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The following article describes human surgery and operations of a gruesome nature. Only read if you have a strong stomach. 


It was undoubtedly the most horrific scientific project known to man. More brutal than Adolf Hitler's obsession with his Herrenvolk Master Race, more savage than the torture methods of the middle ages. It was the most secretive project of World War II, it was known only as Unit 731, and until 1989 it officially did not exist. 


In 1989, a construction crew working at Shinjuku, Tokyo's most bustling redevelopment site, uncovered the darkest secret in Japanese history. An explosion, and then silence as the men gaped in awe and disgust at what lay before them, buried beneath the ground. An enormous cache of human remains — the evidence that had long been sought after to expose Unit 731, a project headed by a man named Shiro Ishii who experimented on Japanese-captured POWs. 


Word spread across Tokyo faster than any known before it. The Japanese government, no longer able to conceal the truth, was forced to confess its greatest sins — that, mere metres from the construction site, were the remains of Lieutenant General Shiro Ishii's Unit 731. For more than forty years, the government of Japan conspired to keep the ghoulish experiments completely secret, under the closest guard. And what's more is the experiments conducted would never have been revealed to begin with had it not been for the discovery of classified documents in a second-hand bookshop in downtown Tokyo. The documents — meticulously detailed and absolutely candid, written by Ishii himself — served as proof of Unit 731's existence, despite government denial. That was, until the construction site revelation. 


As a young man, Shiro Ishii was a brilliant Army microbiologist. He was described as flamboyant and outgoing, and he soon drew the attention of senior officers. He was promoted and pushed for the development of biological weapons whilst in league with the Japanese War Ministry. In 1931, Japan invaded Manchuria and Ishii took the opportunity to begin his experiments in Beiyinhe. He was granted an astronomical budget and three hundred men. His first assignment was given the cover name 'Togo Unit.' 


The horror began with the very building of the facility in Beiyinhe. It was built by Chinese slaves, and was known as the 'Zhong Ma Prison Camp.' In the centre of the camp was the 'Zhong Ma Castle' which housed the prisoners and laboratories. 


The number of prisoners held at Zhong Ma was more than five hundred. Some were legitimate bandits and criminals while others were described as 'suspicious persons.' They were all fed well and exercised regularly — but not out of kindness or because of rights. This was done only because good scientific results required healthy specimens. The prisoners were known as 'marutas' — 'logs.' 


The experiments conducted by Ishii and his team defy description. If it was a heart or a brain that Ishii wished to experiment on, a prisoner was taken at random and his chest or skull was cleaved open with Ishii's surgical tool of choice — an axe. The heart or brain was removed, taken to Ishii, and the bodies were buried. 


Furthermore, he experimented on prisoners using his specialty — biological warfare. He would infect prisoners with anthrax and plague. There is one documented case of Ishii infecting nine Chinese prisoners with plague bacteria. In twelve days, they had temperatures upwards of forty degrees celsius. By the nineteenth day, all but one had died. He was cut open — alive — in an attempt to see what made him survive so long. Prisoners were also poisoned with phosgene gas, or injected with potassium cyanide. They were subjected to electricity with power upwards of 20 000 volts. Many prisoners died. All survivors were autopsied alive to see why they had survived. And every result was detailed meticulously. 


By 1939, Shiro Ishii's reputation had grown larger than the number of deaths at Zhong Ma. His camp was relocated to Pingfan, Machuria, in a facility that rivalled the size of Germany's Auschwitz-Birkenau camp. The setup at Pingfan was six square kilometres in area. Its most distinctive feature was three large funnels which were really enormous furnaces to burn any remains. Another camp for Unit 731 was also set up in Mukden. It housed prisoners of war from America, Britain, New Zealand Australia. 


The most 'important' experiment conducted by Unit 731 was frostbite research. Because frostbite slowed down military force in the freezing cold climate of Manchuria, naked prisoners were thrown into sub-freezing temperatures. Unit 731 soldiers would then beat the body with sticks until a loud, resounding ring was heard which signified that the freezing process was completed. Still more experiments include suspending prisoners upside down to observe how long it takes them to choke to death on their own saliva, injecting their kidneys with horse urine to witness its effect, and injecting air into the prisoners' lungs to test for the onset of embolisms. Some were even shot so the doctors could practice removal of bullets. Ken Yuasa, one of the remaining men who worked in Unit 731 (he is now aged eighty-two) recalls that "doctors practiced amputations while the victim was still conscious." 


Granted, the experiments carried out by Unit 731 were disturbing to the very extremes, however the involvement of the American government is even more troubling. Though American denial is strong and suggests otherwise, the truth is that the American government supplied Shiro Ishii's project with soldiers deemed 'unfit' and 'indispensable.' They did this in the hopes that Ishii would share with them the notes he had compiled on biological warfare. He did not. 


After World War II ended, Shiro Ishii demanded that every building in which Unit 731 was involved with be destroyed. His demands were complied with. Shortly thereafter, the American government brought thirty people to trial by an Allied war crimes tribunal in Yokohama, Japan, on March 11, 1948. Amongst charges of vivisection and wrongful removal of body parts were charges of cannibalism based on claims that the Japanese scientists ate the livers of American soldiers who were test subjects. 


Twenty-three of the thirty defendants were found guilty on various charges, each with varying degrees. All cannibalism charges were dismissed due to lack of evidence. Five of the twenty-three people charged were sentenced to death. Four were sentenced to life imprisonment. The remaining fourteen were sentenced to shorter terms. None of the terms were carried out. Instead, those charged were given freedom in exchange for copies of Shiro Ishii's notes. The Korean War had begun and America intended to use biological warfare to gain control. They wanted what Japan had and now that Japan was an ally, they had no fears that Japan would use the knowledge against them. Their interest in punishing Japan had diminished, and all that remained was a web of lies. 


The American denial went far enough to allow the government final say on anything related to their involvement in Unit 731. All book manuscripts which even suggested that America had been involved in Unit 731 were destroyed. No documentaries were filmed on the subject. Four films were proposed to be centered around Unit 731 and the American participation, and all of them were withdrawn due to legal action from high-ranking officials in the government, namely United States General Douglas MacArthur, supreme commander for the Allied Forces. 


The Odyssey — Code Of Silence by Natsuko Williams states: "General [Douglas] MacArthur`s (supreme commander for the Allied Forces) CIC agents not only covered up war crimes against Americans, but also aggressively protected the architect of those crimes, Lieutenant General Shiro Ishii. Under General MacArthur`s protection, the Japanese germ warfare researchers became some of Japan`s most prominent citizens — university presidents, heads of medical centers, Governor of Tokyo, heads of public health agencies, Head of Japan Olympic Committee, top Japanese lawmakers and industrialists." 


These men not only performed horrible tests on POWs, but they also experimented using germ warfare — anthrax, plague, smallpox — sometimes with unexpected results. The Unit members developed the capability to produce 500 000 000 plague-infected fleas each year. However, those who suffered the most were the Japanese themselves — the errors they made were so bad that they infected themselves with their own plague, cholera, and dysentry. As many as ten thousand Japanese scientists died from bungled experiments. 


That is not to say that others did not suffer from their experiments. From October 1940 through to November 1941, these bombs were dropped on the Chinese cities of Chuhsien, Ningpo, Chanhteh, and Kinghwa. 





