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Children We Have Lost: 

Diaries, Memoirs, and Museum Displays of Childhood and Youth in Wartime Japan 

Aaron William Moore 

 

In a short form memoir of his experience as a Tokyo schoolboy evacuee during WWII, Nishi 

Toshio drew an important distinction between ‘memory’ and ‘remembering’: 

 

I said I have no memory (kioku) of my evacuation, but when I recalled things 

piecemeal, I wrote them down bit by bit (danpenteki ni omoidashite kakidashitara) … 

when I did this, I realised that those student days had left some memories inside me 

after all. I suppose that year as a student evacuee was an extremely important 

experience in my life. 

 

Toshio’s recollections are a confusing pastiche of recorded experiences from the war years: 

the unfamiliarity of the rural landscape, calling out for ‘mother’ in his sleep, doing heavy 

labour in the countryside, visits from family members bearing gifts, sighting enemy aircraft, 

and snippets of post-war conversations such as ‘this kid was meant to be a kamikaze pilot’—

and the difficulty of expressing these memories hovers over it all.1 Toshio’s memories of his 

childhood experiences were a construction, but they are also an opportunity to engage with a 

‘lost youth’—not only for those who did not experience the war in Japan, but also for Toshio 

himself in his search for the ‘lost’ Toshio-qua-schoolboy. Children of the past are not simply 

lost to historians, but also to the memoirists themselves. 

Children and youth are often lost as historical subjects, especially outside of Europe 

and North America, which is perplexing given the large amount of personal documents and 

objects that they have left behind in places like Japan. As Sabine Frühstuck demonstrated in 
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the case of modern Japan, WWII was hardly the first, or last, time adults would use 

representations of childhood to evoke strong feelings both for and against war, situating them 

as passive placeholders for both pacifism and militarism.2 Scholars of modern Japan have 

rarely paid attention to the history of childhood and youth, but where they have done so, they 

have generally affirmed historiographical criticisms from other subject areas about the 

constructed nature of childhood per Ariès, the importance of education as a form of 

Foucauldian social discipline, and ‘childlike childhood’ as a discursive re-inscription of 

middle class cultural hegemony.3 Not all children are lost equally: despite a new body of 

scholarship by Japanologists who examine materials left behind by children and youth,4 with 

some exceptions5 scholars outside of East Asian studies still privilege Western European and 

North American case studies as essential knowledge. This creates a distorted view of wartime 

youth: debates over how young people should factor into mobilisation were a transnational 

phenomenon in the early twentieth century, and not just across Western Europe and North 

America, but also the Soviet Union, China, Japan, and the Ottoman Empire.6 Adult debates 

usually did not include children’s voices; in those cases, historians can only employ 

‘empathic inference’ when describing historical childhood and youth.7 To place children and 

youth in every affected country, including those outside of Europe and North America, at the 

centre of the history of WWII, it is necessary to engage with their remnants, both as wartime 

children and post-war adults.8 

Nevertheless, any attempt to do so must confront the twin problems of the reliability 

of wartime materials and the selectivity of post-war memorialisation. In the case of modern 

Japan, the post-war trope of the ‘lost youth’ reflects the ‘childlike child’ discourse of the war 

years, and it has been recapitulated, inscribed, and reified through the media of published 

diaries, mass media images, and museum representations. Whether texts or material objects, 

the preservation of youth accounts is an essential ingredient for engaging with the history of 
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WWII, even if it exposes sacred, delicate, and private spheres—which in any case are 

sometimes spaces of social and cultural oppression.9 Adult survivors (and historians) address 

the loss of wartime youth in many ways, some of which I will analyse here: wartime personal 

records, post-war personal memories, and public museum exhibits of material objects. 

Critically engaging with the remnants of these lost youth, including wartime materials and 

post-war reminiscences, allows us to move beyond the narratives of pity, nostalgia, and 

innocence in order help us construct new ways of seeing WWII. 

