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Dark Tourism Sites of Note in Akita Prefecture
with Foreign Connections
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The purpose of these research notes is to compile a list of areas of interest
related to dark tourism in Akita Prefecture that are interesting from a foreign
perspective, and to collect information on these sites and their history in English,
as many sources of information are only available in Japanese. We will also
examine if these sites are considered as “dark” tourism sites by the cities in the
prefecture, and whether or not they are marketed as such in order to increase
visitors to the sites.

These research notes are divided into three main events. Each part will begin
with a summary of the history of the event, and then some of the most significant
and/or most interesting dark tourism sites related to foreign victims or with ties
to world events will be presented. Some data will not have any supporting
references as the data was gathered via on-site visits to the locations. In those
cases, the location of the information (e.g. museum exhibition etc.) will be
clearly indicated in the footnotes.

Part 1 - The Bombing of Tsuchizaki Harbour in 1945 (1:I#Z=EE)

Historical Background

One interesting historical event to occur in
Akita Prefecture is the bombing of Tsuchizaki
Harbour during the Second World War.
Although not a significant attack in terms of
its impact on the conclusion of the war, the
attack is interesting as it was the last
bombing carried out by American troupes of
the entire war, and additionally is considered
the furthest American bombing of Japan in

terms of distance.! The bombing of the Photo courtesy of Tsuchizaki Minato Port Area
Historical Museum

! Charles Reyher. Memoirs of a B-29 Pilot, 2008. page 146



harbour finished just scant hours before the official surrender was given by the
Japanese Emperor.

The attack occurred late at night on the 14" and continued until 3:00 the next
morning. B-29 Superfortress bombers dropped a stunning total of 12,047 bombs
on the small harbour. Tsuchizaki port was chosen due to its strategic importance,
and because it was the site of oil fields, oil reserve tanks, and a large oil refinery.?

As the civilian population of Tsuchizaki was fairly small at the time, causalities
were not as high as the bombings/air raids of larger urban centres like Osaka,
Tokyo etc. It is estimated that 250 people died, and a further 200 were injured. 3

(Tsuchizaki Town was incorporated into the neighboring city of Akita on April 1,
1941)

Dark Tourism Sites of Note:

1) Tsuchizaki Minato Port Area Historical Museum and Victim Memorial
Statue

Located about a 20-minute walk from the port in the

old centre of Tsuchizaki City, the Tsuchizaki Minato

Port Area Historical Museum holds a small but

interesting exhibit on the bombing. Several survivors’

accounts and historical items of interest are on

displaY'4 Photo courtesy of
Of particular note, the remains of a bombed building Tsuchizaki Minato Port
are incorporated into the design of the interior of the Area Historical Museum
museum itself giving visitors a true sense of the impact.

2)  The Tsuchizaki Bombing Memorial Statue

Located next to the port, the statue commemorates those
individuals who lost their lives in the bombing. The design of

the statue is that of a young woman holding a dove, facing out  Photo courtesy of
Tsuchizaki City

2 Yahoo News War Archives. KAK/Z467 #5+Dq f&. https://wararchive.yahoo.co.jp/airraid/akita/. Access on
Feb 15, 2022.

% Yahoo News War Archives. KA/Z#T #eF+ D015

4 On-site visit to the museum, August 14", 2021.
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to sea. The statue was also erected to promote an end to war. The inscription
reads:

On the eve of August 15, 1945, when Japan suffered a major defeat in its
history, our hometown was hit by the onslaught of the U.S. Air Force bombing
centered on the "Nippon Oil" factory, and about 184 citizens and wmilitary
personnel became casualties. After that, in 1975, the "A-bomb Citizens'
Conference" was established, and various memorial events have been held
since then. With the cooperation of the public and the private sector, this
memorial statue was constructed to bring peace to the spirits of the deceased.
We also hope it will promote and protect a permanent peace in the world, the
prosperity of our hometown, and allow spirits to rest in peace.

Summary:

The Tsuchizaki harbour bombing site is not labelled by the city as being a “dark”
tourism site and nothing the museum exhibit describes it as such. It is also not
particularly promoted as a tourism site. For example, it is not listed as a tourism
site on the various official tourism websites of Akita City.

Considering the event’s unique nature as the last bombing of the Second World
War and the longest bombing run conducted during the war, it is likely the
location has more potential to attract tourist than in its current state. It seems as
though the museum is more of a local memorial to the spirits of those who died
than an attempt to reach tourist and inform people from outside Akita City.

