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The “Green Desert” of New Guinea
OGAWA MASATSUGU

He was in China when his unit, the Seventy-Ninth Regiment of the
Twentieth Ditision, was transferred to New Guinea in January 1943,

“When the families of the dead come to see me, they always confront
me with the question, "Are you really the Mr. Ogawa who came back from
New Guinea?” They have in mind a powerful image of a strong, sturdy
man who returned alive. A man who could kill without hesitation. When
- they see my true physique, people can’t even believe I played baseball in
college. My position was shortstop.” His large eyes dart back and forth
behind his glasses as he speaks. An extremely thin and small-framed man,
he walks very slowly around his house because of a painful back condition
brought on by carrying his pack in the war. He is now a professor of
medieval Japanese literature.

South of the equator and north of Australia, New Guinea is a huge
island, more than three times the size of either Great Britain or Honshu,
Jepan's biggest island. Japanese forces landed at many points on its north
shore early in the war, but efforts to seize the city of Port Morseby on the
southeastern coast by seaborne assault were turned back in the Battle of
the Coral Sea (May 5-6, 1942). This initiated ¢ bitter struggle, pitting
Japanese against Australian and American troops in battles that ranged
across the ridges and valleys of the towering Owen Stanley Mountains
and dlong the island’s sweltering coasts. At least 148,000 Japanese troops
were to die on New Guinea in the course of the war.

Ogawa Masatsugu’s regiment finally was in the eastern area
of the island when it was caught up in an offensive—Operation
Cartwheel—launched in June 1943 by General MacArthur's forces. At
the coastal town of Finschhafen on September 22, Australian troops
defeated a numerically superior force of Japanese and drove them
away from the coast. The Japanese army was then forced to conduct a
‘fighting retreat” through the mountains, harried by the Australians
nd Americans. Ogawa Masatsugu’s book based on his experiences,




268 / LOST BATTLES

Human Beings in Extremis: The Island of Death, New Guinea, won a
major literary prize.”

After the main force had passed over the gorge, they blew up the
suspension bridge. The thousands who trailed behind were left to die.
We were at the end of the line. Soldiers who had struggled along before
us littered the sides of the trail. It was a dreadful sight. Some were already
skeletons—it was so hot that they soon rotted—or their bodies were
swollen and purple. What little they wore was removed by those who had
less. Wearable boots were instantly taken, so most of the dead lay bare-
foot. The worms crawling over the more recently dead gave them a silver
sheen. The whole mountain range was wreathed in the stench of death.
That was what it was like.

Our own forces blew up the bridge before we could cross it! We
marched for another month because we were one day late. We'd already
been marching for nearly two months by then, ever since the many battles
at Finschhafen, and we’d almost gotten through the mountains to the
coast. It was about the tenth day of February 1944. Behind me there
were more thousands, completely dispersed, scattered. Many had gone
mad. I couldnt get over the fact that, delirious as they were, they stll
continued to march in the same direction. Nobody, no matter how insane,
walked the wrong way. The dead bodies became road markers. They
beckoned to us: “This is the way. Just follow us corpses and you'll get
there.” That was true until we came to the gorge where the bridge had
been. Now, we had to find the way for ourselves.

New Guinea was green, full of greenness, all year long. If it had
been any other color, you couldn’t have stood it. The green prow'ded
some relief, but it was a desert of green. The advance units had quickly
eaten all available food. The rest of the column had to survive on what
little was left after they'd passed. The soldiers who fell by the side of the
mountain trail increased rapidly, so mixed together that you ceased to be
able to distinguish their units. When we left F inschhafen, we had already
passed the limits of our energy, and yet we had to crawl along the very
tops of ridges and cross mountain ranges. It was a death march for us.

