
THIS CHAPTER covers Michi’s experience from her childhood in the
Japanese countryside to the early 1950s when she left Japan for
Australia. During that period, many drastic changes took place in
Japan. Japan was virtually at war with China from 1937 with the
aspiration of expanding its colonial power. The Pacific War started in
1941 and, by the time Japan was defeated in 1945, 2.6 million houses
were burnt in air raids and 13 million people were homeless in Japan.
The defeat also signalled the arrival of occupation soldiers; among those
was an Australian soldier whom Michi eventually married.

Michi’s story

I was born on 30 December in 1919 as Ayako Yoshida in Tokushima
Prefecture on Shikoku Island as the eldest child of eight. I had two
younger brothers and five younger sisters. My father was a wealthy
landowner of fields and mountains in a farming village. I heard that the
family used to run an indigo dye production business, indigo dye being a
well-known local product in Tokushima area. My mother’s family was
from the samurai line who used to serve as high-ranking advisers for the
Hachisuka family who were the lords in the area, so she was brought up
with strict discipline. She was a high school graduate and was better
educated than my father who had compulsory education only. She was
respected as a women’s leader in the community and served as a head of
the local Kokub–o Fujinkai branch [National Defence Women’s
Association] before and during the war. I heard I was a very religious girl
since I was small. I used to visit local shrines often to make wishes.
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Later, when I moved
to Tokyo, I visited
Yasukuni Shrine and
Meiji Shrine quite
often. Maybe the
reason I joined S–oka
Gakkai later in my
life had something
to do with this
temperament.

We had a big problem at home. My father indulged in drink and
women and wasted the family’s wealth for his own pleasure. My mother
had to endure all the financial problems and cope with a series of young
women my father had relationships with. As the eldest child in the
family, I felt responsible for the family and wanted to do something.
However, at the same time, I did not like watching my father act
selfishly and seeing my mother suffer and cry. I felt sorry for my mother
and disgusted with my father. But, at the same time, I could not do
anything to improve the situation for my mother.

After I finished my schooling, I stayed in Tokushima for three years
while I learned sewing kimonos, but then I left home for Osaka to look
for a job. I was about 15 years old. It was more like a revolt against my
father. I just did not want to be in the same house with him. My mother
did not want me to go, probably because she wanted to have somebody
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to support her emotionally. My father was not around much at home
then, so I did not ask for his permission. Initially, I stayed with my
relatives in Osaka. Luckily, I was able to find a job in the local news
section at the Asahi Newspaper as a junior office assistant. My job was
to serve tea to the staff and do odd jobs for them, but I also had the
chance to mix with journalists. I started to have an interest in writing
and wrote a few essays for myself. I also met several reporters from the
Asahi’s Tokyo office. As they told me about Tokyo, I began to dream of
moving there because Tokyo seemed such an exciting city.

In 1938, I did shift to Tokyo. I was 19 years old then. After I arrived in
the city, I applied for a job at the Asahi office there and told them that I
was working in the Osaka branch of the newspaper. Luckily I was offered
the same type of job that I used to do in Osaka. At the office, there were
opportunities to learn other types of jobs and I started to work more 
in the reporting department. In addition, there was a chance to 

learn film production
in Asahi News Films.
I received training 
as a sound engineer
for newsreels, adding
the sound of artillery
and guns to the film.
Other training 
I received included
editing films. One of
my works was a short
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film, Jack and the Bean Stalk, and I felt very proud to see my name in the
credits. I felt ambitious and wanted to become a film director for a while.
However, soon I realised how difficult it was to master various skills in
film production after I actually started to work in the industry. So I
accepted the fact that I probably would not go any further than editing
in the profession.

When I was in Tokyo, I met a university student. His family name was
Shibayama. Although it was difficult to date openly around that time,
we became very close and fell in love. The general atmosphere in
society was getting more and more tense as the war approached. People
frowned upon anybody who was having a good time, so you dared not
date openly nor walk with your boyfriend. Yet, we managed to see each
other quite often. Eventually, we got engaged but kept it secret because
we could not expect his family to be happy with our marriage. He came
from an academic family. His grandfather was president of a university
in Kyoto and his mother was a graduate of a prestigious women’s
teaching college in Nara. On the other hand, I came from a farming
family in the countryside and my father had been wasting away our
estate on drinks and women. It was clear that the difference between
those two families was too great. We started to live together and
contemplated emigrating overseas so that we could marry in spite of his
family’s opposition. Then the war started and my fiancé was conscripted
into the Navy as an officer and was going to be sent to New Guinea in
the paymaster section. I heard that the Civilian Section of the Navy
was looking for female staff who would work in New Guinea. I decided
to volunteer for the Navy as a civilian worker and received training as a
typist for three or four months. Luckily, both of us were posted to the
same place, Manokwari in Dutch New Guinea, in 1943. I think he was
sent there earlier by plane. I was in the Second Dispatchment of the
Navy Civil Government and left Kobe on a big cargo boat to New
Guinea.