 

A Child’s Record: Violence, Hunger, and Play in Wartime Japan 

Children and youth suffered and died in large numbers during WWII due to the machinations 

and beliefs of adult authorities,10 and the loss of their lives represented an irretrievable, 

extinguished potential. Children were subjected to bullying, starvation, and loneliness, while 

youth were denied education due to labour and military conscription.11 Across the Japanese 

Empire, Allied forces orphaned or killed young people, and the victors sent the survivors of 

empire home to a hostile population in Japan who viewed them with suspicion and derision.12 

Although their feelings of loneliness, hunger, and frustration were not mere artefacts of post-

war memory, and despite a post-war emphasis on the tribulations of wartime children and 

youth, personal accounts from the period show us that children did not describe these years 

solely as a time of loss. 

At the same time, in order to avoid a facile acceptance of the wartime diary as a direct 

reflection of their inner thoughts, it is important to understand how Japanese children came to 

write them in such massive numbers.13 Adult educators across Japan helped children find the 

means to record their daily life, which helped capture ‘facts’ about wartime society. For 

example, primary school evacuee Ōkawa Takeshi described children tormenting a snail, 

which he said ‘made me feel very sad for the snail’.14 Although this was a forgettable 
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moment in the history of WWII, like many children Ōkawa took the time to record these 

small, insignificant, and quotidian events. While state and society were emphasising labour, 

fighting, and sacrifice at the national level in public discourse, Japanese teachers were 

training children like Ōkawa to embrace the ‘life writing movement’ (tsuzurikata undō), 

which meant composing detailed, daily records as a form of self-cultivation (shūyō). 

Educators provided paratextual commentary in blank diaries for children, including 

admonitions to record, in accurate detail, their experiences. The influence of teachers on 

children’s writing, and its selectivity, should warn us against accepting their records as 

unblemished truth. Still, even in a country where dubious confessionals regularly attracted 

media attention,15 juvenile writers tried their best to earnestly capture lived experience within 

the confines of genre and classroom instruction. 

 Like adults, Japanese children and youth were terrified by urban air raids, but they 

focused more on familiar neighbourhood spaces. For example, when young people saw their 

schools destroyed by Allied bombing campaigns, they took it as a personal loss. Kobayashi 

Narihide recorded in his diary the effects of an air raid on Shizuoka: 

 

Look at this, our lovely school … The workroom, staff room, and kendō [fencing] 

room were all done in. The workroom was a mess, and so was the staff room. The 

headmaster’s office was only a shell. Near the kendō room a bomb went off but there 

wasn’t much damage. That dōjō didn’t even flinch, which seemed like divine good 

luck. … The enemy aircraft defiled our school. To take revenge, we should all 

become great pilots, and strike down the B-29s.16 

 

Just over one month later, in May 1945, fourteen-year-old schoolboy Kojima Yoshitaka 

joined other children on a train heading out of Nagoya, which was about to be heavily 
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bombed. He grabbed his younger brother and ran from the train for an air raid shelter just 

outside of the city. He delineated the familiar landmarks as they burned, describing their 

importance to his family and social network, concluding, ‘I could see smoke coming from the 

direction of our house, and my heart shivered with fear.’17 Teenagers like Narihide and 

Yoshitaka supported the war effort as they tried to situate themselves in an adult society 

dominated by jingoistic rhetoric—although inklings of ‘anti-war sentiment’ (hansen shisō) 

existed in personal accounts, they were rare. Still, because young people felt they had been 

taught to keep an accurate record of their life experience, we can see how young people and 

their families navigated the urban environment. 

Poor food provisions, tyrannical teachers, and basic inequalities appear throughout the 

diaries of children and youth in the war years, but this is not always obvious from a cursory 

reading. Japanese primary schoolboy Kikukawa Takehiko kept a strict record of what he ate 

during his evacuation from Tokyo’s Toshima Ward to rural Nagano Prefecture during the 

transition from fourth to fifth grade: 

 

Vegetables, daikon miso soup, bok-choy, pickled vegetables, furikake … Lunch is 

boiled pumpkin, with bok-choy, and pickled vegetables … We all gathered around the 

kotatsu [heated table cover] and wrote letters when [we] got to have some beans and 

bread from Hiroshi’s mom. While we wrote, we also got some snacks (bread). Then 

we went to the hot springs, had dinner, which was vegetable and daikon miso soup, 

pickled bok-choy, and roasted soybean flour [kinako].18 

 

