Japanese soldier’s
experience of war
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The first page from Tamura's diary, probably written soon after
he arrived at Wewak. The bird described in this section was
probably a New Guinea friar bird (Philemon novaguineae).

had been cheered off loudly by big crowds.

The New Guinea diary started with an entry for April 1943 at a camp in Wewak. Tamura

had been on active service for three months but had not heard from his family or friends

in Japan. The last entry of the diary was on 8 December 1943. It is most probable that

Tamura was killed and his diary captured by Australian soldiers soon after 8 December.

A characteristic of the diary is that it was not just a record of a soldier’s daily activities.

He used the diary as a means to reflect upon his experiences in the military, and to

reflect on his purpose in life, both as an individual and as a soldier for the nation. Some

of the letters he wrote to his friends and his family were copied into the book. He also

recorded some memories of his past experiences both at home and in China. He missed

home as he lived in a tent in the jungle without any communication from Japan for

months. The diary also described how the soldiers acted and felt during the air raids by

the Allies. Furthermore, the emotions of a soldier faced with death and maintaining his

honour are vividly expressed.

He employs two styles of writing in the diary – prose form and the 31-syllable tanka

poetry form. Tamura recorded over one hundred tanka poems in his diary. The format

he favoured was to record his activities and reflections for the day and then write down

four or five poems at the end. Thus, the tanka poems were summaries of his thoughts

and emotions on the incidents recorded.

After the war, the diary remained in the possession of Mr Allan E. Connell, who was

originally from Melbourne. He had enlisted in the 57/60th Australian Infantry Battalion

in October 1941, at the age of nineteen, and was discharged in January 1946. The diary

was discovered while Mr. Connell’s son, Jeff, and daughter-in-law, Mrs Kay Connell,

were sorting through Allan Connell’s possessions after his death. It is not known how the

diary became the property of Allan Connell, as he did not talk about it at all to his family.

However, it is possible to speculate on the fate of the diary. According to his service record,

Allan Connell was in New Guinea towards the end of 1943 and working in the intelligence

field. All of the captured Japanese diaries and documents were sent to the intelligence

section from the battlefield and eventually forwarded to the Allied Translator and Inter-

preter Section (ATIS) in order to be assessed for their strategic value. Allan Connell, who

was handling those diaries, probably decided to keep one pocketbook for himself when he

found out that the diary did not contain any military information on the Japanese. He
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might have anticipated that the diary would eventually be destroyed. Although such an

action was not officially permitted, it appears that similar incidents were not unknown.

Upon discovery of the diary, Mr. Jeff Cripps, a friend of Jeff and Kay, contacted the

Australia–Japan Research Project (AJRP) in 2001 and sent a photocopied page, in order

to find out about the contents of the pocketbook. That particular page included several

beautiful poems about life in the jungle in New Guinea. Those poems clearly revealed

the soldier’s literary sensitivity towards the foreign flora and fauna. Later, Mr & Mrs

Connell kindly agreed to provide photocopies of the whole diary for the project so that

we could read it through and translate part of it. The AJRP would like to express its great

appreciation to Mr & Mrs Connell and Mr. Cripps for their cooperation.

Movements and actions of the 239th Infantry Regiment of the 41st Division
According to the Japanese War history series, the 239th Infantry Regiment of the 41st

Division was first raised in Utsunomiya, Tochigi prefecture in September 1939. For the

operation in which Tamura was involved, the division consisted of about 19,000 personnel.

According to official records, the regiment had moved to Qingdao on 29 January 1943.

Between 20 and 24 February the troops landed in Wewak.

The unit history stated that, between March and April 1943, the regiment was engaged

in airfield construction in Wewak and But. Between April and June 1943, the troops

worked on an airfield in Dagua, constructing roads from Dagua on the coast, to Maprik

which was inland. Between July and September 1943, the regiment came back to Wewak

to engage in airfield construction again.

The Tamura diary mentions that the Wewak area was bombed during the period of

airfield construction, but the bombing was restricted to a single bomber at night, while

Allied reconnaissance planes flew over the area during the day. So, although the con-

struction work was delayed, it did continue, and eventually the airfields were completed.

According to the Australian Official History, by August 1943, the 6th Air Division of the

Japanese army, with five fighter and three bomber groups, totalling 324 aircraft, was

established at Wewak. The 7th Air Division with a total of 156 aircraft was also estab-

lished at But, some kilometres west of Wewak. At this stage, Japan was aiming to regain

the balance of air power and making plans to bomb Port Moresby and other areas.

However, Japan’s prospects were completely dashed on 17 August 1943. Allied forces

became aware of the concentration of aircraft in the area and decided to attack them.
Dagua airfield under aerial attack from Allied planes in February
1944. Constant air raids became part of the daily routine of
Tamura’s military life.
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On 17 and 18 August Allied aircraft bombed four Japanese airfields in the Wewak area

intensively and the Japanese army lost about 100 planes, including light bombers, fight-

ers and reconnaissance planes. (See chapter 3 of this volume for details of these attacks.)

From October 1943 to February 1944, the regiment was mobilised to go to Madang

under Commander Nakai to participate in the Finnisterre and Saidor campaigns. In

March and April 1944 the regiment was under the 41st Division at Madang.