After occupying Dutch New Guinea in April 1942, the Japanese Navy
decided to establish a civilian government in the occupied territory. The
headquarters was to be established in Manokwari. In Tokyo, the staff of the
newly established New Guinea Civil Government, which numbered 500, was
assembled to make preparation for the dispatchment. About thirty female staff
who were typists and nurses were included. In addition to the government
staff, sixteen trading companies decided to send a total of 2,100 employees to
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New Guinea to join the government staff. In addition to the staff who worked
for the public and private sectors, there were 200 university and company
researchers whose task was to survey the area. Thus, a total of 2,800 Japanese
were divided into two groups and left Japan by boat. The first group arrived in
Manokwari in February 1943 and the second group in April. The original aim
of the civil government was to explore rich resources in Dutch New Guinea
and to develop industries such as paper mills in the area.

Japan was winning the war then and we went to New Guinea with the
advancing forces. In Manokwari, Shibayama and I could spend some
time together. Since he was a navy officer and I was a civilian worker,
the difference in ranks was big. We could not show our closeness too
much, but people knew that we were planning to get married. We
could see each other after work. When one of us got ill, dengue fever
in his case and malaria in my case, we looked after each other. We were
happy to be in the same place at the same time.

There were some other women in Manokwari who were posted there as
civilian workers. Some of them were nurses and others were typists like
myself. There were also many male civilian workers who were
dispatched there to carry out construction and logging. All of us lived
in the same compound and got together at assemblies at seven o’clock
in the morning. The Japanese flag was hoisted up the flagpole with the
sound of a bugle at the assemblies. We lived in quarters that were 
previously occupied by Dutch officers. The houses were concrete
buildings and well equipped. They even had water closets.

The reason I volunteered to become a civilian worker in New Guinea
was not solely because I wanted to follow Shibayama. When I look back
I realised that it was quite an adventure to go to New Guinea as a
civilian worker, but at that time, I did not feel scared because there were
other people, including women, who were going there. If my father had
been decent and had not womanised too much, I might have stayed at
home quietly without venturing into those things. But I feel I always
had an adventurous spirit. That is why I am here in Australia now.
Through my work at the Asahi, I met many journalists who worked as
war correspondents and they told me of their experiences overseas. 
I also met Fumiko Hayashi, a well-known female novelist, when she
visited our office. I took her around the building and explained to her
about film production. She asked me about my background and when
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she realised I was originally from Tokushima, she urged me to visit
Onomichi where she came from because these two districts were
relatively close. Since she was very famous then, I was so happy to have
a chance to talk to her in person. The last time I saw her, she was off to
Indochina as a war correspondent. She was wearing a military cap and
saying goodbye to well-wishers at Tokyo Station. I also heard a rumour
that the Asahi Film might close down soon as it would be amalgamated
with other news production companies. Then I might lose my job at
the Asahi Film. I was still young then, and wanted to go overseas.
Around that time, the Navy established the civilian governing section
in New Guinea and advertised for staff.

We could sense the deterioration of the war, being in Manokwari. By
1944, Japan started to lose the war and Manokwari was bombed heavily.
Young pilots with white scarves started to arrive as members of Tokko–-
tai (Kamikaze Squad). Those pilots were to steer their planes to the
target while they remained in the cockpits. At farewells before their
sorties, I was asked by Shibayama to pour some sake in their glasses.
One young pilot declined and I asked him why. He said he could not
drink. He was only seventeen years old then. I felt so sad and tears
started to trickle down my face. Their planes left the airstrip whenever
the planes could secure enough fuel, but none of us expected them to
return.

In one air raid in Manokwari, we were evacuated to a bomb shelter. My
colleague who was sitting next to me offered to swap places and the
next moment, a bomb hit the shelter. The colleague who was sitting in
the position where I had been a moment before was killed instantly. 
I felt sorry for him, but I also felt very lucky. I really felt I was given
strong luck and strength to survive then.