Shigematsu Kunitake, another evacuee, sometimes only recorded the contents of meals in his 

diary, including the farm labour they were required to undertake; often the meals consisted of 

things they had harvested only a day or two before. Reflecting back on this diary, Shigematsu 
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wrote, ‘This was a diary by a child separated from his parents and during a time of food 

shortage, so the contents are just about eating, dispelling loneliness, and visiting days.’19 As 

Samuel Yamashita has detailed, hunger, bullying, and food theft appeared within wartime 

accounts by children, and these accounts would become important evidence for post-war 

writers who did not wish to forget the inequities of the war years.20 Starvation, exhaustion, 

and malnutrition-related diseases were a constant concern, and featured more commonly in 

children’s accounts than in adults’, prompting some teachers, for example, to admonish 

children for focusing on the food shortage in school diaries.21 Still, the records kept by 

children and youth provide an extraordinarily detailed view of food production, distribution, 

and consumption. 

Physical privations and air raids were only one chapter in the life history of ‘lost 

youth’, as interruptions to education feature even more prominently in wartime accounts. 

Before the 1937 invasion of China, middle-class Japanese children and youth were being 

increasingly exposed to social expectations of personal academic and professional 

advancement. 22 Even during air raids, schoolchildren like Yamamoto Hiroko, when ordered 

to evacuate by their parents, barked back: ‘No way—I’m going to be late for school 

tomorrow!’23 Middle school student Mikawa Michiko complained about how evacuation hurt 

her chances for the future: ‘Mid-term examinations will be a presentation format. I have 

neither materials nor textbooks, and ever since I got here, there are all these things that others 

have already finished, which will cause me problems so I’m really worried.’ Then, when her 

little sister was ill, Michiko recorded in her diary how she became a carer; Michiko’s mother 

could not abandon housework and so Michiko had to withdraw from school.24 Tamura 

Yasuko recorded in her diary the irritation she felt in being pulled away from school to work 

the night shift in one of Japan’s many war industries. On top of the exhausting labour, by 

May 1945 she was also growing tired of the wartime politics and interruptions in her 
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education, including the government’s view that her study of German was inappropriate after 

the Nazi regime’s surrender.25 These views were not simply post-war inventions of adults 

reflecting on the privileges enjoyed by their own children; they reveal the intersection of 

gender, class, identity, and educational privilege in ways statistical information does not. 

When analysing the material culture of evacuated children in their personal accounts, 

it appears that the notion of wartime poverty is mainly a concern of post-war adults. In 

diaries, children evacuated to the countryside did not focus on missing manufactured toys, 

but rather emphasised the free amusements that nature provided. Mass media and popular 

culture celebrated evacuated children as deservedly enjoying a ‘childlike’ and carefree 

existence, often in conjunction with consolation programmes aimed at injured or recently 

mobilised soldiers. As such, it was common, as schoolboy Asano Takahiro described in a 

letter to his father, for soldiers to bring rare commodities such as candies and meat to 

evacuees while the children sang songs for or played with them.26 Kikukawa Takehiko, a 

twelve-year old primary school evacuee, fondly described outings in rural Nagano Prefecture, 

including fishing, communal meals, skiing, ice-skating, and ‘all sorts of things’.27 In 

particular, wartime children celebrated a culture of correspondence, which in Japan was 

materially rich, as expressed here by evacuated schoolgirl Umano Yōko: 

 

After I finished studying and was on my way to my room, Mr. Kogura said, ‘Umano, 

I’ve got something for you.’ I wondered what it was when he handed me a package. I 

was happy, happy, happy—opening it up there were puzzles (tokimono) and origami 

to do—this was wonderful—but there was something else, too—a letter from mother. 

At night I held this letter close when I went to bed.28 
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Despite post-war jeremiads of a time of severe authoritarianism and destitution, playing with 

games and handmade toys still featured prominently. In Kikukawa’s evacuation diary, he 

captured the Japanese school policy of ‘free play’ (jiyū asobi) in some detail: ‘The afternoon 

was free play, so we played in the fields and streams and spoke to some soldiers. We ran 

along the paths of the rice paddies and it was hot. We came back and played chess (shōgi).’ 

