
Head-t urner: A Mace missile is t rundled t hro ugh t he
Okinawa cit y o f  Gushikawa in t he early 19 60 s in a
rare o pen display. Co urt esy o f  Charles Headlee

Deadly secret : A 19 62 aerial pho t o graph sho ws
Okinawa's f irst  Mace missile sit e at  Bo lo  Po int ,
Yo mit an. Belo w: One o f  t he Okinawa Mace missiles
is no w displayed at  t he Nat io nal Museum o f  t he
USAF in Dayt o n, Ohio  Co urt esy o f  Larry Jo hnst o n

“Seco nds Away Fro m Midnight ”: U.S. Nuclear Missile Pio neers o n Okinawa Break Fif t y Year Silence o n a Hidden
Nuclear Crisis o f  19 62
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JON MIT CHELL 

In Octo ber 1962, the United States  and the So viet Unio n teetered o n
the brink o f nuclear war after American spy planes  dis co vered that
the Kremlin had s tatio ned medium-range ato mic miss iles  o n the
co mmunis t is land o f Cuba in the Caribbean, barely o ver the ho rizo n
fro m Flo rida.

The weapo ns  placed large swaths  o f the Eas tern U.S. — including
Washingto n, D.C. — within range o f attack and sparked a two -week
sho wdo wn between the superpo wers  that Pulitzer Prize-winning U.S.
his to rian and Kennedy adviso r Arthur Schles inger Jr. called "the mo s t
dangero us  mo ment in human his to ry."

Six mo nths  prio r to  the Cuban Miss ile Cris is , ho wever, a parallel
drama had played o ut o n the o ther s ide o f the wo rld as  the U.S.
secretly bro ught near-identical miss iles  to  the o nes  the Russ ians
s tatio ned o n Cuba to  ano ther small is land — Okinawa.

While the full facts  o f that deplo yment have never been o fficially
dis clo sed, no w fo r the firs t time three o f the U.S. Air Fo rce's  nuclear
pio neers  have bro ken the s ilence abo ut Okinawa's  secret miss iles ,
life within the bunkers  and a military miscalculatio n o f apo calyptic
pro po rtio ns  — the targeting o f unaligned China at a time when

China-So viet po lemics  were in full public view.

Jo hn Bo rdne, Larry Havemann and Bill Ho rn were all bo rn during the
early days  o f Wo rld War II, but their mo tivatio ns  in jo ining the U.S.
Air Fo rce were very different. Co ming fro m a family s teeped in
military traditio n, Bo rdne s igned up o ut o f a sense o f patrio tism.
Havemann, a labo rato ry technician, saw the air fo rce as  a means  to
secure a s table inco me fo r his  family. Fo r Ho rn, the military o ffered
an escape ro ute fro m impo verished Wes t Virginia. "Bes ides , I liked
the co lo r o f the unifo rm," he says .

So o n after jo ining the air fo rce, these three men fro m co ntras ting
backgro unds  were ass igned to  the 498th Tactical Mis s ile Gro up and
sent to  Lo wry Air Fo rce Base, Co lo rado . There they firs t set eyes  o n
the lates t weapo n in their natio n's  nuclear arsenal — the TM-76  Mace.
A pro geny o f the V-1 "do o dlebug" ro ckets  that the Naz is  rained do wn
o n Britain during Wo rld War II, the 13-meter-lo ng Mace miss iles
weighed 8  to ns  and co s t $500 ,000  each. Packed into  the miss ile's
guts  was  a 1.1-megato n nuclear warhead that, at o ver 75 times  the
po wer o f the bo mb dro pped o n Hiro shima, co uld o bliterate
everything within a 5-km radius , create a crater 20  s to ries  deep and
irradiate the landscape fo r decades  to  co me. The Mace was
dispatched to  Wes t Berlin and Republic o f Ko rea in 1959  and
Okinawa in 1961.

"Fo r such a ho rrendo us  weapo n, it was  very unimpo s ing," recalls
Ho rn. "It reminded me o f a s ilver ho tdo g with wings ."

At Lo wry, the new recruits  were s treamed into  seven-man crews  and
received intens ive training in the miss iles ' engines , guidance
sys tems  and nuclear paylo ad. Six mo nths  later, the newly graduated
"miss ileers " were ready fo r their co mbat po s tings  — which they
assumed wo uld be in Euro pe, where the Eas t Germans  had jus t
s tarted wo rk o n the Berlin Wall. But to  their surprise, they fo und
themselves  o n a 36-ho ur is land-ho pping flight to  the U.S. military’s
keys to ne o f the Pacific — Okinawa.