Eventually, we were ordered to evacuate Manokwari and we had to
return to Japan by boat. At the same time, Shibayama was also about to
leave for Ambon. During the trip back to Japan, our boat was followed
by a submarine which tried to torpedo us. The boat had to weave to left
and right in order to evade the torpedos. I was totally terrified. 
I thought the end had come for us. During this ordeal, I was in a cabin
where bones of dead soldiers were stored in order to send them back 
to Japan. I clutched at a wooden box of bones as the fear was
overwhelming me. The grinding sound of the boat while it was
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changing its course at full speed was something I could not forget.
When I realised that we survived the attack, the box which I had been
holding was almost shattered in my arms. Another boat in our convoy
was not as lucky as ours. It was hit by torpedoes and sank in a very short
time. While the ship was going down, its siren was going off all through
it. Somebody must have been blowing the siren in the sinking boat. It
was such a dreary sound and I can still remember it clearly. When we
stopped in Manila, I saw a woman’s body floating in the harbour.
Initially, I thought she was clutching onto something, then I realised
that her lower half was missing, probably eaten by a shark. It was such 
a shocking sight. When we finally reached Tokyo unharmed, I really felt 
I had strong luck then.

As Michi narrated, soon after the Japanese arrived in the area in 1943, the
bombing by the Allies became more intense. By May, the Japanese needed to
put their energy into digging air raid shelters instead of developing new
industries. Some of the female staff left Manokwari for Japan in October
1943. As the situation in Eastern New Guinea became more serious for
Japan, the Civil Government in New Guinea was disbanded in February
1944 and the rest of the women, including Michi, and sick staff were sent
back to Japan in April 1944. Eventually, towards the end of the war, some of
the staff in Manokwari retreated to Ambon. The rest remained in the area
and tried to support themselves by growing their own food as their supply was
cut. After the end of the Pacific War, those who remained in Manokwari and
the rest who retreated to Ambon were repatriated to Japan in June 1946.

Back in Tokyo, I went to visit Shibayama’s mother. She had been living
alone since both of her two sons were sent overseas in the war.
Shibayama had written letters to his mother about me from Manokwari
and informed her that I would come and visit her when I arrived back in
Japan. So it was not a complete surprise for her to receive me. As she was
living on her own, she asked if I could stay with her. We experienced air
raids but were not burned out because her house was not near the centre
of the city. Eventually, we heard that Shibayama was sent to Ambon
from Manokwari. We received a letter from him from Ambon, but we
heard that he was killed there sometime later. Of course I was shocked to
hear his death, but I told myself that I was not the only one who was
separated from a loved one by death. Some of my friends were left
behind with children. A husband of my friend was killed in the war and
she and her three children lived with his parents after the war. She had a
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hard time looking after her parents-in-law as well as her own children.
So I consoled myself by saying that I needed to look after myself only
and I was in a better position than some of my friends.

I found a job at a department store in Tokyo as a typist after the war. The
situation in the city was awfully depressing. I saw hordes of orphans who
wore only rags and lived on the streets and around the Ueno Station
Underpass. I deplored the situation Japan found itself in. When I saw a
child who was barely three years of age walk with another younger one
in hand, I felt too depressed to cry. I could not help them in any way
because I hardly had any extra means other than looking after my own
welfare. What Japan is now must have been created by that generation
of those children and those returned soldiers who were starving. I really
appreciate their contribution to Japan. On the other hand, I did not do
anything because I left Japan for Australia soon after that.

While I was working at the department store, I was summoned by the
GHQ. The GHQ found my name on the list of typists in the
Philippines and I was taken to the Sugamo Prison to be interrogated. In
addition, occupation soldiers visited my parents’ house in Tokushima
and seized towels and a bar of soap that I brought back from overseas for
my parents. Although they did not find anything suspicious about me,
this incident really scared me. Shibayama’s mother wanted to move to
Nara to be with her own family as her second son was sent from China
to Siberia and detained there. He was sent there from China by the
Soviet Army and I do not know when he actually came back to Japan.
There was nothing to keep me in Tokyo, so I decided to go back to
Tokushima.