It had rained for more than half a year straight. Our guns rusted.
Iron just rotted away. Wounds wouldn’t heal. Marching in the rain was
horrible. Drops fell from my cap into my mouth mixing with my sweat.
You slipped and fell, got up, went sprawling, stood up, like an army of

® Ogawa Masatsugu, Kyokugen no naka no ningen: “Shi no shima,” Nyuginia (Tokyo:
Chikuma Shobd, 1983).
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marching mud dolls. It went on without end, just '
mudi}; water, follﬁméing the legs of somebody ].‘l'-l fro:;u(;ifg:zgi. et e
you marched, you lost comrades from your unit. U j
ﬂopped down by the road, rested together, tﬁen moved Ziangu}tmsix{?esf
times the one you were with would say, “T'l just rest a little longer.”
Youd los.e the will to stand up if you sat too long. “Let’s get going. Come
onl” I said to one. He was sitting at the edge of a cliff. He only lifted his
glgziies and wiped his face. He looked utterly exhausted. I never saw him
The worst was the jungle at night. Even if you attached a whi
to your pack, it couldn’t be seen. Ygu’d have to);ollow the pe?soﬂl fs ggntht
of you by pushing lightly up against his pack. You had to keep your mind
focused only on that. Sometimes you'd move swiftly. At other times you
slow€d to nothing at all. Then you'd shout, “Get going!” and find vour)s{elf
pushing against a tree. If you tried to rush, you'd stumble, as if yZ)m' feet
were grabbed or clutched at by something. You weren't supposed to call
out. The enemy might hear. Each step, you had no way of knowing if
there was going to be ground under your foot when it next came down.
At t].m'es the rain was heavy in the mountains, not like in Japan. It
was more like a waterfall. You'd have to cover your nose or it would choke
you. A valle'y stream could turn into a big river instantly. If you got caught
the_re washing your face, away you went. People could die of drownin
w.hﬂe crossing the mountains. I climbed mountains four thousand meter%
high. Dark black clouds swirled around us. I had the feeling the heavens
were gl.owering down at me. Beyond the clouds, you could see stars even
in daylight. It was like being in the eye of a typhoon, suddenly seeing
those stars sh.jn'mg behind the dark clouds. It was a weird experience. 7
For a time after the bridge was blown up, military police, the
Kempei, were stationed here and there on the trail, ostensij;ﬂy to pr‘otect
the security of villages along the way, and to direct stragglers. Soldiers
often grumbled about them. One day I encountered a Kempei. He
demanded tl},at I salute him, even though he was a nonccm.P“I"m a
sergeant too, " I insisted, “even though I don't have any stripes.” “You
must salute the Kempei forces!” was his only response. ‘We didn't even
salute officers in those conditions. “You're alone?” he asked. I repliéd

: that I had a companion, but he was a little behind. “Why didn’t you kill

hin‘:l, t1:?:1&:1:1?" he dema'nded. “You can't get out of these mountains if you
wait for stragglers. It’s all right to kill them. One or two of you doesn’t

- mean anything.” He looked two or three years younger than me. The

dark shadow of the Kempei disappeared from the mountains about half a

3 month after the bridge went down.
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In the army, anyone over thirty was an old man. Twenty-six or
twenty-seven, that was your peak. The young soldiers, serving for the first
time, didn’t know how to pace themselves and died quickly, though there
were many strong men, fishermen and farmers, among them. If you were
older, you knew what you could do and what you couldn’t. I was in what
was called the regimental “labor company,” but it was really a special unit
organized for all kinds of difficult missions. We blew up enemy tanks with
saucer-shaped mines. We'd approach moving tanks from their blind side
and attach the charge directly to their hull. We'd trap them in tank pits.
We were sometimes called the Special Attack Raiders. The heaviest
casualties were in our labor unit. We were like a small engineering unit,
building bridges and destroying enemy strongpoints, but we took pride in
being like tiger cubs, the most valuable unit in the division. Our primary
weapon was a Aame-thrower.

One thing that surprised me when I went into the military was that
the majority of the long-service soldiers had only gotten through elemen-
tary school. Many of the conscripts were well educated, many beyond
middle school. You could recognize conscripts by their glasses. Regular
soldiers often said, “draftees have glib tongues, but are useless in action.”
When I was a corporal, I once got into a fistfight with a sergeant for
saying that there wasn't any difference between a regular soldier and a
conscript when both are on the same battlefield risking their lives.