The U.S. military had seized Okinawa in June o f 1945 in the blo o dies t
battle o f Wo rld War II in the Pacific and fro m early o n split it o ff fro m
Japan as  a US military co lo ny. With the Chinese Co mmunis t victo ry in
1949  and the Ko rean War, which bro ke o ut in June 1950, the is land's
s trategic impo rtance, and U.S. fo rtif icatio n increased. The 1952
Treaty o f San Francis co , which ended the U.S.-led Allied Occupatio n
o f mainland Japan, assured co ntinued co ntro l o f Okinawa. The is land
was  rapidly trans fo rmed into  the linchpin o f U.S. Co ld War plans  fo r
As ia.
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Omino us ho les: An aerial pho t o  sho ws t he Mace
missile base in Onna, Okinawa, in t he early
19 60 s. Co urt esy o f  Larry Jo hnst o n

In 1954, the U.S. bro ught hydro gen-bo mb armed F-100  fighter-bo mbers  to  its  key hub in the Pacific, Kadena Air Base in Okinawa —
the firs t o f tho usands  o f nuclear weapo ns  that it wo uld s tatio n o n the is land befo re their remo val in 1972.

When Bo rdne and Ho rn arrived in 1961 (Havemann went in 1962),
Okinawa s till bo re the scars  o f Wo rld War II — civilian buildings  were
co bbled to gether fro m military s crap timber and the wrecks  o f U.S.
invas io n ships  lay rus ting o ff the sho res . Bo rdne and Ho rn were in fo r
ano ther surprise. "The miss ile s ites  s till hadn't been finished," says
Ho rn. "Site One was  a mass ive ho le in the gro und. Fo r the firs t co uple o f
mo nths , we had to  help the civilian co ntracto rs  in the 100-degree heat to
pull cables  fro m the launch bays  to  the co ntro l centers  do wn belo w."

Finally, in early 1962, Bo lo  Po int in Yo mitan, the firs t o f Okinawa's
nuclear-miss ile s ites , became o peratio nal. Hidden beneath tarpaulins
and under the co ver o f darkness , eight Mace miss iles  were trucked fro m
Kadena Air Base and lo aded into  launch tubes  aimed o ver the Eas t China
Sea.

Still in the same seven-member teams  fro m Lo wry, the men began the wo rk fo r which they'd been trained — "to  defend the is land,
pro tect the ins titutio n o f demo cracy and halt the spread o f co mmunism," explains  Ho rn with an iro nic chuckle.

The men's  eight-ho ur ro und-the-clo ck shifts  began with a briefing at the miss ile co ntro l center o n Kadena Air Base to  update them
o n the day's  weather and the current geo po litical climate. Fo llo wing this , the crews  dro ve to  Bo lo  Po int where, upo n arrival, they'd be
met by an esco rt fro m the previo us  shift with the lates t passwo rd. "It was  so mething s imple like 'Apple' o r '1324' o r 'Mary had a little
lamb.' But so metimes  the esco rt wo uld get dis tracted and fo rget it. That's  when they'd send in the guard do gs  to  see if there was  a
pro blem," says  Havemann.

Once safely pas t the security check, the miss ileers  climbed into  the
launch s ite itself. Co ns is ting o f three main areas  — a crew ready
ro o m, a diesel generato r chamber and a launch ro o m replete with a
red telepho ne ho tline to  Kadena. Ro ughly 10  meters  away sat the
eight miss iles  aro und which the men's  duties  revo lved. They checked
the engines  and fine-tuned the guidance sys tems , drilled themselves
o n safety pro cedures  and practiced co untdo wns  to  ensure the
miss iles  were ready to  fire at a mo ment's  no tice.

Ho wever, co ns idering the apo calyptic po wer at their fingertips , life
within the miss ile s ites  was  terrifyingly mundane. To  pass  the time,
the men s tudied fo r co rrespo ndence classes , played endless  ro unds
o f pino chle and co mpared no tes  o n the sho ws  they'd seen recently
at base nightclubs  — including a (then) little-kno wn band called The
Supremes . The miss ileers  had also  been tasked by American
manufacturers  to  field tes t a new gadget — micro wave o vens . Bo rdne
remembers , "They o nly came with o ne setting, so  meat came o ut like
sho e leather and the mashed po tato es  had ice cubes  in the middle."