In Tokushima, I started to work in a local branch of Asahi Newspaper
as an assistant editor, checking articles to see if any of them violated
censorship which the occupation forces had enforced. That was where I
met Gus. His real name was Angus, but everybody called him Gus. He
came to check ammunition stored in Wadajima by the Japanese
military and visited the Asahi branch. At that time, I was asked to look
after him and his colleagues because the newspaper staff thought I could
speak English. They thought I could speak English because I was in
New Guinea during the war, but, in reality, I could not. Gus had
learned some Japanese and could speak the language a little. His
smattering of Japanese sounded rather charming to me. After the first
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visit, he came to the
office whenever he
visited Wadajima.
Soon he said he
could not visit the
island anymore and
had to move to
Okayama because of
a transfer. I went and
visited him once or
twice a month in
Okayama. Of course,
I did not tell my

parents about Gus. I always told them that I was going to see my
girlfriend in Okayama. He would usually write me a letter in katakana
[Japanese phonetic symbols] and tell me where we should meet. We
usually met at a station and spent our time at an inn. Eventually, we
decided to rent a house in Okayama and I moved in. In the meantime,
I resigned from the Asahi. When he was transferred to Kure, I followed
him. We rented a house there and Sumiko, my daughter, was born in
Kirikushi near Kure. Gus became a father when he was only twenty-
one. He did not know I was seven years older than him! He never asked
my age!

I really enjoyed the time I was dating Gus. During the war, we had a hard
time. With Shibayama in Tokyo, I could not date openly because the
atmosphere was very tense. After the war, food was scarce and life was
tough. I sometimes felt self-conscious dating a foreigner, but there were
many couples like us, so we were not completely odd ones out. We still

23

Marrying an Australian soldier

Michi when she was
taking dance lessons
in Okayama around
the time she met Gus.

 



could not walk on the street hand in hand. The Military Police patrolled
the area and arrested those who were fraternising. I was really scared of
the Military Police because I was not sure where they would take me. We
could not see each other so often. Probably once or twice a month at the
most. To be frank, one of the reasons why young Japanese women wanted
to be with those occupation soldiers was that there were not enough
young Japanese men for us then. Also the Australian soldiers were open
and happy and enjoying themselves. In contrast, Japanese men seemed to
be dragging dark shadows with them. Occupation soldiers also had
money. No wonder many women felt attracted to those men. I was aware
of the hostility people felt towards the women who were walking with the
occupation soldiers. People did not bother to distinguish those ordinary
girls from prostitutes and categorised all of us as call girls. They used to
call those who lived with their foreign boyfriends as “Only’s” and
regarded all of them as kept women in a very derogatory way. However, if
some people talked behind our back, I thought they could talk as much as
they wanted, but their talk did not hurt us.

Gus did not tell me much about Australia, and the only thing I knew
about Australia was that a lot of sheep lived in the country. But when
he said Australia was not so far from Bali, I remembered Shibayama
who was killed in Ambon. I remember feeling closer to him and felt as
if I could see him again by associating with somebody from Australia.

I did not tell my parents about Gus until I had a baby. How could I tell
them that I was dating a foreign soldier? I am sure they were concerned
when I went away often, but they also knew I was not the type of girl
who would stay at home quietly. If a quiet girl started to do a similar
thing as I did, they would of course be gravely worried, but I had already
left home before. So maybe they were more or less resigned. Yet, they
opposed it strongly when I said that I wanted to marry Gus. At the
beginning, they talked as if I should be disowned as my association with
the Australian soldiers would spoil marriage chances for my younger
sisters and brothers. However, by the time I told of Gus, I had a baby.
Also they realised I was getting too old to find a Japanese husband in an
ordinary way in Japan. So I guess they eventually resigned themselves
to the fact and accepted it.

Our baby was born in December 1948 and we named her Sumiko. We
named her after our own names — Gus’s “su” (in Japanese, Gus is
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pronounced as “gasu”) and Michi’s “mi” and “ko” for a girl. Kirikushi
was a good place to live because there were no MPs and there were
other families like us. People in the area had been migrating to America
for many years, so they had ties with America. So people were not
hostile to us. At least, we did not feel any hostility. I heard a Japanese-
American soldier came to visit his grandmother who lived in Kirikushi.
Also the pay Gus brought back from the army was good and we could
rent a big house for one pound a month because the exchange rate was
very good for Australian currency.

You asked me why I wanted to have children when I knew I could
neither marry an Australian soldier legally nor go to Australia with Gus.
I had heard of so many cases where an Australian soldier left Japan for
Australia and his girlfriend and child did not hear from him again.
I heard of that more than enough. But when I look back, I wanted to
have children as something to live for. I was already getting old and
there was no prospect of marrying a Japanese man and having children
with him. I did not have any other man whom I could think of
marrying. Of course, there was no possibility of an arranged marriage for
me. So I thought children would prop me up even though we would
face difficulties. The fact that the children were mixed-race did not
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worry me much. There were many mixed-race children around,
especially in Kure and Tokyo. We were told fathers of some were British
and some others were American. I did not worry how those children
would be treated in Japan because there were so many of them.

