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The Asahi Shimbun

On this 35th anniversary year mark-
ing the normalization of diplomatic
ties between Japan and China, many
commemorative events are taking
place. This is good—people in both
countries are speaking more frankly,
getting to know each other better, and
dispelling negative images that have
accumulated over the years.

Few people, however, are aware of
the public Japanese cemetery in
Fangzheng, outside Harbin in Hei-
longjiang province.

The area was part of the state of
Manchukuo that was set up by Im-
perial Japan in 1932.

The remains of about 5,000 Japan-
ese who died at the close of World
War 11, left behind in China, are
buried there. They were mainly
women and orphans.

During its occupation of the former
Chinese region, Japan sent settlers to
live there. However, after the Soviet
Union’s entry into the war and Japan’s
subsequent defeat, many of these im-
migrants were unable to return to
Japan.

The settlers tried in vain to flee to
their native land. Many of them be-
came refugees and were forced to

POINT OF VIEW/ Yoshihiro Ohrui

China caring for remains of war-displaced

live in exile.

Thousands of Japanese, many of
whom were women and children,
made their way on foot to Fangzheng
from where they hoped to travel
home to Japan. Winter was setting in
and they soon realized their way was
cut off. Many died of starvation and
typhus during the harsh winter, when
temperatures dropped to 40 degrees
below zero. They were left in a mass
piled in a farmer’s field.

Years later, a Japanese woman who
had survived in Fangzheng was
moved by the fact that the mass grave
had been unearthed.

She petitioned the county govern-
ment for permission to collect the re-
mains and give them a proper burial.
Her request was passed on to the
provincial government, which in turn
conveyed it to the central govern-
ment.

Finally, that request reached the
Premier Zhou Enlai, who in 1963 gave
permission to build a public Japanese
cemetery. This was about 10 years be-
fore Japan and China normalized
diplomatic relations. Many Chinese
still harbored much animosity toward
Japan because of the war.

Today, it is easy to say that Zhou’s
decision was likely based on a new

policy to treat
Japanese civilians
differently from the
wartime military
leaders.

Although China
was still poor in the
early 1960s, it spent
a huge amount of
money to build the .
Japanese cemetery Yoshihiro Ohrui
at Fangzheng.

A beautiful Italian granite grave-
stone was carved by a prominent cal-
ligrapher with the words “Fangzheng
district public Japanese cemetery” and
placed in the new graveyard. The 3.3-
meter block of stone had long stood
in a dilapidated foreign cemetery in
Harbin that was filled with abandoned
graves.

It took more than two days to trans-
port the stone marker to Fangzheng.

Today, this cemetery is the only
public cemetery for Japanese in Chi-
na. It survived the chaos of the 1966
Cultural Revolution, even though Red
Guards wanted to destroy it. The Hei-
longjiang government rejected their
demands, saying, “This is not a ceme-
tery for Japanese soldiers. This ceme-
tery is for innocent Japanese citizens.”

For 15 years, I have worked with a

group called Houmasa Yuko Koryu
no Kai (Japan-Fangzheng friendship
group), doing what little we can to
support war-displaced Japanese
women left behind in China.

We understand their return to Japan
does not immediately lead to their
happiness. Still, we hope to do all we
can for Fangzheng county, which still
today has the largest number of war-
displaced Japanese. v

During our efforts, we learned about
the public Japanese cemetery. We
were surprised to find it largely un-
known even among people who are
well-versed in Chinese affairs.

This cemetery was built in a spirit
that transcended grudges between
Japanese and Chinese people. In these
days when distorted nationalism is
growing in both countries, the ceme-
tery offers much to think about for
future—not only for Japan-China re-
lations but also how the world ought
to be. What can we do for China,
which has taken care of the graves of
thousands of Japanese for so long?

We need to consider this idea on
the 35th anniversary of normalization
of diplomatic ties.

The author is general secretary of
Houmasa Yuko Koryu no Kai.
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