Not all children used their free play in the same way: unlike Kikukawa, Umano Yōko 

preferred to read books and disliked swimming outside.29 Indeed, children who lived in or 

were evacuated to the Northeast of Japan produced artwork using oil paints, inks, and 

coloured paper [Figure 1]. There is perhaps no better record of daily amusements than a 

child’s diary. 

 

 

[Figure 1 - Shimamori Shūichi drawing of morning exercises during evacuation, Akita 

Prefectural Museum] 



 

9 
 

 

While children and youth lost much during WWII, the view that wartime childhood was a 

time exclusively defined by death, destitution, and hunger seems to be a post-war adult 

narrative. As a consequence of the daily composition exercises that teachers taught children 

to adopt, diaries had no overall narrative arc. By contrast, memoirs of wartime childhood and 

youth—whether they included angry memories of dashed opportunities, sorrow over 

sacrificed lives, or (more rarely) nostalgia for a ‘simpler time’—became characterised first 

and foremost by a powerful sense of loss. Engagement with young people in the war years 

could inspire pity, which in turn produced pacifist critiques of the mobilization state. In order 

to understand this phenomenon, it is now necessary to turn to life-writing genres that 

emerged after the war’s end. 

 

My Childhood without Toys: The Post-war (Re-)Definition of Youth in Memoirs and 

Museums 

After 1945, Japanese society was increasingly preoccupied with the ‘lost youth’ of the war 

years, whom they saw as both admirably committed to serving their community but also 

wasted on a hopeless conflict. As L. Halliday Piel argued, the ‘lost youth’ narrative of the 

war years was predominantly a middle-class resentment since most young people had entered 

the wartime work force as young as 12 years of age.30 In particular, organisations like the 

Wadatsumi-kai, which memorialised the lost youth of elite institutions such as Tokyo 

Imperial University in the 1950s, emphasised the accounts of young people who seemed 

destined for greatness until the violence of the war took them. Critics of Wadatsumi-kai’s 

approach to the ‘lost youth’ in the 1960s included those who thought the project was elitist, to 

late 1960s student radicals who believed that the wartime generation, for all of their post-

1945 pacifism, did not fully acknowledge their wartime complicity in mobilisation.31 The 
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explosion of accounts in the 1980s and 1990s coincided with important memorial dates, the 

peace and war museum building boom, the retirements of veterans and war survivors, as well 

as the famous ‘memory battles’ around textbooks. Throughout these stages, the prosperity 

and peace of post-war Japan provided a contrast for adult survivors’ re-examination of their 

wartime childhood and youth, which of course was found wanting in an age of plenty. The 

lost childhood that they, and post-war generations, wished to engage with was one that had to 

negotiate a conflict between pity and nostalgia in their own memoirs and the broader 

discourse of war memory. 

Post-war memoirists could hardly extricate their youth from the material conditions in 

which it was expressed. For example, when notions of ‘hometown-making’ (furusato-zukuri) 

and the need for new civic institutions were ubiquitous,32 the destruction of a coherent 

‘hometown’, as opposed to local landmarks, became a much more noticeable trend in memoir 

literature:  

 

Terror gripped the modern city—for the victims who passed a night running in circles 

from violent flames—the light of the fire was a terrible illumination. Our familiar 

town Hakata, Kyushu’s most heroic city, ‘Great Fukuoka’, where had it gone? … The 

department stores and banks, the concrete structures, were burned black and 

horrifying to look at, with smoke still rising from their innards … I got into the shelter 

with my parents and was saved. I witnessed it all with my classmate, just eight years 

old.33 

 

Although children had certainly recognised the loss of familiar landmarks, the idea of the city 

as a locus of identity was very rare in their wartime accounts. Reflecting on their 

extraordinary childhood, post-war adults also emphasised its precarity, which was not a major 
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of feature of wartime personal documents by young people. Suzuki Yasuo, who was 11 years 

old during the firebombing of Shizuoka, narrated his harrowing flight through the burning 

city as a series of narrow escapes while wondering, ‘how will I live my life tomorrow?’34 

