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10. Battle on Shumshu and Sakhalin Islands

Higuchi feared that depending on how the Soviets would react, the Japanese might need to fight a
war of self-defense, and his fear was realized. At that time, Japan’s total military force on Shumshu
and Paramushir Islands, with the army and navy combined, consisted of 32,000 men, 200 artillery
pieces, 85 tanks and eight carrier-based attack planes.

On August 18, at the stroke of midnight, an ear-piercing sound of artillery shells jerked officers and
soldiers out of sleep. It was the Soviets beginning their military offensive to land on Shumshu Island.
Just past 1 a.m., Soviet troops began landing on Takeda Beach at the northern tip of Shumshu with
the aid of heavy naval bombardment.

After a fierce battle, soldiers on both sides finally stopped fighting at 8 a.m. on August 21. Soviet
forces suffered 4,500 deaths and missing in action, 14 sunken navy squadrons and another 20
boats out of action, whereas Japan suffered 600 deaths and wounded.

On Sakhalin Island, Japanese forces also withstood a ruthless assault by land, sea and air from the
Soviets, thwarting Stalin’s plan to turn southern Sakhalin into the base from which the Soviets would
launch an invasion into Hokkaido.

On August 22, Stalin sent a message to President Truman that stated that against his will the Soviet
Union would abandon its plan to gain possession of Hokkaido. In other words, Higuchi had
successfully defended Hokkaido in his homeland. Had the Soviet Union placed the northern half of
Hokkaido under its control, Stalin would have proceeded to seize not only the entire Hokkaido but
also the Tohoku region in northeastern Japan and even divided and ruled Tokyo along with the
United States. In this sense, the battles on Shumshu and Sakhalin Islands effected an end to
Stalin’s ambitions in Japan.