The miss iles  themselves  created few pro blems  fo r the men and the
gigantic springs  beneath the bunkers  — des igned to  pro tect them
fro m nuclear blas ts  — dampened the effects  o f the earthquakes  and

typho o ns  that rattled nerves  amo ng their co lleagues  o n the surface.

T he Cuban Missile Crisis: t he view fro m Okinawa

But the events  o f Octo ber 1962 so o n dashed any ho pes  that Okinawa wo uld be a sun-drenched ho liday po s ting. "At Kadena, we
learned abo ut the pho to graphs  several days  befo re the American public. Fro m that mo ment o n, things  became very serio us ," says
Ho rn.

The pho to s  mentio ned by Ho rn were tho se taken o n Oct. 14, 1962, by an American spy plane o n a surveillance flight o ver Wes tern
Cuba. The images  revealed that, fo r the firs t time in its  his to ry, the So viet Unio n had s tatio ned nuclear weapo ns  o uts ide its  bo rders .
The SS-4 medium range miss iles  — at 22 meters  no se-to -tail and carrying a o ne megato n warhead — co uld reach the White Ho use 15
minutes  after launch. JFK to o k the news  as  a perso nal affro nt — branding Khrushchev "an immo ral gangs ter," he immediately
demanded that his  to p brass  draw up plans  to  bo mb the Cuban s ites .

Back o n Okinawa, the Air Fo rce miss ileers ' reactio ns  to  the pho to graphs  varied. "So me guys  were mad, so me sad, so me were
depressed and o thers  clo sed and quiet," recalls  Bo rdne in his  unpublished memo irs . "Everyo ne accepted the po ss ible o utco me but
handled this  acceptance differently."

Over the next few days , tens io ns  escalated in the Caribbean and the Pentago n raised the natio n's  Defense Co nditio n (DEFCON) to
level two . Bo rdne remembers , "Our co lo nel to ld us  that DEFCON 2 meant we were within 15 minutes  o f a declaratio n o f nuclear war.
If DEFCON 1 was  reached, then we wo uld be within five minutes  o f launching o ur miss iles . A lo o k o f dread washed acro ss  everyo ne's
faces , and I felt the blo o d drain o ut o f mine, to o ."

Havemann shared Bo rdne's  fear. "Being trained o n the nuclear weapo ns , I knew that the who le wo rld was  in great peril. I tho ught o f
my family in America, but I co uld do  no thing to  help them. I wro te a letter to  my mo ther kno wing that if war came it wo uld never get
there. But writing it helped me mentally."

Mingled with the miss ileers ' fear, tho ugh, there was  also  a sense o f pro fess io nal rivalry as  the men co mpared their o wn Maces  with
the grainy spy-plane fo o tage o f the So viet miss iles  — and reassured themselves  that the SS-4's  appeared technically inferio r.
Furthermo re, they experienced a co mplex sense o f excitement that they might finally be given a chance to  put their hard mo nths  o f
training into  practice.

Acco rding to  Bo rdne, "After we reached DEFCON 2, ano ther mechanic o ffered me $1,000  to  give him my shift. That was  a lo t o f
mo ney — a year's  salary — but I flatly turned him do wn. I wanted to  be there fo r launch as  badly as  he did."

Fo r a ho rrifying few days , it seemed like Bo rdne wo uld receive his  chance as  events  spiraled o ut o f JFK's  and Khrushchev's  co ntro l o n



Missileer Bill Ho rn o n Kadena Air Base, 19 62: "I
liked t he co lo r o f  t he unifo rm." Co urt esy o f  Bill
Ho rn

the o ther s ide o f the wo rld — the Cubans  sho t do wn a U.S. spy plane
and the American Navy dro pped explo s ives  o n Russ ian submarines
fo rcing them to  surface. Hearing these develo pments , the Okinawa
miss ileers  s teeled themselves  fo r the anno uncement o f DEFCON 1.
Statio ned at the s till-inco mplete Onna s ite, Havemann was  to ld that
if things  became any wo rse, his  crew wo uld have to  impro vise by
lo ading the warheads  o nto  the miss iles  and co vering the launch
do o rs  with tarpaulins .

