
AUSTRALIAN MEN and Japanese women who would ultimately
marry in the post-war period grew up in communities and nations where
people simply could not have imagined the circumstances that would
lead to those marriages. Japanese society in the 1930s was becoming
more militaristic and the people were growing more confident since the
Japanese had no experience of defeat in wars against outside powers. At
the same time, Japan was in the process of expanding its colonial power
in Asia and hostility towards Britain and the United States was growing
stronger among the people. Australians who grew up in the 1930s lived
in a country that was over ninety per cent British by birth or descent,
an amazing homogeneity for a settler nation. The White Australia
Policy was strictly enforced and fear of invasions by Asian hordes was
high. The Japanese were popularly seen as quaint, copiers, and toy
makers but also as numerous and aggressive.

Intermarriage across the racial boundary was rare in both countries. The
number of Westerners in Japan was very small and their residential areas
were fairly limited, although there were some cases where Japanese
women married elite Westerners who were working in Japan. Similarly,
there were some intermarriages between Europeans and Asians in
Australia, but the number was limited. Furthermore, inter-racial
marriages were seen with prejudice and regarded as problematic. Thus,
intimate relationships which eventually occurred and subsequent
requests for marriages between Australian soldiers and Japanese women
were received with shock and hostility in both countries.
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Overview of the Australian presence in Japan

After Japan surrendered in August 1945, the country was occupied by
Allied Forces until the Peace Treaty was signed in 1951. The first forces
to arrive in Japan in September were more than 430,000 American GIs.
They were scattered in each prefecture in Japan in order to control the
population of 70 million. Australia’s role in the occupation was in the
western part of Japan as a member of the British Commonwealth
Occupation Forces (BCOF), which consisted of troops from four
nations: Britain, Australia, New Zealand and India. The BCOF
servicemen started to arrive in Japan in February 1946, and they
totalled just over 37,000 at the end of the year. Of these, approximately
11,000 were Australians, who outnumbered the troops from any other
nation, and played the major role in the occupation. Australia’s
responsibility was for Hiroshima Prefecture and most of the Australian 
contingent were stationed around Kure, about forty kilometres east of
the city of Hiroshima, which was devastated by the atomic bomb.

Until the end of the war, Kure had been one of the four major Japanese
Navy bases and boasted not only one of the most advanced shipbuilding
yards, but also aircraft factories.1 The buildings of the naval cadet school
to train future naval officers stood proudly on Eta-jima, an island off
Kure. Thus, the working population of Kure was an interesting mixture
of career military servicemen, sailors, engineers, technicians and factory
workers, all of whom were fiercely proud of the Japanese Navy
tradition. The town, however, received severe damage from a series of
Allied air raids, and the breaking up of the Imperial Navy resulted in a
sharp population decline from 400,000 to 150,000. When the
Australian soldiers arrived by boat in February 1946, their first sight was
of the port, littered with sunken naval vessels, and the burnt-out town
with shacks and starving people.

The main duties of the BCOF were to disarm the Japanese forces 
and demilitarise depots and various establishments in the occupied
areas. Many members of the Australian contingent were fresh young
volunteers who had not been old enough to fight during the war. For
most of them, joining BCOF provided them with the chance to go
overseas — something they had missed during the war. Others in the
contingent had found it difficult to settle down to civilian life after the
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war. Although there were some exceptions, it is fair to say the majority
of the soldiers in the Australian contingent were young and restless and
looking for some type of adventure. Soon after their arrival, however,
the BCOF soldiers found out that there was virtually no resistance from
Japanese forces or the general Japanese population to the occupation
forces. Thus, the occupying soldiers’ main task was to demilitarise naval
facilities in Kure port and supervise the democratisation process in the
occupied area.

The number of Australian servicemen in Japan peaked in February
1947 at 12,000 and gradually declined as the social situation in Japan
stabilised. In March 1950, when the Australian Cabinet decided to
withdraw the BCOF entirely, there were only about 2,300 servicemen
remaining in Japan. However, the start of the Korean War in June 1950
reversed the previous decision to withdraw, resulting in a continuation
of the Australian presence in Japan. Subsequently, the number of
Australian troops was increased to take part in the British
Commonwealth Forces, Korea (BCFK), which itself was a part of the
United Nation Forces. After the cease-fire agreement in 1953, it was
inevitable that the Australians would eventually leave Japan. Scaling
down of the camp followed. In November 1956, the last group of
Australian servicemen left Kure and the ten-year Australian military
presence in Japan came to an end.

