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AMERICAN COURAGE AWARD PRESENTED TO WW II ARMY MILITARY INTELLIGENCE SERVICE; AKAKA AND SHINSEKI PRAISE MIS
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Washington, D.C.    Honoring the 6,000 Japanese Americans who served in the Military Intelligence Service (MIS) during World War II and the Occupation of Japan, the  National Asian Pacific American Legal Consortium (NAPALC) presented  its American Courage Award  at its annual  general reception at the National Press Club in Washington, D.C on October 7, 2004.  Colonel Harry K. Fukuhara, Ret., 84, a former member of the MIS, accepted the award on behalf of the MIS.  

The NAPLC, founded in 1991, works to advance the human and civil rights of Asian Americans through advocacy, public policy, public education, and litigation, and annually selects an American individual or organization that “has fought to advance America towards our highest ideals.”  The Consortium is considered a foremost national authority on issues of importance to the Asian American community.


Bert Mizusawa, President of the Japanese American Veterans Association, summarized the feelings of all Japanese American veterans,  “The NAPLC presentation reflects on the distinguished commitment made by the MIS soldiers.  They fought with their minds and hearts to prove their loyalty to this great nation.   Each one in combat knew they could be shot by either side and if they were captured they could be executed or tortured.   It was a personal battle for them to win the war.  They saved countless of American lives”


Colonel Fukuhara was selected by the NAPALC to represent the MIS because of his leadership role in obtaining the well deserved recognition of the MIS contributions during World War II.   In 1972, Fukuhara was successful in leading an effort to obtain Pentagon’s approval to lift the curtain of secrecy of MIS participation in the War effort.  Subsequently, with the support of Senator Daniel K. Akaka,  he won approval for the Presidential Unit Citation to be awarded to the MIS for “extraordinary heroism in military operations against the armed enemy from May 1,  1942 – September 2, 1945," when Japan surrendered.  Most notably, Fukuhara  promoted public  recognition for the heroism in combat for MIS personnel.  He is presently engaged in the construction effort of the MIS National Center at the Presidio of San Francisco  that  will be used for conferences, museum and exhibition.   Fukuhara is often referred to as “Mr. MIS” among Japanese American veterans.            

 The MIS began when the US Army, anticipating the need for Japanese linguists, began training 60 Niseis and Caucasians in November 1941, one month before Japan attacked Pearl Harbor.  Some members of this first class were deployed six months later, under great secrecy, to the Pacific theater, including Alaska, Australia, New Caledonia, Fiji,  and Tonga.   Japanese prisoners and documents were flown there from the battle zones.  Military commanders sent glowing reports of the value of information from these sources and  requested more Nisei linguists.    Ironically,  in early 1942 all Niseis had been placed in draft category 4C, (enemy alien, unfit for service).    Since the Niseis could not be drafted, they were asked to volunteer.     The 4C restriction was subsequently removed when draft authorities realized a mistake about Nisei loyalty had been made.


Japanese American MIS personnel served principally in the Asia Pacific theater, from the Aleutians to New Zealand and from Hawaii to India and in the US.     They were attached to some 128 units, including combat and support, to translate captured enemy documents, interrogate prisoners of war, penetrate enemy lines to eavesdrop on enemy conversations, to disrupt their operations,  to  intercept communications, and to  assist the Chinese rebels, including  Mao Tse Tung and Chou En Lai, to fight the Japanese.  


While the achievements of the Japanese Americans serving in the European theater were widely publicized, the US military leaders did not want the Japanese to know of the role played by the Japanese Americans.  The Niseis were considered to be  an invaluable tactical and strategic resource of military intelligence.  Japanese prisoners and diaries produced a trove of information because the Japanese leaders  believed that no foreigner had sufficient knowledge to read and understand the Japanese language.  Unknown to many historians, MIS Niseis were also attached to British, Indian, New Zealand, Australian and Chinese forces.