Memoirs, largely written decades after 1945, are suffused with reflections on the fragility of 

life, the arbitrary nature of survival, and other philosophical ruminations that did not seem to 

preoccupy the minds of their younger selves. Similarly, memoirists’ depictions of the loss of 

personal possessions sometimes functioned as metonyms for the fragility of life itself. Isihida 

Yasuko, who was a primary school third grader when Allied forces firebombing Himeji in 

June 1945, combined the horrific memories of air attacks with material losses that 

emphasised her lost childhood: 

 

There are dead people with babies still strapped to their backs, among other things. … 

While we were walking on a road between fields, something red, like a burning tile, 

flew less than a metre over my head with a strange whistling sound. Had I been a bit 

taller, it would have taken my head off. While running amid the fields and plants, with 

the bomb fragments flying past, I slipped and lost my precious sandals (geta). I 

couldn’t get them out and started to cry, when my mum said, ‘Just leave it!’ and took 

me by the hand until we reached a river.35 

 

Memoir writers mirrored the destruction of hometown and material possession with the loss 

of their youth, and consequently the reconstruction of space and material wealth in the post-

war era appeared to mirror the reconstruction of self.  

This reconstruction was not pure fantasy, but also recovery of a lost past. Post-war 

memoir writers focused much more on the unspoken psychological and philosophical 

dimensions of wartime childhood; these were the areas that they believed were an integral 
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part of growing up in the war years, but that they did not, or could not, articulate at the time. 

Reflecting on his personal records and experiences, Uchiyama Jun emphasised elements of 

childhood that rarely appeared in contemporary accounts, such as the influence of religious 

billeting and gender on evacuation: 

 

The stories that tied Nichiren Buddhism to the idea of Japan as a holy nation 

(shinkoku Nippon) emotionally overcame us as young lads whether we liked it or not. 

Nichiren was the most correct faith, we believed. We looked down on the girls who 

prayed [differently] at the Jōdō Shinshū temple. For starters, the prayer sounded 

terrible. Sometimes we would have serious debates with the girls about religion, and 

we tried earnestly to convert our parents when they came for visit days; we sincerely 

told them that Nichiren Buddhism was the only religion appropriate for a holy country 

like Japan.36 

 

Memoirs of childhood and youth during WWII also reveal a juvenile world within the war 

that was both separate from, and reflective of, the one created by the adults around them. 

Fushimi Chizuko, after re-discovering the diary she kept as a ten-year-old evacuee, described 

in detail the terror she and other girls suffered under the tyranny of a bully whom they 

dubbed ‘the Queen’. 

 

A society of children left in that abnormal situation created a ‘twisted’ world. What I 

am trying to stress is that, it is not important who ‘the Queen’ was, or who was being 

bullied. That is the ‘fear’ present in a naturally arising society of children. I also think 

it is a reflection of the twisted society of adults at that time. The ‘twist’ here is WWII. 

The war, in many forms, left a deep imprint on the people of that era.37 
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The fact that bullying and child abuse were a major concern in post-war Japan by the time 

Chizuko recorded her memories in the 1990s may very well have influenced her to reflect on 

these aspects of her war experience. The childhood she lost was not just a self, a hometown, 

or a collection of child-like material objects inspiring nostalgia, but a whole system of social 

relations that, while reflective of contemporary adult values, also was unique to the children 

of the conflict. Museums and memorial events accelerated the composition and archiving of 

these accounts, particularly as the war generation reached middle age from the 1980s, which 

meant that writers’ views of lost childhood were articulated and trapped in particular 

instances in the historical record. 