Part 2 - Remembrance Memorials and Monuments to the 1983 Sea of

Japan Earthquake and Tsunami ( B Z<¥g 5 S0 H5E AHE0R)

Historical Background

On May 26% 1983 at 11:59pm, an Earthquake
occurred off the coast of Akita Prefecture. The
magnitude of the quake was 7.7 and struck about
100 meters off the coast of Akita.> The quake itself
caused some structural damage and four deaths in
Japan, but by far the worst of the damage was
caused by the resulting tsunami with waves

reaching up to 30 feet (14 meters) that rapidly Photo courtesy of Japanese
Meteorological Agency

° National Research Council. Japan Sea Central Region Tsunami of May 26, 1983: A Reconnaissance Report.
Washington, DC: The National Academies Press. 1984. pgs 2-6



headed towards Japan and South Korea.® Due to the short time frame between
the earthquake and the tsunami (about 7~14 min) and the belief that tsunami
were extremely unlikely in the Sea of Japan, almost no one evacuated from the
coast. ”

Dark Tourism Sites of Note:

1) Swiss Tourist Monument

A Swiss tourist visiting the area with her husband,
Magdalena Brandenburger, was killed while her husband
survived. They were with a Japanese guide at the time.
It is disputed whether or not the guide told her and her
husband to evacuate. However, there is evidence to
support the assertion that the guide did not advise the
couple to evacuate. In particular, a report sourced from

Kahoku news indicates their guide remorsefully saying PhOX: czurtesy of
“Had I any knowledge that an earthquake could cause a GAO Aquarium
tsunami ---” implying that he was regretful of his actions.® Regardless, the Swiss

woman and her husband were swept away by the water. Her husband managed to
cling to a reef, but unfortunately, Magdalena was carried away by the tsunami and
drowned. ¢

Her memorial is located on the grounds of Oga Aquarium, which is one of the
most popular tourism sites in Akita. Her memorial includes a photograph and an
inscription which reads:

On the afternoon of May 26, 1983, many casualties were caused by the
tsunami caused by the Nihonkai-Chubu Earthquake with a magnitude of 7.7.
Swiss traveler Magdalena Brandenberger (38 years old at the time) lost her
precious life here as well. We erect this statue to wholeheartedly comfort
Magdalena's spivit in a foreign land, and pray for international goodwill and
peace.

% Yoshinobu Tsuji et al. ##/HFEs 2585 /= H AT ETME#)%. National Research Institute for Disaster
Prevention, Vol 90, 1985. pgs 2-10, Chapter 4.

" Kahoku News. i Ifid, HUEEZS K7z HIRIZEIS A L Fbit .
https://kahoku.news/articles/20210530khn000002.html. May, 2021. Accessed on Feb 10, 2022.

8 Kahoku News. 25 /F/2, HZEDAHe/z 6 W8 IZ061F 5 & 5741 May, 2021.

9 Yoshinobu Tsuji et al. 1984
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Other memorials and monuments to the tragedy:

2) Aikawa Minami Elementary School Tragedy Monument

On the coast of the Oga peninsula in Akita Prefecture, 43
elementary school students and their teachers were on a
school outing at the beach. It was a sunny, calm day. The
seismic intensity of the earthquake in Oga was only
4~5.,5.19 Additionally, the earthquake occurred while the
teachers and students were still on-route to the beach,
and it was reported that they did not feel the strength of
the earthquake while driving.!!

By the time the teachers were warned, it was too late as Photo courtesy of

the sea had receded and came back in in the space of a Kita Akita City
couple of minutes.!? There was not enough time to gather the young students to
evacuate and the tsunami wave swept a large number of students out to sea. The
teachers and various fishing boats and leisure boats in the vicinity came to help
rescue the children, however unfortunately, 13 elementary students died.’® A
monument was erected on the location of the old school building.

3) The Calm Wave and the Maiden

The tsunami continued up the coast and a few minutes
later reached Happo Town where 35 Tohoku Electric
workers were working on the construction of Noshiro
Port. All 35 workers also lost their lives. The town
decided to erect a statue for the elementary children and
the electric workers, and others who died in the tsunami.
It is called the Calm Wave and the Maiden. The statue
was constructed as a “memorial of the victims of the

tsunami and to always remember this tragic day.” 14 Photo courtesy of
Happo Town

1% Japan Meteorological Agency. https://www.data.jma.go.jp/svd/eqdb/data/shindo/
index.html#19830526115957

ORI T HER O AGDOEGE . —f52E0E. Yomiuri Shimbun May 27, 1983, morning edition, page 23

2 Yomiuri Shimbun May 27, 1983, morning edition, page 23

3 Yomiuri Shimbun May 27, 1983, morning edition, page 23

* Happo Town Website. https://happouchou.com/wp/statue_young_girl pedestal repair/ Accessed on Feb 17,
2022.




Site Summary:

With respect to the Swiss woman Magdalena who tragically lost her life in the
tsunami of 1983, there isn’t much of a sense that a long-term connection to
Switzerland was forged, which is a shame. It would be interesting if there had
been more of a push to create a sustained bond between Switzerland and Akita
Prefecture via intercultural exchange programs.

The area is not listed on the Prefecture’s tourism websites as a “dark tourism”
area, although a search on the Internet will reveal that the incident with the
children is included in blogs on disaster sites in Japan.

Part 3 — Akita and the Boshin War
Historical Background

The Boshin War is of interest as it is one of the first modern-style warfare
conflicts in Japan in which the foreign colonial powers of England and France had
a hand in the politics of and offered military assistance to the Japanese
government.” The Hollywood blockbuster The Last Samurai starring Tom Cruise,
was partially based on the events of the Boshin War. The war was widespread,
but there were several important events that occurred in Akita, with the main one
being the Akita War.