If Gus left us, I thought I could work and support myself and my
children. I used to work for a newspaper company and had supported
myself in Osaka and Tokyo. So I was confident that I could work. I was
not really counting on Gus because I did not feel confident of his
commitment. Looking back, it is rather puzzling, but I did not worry at
all how I could manage with young children. When the worst came to
worst, I knew I could resort to my family. In reality, they were so nice to
us. They really treasured my children.

When I became pregnant with the second child, we seriously thought of
having an abortion. Gus urged me to have an abortion. By the time we
went to see a doctor, the pregnancy was too advanced for a routine
abortion. I guess the doctor could have performed the operation if we had
insisted, but he persuaded us against the idea. He was a religious Buddhist
and said, “I can perform the abortion if you would die from the childbirth.
But you are a healthy woman. You never know what will happen in the
future. Let the baby be born.” He was born in August 1950. At the end,
this baby, George, became a very successful businessman and looks after
me very well. So you really don’t know, do you?

Gus was sent to Korea when the Korean War started. I went back to my
mother’s place in Tokushima with my children. My family welcomed us
warmly. After two months, Gus came back and wrote to me to join him
in Kirikushi again. Although I was happy then, I was constantly worried
about him abandoning us. I heard so often that so-and-so was left
behind by a soldier and ended up in tears. I did not think I wanted to be
with him because I was attracted to his personality or to Australia. It
was more a show of the feeling of people in the defeated nation to those
of the victorious nation. I just did not want to worry about where the
next food and clothes would be coming from. Gus as a young soldier
wanted to enjoy himself and occasionally had casual affairs with other
women. Sometimes he made it clear that he did not want to be tied
down with a wife and children.

Finally, the transfer order arrived for Gus and he had to go back to
Australia. Although Japanese wives were not allowed into Australia
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then, there was some prospect that permission would be given in the
near future. Gus told me to wait until permission was given and he
promised to apply to bring me and the children to Australia.

In December 1951, Gus left Japan for Australia. The night before his
departure, he made love to me and promised to bring me and my
children to Australia. But I was not sure whether he really meant it. All
soldiers said the same thing, and I knew they did not always keep their
word. I realised I had no choice but to go back to my mother’s place and
to look for work. On the day of departure, I went to see him off at the
pier in Kure. I wrote my mother’s address in Tokushima on a piece of
paper and handed it to him. The children and I were going to stay there
in the meantime. But I was not sure if he would keep the paper with
him. He put the paper in his pocket, but if he decided to throw it away
in the sea, then that would be the end of our ties. I was so sad to see him
go that I cried out loud when I saw him off.

We went back to Tokushima to be with my family. They welcomed us
warmly and treasured my children. But at night, I missed Gus and used
to fall asleep in bed holding his pillow which still smelled of him.
I thought I should go away to find a job in order to support myself and
the children. I went to Osaka by myself to find a job, but I came back
before long because I missed my children too much. One day, after a
month and half, Gus’s letter finally arrived. It said that he had started
the process of bringing us to Australia and enclosed some money for us.
I was so relieved to know that he had not abandoned us. The children
did not need to grow up as fatherless kids. I could not help showing the
letter to every visitor and telling them that he did not leave us behind
after all. I told myself that, as a Japanese, I should make myself into a
respectable housewife when I settled in Australia. Also I decided to be
helpful to my parents-in-law even if various difficulties were presented
to me. Gus regularly sent us 40,000 yen a month and that was more
than enough for us to be comfortable.

The records at the National Archives of Australia showed that Gus submitted
an application to bring Michi and the two children in March 1952. Thus, he did
not seem to have had any hesitation to bring his Japanese family to Australia. In
September of that year, he submitted English copies of the marriage certificate
and birth certificates of the children. In a letter dated 19 January 1953, Gus
was informed officially by the Ministry of Immigration that his application was
successful and Michi and the children could be admitted to Australia.
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I had heard of the White Australia policy, but I did not really know
what it meant until I settled in Australia. At that time, I did not think
Japanese would be discriminated against in Australia. I was happy to
leave the hardships of the war and post-war time behind and go to a
country where I believed there would be no hardship. When I look
back I was thinking of going to a dream land where I would not need to
worry about finding food. I did not learn English before our departure.
I could think only of bringing my two children and myself to Australia
to be with Gus, and packed our belongings and presents to the family in
two tea chests. I was planning to study English after we arrived, but
once I got there it was just not possible for me to do that anymore.
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Michi with four-year-old Sumiko and two-year-old George before their departure
for Australia. This studio photograph was taken in Tokushima and sent to Gus
in Australia.

 