Children who perished, or adults who ‘lost’ their youth in the war, were captured by 

material objects in the museums and memorial spaces of the latter decades of the twentieth 

century. Even more than text, these objects invited post-war audiences to imagine lost 

children, and engage with them. Since the mid-1980s there has been a large culture of local 

museum space in Japan dedicated to the war years, in which children and youth who perished 

feature prominently as victims of wartime excesses. During years of memorial importance 

(e.g., 1995, or fifty years after then end of WWII), when temporary exhibits have been 

included, there may be over one hundred active exhibits across the country. Exhibits 

supporting pacifism in Japan frequently make use of representations of childhood and youth 

to emphasize the horrors of WWII, and the exhibits always offered these with a personal 

story of grief and loss. In place of the child’s remains, memorial spaces include 

representations of the lost person, including clothing, photographs, artwork, and personal 

documents. This is not the exclusive domain of the pacifist left, but also the memorial 

practices of more conservative organisations, as seen in ‘National Defence Shrines’ such as 

the one in Shizuoka [Figure 2].38 
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[Figure 2 - Shizuoka National Defence Shrine Museum exhibit space in 2016, including 

photographs, original letters and diaries, and personal items of deceased soldiers] 

 

Display cases and small book collections, both in museums and libraries, offer 

representations of lost children for those who wish to engage with them. In Himeji’s Peace 

Memorial Museum, the small reading room has samizdat and commercially published books 

featuring local, national, and global accounts of the war years, including those by children. 

One display includes materials related to Takada Masashi, a Middle School 2nd grade 

schoolboy, which was also featured in the book Cries of Those Reborn from the Flames. 

Museum curators paired his personal photograph with a picture of his childhood diary, stating 

that he was ‘hit directly on the right shoulder by an incendiary bomb and died. Previously, he 

had kept a diary scrupulously every day.’39 The diary is thus not just an historical document, 

but also a representation of the lost child, accompanied by a photograph of his face and living 

on in his place like a textual doppelganger. 

Japanese museums more provocatively suggest the lost child through the exhibition of 

material objects. The Setagaya (Tokyo) Peace Resource Room displays evacuees’ hand-made 
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paper dolls, which cannot be seen without considering the children who played with them in 

an ‘age without toys’ [Figure 3].  

 

 

[Figure 3 – hand-made children’s paper dolls, Setagaya (Tokyo) Peace Resource Room] 

 

In Aomori, museum curators have presented the remains of a child’s fire hood and mantle on 

top of period newspapers with an explanatory note [Figure 4]: the three-year-old child was 

carried on her older sister’s back, but the firebombing of Aomori, which destroyed the city in 

a single night, meant that fires quickly set the cloth hood and mantle ablaze. The sister, who 

was fleeing in panic for a safe haven, did not stop to douse the flames; in fact, the rush of 

oxygenated air made the fire worse, and the child died of her burns soon after they arrived at 

a shelter. Adults recounted such scenes in published accounts throughout the post-war era. 

The commercially published and privately produced memoirs capture survivors’ terrible 

sadness following the loss of young relatives, including this one from Tokyo: 

 

As I ran through the fires, Noriko continued to shout, “I’m hot, I’m hot (atsui, atsui)!” 

But I kept running, because it was so dangerous, saying, “Just wait, Noriko, just 
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wait.” I didn’t know that her clothes had caught on fire. It was only later, when we 

made it to the air raid shelter, that I realized what had happened … No matter how 

many times I call out, [Noriko and my parents] cannot reply, and I am gripped by 

crippling sadness … Three years later there we received skeletal remains from ‘The 

City of Tokyo’, and buried them in a rural grave. But the remains of three other 

[relatives] were lost, and their names to this day cannot be found in a registry of 

victims in the Hall for the Spirits of the Dead in Tokyo.40 

 

 

[Figure 4 – child’s fire hood that was damaged during an air raid, Aomori Air Raid History 

Centre] 

 

These cases in Japan are representative not only of the child-qua-victim trope, wherein the 

horror of war is most effectively transmitted by a child’s suffering, but also of the ability and 

desire felt by the family members who wished to engage with them, such as when their 

bodies were lost. Wrapped in wartime and post-war newspapers covering the commanding 

heights of politics, the fire hood is firstly a stark reminder that it was Japan’s political and 

military elite who brought about the destruction of the child’s body. In addition to that, 
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however, the hood is also an object through which the silenced child can be present, 

approached, and part of the continuing discussion about wartime society. This helps us to 

understand why museums treat such objects with reverence, and why people in Japan hold 

them in the same esteem as diaries and memoirs: if the text represents the voice of the lost 

child, then the objects represent the body. 