I turned down the chance to become an officer candidate. When
they told me I had permission to apply, I said "I don't like the army. If I
liked the military I'd have gone to the military academy in the first place.”
They beat me mercilessly for my impudence that time, I can tell you. You
see, T didn’t want to kill subordinates with my orders. I could watch out
for myself, but I didn’t want to determine what others should do. Even-
tually I reached the rank of sergeant, but it didn’t mean much in New
Guinea. Nobody ever seemed to rank below me, since reinforcements
never reached us. I was always near the bottom.

I heard later that our high command considered the battle at
Finschhafen a turning point of the Pacific War. It seems they had an
expectation that a victory there could have reversed the tide of war. In
fact, we did rout the enemy easily—at first. I was amazed how weak the
Australian soldiers seemed. Their infantrymen ran before us when we
attacked. The next day, though, their artillery and airplanes bombarded
us from all sides. Only when we were totally exhausted did their infantry
return to mop up at their leisure. Our side had no fighting capability left.

The bigger the scale of the battle, the less we riflemen had to do
with it. Cannons and machine guns dominated then. As you can imagine,
in infantry battles, machine guns were the stars. Five machine guns blaze
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away, spewing out six hundred rounds a minute. The bullets i
'Ba-ba-ba-ba, dah-dah-dah-dah!” You want to dig into theetsej;rsti Cg\fzs
just five or ten centimeters more. You can’t raise your head. You know
how well they know your position by the height of their fire. When the
buH’etS come low you can’t move. Your back is heated by the bullets. You
can't fire your single-shot, bolt-action Type-38 infantry rifle. You’ci feel
too gbsurd. It’s like a kind of symphony coming from both sides. You'd
1get l;ntoxicated by it. An hour of firing like that and my whole 'way of
“(:ic;h r;lgatalfrzhietsx(;vl%rld around me was dlfferépt. I was transformed, along
' ’I came to feel the Australian military was verv strong ind ;
didn’t want to have infantry battles. They wanted ?a Ieavegthe E;gtg: tt?)
mechanized power. The Japanese military only had infantry. Our artillery
had almost 1o ammunition. If we fired even one shell, hundreds came
back at us. “Please don't fire at them,” we'd pray to our guns from our
trenches. I had a sense then that one day war would be fought without
humans. Just airplanes and artillery. War in which human beings actuall
;}Gﬁt tat each otherf where we could ses each other’s faces, that was overy
at were we infantrymen the ? i .
elbamc gxﬁcﬁms. re for? Only, it often seemed to me, to
The “enemy”? I often wondered what that meant. We didn’
the enemy. We seemed to fight them only because they showctler;ltuhati
s?mehmes wondered why either side was there. It was like a plot by b%th
m_des to fight in this place. In China, at least, when our soldiers were
iC.IHdeI sensed they had been killed by a real enemy. There, two sides
similarly armed, grappled fiercely with each other, man-to-m:;n. ’
In New Guinea, we didn’t know what was killing us. Who killed that
f)ne? Was if death from insanity? A suicide? A mercy killing? Maybe he
just coulc_in t endure the pain of living. I remember that war as mainl
one of suicides and mercy killings. Once, as I was trudging along, a soldie}r,
%the road caught my eye. He'd lost his voice. He just point’ed at my
e and ,wrth a be';nt finger signaled that he wanted me to pull the trigger.
I cpuldn t. My mind was still mired in some kind of lukewarm senti]?‘aen-
talism. I knev‘l/ he had no hope, but I couldn’t shoot him. Another time. I
saw a man kill his younger brother. Love is such a cruel thing. That's
what [ fejlt then. The younger brother had gone insane, although he was
l1t}he physma.lly stronger of the two. They were in different units, and met
y chance in a shack in the mountains. The younger brother was cacklin
madly when we came upon him. The elder one slapped him across thg
ﬁa}ce irlld ihOOk him, calling out his name. He just kept laughing. F inally
anz E} dirg :(;tr};; Sf}‘;?-th};i? dead. I didn’t even raise my voice. The brother