Two of the most documented and daring exploits of the Pacific war were conducted by  Roy Matsumoto, one of the 14 Nisei in the Merrill’s Marauders, a name given by the press for Brigadier General Frank D. Merrill’s special operations group,  and  Richard Sakakida, a US Army  undercover agent in the Philippines.     On one occasion, as the result of information obtained from Matsumoto, who penetrated the enemy stronghold in Burma, Merrill’s  front line commander redeployed his troops.   When the enemy attacked in two waves, the first wave was annihilated.  When the second wave saw what happened and hesitated, Matsumoto, who was in enemy territory, stood up and shouted an order in Japanese to charge.   Obeying, the Japanese soldiers experienced heavy casualties and were defeated.  Matsumoto, who was later  inducted into the Ranger Hall of Fame in Fort Benning, Georgia, and the Army Intelligence Hall of Fame at Fort Huachuca,  lives  in Friday Harbor, WA.

Sakakida was recruited by military intelligence and sent under cover to the Philippines before the war.   When Japan overran the Philippines, Sakakida voluntarily stayed back  and was able to gain the confidence of the Japanese.  As a result, he found himself employed by the Japanese military.   Through Filipino guerrillas, Sakakida passed vital information to Allied  headquarters in Australia.   Eventually, Sakakida was suspected by the Japanese military police (kempeitai) of being a member of the US military and was arrested.  Though he was tortured, he did not divulge any sensitive information.   When the US forces attacked the Philippines, the Japanese retreated leaving Sakakida behind.  He lived with the native Igorots,  soon left them, was wounded in the crossfire between US and Japanese artillery fire, and eventually reunited with the US counter intelligence detachment.

In the Spring or 1944 two Niseis translated the Japanese navy “Z Plan”, a top secret Japanese naval and air war plans of the south Pacific.  With foreknowledge of the  Japanese plans, the US Navy annihilated the Japanese naval forces that guarded Japanese positions in the Philippine Sea and the Marianas and gained control of the sea to the Japanese homeland.  US military high command viewed the Z Plan  as the single most important captured document of the Pacific War.    It was obtained from a Filipino fisherman who rescued a Japanese admiral who was transporting the document when his plane was downed due to bad weather

Nisei radio interceptors in Port Moresby, New Guinea, Hawaii and Attu, Aleutian Islands separately reported the flight plan of Admiral Isoroku Yamamoto, Commander of the Japanese Pacific Fleet and who planned and directed the Pearl Harbor attack.  US fighter planes from Guadalcanal were dispatched and shot down Yamamoto’s plane and  its six escorts on their way to Bougainville, Solomon Islands.  


At the end of the war, General Douglas MacArthur, Supreme Commander of Allied Forces Pacific,   expressed to the MIS  the ultimate compliment:  “Never  in history has a commander  gone to war knowing so much about the enemy.”  

Recognizing the skills and energy of these same MIS soldiers, MacArthur put them to work in the rebuilding of Japan.   Being bilingual and familiar with the customs and traditions of Japan, the Niseis translated into Japanese the new constitution, helped implement the agrarian reform law which remanded some six million acres of land to individual farmers, helped  implement the educational and labor  reforms, and assisted the police to detect and prevent subversive activities against the Occupation interests.   

The Niseis  served in every facet of the Occupation from the national to the town levels.   Having already had the confidence of US military commanders, the Niseis won the respect of Japanese officials.  The role of the Niseis was essential in the establishment of  a democratic Japan.  Emperor Hirohito told  Kan Tagami, General MacArthur’s interpreter,  after a private meeting:  “you Niseis have done a great job as a bridge between our two countries”.

When General Eric Shinseki, Ret. was informed that Fukuhara was receiving the NAPALC award on behalf of the MIS, he remarked:  “COL Harry K. Fukuhara’s (USA Retired) accepting  the NAPALC’s 2004 American Courage Award on behalf of Soldiers of the Military Intelligence Service (MIS) brings together two uniquely heroic stories of the Japanese American experience in World War II.  The MIS are truly the unsung heroes of the Asia-Pacific Campaign.  They served in every aspect of the allied victory and were instrumental in all the successes in the Pacific theater.  Their loyalty and determination were legendary, yet not until their official military records were unsealed, years after the war, did their heroic contributions become fully known and appreciated.  