 

Conclusion: The Power of Engaging with Lost Children 

The lost children and youth of WWII haunt the post-war in many ways, including museum 

exhibits, memoir collections, and films such as Grave of the Fireflies. In most cases, 

memoirs, material objects, and other representations of the lost child were often designed to 

elicit pity or outrage. As Franziska Seraphim described, social and political organisations 

selectively included and mobilised personal memories as the interests of constituents 

changed, and dialogues with new generations influenced the articulation of personal 

memory.41 Judging from the wartime materials, however, children and youth did not always 

feel especially aggrieved by their situation, with exceptions such as food shortage, separation 

from parents and, of course, the violence that comes with war. Their tendency to cheerlead 

and support the war effort, as children, shows us that they did not see themselves as 

particularly lost or pitiable. 

The post-war era brought a different consciousness, built around the notion of lost 

childhood and youth. First, memoirists often used their juvenile accounts as evidence for the 

indictment of wartime values. When recounting his traumatic experience of air raids as a 

schoolboy, Yabe Masaaki described how vulnerable he felt as a child. Masaaki recalled how 

he saw his baby sister Aoi’s bloodied head dangling from his mother’s shoulder after being 

struck by an Allied incendiary bomb. Despite his protests, his mother refused to stop running. 

The memory of his sister’s death, abetted by the selfish preservation instincts of both adults 
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and children, poisoned his view of social and political authority throughout the post-war 

era.42 Second, post-war memoirs and exhibits create a space in which the ‘lost children’ of 

the past cannot be ignored or forgotten—that those who survived the war have a ‘destiny’ 

(shimei) to preserve and transmit what was lost, ‘screaming in our hearts, never let this 

happen again’.43 Museums display toys, clothing, and drawings to invite post-war generations 

to continue to engage with wartime children, but it is not clear how we should do so. The 

stories of lost children haunt the pages of memoirs and oral histories: mothers who thought 

their evacuated children were safe came to collect their bodies following air raids, and 

became inconsolable, became recluses, or went blind from grief.44 Third, the survivors of 

WWII must confront their own lost childhood and youth, which becomes increasingly distant, 

fragmented, and influenced by post-war memory discourse. Although the loss of one’s 

children, or witnessing the death of children, influenced post-war Japanese society’s anti-war 

sentiment, the sacrifice of one’s own childhood also had a long-term effect. Watase Tamotsu, 

who was just fifteen years old when he lost his family in the Takamatsu air raids, noted how 

the youth of Japan in the 1970s were singing a folk song called ‘We don’t know war’ 

(Bokutachi wa sensō o shiranai). After reflecting on how much he had given up during the 

war years, Tamotsu wrote: 

 

To ‘not know war,’ what a wonderful thing that is. But I wonder if it’s wise to 

overlook the fact, as if it’s a coincidence, that Japan’s wealthy industrial families 

(zaibatsu) flourished in wars from the Meiji Period, and have grown through the 

[Cold War] Korean and Vietnam conflicts. I want to create a peaceful world in which 

young people truly do not know conflict, and carry on singing ‘we do not know 

anything about war’. Because, speaking from my own experience, I will do my utmost 

to oppose anything that even stinks of war.45 
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Using personal documents to create outrage, or nostalgia, for the wartime past is one way in 

which we engage with these ‘lost children and youth’, but it is not the only way.  

We know that memories are always selective and perpetually in dialogue with 

historically changing notions of what it means to be young, simultaneously (re-)creating 

silences and allowing us to hear new voices. In this respect, future generations share 

something in common with the wartime past: due to the unreliability of memory and 

selectivity of past records, we must eventually confront the fact that all children and youth 

become irrevocably lost. The past is indeed a foreign country, as L.P. Hartley put it in The 

Go-Between, but like the protagonist Leo Colston’s struggle with records in his boyhood 

diary, lost children leave a trace that can change our view of the world if we allow it.  

Because Japanese teachers encouraged children across the country to be such dutiful record-

keepers, we have diaries, letters, handmade toys, games, and drawings to help us see wartime 

society in new ways. We should not marginalise or ignore the texts that historical actors have 

left behind nor the objects that once touched their bodies, and by continually seeking 

engagement with these lost children and youth it is possible to re-write the history of WWII.  
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