-
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I knew an army doctor, about thirty-five years old, who volunteered

to shoot all those who knew they couldn’t survive. This I consider “sacred
murder.” Often subordinates asked their superiors to kill them when the
main force was about to depart. If you were left behind, that was the end.
A man who had the strength left to pull the pin could always blow himself
up, so everyone tried to keep one hand grenade until the last moment.
Even those who tossed away their rifles never threw away their last
grenade. \
My three years in New Guinea were a succession of such horrors.
Everything was beyond my control. Planes roared directly overhead. We
could smell their thirst for blood. No matter how many flew over, you
knew the one that was after you. Once, I was just aiming my rifle when
an enemy bullet actually got stuck in my barrel. If it had been a touch off
line, the umpire’s call would have been “You're out!” A bullet went
through a man’s helmet, spun around inside and exited through the same
hole. Around his head was inscribed a bald line where the bullet had
gone. How can you explain something like that? You move your body just
a little and immediately the place where you've been lying is hit directly.
Luck? Accident? That just won't do it. I was forced to learn the limits of
human intelligence. Things you'd think would logically be best for you
often proved to be the worst. “If you're going to die anyway, die glo-
riously,” I'd think. I often volunteered for special missions. Yet again and
again I'd come back and find it was the main unit that had been wiped
out while I was off on a dangerous assignment. I felt something was
controlling us.

I never really killed anyone directly. I shot my rifle, so I might have
hit somebody, but I never ran anyone through with my bayonet. In China,
soldiers were forced to practice on prisoners, slashing and stabbing, as
soon as they arrived for training. “Stab him!” they'd order, indicating an
unresisting prisoner. I didn’t move. I just stood there. The platoon leader
became enraged, but I just looked away, ignoring the order. I was beaten.
I was the only one who didn’t do it. The platoon leader showed them
how, with vigor. “This is how you stab a person!” he said. He hit the
man’s skull and knocked him into a pit. “Now stab him!” They all rushed
over and did it. I'm not saying I determined it good or bad through
reason. I just couldn’t take the thought of how it would feel, running a
man through with my bayonet.

The New Guineans seemed immaculate. To get help from the
natives in the mountains was the only means left to us. I was so happy to
see that they accepted words without twisting them all around. We could
communicate directly. When I first caught a glimpse of black people, I
thought we’d never be able to communicate, but one of them spoke
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Pidgin English. That saved me. Because of Pidgin, I was n i
underst.ood German, French, and English, but I glwla?s amazed ?12\1{ l::gfui
a fjew simple words could be. I was impressed by how beautiful human
beings 'c'ould be, too. An old native once left a mixture of roots and water
and a lnttle salt by my head when I'd collapsed flat on my back in the trail
Aqd a village headman went himself to tell other Japanese two kilometers
3::3’ that I had fallen ill, even though his people thought I was already
I think the natives and the Japanese got along well. They’ i
a cif'cle when the moon was fu]lJ %hose o%us whog were fmfr? gi‘fi:ge cl:‘
ﬁshufg vi:llages would casually join in and dance, too, as if they were
dancing in the Japanese countryside. They'd borrow drums and do it
pretty well. The natives seemed really pleased by this. The whites never
approached them; they merely frightened them with their guns, With the
}aPanese, they shared living. Sometimes I wonder why they cooperated
with an army that was disintegrating. The Australians would win them
over with goods, things like canned corned beef. We never had anything
to return to them. All we could say was, “Thank you.” Yet their kindness
lasted to the very end of the war, Some village chiefs were executed after
t!:e war bﬁcause they provided us with food. They were accused of “hos-
tile action” by the Allies. The enemy organized them to work as irre
‘gueml%as against us. Indeed, the thing I most regret about New Guinea
}s the mci;lentsali learned of later where New Guineans were killed by
apanese. It makes me despondent to thi A illec
g ]jﬂ];e Riog ot Sged ent think that we could have killed