Meanwhile at Bo lo  Po int, Ho rn was  lo cked undergro und fo r 48  ho urs .
"A sealed canvas  bag had been delivered co ntaining o ur co untdo wn
ins tructio ns  — and we were waiting fo r the red pho ne to  ring with o ur
launch o rders  fro m Kadena. When that time came, o ur o fficer wo uld
have bro ken the seal. There wo uld have been three separate
co mmands  and then we wo uld have launched. We were seco nds  away
fro m midnight o n the nuclear clo ck."

But the

telepho ne s tayed s ilent.

On Oct. 28 , Kennedy and Khrushchev finally s truck a secret deal
whereby the So viets  pro mised to  withdraw their nuclear miss iles
fro m Cuba in return fo r U.S. pro mises  never to  invade the is land and
assurances  it wo uld pull its  ato mic ro ckets  o ut o f NATO-aligned
Turkey.

When wo rd reached Okinawa, Ho rn likened the experience to  a near-
missed car wreck. "At the time, yo u do n't realize ho w clo se things
were. It's  o nly when yo u pull o ver to  the s ide o f the ro ad that yo u

really s tart shaking."

But the miss ileers ' acco unts  beg the ques tio n: If that telepho ne had rung, where wo uld their nuclear weapo ns  have s truck?

Until no w, all three men have willingly answered every ques tio n abo ut their time o n Okinawa — right do wn to  the "ho ney buckets "
they used as  to ilets . But this  is sue makes  them mo re tight-lipped. "Fo r the purpo se o f yo ur s to ry jus t say that the miss iles  were
prepro grammed and we weren't to ld the des tinatio ns  fo r security reaso ns ," says  Bo rdne. Havemann's  reply: "I do n't kno w. And if I did
— even to day — I do n't think it wo uld be wise to  say."

Ho rn is  the o nly o ne prepared to  put vo ice to  the unspeakable. "Altho ugh we didn't kno w fo r sure, we surmised that it was
so mewhere in China."

The Maces ' relatively sho rt range o f 2,000  km (1250  miles ) put almo s t the entire So viet Unio n, with the po ss ible exceptio n o f
Vladivo s to k, tantaliz ingly o ut o f the miss iles ' reach — and this  technical data, co mbined with Ho rn's  suspicio n, illus trates  o ne o f the
bigges t failings  o f 20 th century U.S. military intelligence. To day the 1959  Sino -So viet split is  well-do cumented — Khrushchev and
Mao  had co me to  blo ws  o ver Russ ia's  refusal to  help China develo p nuclear weapo ns  co mbined with a fratricidal ideo lo gical debate
o ver co mmunism's  future. Ho wever at the time, the Pentago n co ntinued to  o perate o n the assumptio n that the two  co untries  were
allies . This  misco nceptio n laid the bas is  o f America's  infamo us  blueprint fo r ato mic war — the Single Integrated Operatio nal Plan —
dubbed by o ne go vernment adviser as  a "mass ive, to tal, co mprehens ive, o bliterating s trategic attack o n everything Red." While JFK
had made to ken changes  to  the plan in early 1962, the amendments  apparently hadn't filtered do wn to  the miss ile co ntro l center o n
Kadena.

Given the tens io ns  between China and the So viet Unio n, it is  highly likely that Mao  wo uld have sat o ut the So viet-American
armageddo n sparked by the Cuban Cris is . But had the Okinawan Maces  annihilated Shanghai and Beijing, killing millio ns  o f Chinese,
the U.S. and China wo uld have been at war.

While the three miss ileers  are unders tandably reluctant to  dis cuss  the targeting o f China, they all agree that the U.S. miss iles  o n
Okinawa made the is land a po tential So viet target. Bo rdne wo rried abo ut the po ss ible "evapo ratio n o f Okinawa in a preemptive o r
retaliato ry s trike," while Ho rn believes  that "The Okinawans  were a human shield."

Havemann raises  an even mo re frightening pro spect fo r the is landers  s till traumatized by the Battle o f Okinawa in which between a
quarter and a third o f the civilian po pulatio n had died — an invas io n by Russ ian o r Chinese tro o ps . At the same time he was  warned
that he might need to  lo ad the warheads  into  the Onna Maces , Havemann says , "We were to ld to  get o ur equipment, helmets  and
backpacks  ready in case we had to  head fo r the jungles . If we were o verrun by an attacking fo rce we were to  des tro y the nuclear
weapo ns , seal the s ites  and do  what we co uld to  survive."