Initial contacts of the locals with American 
occupation forces

The Kure area was initially occupied by the Americans for four months
between October 1945 and February 1946. Before the Americans’
arrival, several instructions were issued by Naval Headquarters to the
local population in order to calm anxiety and to ensure order for the
incoming forces. These instructions clearly indicated that the Japanese
administrators were not certain what to expect of the Allied soldiers.
Subsequently, the residents were discouraged from initiating any
contact with members of the occupation forces. Some of the
instructions read as follows (translation by Tamura):
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In order to avoid misunderstandings with the arrival of many
foreigners who have different customs, habits and language, the
following instructions are listed.

It is important for each individual as a Japanese national to
handle the situation with dignity and with pride.
Communicating with a smattering of English might cause problems,
so it is better not to say anything.
Women should wear monpe trousers and should not expose their
skin, bare feet or breasts.2

Women and children should not stare at, laugh at, or wave
handkerchiefs at the occupation soldiers.
Do not go outside alone. Try to avoid walking outside at night.
In emergencies, ask for help by running outside or shouting loudly.
Try to remember the intruder’s ID numbers and any characteristics,
and report to the authorities as soon as possible.

With these instructions, cards were distributed to each household.
People were to show them to the soldiers when they did not know what
to do. The card was written in both Japanese and English and the
Japanese instruction said that “Attached card is to show to a foreigner
when he trespasses into your house and demands something”. The
English section reads as follows:

To the Men of the Allied Troops.

The order of the General Headquarters of the Allied Forces states
that all negotiations regarding buildings, houses, automobiles, etc.
should be done through the Central Liaison Office and not
directly by private individuals.

Americans soldiers initially anticipated that they would have to face
fierce resistance from the Japanese population. However, soon after
their arrival, they realised that the Japanese had no intention of
carrying on the fighting. Similarly, Kure residents were relieved to learn
that the occupation soldiers were not “demons and beasts” as they had
been told during the war. On the contrary, many of them expressed
their friendliness towards the civilian population by giving away
chewing gum and chocolate to local children or organising baseball
matches with Japanese residents. In contrast, the BCOF’s attitude
towards the Japanese was characteristically more rigid.
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BCOF and anti-fraternisation policy

The war Australia fought against Japan was filled with savage and
horrific experiences. The jungle warfare in New Guinea and
surrounding islands was extremely difficult for the Australians not just
because of geography and climate, but because of the prevalence of
diseases among the soldiers. In addition, the Australian public were well
informed of the atrocities inflicted by the Japanese on the Australian
POWs in Rabaul, Singapore and the Thai–Burma Railway. Fresh
testimonies were steadily coming out well into the 1950s during the
series of war crime trials. Notions of the Japanese as a violent and cruel
people were well planted in the soldiers’ minds before their arrival.

Consequently, BCOF authorities believed that it was important to treat
the Japanese with detachment in order to carry out their aims as an
occupation force. Prior to the landing in Kure in February 1946, 
a brochure with the title Your Japan was distributed among Australian
soldiers. The brochure warned the soldiers not to have high
expectations in Japan, and encouraged them to detach themselves
emotionally from the local population. Similarly, a pamphlet, 
BCOF Bound, which was distributed among the families of BCOF
servicemen before heading for Japan in 1947, elaborated the roles of
BCOF as “to represent worthily and to maintain and enhance British
Commonwealth prestige and influence in the eyes of the Japanese and
of our Allies, and to show to, and impress on, the Japanese, the
democratic way and purpose in life”.

