A TALE OF TWO MOVIES

By Gerard J. St. John


Normally, an e-mail message about a movie would not peak my interest at all.  But this e-mail was an exception.  It was about the movie “Letters from Iwo Jima.”  The message brought to mind a mental picture of Philadelphia lawyer Jim McEldrew, one of the few people I knew who fought in the Battle of Iwo Jima.  He was only nineteen years old at the time, fresh out of West Catholic High, when he found himself on the slopes of Mt. Suribachi, on a heavily fortified volcanic island in the Pacific Ocean.  More than 6,800 Americans died on that island and another 19,000 were wounded in the fighting.  Jim was lucky to have survived the battle.  He was not inclined to talk about his experience on Iwo but when told about a television documentary in which Japanese and American survivors of the battle concluded the show by shaking hands, Jim could not restrain himself.  He blurted out, “I wouldn’t have shaken hands with those bastards.”


The movie “Letters from Iwo Jima” presents a story of the battle from a Japanese perspective.  It is a counterpart to the movie “Flags of Our Fathers,” which tells the story of the flag-raisers in the famous Iwo Jima photograph.  In the “Letters” movie, the Japanese soldiers are portrayed as a mirror image of their American adversaries, displaying not only bravery but also a deep concern for their families back home and, in one instance, sharing their scarce medicine supply with a mortally wounded U.S. Marine.  The main theme of the show seems to be that there was little difference between the combatants on opposite sides of the battle.  “Don’t you believe it!” was the point of the e-mail message.  The message was sent by Professor Emeritus Lester Tenney of Arizona State University, a survivor of the Bataan Death March.  Professor Tenney argues that the well-documented record of atrocities committed by Japanese soldiers, including rape, decapitation, murder, setting prisoners on fire, and using them for bayonet practice, fly in the face of the movie’s theme.  Tenney saw no Japanese “nice guys” on the Bataan peninsula.  


Tenney’s message reminds me of Joe Geib’s reaction when I told him that Japan was the highlight of my tour of military duty in the Far East.  Reverend Joseph M. Geib, SJ, was the Dean of Men, i.e., the disciplinarian, at St. Joseph’s College in Philadelphia.  In the late 1930s, he was in Manila.  When the war broke out, many Filipinos kept him apprised of the barbarity of the invading Japanese soldiers.  There was no question about it; the Japanese were barbarians.  Father Geib found it difficult to understand my admiration for the Japanese people that I met in 1962.


My first contact with Japan occurred in April 1962, when I was part of an advance party of the 3rd Battalion, 3rd Marines, landing on Numazu Beach and making preparations for the battalion quarters at the base of Mt. Fuji.  A Japanese army officer who accompanied us was pretty much my mirror image.  He too was about six feet tall, 190 pounds and he and I had exactly the same haircut.  We got along very well.  A few weeks later, when I had the opportunity to visit Tokyo, I came into contact with many Japanese who were not a part of the military.  Typically, that occurred in Tokyo’s many parks and gardens.  These people were well dressed, some of them in American-style suits and some of them wearing traditional Japanese kimonos.  By and large, they had a dignified bearing.  Although they were not hostile, they did not go out of their way to make our acquaintance.  Suffice it to say that the Japanese people with whom I came into contact favorably impressed me.  My contact with Japan ended in 1963, when I mustered out of the service, returned to Philadelphia.

By the late 1970s, I was a civil trial lawyer.  One of my clients was The Murray Ohio Manufacturing Company, a manufacturer of bicycles and power lawnmowers located near Nashville, Tennessee.  In approximately 1980, a case against Murray was assigned to trial in Philadelphia before Judge William M. Marutani and a jury.  Judge Marutani was a native of the State of Washington.  His parents were immigrants from Japan.  At the age of 19-years, along with his family, Marutani was incarcerated in a government internment facility at Tule Lake, California.  Later, he earned a commission in the U.S. Army and served in the Nisei Regiment during the latter phase of the Second World War.  During the trial of the lawnmower case, Judge Marutani and I struck up a friendly relationship that continued after the case was settled.  

