
THIS BOOK tells the story of Michi, one of 650 Japanese war brides
who arrived in Australia in the early 1950s. The women met Australian
servicemen in post-war Japan and decided to migrate to Australia as
wives and fiancées to start a new life. In 1953, when Michi reached
Sydney Harbour by boat with her two Japanese-born children, she knew
only one person in Australia: her husband. She did not know any
English so she quickly learned her first English phrase, “I like
Australia”, in the car on the way from the harbour to meet her
Australian family. In the last fifty years, she brought up seven children
while the family moved from one part of Australia to another. Now, in
her eighties, she leads a peaceful life in Adelaide, but remains active in
many ways. Her voice is full of life and she looks and sounds much
younger than her age.

I met Michi for the first time in 1993 in Melbourne, at the first Japanese
war bride convention in Australia. She was attending the convention
with her friends from Adelaide. The day after the convention, some of
the interstate participants including myself went on an excursion, and
she sat across the aisle from me in the coach. In the coach, she was
dozing off most of the time, probably because she had stayed up late the
night before, catching up with her friends. At that time, she seemed no
more than an ordinary old lady who tended to nod off frequently in
moving vehicles. After the excursion, I was invited for dinner at the
house where Michi was staying, so we went there together in the same
car. To my surprise, as soon as we got into the car she started to tell me
about her experiences in New Guinea during the war. Until then, I had
not known that young women were dispatched from Japan as far as New
Guinea as civilian support staff for the military during the Pacific war.
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During the evening, Michi talked about her life to me and the other
women who gathered there. The image I had of a sleepy old lady
suddenly transformed into that of an interesting woman who had 
experienced so much in various parts of the world. Soon after I returned
to Canberra, Michi sent me her hand-written essay in Japanese with
the English title, “Life Story of an Aging War Bride”, which told of her
life with her Australian husband. It was a frank and moving account of
her marriage and family, and further attracted my attention to her
experience. I kept in touch with her by mail and met her again in
Hawaii in 1994 when the first international war bride convention was
held, but I could not arrange a substantial interview for a while. Finally,
I travelled to Adelaide in February 1995 to interview her and other war
brides in the area. I stayed at her house and carried out formal and
informal interviews. I also had a chance to meet her first-born daughter,
Sumiko. After the first series of interviews, I kept in regular contact
with her and met her several times. The latest interview session I held
was in November 1999, a month before her eightieth birthday. All the
interviews were carried out in Japanese. The taped interviews were
transcribed in Japanese and later translated into English by the author.
The life history in this book is rendered from those interviews, informal
talks and correspondence.

Michi’s narrative of her experience spans over sixty years, and spans the
Pacific Ocean. As an ambitious and adventurous young woman who
grew up in pre-war Japan, her life changed its course dramatically
during and after the Pacific War. In the face of total war and the
subsequent defeat of Japan, an individual was powerless to change the 
political direction and social situation. For Michi, there was no choice
but to follow the flow of the historical current and see where it would
take her. However, as you will read in this book, there were some
decisions that she made for herself and those decisions altered the
course of her life. Readers will make a journey with her in time and
space as she faces historical changes and personal challenges.

The original research for this book was carried out between 1993 and
1998 for my PhD thesis in Anthropology at The Australian National
University, Canberra. When an opportunity to work on a book of
Japanese war brides arose, I chose to tell of their experiences by
focusing on Michi’s life history. Since she was the eldest of all the
women I interviewed, she had reached adulthood before the war
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started. Thus, her experience before and during the war was more
dramatic compared with younger war brides who were still at school in
that period. Subsequently, I organised additional interviews with Michi
and her children in order to collect more information to supplement
the narratives that were recorded in the initial sessions. The chapter on
her children’s perceptions was written for this book after interviewing
the children.

I chose Michi’s life history not because it was typical or representative
of all the Japanese war brides in Australia. Each woman’s experience is
unique and it is almost impossible to generalise the experience of war
brides. As the personal circumstances in which each woman found
herself were different, the decisions she made and the directions she
took were also different. However, there were some factors that were
common among the women. The historical period they all lived
through in Japan and Australia was the same. Similarly, their life course
in general involved marriage, children and migration. There were some
war brides who were blessed with happy marriages and financial
stability all through their lives, and they might feel their stories should
be told rather than the one I chose to write in this book. Michi’s story
was chosen because her frank narratives of her experiences and
emotions moved me. I hope it will have the same impact upon readers.