In spite of their official stance, the Australian Army seems to have
predicted that problems would arise from interaction between the
Japanese public and Australian soldiers. Lieutenant General Northcott,
Commander-in-Chief of BCOF, issued further instructions against
fraternisation to the soldiers in March 1946, only a month after their
arrival in Kure. In these instructions, each member of BCOF was
reminded that “in dealing with the Japanese he is dealing with a
conquered enemy who has, by making war against us, caused deep
suffering and loss in many thousands of homes throughout the British
Empire”. A soldier was instructed that he “must be formal and correct”
towards the Japanese and he “must not enter their homes or take part in
their family life” and his “unofficial dealing with the Japanese must be
kept to a minimum”.3
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Although the Army did not state it clearly, it was most likely that one
of their main worries was the possibility of servicemen fraternising with
Japanese women. Measures were swiftly taken to avoid the possibility 
of marriages between Australian servicemen and Japanese women.
Specific instructions said that no member of BCOF could marry
without the written authority of the Commander-in-Chief. If a marriage
ceremony was carried out without permission, it stated that:

all ranks are warned that:

(a) Disciplinary action will be considered.

(b) An Asiatic woman, notwithstanding her marriage to an
Australian serviceman will, as a general rule, be debarred
admission to Australia.

(c) Dependents’ and marriage allowances may in certain cases be
withheld.4

Thus, it was made quite clear to the servicemen that marriages without
permission were prohibited and that applications for permits would
almost certainly be refused. If a soldier ignored the rule and married
without permission, he could neither go back to Australia with his wife
nor support her in Japan.

Encounters under the anti-fraternisation policy

The actual policing of the anti-fraternisation policy in occupied areas
was supposed to be done by provosts (military police) who patrolled
“out of bounds” areas, such as illegal brothels and other entertainment
areas. However, in reality, policing was not carried out thoroughly by
the BCOF authorities mainly because strict enforcement was simply
impossible. As long as it was done discreetly, visiting brothels was
tolerated and sexual encounters were readily available for the other
ranks.

The result of all of this type of fraternisation was the spread of venereal
disease among the BCOF soldiers. In spite of the effort by medical
officers to warn the soldiers about infection, 286 cases of VD had
occurred as early as March 1946. The incidence of VD increased rapidly
and by the end of that December the number of cases had increased to
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4,500, which was well above the 32 per cent of the force that made up
the Australian contingent. The authorities had to make arrangements
to prevent further spread of the disease in order to avoid embarrassing
publicity in Australia. The authorities tried to discourage the soldiers
from having casual sexual encounters by introducing various sanctions
against those who caught the disease, such as confinement, reduced
rations of beer, and public humiliation.

BCOF and Japanese authorities also tried to control the spread of VD by
screening Japanese women. Medical checks were carried out regularly
among prostitutes. When women wanted to be employed at the camp, they
were obliged to take not only TB but also VD tests.5 Furthermore, Japanese
women seen in the company of Australian soldiers were often regarded as
prostitutes and were taken to the police by provosts for a VD check. The
procedure resulted in humiliating experiences for many innocent women in
the area. However, in reality, it was not possible to enforce this policy
completely and the provosts would generally turn a blind eye unless cases
were serious, because they themselves often had Japanese girlfriends.

In spite of the anti-fraternisation policy, contact between BCOF
servicemen and the local Japanese population was obviously close 
and frequent. Moreover, this contact was not limited to casual sexual
encounters. In reality, contact was varied in nature and some of 
the encounters were genuinely friendly ones for both parties. Here 
I examine three types of interactions as they took place in the camp, in
the black markets, and within the private sphere.

Kure residents shared their lives with Australian servicemen for almost
ten years. During that period the BCOF and BCFK camps were important
sources of employment for Japanese residents. At the same time, BCOF
was dependent on Japanese labour in various areas of the organisation in
order to run the occupation effectively. Soon after the start of the
occupation, about 8,000 Japanese workers were employed by BCOF. The
number of Japanese workers in Kure increased further and reached over
20,000 in October of 1946.