When Judge Marutani retired from the bench, he moved to nearby Media, Pennsylvania, and we often saw each other on the 69th Street Elevated and on the Media 101 trolley.  During those trolley rides, it was clear to me that Bill Marutani was proud of his Japanese heritage.  He was a nationally recognized spokesman for the Japanese American community.  President Carter appointed him to the Commission on Wartime Relocation and Internment of Civilians.  More to the point, he was much like the people whom I had met and admired in Japan.

I thought of Bill Marutani when an Internet search led me to the text of a presentation made by Dr. James C. McNaughton to a 1994 Conference of Army Historians.  McNaughton suggested that the activities of the Nisei Regiment constitute a relatively untapped source of data that could shed light on the racial hatred that ran deep in the Pacific War.  Some members of the Nisei Regiment were school classmates of the Japanese soldiers that they interrogated in the Pacific.  How could the conduct of classmates have been so different?  The consensus seems to be that, after the First World War, the Japanese military adopted the view that the Japanese were the “chosen people,” that their emperor was a deity and that people of other nations were less than human.  Accordingly, it did not matter how those subhumans were treated or mistreated.  Anything was permissible.  The emperor did nothing to change that outlook.  The emperor must have been aware of the atrocities that constituted what is known as “The Rape of Nanking.”  Horrific stories about that slaughter were published in contemporary Japanese newspapers, accompanied by photographs that glorified the butchery.  Still, the atrocity was not condemned by the emperor or by any of the leaders of the Japanese government.  Thus, in the view of the average Japanese soldier, savage conduct seemed to have imperial sanction.

Many of the Internet stories attempted to equalize the batting averages on atrocities by suggesting that the American firebomb raids on Tokyo and the atom bombs dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki were atrocities equivalent to those of the Japanese during the war.  Other commentators focused on instances of Americans mutilating the corpses of dead Japanese soldiers, and argued that these occurrences were the equivalent of Nanking, Bataan and the death camps to which prisoners of war were sent.  

Back in Camp Pendleton in 1960, Sergeant Butler had a few black and white photographs that were taken during the Korean War.  The photos showed a younger Butler standing next to the bodies of uniformed North Korean soldiers who had so many holes in them that they looked like Swiss cheese.  Butler said that someone emptied a full clip of B.A.R. ammo into the dead body and that one of the Marines who had a camera charged a dollar or two to take pictures of his buddies standing next to the riddled body.  In a way, it was like those photos that you see of big game hunters standing next to their kill.  It was a grisly souvenir but it was a far cry from the photos that I have seen of Japanese soldiers decapitating prisoners with swords, and conducting bayonet practice against prisoners whose hands and feet were tied.  Worse yet were the dismal survival rates of the prisoners in the Japanese P.O.W. camps.

No doubt the Hollywood moviemakers viewed themselves as being profound when they showed the opposing forces on Iwo Jima as mirror images of each other.  But they achieved that profound result by closing their eyes to the cold, hard facts.  The Japanese survivors of Iwo Jima were not subjected to a death march.  The Japanese survivors of Iwo Jima were not brutalized for the enjoyment of the victors.  Apparently, the moviemakers did not know how to deal with an indisputable record of criminal atrocities in the context of otherwise comparable peoples.  I wonder whether it occurred to them to study how historians in other parts of the world dealt with such atrocities.  Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn dealt with the same issues in his masterpiece, The Gulag Archipelago.  Solzhenitsyn put it this way:

“If only there were evil people somewhere insidiously committing evil deeds, and it were necessary only to separate them from the rest of us and destroy them.  But the line dividing good and evil cuts through the heart of every human being.” 


Unfortunately, the moviemakers erased the line dividing good and evil.  To them it was irrelevant.  It got in the way of their story.  But that line dividing good and evil will not go away.  That line should be drawn on the sands of Iwo Jima.  And when that line is drawn, put me on the side of Jim McEldrew and Professor Tenney.
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