“Harry Fukuhara served as an interpreter in the MIS and has been its stalwart champion for over a half a century.  His story is a unique World War II experience, as well.  It contains all the tragedy, joy, disappointment, yet human warmth that characterized the experiences of many Japanese Americans during and following this terrible conflict.  In Harry’s case, the war divided his family, exposed him to the narrow-mindedness and bias of California neighbors, subjected him to years of harsh combat in the Pacific, and ultimately took his older brother, but it also revealed to him the great humanity of Clyde and Florence Mount of Glendale, CA and the indescribable joy of finding his mother, aunt, and three brothers alive in Hiroshima after the drop of an atomic weapon there.  

“It is fitting that the Military Intelligence Service (MIS) receive the NAPALC’s most  prestigious American Courage Award and that Harry Fukuhara was the Soldier accepting it on behalf of all his friends and comrades in the MIS.”  

Senator Akaka, who worked closely with Fukuhara on many issues, said:  "Colonel Harry Fukuhara is a very modest man, but he has been the driving force in our efforts to document and acknowledge the myriad contributions of the MIS.   A battle-tested veteran of the Southwest Pacific campaigns and a distinguished U.S. defense official who materially advanced U.S.-Japan relations in the postwar years, Harry was there from the very beginning, and he has devoted his heart and soul to the MIS cause.

"Harry was there for Dick Sakakida. He was there for the Medal of Honor upgrades. He was front and center during the fight to get the Presidential Unit Citation. And now he's leading the way to preserve the MIS Language School at the Presidio of San Francisco. I am proud to call Harry my friend and to join NAPALC in honoring Harry for his tremendous service to our community and our nation."

Fukuhara’s story is similar to that of many other MIS members and yet it is unique in many respects.  He was born in the US, went to Japan to study, then returned to the States while his brothers remained in Japan and were drafted into the Japanese armed forces.     Fukuhara  was  among the 120,000 Japanese Americans who were forcibly  placed in internment camps.   Like many Niseis, Fukuhara volunteered for the MIS in November 1942  to prove his loyalty even if his own nation distrusted them.  

Following his Japanese language training at Camp Savage, MN Fukuhara  was sent to the  Pacific serving  in New Britain, New Guinea, Morotai, and the Philippines where he participated in the  liberation of Baguio.   At this point, Fukuhara had enough points to return to the States, however, he requested to remain with his unit which was preparing for the invasion of Japan.   Fukuhara would learn later that his older brother was wounded in China and  that two of his younger brothers were in the Japanese Army suicide squad that was preparing to battle Fukuhara’s 33rd Infantry Division.
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Harry Fukuhara 

during WWII

When Japan surrendered on September 2, 1945, Fukuhara was sent to Japan that same month to the Osaka-Kobe-Kyoto area to help in the disarmament and deactivation of Japanese armed forces and to serve as liaison between US military government and local Japanese offices.    His first priority, however, was to check on his mother and three bothers in Hiroshima.

He drove by jeep  to Hiroshima, stood on the train station platform that he used so many times as a schoolboy  and viewed, unbelievably, at the total destruction of the city.   He discovered his partially destroyed home, knocked on the door and after a long wait his mother and aunt opened the door.   Fukuhara’s older brother was in the room upstairs, suffering from the effects of the atom bomb that struck him as he was on his way to work.  He would die in a Kobe hospital where Fukuhara took him.    Despite his sorrow, Fukuhara was convinced that,  if the atom bomb was not dropped, his two younger brothers were certain to be killed, and he himself might have been killed in combat.   As it turned out, he, his two younger brothers, and his mother, survived the war.
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Fukuhara’s military duties kept him in Japan, where he was discharged in 1971.   He remained in Japan as a Department of the Army civilian to work with the major Japanese civilian and military intelligence and security agencies at the national and regional level.   He finally retired on October 6, 1990 and has settled in San Jose, CA.      During his long career, Fukuhara has been awarded many decorations from the US Army, the Central Intelligence Agency, the White House and the Emperor of Japan.
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