Initially the Kure people, who had been fiercely proud of the Imperial
Naval tradition, were reluctant to search for jobs in the BCOF camp
because many of them regarded working for the ex-enemy for wages as a
disgrace. Fear of the unknown probably played a part in their hesitation,
too. However, after the air raids and disbandment of the Navy, there
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were virtually no jobs in the traditional sectors and people were
desperate for food and shelter. The jobs in the camp were a strong
incentive for Kure people. The wages in the camp were paid at the
standard of public servant jobs plus 10 per cent in the early stage of the
occupation, and employees were provided with meals while they were
on duty.6 For many women, the camp offered various job opportunities:
waitress, house girl, canteen worker, office worker, typist, and
interpreter. The main type of employment for women was as house girls,
whose duties were to clean living quarters for servicemen and families
and to look after their day-to-day needs.

In addition to better wages and the provision of meals, the availability
of surplus goods in the camp also attracted Japanese workers. They were
occasionally given unwanted goods by their bosses as gifts or were asked
to exchange them on the black market on behalf of BCOF members.
However, the authorities’ official position was to prohibit Japanese
workers from receiving any goods from the servicemen, for fear of those
goods being sold in the black market. Occasional random checks were
carried out at the camp gate to see if any Japanese workers were trying
to smuggle out BCOF supplies and those who were caught with the
goods were fired.

Within the camp, interactions between Japanese employees and
Australian servicemen were frequent and both parties retained warm
memories of each other.7 The house girls were the ones the servicemen
and their families remembered most vividly due to their close and daily
contact. Most of the house girls were young single women. It was
inevitable that many of those interactions between the Japanese
women and the Australian servicemen eventually developed into
sexual relationships. As a result of battle casualties there was a serious
shortage of marriageable Japanese men.8 Consciously or unconsciously,
many young Japanese women would have been aware that if they
wanted to talk, dance, flirt, go on a date or have a sexual relationship
with an uncommitted young man, then it would have to be with 
a soldier from the occupying forces.

On the other hand, some of the house girls were much older women
who were married or widowed and their relationships with the soldiers
were quite different from those of the younger ones. Some soldiers
affectionately remembered the motherly concern and care those older
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women showed. These women nagged and scolded the untidy habits
and drinking of those young men just as they did their own sons.
Relationships between the soldiers and the domestic staff developed
beyond the interaction between the victor and the defeated, or
employer and employee. Clearly there were exchanges of a wide range
of feelings between these two parties.

Black market activities offered the chance for both Australians and
Japanese to interact during negotiations over various goods and
presented a different type of interaction between the two parties. By the
time the BCOF arrived in Kure, there were already open-air black
markets operating in various locations in the town, where all kinds of
goods were traded illegally outside the official distribution of rations.
The Australian soldiers soon started to participate in these activities
mainly as suppliers of goods in exchange for cash by selling off their
rations of condensed milk, soap and cigarettes. Some soldiers even
asked their families in Australia to send them knitting wool so that they
could sell it in Japan.

In the competitive and serious atmosphere of the markets, both the
Japanese and the Australians tried to outstrip each other for better
deals. A soldier remembered that he shook a tin of thin condensed milk
in order to sell it as a thickened one. Similarly, Japanese traders
remembered that they often cheated soldiers when prices of the goods
needed to be converted into pounds and shillings. They claimed that
they could take advantage of some Australian soldiers in payments
because the Japanese were much quicker in converting the currencies in
their heads.9 At the end, each side was convinced that they were
outdoing the other and was happy with the result.

Other than in the camp and at the black markets, Australian servicemen
had various occasions to meet Japanese residents in Kure and
surrounding areas. Some of them met and became friendly with the local
residents while they were patrolling or while they were off duty.
Although the anti-fraternisation policy prohibited the soldiers from
entering private houses, they soon found themselves sitting in the local
residents’ living rooms for goodwill visits. On those occasions, visiting
was carried out without any pretentiousness on the part of the victors “to
demonstrate democracy and act as a model for Japanese people”. The
Australian soldiers were curious and interested in different peoples and
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their lifestyles and there were genuinely friendly interactions. The
soldiers’ various accounts showed that they did not seem to care whether
their conduct was against the anti-fraternisation policy or not. They
mixed with the Japanese people in order to get to know them better.