In his memoir, Nyuginia-sen tsuioku ki (Memoir of the New Guinea campaign) (Tokyo,

1982), Hoshino Kazuo, who was a staff officer of the 41st Division, wrote that by the end

of the war only 600 troops of the 41st Division survived out of an original strength of

20,000 men. He also wrote that, of the 200,000 Japanese troops who were sent to east

and central New Guinea, only 10,000 were alive at the end of the war. Thus, the rate of

attrition was extremely high, particularly towards the end of the war, due not only to the

desperate battles the Japanese fought, but also to the disease and starvation the soldiers

suffered during their retreat.

Extracts from the diary
The diary starts with the following entry. The exact date is not known, but it is most likely

that the entry was recorded in early March 1943, about two months after the landing in

Wewak. The writing shows that the diarist’s reference point at this stage was firmly fixed

in Japan, as he contrasts the unfamiliar scenery and nature with those back in Japan.

When I hear birds of paradise sing, I remember cuckoos back in Japan. They

live among tropical coconut trees. I don’t know what they are saying, but they

make very weird cries that sound like “keukoh, kiou, keukoh, kiou”.

A mate of mine received a letter from home and he showed me a copy of a

newspaper dated the end of January. Nothing seemed to have changed at

home. It also contained an article about the front line in New Guinea. Who

could know that I am in New Guinea now?

The climate here is similar to that of mid-August in Japan. Yet, there are so many

noxious insects, and the mosquitoes in particular are a real nuisance. Since many of

us are sick and do not feel well, our fighting spirit seems to be low.

Tamura was a keen letter writer and he yearned for letters from home. At the back of his

pocketbook he recorded details of letters sent and received. He also copied some of the

letters into his pocketbook. In this section, copies of three letters are included. The first letter
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was sent from Palau to his younger brother. In this letter, Tamura was in high spirits and

wanted to tell his younger brother about the adventure he had embarked on in the tropics.

Palau was still peaceful around that time. Hoshino, a staff officer of the 41st Division, wrote in

his memoir that he enjoyed coffee and cream soda at a tea room, and a full-course dinner with

ice cream dessert at a hotel on the island. Hoshino also purchased accessories made out of

turtle shell as souvenirs for Japan. Of course, those souvenirs were never taken back to Japan.

A letter 12 February

How are you? Are you working hard? I wonder if you are shivering in the cold

weather. If you are, why don’t you come over here? You wouldn’t want to stay

long because it’s too hot. How have you been back home? I am well. I swam in

the sea on Emperor’s Day.

I would like to send you lots of coconuts through my dreams. So many that you

could eat as much as you wanted and still not finish. I wonder if they will arrive

home safely. You will be able to keep them in a basket by your bedside.

I will write to you about interesting things later.

To my dear young brother. From your older brother.

Tamura wrote a lot about his work in the Wewak area. His unit was engaged in airfield

construction – work that was hard and monotonous. The following poems describe the

work and his feelings about it. The only break the troops could enjoy from their labour

was during the air raids.

Under the blazing sun,

Soldiers construct airfields

With sweat and without words.

The construction work progresses day by day.

The adjutant officer comes for inspection today as well.

We sit down by the shore, wiping sweat from our face

And look across the sea, waiting for letters from home.

On branches of coconut trees,

Birds of paradise sing.

Gradually the day is getting light.
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Air raids become so frequent that

We look forward to them on a quiet day

In order to have some rest from our work.

Cicadas are singing and leaves are falling.

It feels like autumn.

But when we see fresh green leaves,

We think of spring.

During his trip to the inland, Tamura and his colleagues met the local people in the area. For

Tamura, the way they spoke, dressed and behaved was completely foreign. However, as we

shall read in the following two pieces, he communicated with them and bought tropical fruits

from them. He was impressed with the innocence of the local children. He found it amusing

that the locals found the Japanese as curious as the soldiers found them. It is clear that he

appreciated the differences and managed to see the local people as human beings.

Natives

They speak fast in a foreign language. The soldiers listen to the language ear-

nestly in order to understand it.

We’ve got it. They’ve come to exchange goods.

In little string bags, they each carried about twenty bananas and papayas in order

to exchange them with the goods the soldiers have.

They wear loincloths, but the rest of their bodies are naked. The way they live

seems to be primitive.

I gave twenty sen for two bananas. These are the first bananas I have had in New

Guinea. They tasted very, very sweet. The size of the fruit was as big as my arm

or even bigger. They were astonishingly large.

I dreamed that we could eat as much fruit as we liked, but so far only two. Yet, I

enjoyed my first taste of bananas in this place.

Natives 4 May

When I saw real naked natives for the first time, I felt frightened. But they did

not do any harm. They were very well hung, and proudly decorated their hair
Bananas were purchased from the locals. New Guinea did not
possess the abundance of fruit Tamura had expected to find in
the tropics.
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with bird feathers. It was a surprise for me to see the way they showed off their

decoration.