For my research, I recorded twelve life history interviews, including
Michi’s. The shortest one was four hours and the longest seventeen hours.
My taped interviews with Michi lasted over twelve hours and their
transcripts covered many pages. I was grateful the women spent many
exhausting hours with me. I was fortunate to have access to substantial
amounts of information through the women’s narratives, partly due to the
friendly and trusting relationship that I managed to build up with most of
the women I interviewed. At the same time, the timing of my research
played an important role. By the early 1990s, the women were in their
mid to late sixties, and many of them were widows. If they wanted to,
they could afford to talk for hours with a researcher without worrying
about working for wages or looking after their families. Furthermore, my
research coincided with the time when the network among the women
was established and domestic and international conventions had started
to take place. It was a very interesting time for them as well as for me
because we could talk not only about the past but also about present
developments. Furthermore, those conventions provided me with valuable
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opportunities to mix with a large number of war brides and carry out
participant observation.

As readers will see in the following chapters, Michi opened her heart,
perhaps for the first time, and narrated her past experience. I was often
surprised how frankly she talked about difficult and emotional subjects
in her private life. On some occasions, memories of the past
overwhelmed her and she became distressed. However, such a surge of
emotion did not seem to deter her from narrating her story. I was also
aware, from my experience of interviews with other women, that some
issues might have been consciously omitted from her narrative. Yet,
historical facts in her life history, especially her experience during the
war, were checked against available historical documents in order to
confirm the accuracy of her narrative. I acknowledge that each of us has
some part of ourselves which we do not want to expose to others and
that privacy needs to be respected. Furthermore, when one narrates a
life history, one tries to tell a story with cohesiveness. Often those
points that are omitted could disturb the chosen cohesiveness of the
story. I believe my task in this book is to tell Michi’s story in the way
she wanted to tell it.

Fortunately, I have developed warm friendships with many of the war
brides, including Michi. This helped me to obtain frank appraisals of their
lives and to gather follow-up information. Some of them disclosed their
private thoughts and intimate incidents because they developed trust in me
even though they were fully aware that the interviews were carried out for
research purposes. But the friendships also carry obligations towards the
women. I might feel obliged to refrain from disclosing some significant
information in order not to cause any subsequent embarrassment to the
women. In return for their trust and friendship, I am bound by a certain
level of constraint. As a researcher, I have attempted to present the
information I acquired as ethically as possible.

Who are war brides?

The term “war bride” most likely originated in World War I when
British servicemen stationed in France married French women.
Australian servicemen who were stationed in Europe also brought back
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“war brides” from Britain and France around the same time. However,
the largest migration of women as war brides happened during and after
World War II. The biggest intake was in the United States where
thousands of women arrived as war brides from allied countries, such 
as Britain, Australia and New Zealand, as well as from ex-enemy
countries, such as Germany, Italy and Japan. Thousands of Japanese
women moved to the United States as war brides, but the migration of
Japanese war brides was not limited just to the United States. Michi was
one of those war brides who moved from Japan to Australia.

In this book, a war bride is defined as a Japanese woman who married 
a member of the foreign armed forces or a foreign civilian who was in
Japan as a result of the military occupation after World War II and the
subsequent military presence in Japan up to 1960.

The women are generally called “sens–o hanayome” in Japanese as the
phrase is a literal translation of the English term “war bride”. Since
marriages between Japanese women and foreign soldiers happened only
after the Pacific War, the Japanese term “sens–o hanayome” is specifically
used for those women who left Japan for their husbands’ countries after
World War II. It is estimated that about 50,000 women migrated to the
United States and 650 to Australia. Although the numbers are not
known, Japanese women also moved to Canada and the United
Kingdom as well as to New Zealand as war brides.

The first chapter gives the historical background to the meeting of
Japanese women and Australian servicemen in occupied Japan where
interaction between the two groups was severely restricted. In this
chapter, I will examine the circumstances of their encounters and
analyse how their relationships were perceived then. In the following
three chapters, readers will meet Michi as she narrates her life history. 
I divided the life history into three segments. In Chapter 2 we read of
her life in Japan during and after the war, until the time of her migration
to Australia. Chapter 3 tells of her experience in Australia during her
family-raising years. She talks about her recent years, and her reflections
on her past experiences in Chapter 4. In Chapter 5, the views of Michi’s
children on their mother’s experience will be presented and discussed.
Particular focus will be given to her eldest daughter’s view. In the
Epilogue, I will reflect upon war brides’ lives and experiences both as 
a researcher, and from a personal point of view.

xv

Prologue

 