Redesigned: Ano t her o f  t he Mace bases in Kin,
Okinawa, is pict ured in t he early 19 60 s. T he
missileers' pat ch was redesigned aft er U.S.
Secret ary o f  Defense Ro bert  McNamara banned t he
wo rd "missile."Co urt esy o f  Larry Jo hnst o n

Okinawa and At o m Bo mbs: A T imeline

19 4 5 U.S. military seizes  co ntro l o f Okinawa after three mo nths
fighting.

19 52 Treaty o f San Francis co  ends  U.S.-led po s twar Allied
Occupatio n o f mainland Japan, but grants  the U.S. military
jurisdictio n o ver Okinawa.

19 54  The crew o f the Japanese fishing bo at Lucky Drago n #5 are
irradiated in the U.S. H-bo mb tes t at Bikini Is land in the Pacific. Mo re
than 30  millio n Japanese peo ple s ign a petitio n in pro tes t. Fo r the
firs t time, the U.S. military secretly s tatio ns  nuclear weapo ns  o n
Okinawa.

19 56 The Ryukyu Assembly o f Elected Officials  demands  the
withdrawal o f all nuclear weapo ns  fro m Okinawa and any o ther
is lands .

19 62 The firs t o f fo ur Mace nuclear-miss ile s ites  beco mes
o peratio nal at Bo lo  Po int, Okinawa.

19 65 The U.S. lo ses  a hydro gen bo mb fro m the U.S.S. Tico ndero ga
130  km o ff Okinawa's  co as t.

19 66 Iejima Is land res idents  success fully blo ck the deplo yment o f
U.S. Nike nuclear miss iles .

19 67 Prime Minis ter Sato  Eisaku firs t pro claims  Japan's  three no n-
nuclear principles : No t to  po ssess , manufacturer o r allo w the
intro ductio n o f ato mic weapo ns .

19 68 A U.S. B-52 s trategic bo mber crashes  near nuclear-warhead
bunkers  o n Kadena Air Base.

19 69  Japan and the U.S. co nclude a secret agreement — allegedly
s till in o peratio n — which allo ws  the U.S. to  reintro duce nuclear weapo ns  to  Japan during times  o f cris is .

19 71 Washingto n demands  To kyo  help to  pay fo r the remo val o f nuclear arms  fro m Okinawa — the firs t o fficial U.S. admiss io n o f
the presence o f nuclear weapo ns  o n the is land.

19 72 Okinawa reverts  to  Japanese co ntro l.

Iro nically, in his  Oct. 22 televised speech in which he bro ke the news  abo ut the So viet miss iles  in the Caribbean, JFK accused Cas tro
o f turning Cuba "into  the firs t Latin American co untry to  beco me a target fo r nuclear war." No w it seems  clear that no t o nly the 7
millio n Cubans  but also  the 900 ,000  res idents  o f Okinawa were pawns  in a far larger po wer play amo ng dis tant superpo wers  who
apparently cared little abo ut the civilians  who se lives  their nuclear weapo ns  were suppo sed to  pro tect.

Fifty years  after their days  o n Okinawa, all three American miss ileers  are no w retired with time to  reflect upo n their ro les  in human
his to ry's  mo s t dangero us  mo ment.

Of the three, Ho rn is  the mo s t rueful. "We were all jus t kids  do ing a man's  jo b. The American military machine taught us  that it was
o ur right to  take anything o r go  anywhere we wanted. But we never realized that peo ple didn't want us  o r o ur weapo ns  o n their
is land."

Bo rdne is  pro ud that he had been able to  perpetuate his  family's  lo ng military heritage. But the ensuing half century has  revealed to
him so me unexpected s imilarities  with his  ers twhile enemies  o n Cuba. "I used to  hate the Russ ian miss ileers , but after reading
acco unts  o f their experiences , it is  clear that they exercised the same res traint and clear judgment as  we did. No w, I kno w that no ne
o f us  wanted to  alter life o n this  planet fo r eternity."

Havemann shares  Bo rdne's  sense o f respo ns ibility and he is  a firm believer in pass ing o n the lesso ns  o f 1962 to  future
generatio ns . "No wadays , when I watch the news , it seems  so me peo ple, like the leaders  o f Iran, think that a nuclear weapo n is  little
mo re than a big s tick o f dynamite — and it's  fine to  set o ne o ff here and there. It gives  me a s trange feeling in my s to mach and
so metimes  I co me clo se to  tears ."