In the world we lived in on New Guinea, you had no us
lalnguage or knowledge you had accumulated ]Zefore you weﬁt{‘zlzetj}ee
Literature, which I'd studied at Keijo Imperial Universit);, meant nothing.
I sensed that the extremes of existence could be reduced to the huma%
stomach. Lale of protein, in particular, fostered a kind of madness in us.
We ate any.tlung. Flying insects, worms in rotten palm trees. We fought
over the_ distribution of those worms. If you managed to knock down a
@d with a stick, you'd pop it into your mouth while its tail was still
wriggling. Yet, under these conditions, a soldier offered me his final rice
talnd a soldier I met for the first time gave me half of a taro root he'd

ug up.

We had other fears on New Guinea. Near the end we were told not
to go out alone to get water, even in daytime. We could trust the men we
knew, bl.lt there were rumors that you could never be sure what would
]J:appen lf another of our own soldiers came upon you. We took precau-
tions against attack. I once saw a soldier’s body‘ with the thigh flesh
gouged out, lying by the path. The stories I heard made me shiver and
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left me chilled to the bone. Not all the men in New Guinea were
cannibals, but it wasn’t just once or twice. I saw this kind of thing. One
time, when we were rushing along a mountain trail, we were stopped by
four or five soldiers from another unit. They told us they had meat from
a big snake that they were willing to share with us. Their almost sneering
faces unnerved me. Maybe we were thinking too much, but my compan-
ion and I didn’t stop. “Thank you, maybe next time,” we said, and left. I
knew that if it were really snake, they'd never have shared it. They were
trying to pull us in to share their guilt. We never talked about it after-
wards, but when we reached the coast other soldiers warned us that there
were demons in the jungle. Maybe this was just wild fear, but I can still
visualize it clearly.

I didn’t really have a future while I was trudging along in those
mountains. There was no tomorrow, no next day. All I could think about
was falling asleep, or following pleasant memories back into the past.
Still, when a staff officer showed up, gathered maybe fifteen of us
together, and told us to prepare for our final battle and issued us our final
rations, I felt that the future had been foreclosed. I was now completely
uncoupled from anything to come, in a closed universe. I thought if I
could just drag myself a few steps further, I might actually grasp the
situation a little better, know where I was, but I couldn’t even climb the
slightest incline without crawling on my hands and knees. Near the end,
everything was called gyokusai. In the end, I never did it, but whole
regiments were used up in those attacks, protecting us as we trudged
through the mountains on our fighting withdrawal. This can be inter-
preted as a comradeship of which we were unaware.

Human beings can be divided into two extremes. I collapsed from
fever many times. Sometimes a soldier who happened to pass by carried
me on his back to the next village. One time a soldier I didn’t know told
me he had two gg, just a handful, of rice in his pack. “It’s no good to me
now,” he said. “You take it.” Some people are like that. They become
extraordinarily lucid in the face of death. I was deeply moved, in a sense,
but I couldn’t say, “All right, I'll take it.” After all, each of us kept that
two go of rice for the time of our own death, so we could say, “Now I'll
eat my last meal.”

Another time, when we were climbing from Kali into the mountains,
I was hailed by a soldier unable to move. He asked me to cook some rice
porridge for him with the rice in his mess kit. I got water but asked one
of our men to make it for him, since I was such a bad cook. By the time
the rice was ready, darkness had descended in the jungle. At last some-
body guided me back to where he was. “Your porridge is ready!” I said as

I shook him by the shoulder. He simply fell over. Already dead. I wonder
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what on earth he must have been thinking while that rice porridge was
cooking. Maybe “That guy ran away with my last rice!” I did my best and
it was no good. I felt wretched. The soldier who'd guided me there
opened the dead man’s mouth and put some of the porridge in. All he
kept muttering was “What a pity, what a pity.” I saw the two extremes of
humanity. I don’t know what divides men that way. There’s something
murky and filthy in human beings. If you've seen this, you might find
yourself at one or the other of the poles.