When we reached our destination in the late afternoon, we rested by the regi-

mental barracks. Forty to fifty natives came, and they were all naked. Some were

carrying thick ropes and bush knives. A few were wearing crosses on their chests.

Furthermore, about half of them were completely naked.

The soldiers stared at them strangely. The natives were also staring at the sol-

diers intently. They went around the building about twice and disappeared. When

I asked other soldiers who had been here previously about them, they told us

that the natives came to have a look at us. To them, the soldiers looked very

weird. Probably, we looked very foreign to them.

I asked for bananas in the mountains. They seemed to be saying that they did not

have bananas at the moment. I felt I understood their language a little bit. Com-

pared with Chinese people, the native children did not have any traces of gloomi-

ness and looked so innocent, as if they were blessed by God. They seemed to

regard the soldiers as a peculiar group. They were not frightened and did not cry

although we were still new to them.

Deaths inevitably occurred around Tamura while he was in Wewak. As the type of war he

was involved in was not direct bloody combat on the ground, the sudden disappearance of

his war comrades hit him hard. The following section expresses his feeling of loss.

A few days ago, my friend was killed by enemy shells in this bay. However, the

bay with its white waves does not look any different. There are a few drums

floating away from boats. The landscape of the headland is as lush as before.

Boats are moored to the wharf as before. But I feel so devastated!

He left us after a work session, sending his regards to other members of our

section. The next morning, this friend could not be found anywhere and now he

is at the bottom of the sea after an attack by enemy planes. What an unfortunate

fate he had.

But it is no use lamenting. We hope he is in a peaceful slumber and becomes a

god protecting the nation. At his grave, I prayed for my dead friend’s peaceful

repose.
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Tamura records his feelings extensively in his diary and some of the entries reflect the

ups and downs of his and his comrades’ spirits.

The first section expresses the mixed feeling soldiers had. The words probably come from a

song that may have been sung by his friends in the unit during the early stages of the campaign.

They show both the heightened spirit of adventure in a faraway land, and homesickness.

1 April

From the top of the hill with its fresh green grass

I gaze towards the ocean horizon.

Across the Pacific, across the Japan Current,

From far away, a boat is coming with might and courage

With letters from our homeland.

Sitting in the shade of a coconut tree

Looking across the sky above the ocean waves

Thinking about home from New Guinea.

With the heat, it hurts to realise

How far this place is from home.

The soldiers’ spirits were affected by various factors, such as illness and difficult living

conditions. In addition, the unreasonable authority exercised by their superiors also in-

fluenced the level of morale. The following two sections demonstrate the problems the

troops faced in maintaining high morale in the face of illness and hunger.

We are generally in bad shape. In spite of our superior’s words, our fighting spirit

has been in decline.

It might be to do with working too hard or malnutrition. No, no. It was not like

this at the beginning. Military life is never exciting, but the current situation is

not at all rewarding.

The duty of a soldier is to carry out his tasks without complaining. Yet, somebody

who does not have any worth as a person can throw his weight around just be-

cause he has the senior rank.

Diary 27 May

The fine rain was falling continuously even though the moonlight was bright. I
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was awoken by the sound of a plane engine. The dawn had come. I felt relieved

that I could sleep through the night after I had recovered my health.

Compared with malaria in central China, I have heard this illness is more diffi-

cult to treat. Yet, I might be able to recover quickly. I stayed behind in the camp

after my colleagues left for work, and spent my time looking after the firearms.

Soldiers cannot help looking after their arms.

Our company leader is also in hospital. The number of patients exceeds expecta-

tions.

While Japan should be enjoying the season of fresh green leaves, the weather

here is getting worse. The ceiling of the tent is leaking and makes us feel very

uncomfortable.

I yearn for letters from home. Everybody feels the same here. I thought of home

and wrote two letters to my friends.

Epilogue
The AJRP received a request from NHK, the Japanese national broadcaster, concerning

final letters and diaries belonging to former Japanese soldiers, about a year after this essay

appeared on the Project’s web site. The Tamura diary was subsequently made known to

NHK. Coincidentally, a request for information about the Tamura diary arrived from Jiji

Press at around the same time. Articles about the diary appeared in various newspapers

around Japan, and the NHK documentary, titled Last words, aired on 15 August 2003.

As a result of investigations with various institutions, Tamura’s family was located in

Oyama City in Tochigi Prefecture. The head of the family in which Tamura Yoshikazu

had been born and raised was now his younger brother, Sadanobu. His younger sisters

were also alive and in good health. According to the notification of death received by the

family, Yoshikazu had been “killed in battle in March 1944 at Biliau, New Guinea”. Biliau

was near Cape Gunbi, where Allied troops had landed in January 1944, and was the site

of fierce fighting between the two forces.

None of Tamura’s personal effects had returned from New Guinea. The diary is his only

legacy. The Australian War Memorial decided to return the diary in accord with the

deepest wishes of the family. It is at last possible for Tamura Yoshikazu, along with the

diary, to finally return home to his waiting family sixty years after passing away.

Tamura Yoshikazu (1917–1944) arrived at Wewak in February
1943 with the 239th Infantry Regiment; there he was engaged
in construction of airfields and roads. (Photograph provided
by Ishizuka Chieko)