Okinawa, Nuclear Weapo ns and Japan's ‘Special Psycho lo gical Pro blem’

Situated amo ng bo iling sulfur pits  and magma-blackened ro cks , the ho t-spring reso rt o f Hako ne, 100  km wes t o f To kyo , pro vided a
suitably apo calyptic backdro p fo r secret nuclear talks  held between the United States  and Japan in No vember 1961. The meetings ,
attended by U.S. Pres ident Jo hn F. Kennedy's  secretary o f s tate, Dean Rusk, and Japan's  fo reign minis ter, Ko saka Zentaro , had
repercuss io ns  fo r the U.S. Air Fo rce miss ileers  then recently dispatched to  Okinawa — and they o ffer a dis turbing glimpse into
To kyo 's  attitude to ward U.S. ato mic weapo ns  jus t 16  years  after the bo mbings  o f Hiro shima and Nagasaki.

The is sue o f nuclear-armed U.S. Mace miss iles  had firs t been bro ached by Ko saka when he met Rusk at the Hako ne Kanko  Ho tel o n
No v. 4. Apparently unaware that the Americans  were jus t abo ut to  put the finishing to uches  to  the firs t Mace launch s ite at Bo lo
Po int o n the main is land o f Okinawa, the Japanese fo reign minis ter s tressed the critical impo rtance o f preventing wo rd fro m leaking
o ut abo ut the presence o f nuclear miss iles  o n Okinawa.

"Anno uncing the deplo yment creates  very s tro ng repercuss io ns  in Japan, o bliging the go vernment to  answer interpellatio ns  in the
Diet," read the o fficial memo randum o f their co nversatio n.

Rusk assured Ko saka that he wo uld pass  the reques t to  his  higher-ups  in Washingto n — and it seems  he was  true to  his  wo rd. Bill
Ho rn, a crew member with the 498th Tactical Mis s ile Gro up o n Okinawa, recalls  the measures  ado pted by  the air fo rce to  hide the
miss iles  fro m public view, including draping the ro ckets  in tarpaulin sheets  and transpo rting them o nly at night. He also  remembers
what happened when his  crew o rdered unifo rm patches  fro m an o ff-base tailo r embro idered with the wo rds  "Tactical Mis s ile Gro up."



"Right away, Ro bert McNamara (Kennedy's  secretary o f defense) put the squash o n tho se patches . We were to ld to  make them
disappear. We were to  be kno wn o nly as  the 'TMG,' and no bo dy was  suppo sed to  kno w what the letters  s to o d fo r. But it was  a farce
— we were hiding in plain s ight," says  Ho rn.

The Hako ne memo randa and miss ileers ' acco unts  hint at the deep tens io ns  within the heart o f the Washingto n-To kyo  alliance. While
Japanese public o pinio n was  o verwhelmingly o ppo sed to  nuclear weapo ns , Japan's  leaders  were either ambivalent abo ut nuclear
weapo ns  o r, in so me cases , inco ntro vertibly pro nuclear.

During the U.S.-led po s twar Allied Occupatio n o f Japan, American autho rities  had rigo ro us ly censo red all media dis cuss io ns  o f
Hiro shima and Nagasaki. But the end o f the Occupatio n, in 1952, was  acco mpanied by a flo o d o f s to ries  abo ut survivo rs ' o ngo ing
s truggles  with radiatio n s ickness . The public's  anger was  reinfo rced in 1954 when the 23 crew members  o f the Lucky Drago n #5
fishing trawler were irradiated mid-Pacific fo llo wing a U.S. H-bo mb tes t explo s io n o n Bikini Ato ll in the Marshall Is lands . One crew
member died leaving the o thers  to  face the lifelo ng effects  o f radiatio n. In pro tes t, 30  millio n Japanese peo ple — mo re than a third
o f the po pulatio n — s igned a petitio n demanding the abo litio n o f nuclear weapo ns  and in Augus t 1955 the Wo rld Co nference Agains t
Ato mic and Hydro gen Bo mbs  was  held in Hiro shima.

Ho wever, success ive Japanese go vernments , including the o ne in which Ko saka served, did no t share the electo rate's  sentiments  o n
abo litio n o f nuclear weapo ns . Operating firmly within the Co ld War co nsensus  that prio ritized the need to  co mbat the spread o f
As ian co mmunism, Japanese leaders  never ques tio ned U.S. nuclear weapo ns  and the U.S. nuclear umbrella.