The anti-fraternisation policy was supposed to be applied not only to
members of the service, but to their family members as well. However,
many family members gradually developed personal relationships not
only with their house girls but also with other members of the Japanese
community through organisations such as the YWCA and churches.
After the war, with the introduction of Western values, Christianity
became popular and church attendance by the Japanese increased.
While American Forces redefined their fraternisation policy in 1949
and decided to relax the policy further, the Australian Government
maintained its strict anti-fraternisation policy. At that time, Australian
church ministers who worked in Japan were worried that the
attendance of the Japanese at their church might be prohibited by the
policy. The Chaplain General urged the government to allow the
continuation of Japanese attendance at BCOF churches and argued
that this should be permitted in accordance with the policy which
stated one of the objectives of BCOF was “to illustrate to and impress
on the Japanese people as far as may be possible the Democratic way
and purpose in life”. The response, which was classified as top secret,
was relayed back and approved the continuing attendance of Japanese
people in spite of the fact that in earlier correspondence the possibility
of marriage between Japanese women and Australian soldiers had been
suggested.

Australian servicemen’s perception of Japanese women

From an early stage in the occupation, it was clear that BCOF soldiers
saw Japanese women differently from Japanese men. In the pamphlet
BCOF Bound, which was distributed to the servicemen before their
arrival in Japan, it said that “The women appear to be somewhat
different. It has been said that Japan is inhabited by two races, the men
and the women. The women, firstly, work for their families, and
exchange that on marriage for working for their husband and their
children.”10 The Japanese men were assumed to be responsible for the

10

Michi’s Memories

 



wartime aggression by Japan, but the women were removed from this
responsibility and were seen in the context of a domestic existence.

Such a perception of the two sexes in Japan seemed to have been
prevalent among the Australian soldiers who were actually stationed
there. An intelligence report in March 1947 said, “most troops admit of
only two categories of JAPANESE — pretty girls and ‘bastards’.
Prolonged observation would suggest that this conception is indeed fairly
widespread, especially amongst lower ranks.”11 The girls were given a
general name among the soldiers: “moose”. This word came from the
Japanese word musume for unmarried girls.

Requests for marriages

It was inevitable that some associations between Australian soldiers and
Japanese women would lead to more serious relationships. Eventually,
in spite of the anti-fraternisation policy and the effective marriage ban,
some soldiers started to explore the possibility of marriage. Applications
for permission to marry started to appear soon after the start of the
occupation in spite of the announcement of the marriage ban. The first
application which was officially submitted to BCOF authorities was by
Corporal H.J. Cooke in October 1947. In 1948, a soldier named John
Henderson was sent back to Australia after he told his senior officer
that he had secretly married a Japanese woman. Back in Australia, he
appealed to the Returned Soldiers League to assist him to bring his wife
and child back to Australia. His appeal was reported in the media, but
his application for recognition of the marriage was rejected. The then
Labor Government Minister of Immigration, Arthur Calwell, publicly
expressed his objection to and disgust about fraternisation which led to
Henderson’s marriage application. He stated that “while relatives
remain of the men who suffered at the hands of the Japanese, it would
be the grossest act of public indecency to permit a Japanese of either sex
to pollute Australian or Australian-controlled shores”.

In spite of strong opposition from some sections of the government and
public, more applications started to appear. Among those, Gordon
Parker’s plea to bring his wife, Cherry (nee Nobuko Sakuramoto), and
two children to Australia was well publicised by the media. The
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government felt pressure to change its policy as the Peace Treaty was
negotiated and trade relations with Japan seemed certain to develop.
Whatever they thought about Japanese women “polluting” Australian
soil, Australians certainly wanted to export wool to Japan.

In March 1952, a month before the Peace Treaty officially became
effective, Japanese women who were married to Australian soldiers
were permitted to enter Australia by Harold Holt, who had replaced
Calwell as Minister of Immigration due to the election of the new
Menzies government. Originally, Holt expected the number of women
who would seek entry to Australia to be around a dozen. However, a
much larger number of soldiers started to place their applications. After
Cherry Parker’s arrival in Australia as the first Japanese war bride in
June 1952 was well received in the media, the number of applications
increased dramatically. By the time the Australian presence in Japan
ended in November 1956, about 650 women had migrated to Australia
as wives and fiancées of Australian soldiers.12

Bringing the brides home

The actual process of granting official permission for Australian
servicemen to marry Japanese women has not been well documented.
However, according to the oral accounts I have collected, cautious and
often discouraging attitudes towards marriage applications were
evidenced by the authorities. Numerous forms needed to be submitted to
the military authorities in order to obtain permission to marry and bring
a Japanese wife back to Australia. In addition to this documentation, the
wives had to have thorough medical and character checks.