The Boshin War, also known as the Japanese revolution, was a civil-war fought
between the Tokugawa shogunate, and samurai who wanted to return power to
the imperial family. At the time, most of Akita Prefecture was part of the
Dewa-province, and the Akita City area was called the Kubota Domain and was
controlled by the Satake Clan.

The Satake Clan was initially on the side of the Tokugawa shogunate in the war
and joined the Ouetsu Reppan Domei, or Ouetsu Reppan Alliance, however the
clan became disaffected and they backed out of the alliance to then back the
forces supporting the rule of the imperial family. Their former allies were angered
by their defection and attacked the Kubota Domain. The Satake Clan were hard
pressed, but managed to retain control of their domain until the Meiji Restoration
abolished the daimyo system in 1871.%

The Tokugawa Shogunate was previously well-known to be anti-foreign, having
put into place the Sakoku, the famous isolationist policy that Commodore

' Christian Polak. #5 & f: 1541 &5 AKX E100FEDMFEL  (JLFhFT-195041(. Tokyo: Hachette / Fujin
Gahosha, 2001. pg. 81
' Eiko Onodera. /KRS & FHALEHE L DH-#% T/ 2004. pg 194.
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Matthew Perry of the U.S. Navy put an end to with his black ships in 1853. The
Sakoku policy limited trade and interaction between Japan and the outside world.
However, during the Boshin war, the Shogunate modernized its military forces
significantly. British and French diplomats and military consultants both assisted
in modernizing Japan’s armies during the war with the two countries selling arms
to both sides in the conflict.!”

The Boshin war and the defeat of the Tokugawa forces directly lead to the Meiji
Revolution, the modernization of Japan, and the end of the feudal system of
samurai and daimyo.'® It can easily be considered one of the most, if not the most
formative periods in modern Japanese history and is very important historically
and culturally.

Dark Tourism Sites Related to the Boshin War in Akita

1) The Ruins of Kubota Castle/Senshu Park

The home of the Satake Clan was Kubota Castle located in

what is now Akita City, the prefectural capital of Akita. The

area became a provincial park named Senshu, and certain

parts of the castle were rebuilt as a tourist attraction.

In Senshu Park, there are also three shrines and two

museums. One of the museums is inside a rebuilt corner

turret. In both museums, the history of the Boshin war and

the Satake Clan is exhibited along with items belonging to  ppoto courtesy of
the Clan, and historical weapons, household items, etc. 7 (Wikipedia)
These weapons include modern weapons that were provided by the French and
the British. It is an interesting counterpoint to see them alongside more
traditional Japanese weapons and armour.

2) Kakunodate Samurai Homes and Museums

Kakunodate is a historical, picturesque town located in
the mountains not far from Lake Tazawako, in Akita
Prefecture. The town was the home of a branch of the
Satake Clan. During the war, battles were fought in the

area and many interesting dark tourism sites are located Graves of Boshin War soldiers.

. . 15 4

in the city." Photo courtesy of %% <
y ZEDE Historical Website

Y7 Kéichi Hagiwara. X7 PiAFlERE & A X (-7, Kawade Shobd Shinsha, 2004. pg 46
® Andrew Gordon. A Modern History of Japan. New York: Oxford, 2003. pgs 64-65.
Y B O & & EEEDFL. http://mitinoku.biz/hist_walk/hist_akita/?p=1637. Accessed on January 10, 2022.




Site Summary:

Senshu Park is located in downtown Akita City, and is a very famous tourism site.
The history of the Satake Clan in the museums and that of the Boshin War are
well described, but there isn’t much mentioned about foreign involvement in the
war. It would likely be more interesting to the many cruise ship tourists who visit
the park if the exhibits were to include more information about the foreign impact
on the political climate and Japan’s military.

While Kakunodate is a well-known tourism area, it’s mainly renowned for its
cherry blossoms and samurai houses. Its ties to and importance in the Boshin war
are much less well-known and not focused on in the tourism brochures available
from the tourism information office, as well as the online websites.

Conclusion

While Akita Prefecture does not have a large number of dark tourism sites, it
does have some moderately significant ones. However, the prefecture does not
choose to advertise them as “dark tourism” sites. This is a shame because with
the declining birthrate and aging society problems that Japan is currently facing,
tourism is one way to bring in much needed revenue to rural areas, and dark
tourism is one facet that could be utilized to promote the Akita area.

In particular, the bombing of Tsuchizaki port is an ideal site to expand upon. Its
significance as the final bombing of the Second World War, and the unique
interest of the area being one of the few oil fields in Japan could be used and
promoted far more effectively by simply including the site on the City’s official
tourism website.

Although dark tourism sites are delicate and difficult to promote in certain ways,
nevertheless they are opportunities to increase tourism and to recognize an
important part of a dynamic cultural and historical landscape.
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