One day natives brought in a soldier on a stretcher. I couldn'’t tell
who he was at first, but he was from our special unit. He told us his
name. We'd last seen him when we were going over the ridge line more
than a year earlier. On the very day they carried him in, he was shot as a
deserter. The man who shot him still regrets doing it. But if you were
ordered to do it, you had to. If they had gone strictly by rank, it would
have been my job. I was officer of the day, so in one way, I'm the one
most responsible, but the warrant officer didn'’t pick me. I'm grateful for
that and I feel guilt and responsibility toward Yoshimura, my friend, who
had to shoot him. “Forgive me, Nagayama,” Yoshimura said twice in
Osaka dialect, and then shot him. This took place after the end of the
war, but just before we became prisoners.

I understand there were many such deaths by execution. For
example, you'd get an order to “take the message and report back in three
days no matter how difficult.” You might have to travel a distance as far
as from Osaka to Kobe in that time. But malaria was like a time bomb. If
it went off you just collapsed and couldn’t move. That happened to me.
So a week later, you return and you're charged as a deserter. Even many
officers were ordered to kill themselves for the crime of desertion. They'd
go out on scouting missions, find themselves unable to get back in time,
and so leave death poems behind. What a bitter feeling they must have
had before being shot. The military was a place where Bnly results were
weighed, not reasons.

We didn’t know anything about the war situation outside our bit of
jungle. One day at the enemy camp we saw two flags go up, the Union
]aFlf and the Japanese flag. We heard “Banzai! Banzail” in Japanese.
We'd never seen anything like this before. We then had three days of
silence. Planes flew over and dropped leaflets proclaiming, “Peace has
come to the Orient.” Even the regimental commander didn’t know about
the end of the war. This must have been about August 15, but even that
Idon’t know exactly. It would be a lie if I said I felt sad, or happy. I can’t
analyze my feelings at that time. I just felt, “Well, so it’s over.”

,Our Seventy-Ninth Regiment had sailed from Pusan, Korea, on New
Year’s Day 1943 with 4,320 men. Including reinforcements, 7,000 men
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in all were assigned to our unit. Only 67 survived, My own company
broke camp in Pusan with 261 men. I was the only one who boarded a
transport ship bound for Japan and home after the war. T was told that of
about 170,000 officers and soldiers in eastern New Guinea, 160,000 died.
When we were imprisoned as POWs on Mushu Island, after the war had
officially ended, a dozen or so men died every day. The island was all
coral, so we couldn't dig graves for them. We didn’t have the strength,
anyway. They had to hasten our repatriation because they couldn’t keep
us there any longer. We were shells of men, completely burned out. Even
on the way back to Japan, the transport had to stop several times to
commit the latest dead to the sea. They were only one step away from
home.

It's such a long time ago, so it’s probably all right to put all this down
about individuals, but I often wonder what the family members of the
deceased will feel. You can’t call how their relation died “glorious,” and
of course they'd like to believe that if they had to die, at least they died
accomplishing a soldier’s duty, not in a ditch by the trail, through mad-
ness, by their own hand, or eaten by their fellow soldiers. Relatives of
those whose deaths I can confirm with the evidence of my own eyes still
ask me, “Isn't there any chance he could have survived?” When 1 was
being held as a POW, even I thought that one day soldiers might begin
to pour out of the jungle. But it didn’t happen.

All battlefields are wretched places. New Guinea was ghastly. There
was a saying during the war: “Burma is hell; from New Guinea no one H
returns alive.” Former company commander Captain Katada told me 1
after the war that when his ship stopped in Korea, he went as far as my
parents” home, intending to tell them about me. He paced up and down
in front of it, but couldn’t bring himself to let them know where I was, so
he never went in. I guess people at home already realized that there
would be no return from New Guinea.

Soldiers’ Deaths
OGAWA TAMOTSU

I refused to apply for a military pension for a long time, although I was
eligible. It was a way of expressing my feelings about the experiences.
I had had. 1 haven't spoken to anyone about these things for forty-five
years.” He apologizes for his local dialect—rich in the accents of northerm
Japan’s Akita region—and for drinking saké the whole time we talk at