In fact, the day befo re Ko saka met Rusk, Prime Minis ter Ikeda Hayato — the so -called father o f Japan's  po s twar indus trial gro wth —
had wo ndered o ut lo ud with the secretary o f s tate whether it might be a go o d idea fo r Japan to  po ssess  its  o wn nuclear weapo ns .
Ikeda seemed to  care little that his  veiled reques t fo r the U.S. to  nuclear-equip Japan was  in direct defiance o f its  war-reno uncing
Co ns titutio n — and Rusk shimmied aro und Ikeda's  pro po sal with an awkward jo ke befo re explaining that the U.S. was  o ppo sed to
nuclear pro liferatio n o f any kind.

The U.S. certainly had no  qualms  abo ut s tatio ning nuclear weapo ns  under its  o wn co ntro l o n Okinawa — but it was  no t prepared to
co ntemplate the po ss ibility o f Japanese fingers  o n nuclear triggers .

Niihara Sho ji, the researcher at the fo refro nt o f U.S.-Japan nuclear relatio ns , firs t unco vered the Hako ne memo s  at the U.S. Natio nal
Archives  in Maryland in 2001. He said: "The Japanese go vernment was  so  subservient. High-ranking o fficials  really might have
tho ught that nuclear weapo ns  were the guardian o f the U.S.-Japan military alliance."

To kyo 's  two -faced appro ach to  maintaining an antinuclear s tance in public while secretly suppo rting the Bo mb behind clo sed do o rs
was  o nce again o n display in Hako ne when, o n No v. 4, Ko saka dis cussed U.S. plans  to  resume atmo spheric nuclear tes ts  in the
Pacific. Despite such tes ts  having caused the fatal Lucky Drago n incident (and, unkno wn to  the public, the po tential irradiatio n o f
mo re than 850  o ther Japanese fishing vessels  at the same time), Ko saka said his  go vernment had "no  quarrel with the military
necess ity o f the actio n." Ins tead, he wo rried that U.S. atmo spheric explo s io ns  might s lo w gro wing anti-So viet feelings  in his
co untry. The memo randum reco rded Rusk's  reply: "The United States  do es  unders tand and respect Japan's  special psycho lo gical
pro blem."

Mo re than any o ther, it is  this  phrase that cuts  to  the co re o f U.S.-Japan ato mic relatio ns . Rusk's  failure to  ackno wledge that the
ro o t o f Japan's  nuclear trauma lay in U.S. ato mic bo mbing o f Hiro shima and Nagasaki, and in the Lucky Drago n Incident, is  equaled
o nly in the Japanese go vernment's  hypo crisy in pretending it knew no thing abo ut U.S. nuclear weapo ns  in Okinawa in o rder to
maintain face with its  public.

"The Japanese go vernment didn't want to  co nfirm o fficially the presence o f U.S. nuclear weapo ns  o n Okinawa because they ho ped to
avo id any respo ns ibility fo r them. This  kind o f thinking has  made a big rift between them and the o rdinary, antiwar Japanese public,"
says  Niihara.

Thro ugho ut the 1960s , neither the go vernment o f Japan no r the U.S. admitted that there were nuclear weapo ns  o n Okinawa.
Acco rding to  Niihara's  research, it was  o nly in 1971, when the two  co untries  were nego tiating fo r the return o f the is land, that the
U.S. publicly admitted to  their presence. The reaso n fo r this  sudden ho nes ty? Washingto n wanted To kyo  to  co ugh up tens  o f
millio ns  o f do llars  fo r the weapo ns ' remo val - which it eventually did.

In 1971, with the U.S. eco no my s luggish and Japanese finances  bo o ming, it seems  that the need fo r Co ld War co nfidentiality had
been o uts tripped by a mo re press ing prio rity: the need fo r co ld hard cash.

Jo n Mit chell is  a Welsh-born writer based in Yokohama and represented by Curtis Brown Ltd., New York. On 15 May 2012, Ryukyu Asahi
Bro adcas ting aired an ho ur-lo ng do cumentary based upo n Jo n's  research called 枯れ葉剤を浴びた島 - Defo liated Is land. This  was
fo llo wed by a 90-minute pro gram - The Scoop Special - aired by TV-Asahi o n 20  May 2012. He has written widely on Okinawan social issues
for the Japanese and American press - a selection of which can be found here. He teaches at Tokyo Institute of Technology and is an Asia-Pacific
Journal associate.

This  is  a revised vers io n o f an article that appeared in The Japan Times  o n July 8 , 2012.
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