After an application for marriage was lodged by a soldier, an officer
usually made an informal inquiry to the sergeant major about the
applicant’s personality and seriousness of his intention. Subsequently,
he explained to the applicant the implications of bringing a Japanese
wife to Australia when hostility toward Japan was still strong among the
general public. At the same time, a character check was done on the
woman and her family by the Japanese police. The neighbours of the
family were visited by the police and interviewed in order to confirm
that the woman was socially respectable and not an opportunist who
wanted to marry an Australian just to get out of the country. They also
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checked whether any of the family members were engaging in
communist activities. When the background research proved the
woman to be acceptable, she was interviewed by a senior officer with an
interpreter in order to find out whether she was “genuine”.

In those interviews, officers explained cultural differences between
Australia and Japan and tried to convey realistic pictures of life in
Australia. A senior officer who interviewed those women told me that
some women had rather too “glamorous” views of Australia with “flash
cars and flush toilets”. However, he also remembered most of the
women were fairly practical and were merely “looking for a better life
after a hard life in Japan during the war”. The women were interested in
finding out more information on the Australian way of life and asked
him questions regarding food, cooking, schooling and fashion.13 When
those interviews concluded successfully, permission to marry was
granted by the Army.

In order to prepare the Japanese women for their new life, the
Australian Army established a bride school within the camp in Kure in
January 1953. The lectures were given through interpreters by
Australian staff who worked in the YWCA. Miss Nell Stronach, one of
the teachers, said that the women were taught “shopping conditions,
western hygiene, the wearing of western clothes and cooking” in the
classes. Some women remembered learning to cook chops and Irish
stews and to dress in the Australian fashion.

The departure of the Japanese war brides to Australia started in June
1952 when the first bride, Cherry Parker, left Japan. Larger numbers 
of the women started to migrate to Australia in the next year and there
were several “bride ships” organised for those war brides whose
husbands or fiancés were still in the military services. A few boats in
early 1953 carried more than thirty women as well as their children
from Japan to Australia.

Women who were left behind

By the time the Australian military presence ended in November 1956,
several hundred women had migrated to Australia. At the same time,
many women who had relationships with Australian servicemen were
left behind in Japan. Most of them had been hoping to join their
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husbands and boyfriends in Australia, but never heard the good news
from Australia. Some decided not to leave Japan mainly because of
their responsibility to their own families. In the end, they had to 
re-establish their lives on their own in Japan. It is impossible to
estimate the number of those women, but the number of children
whose fathers were identified as Australians was known. According to a
survey carried out by the International Social Service of Japan in 1959,
there were 52 children whose fathers were Australian servicemen living
in the Kure area. Most of those children had to face enormous
difficulties in the society where they grew up. Their mothers often had
serious economic problems in caring for the children by themselves,
and some left the children with their grandparents to be brought up.
Furthermore, the fact that they were mixed-blood and that their fathers
had left them cast a strong social stigma on those children.14

From the foregoing, it is clear that the interactions between Japanese
people and Australian servicemen were frequent and close, even
though an anti-fraternisation policy was enforced officially by the
BCOF. Some intimate and serious relationships between Japanese
women and Australian soldiers emerged, not as exceptions, but as a
natural progression of the interaction between those two parties.
However, the feelings between them were not readily welcomed by the
authorities and they had to cross several hurdles before the women were
admitted to Australia as brides of Australian servicemen. In the next
chapter, the first section of Michi’s life history will be presented. She
narrates what it was like to live through the period of the war and
occupation, and tells how she made up her mind to marry an Australian
soldier. Her narrative also reveals how her family reacted to this
unconventional decision.
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