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5. Higuchi’s decision to save Jewish refugees

On March 10, 1938, Higuchi received the first report that approximately 20,000 Jewish refugees
fleeing Nazi persecution were stranded in a blizzard in Otpor on the Soviet border with Manzhouli,
Manchukuo (there are various theories regarding the number of those Jews).

These Jews had arrived there by freight train on the Trans-Siberian Railway to seek entry into
Manchukuo but were stranded because Manchukuo refused their entry. Having run out of food in the
extreme cold, they were on the verge of freezing to death.

The Soviet government at the time issued transit visas to Jewish refugees but did not allow them to
remain in their territory, leaving those refugees no other option than to seek entry into Manchukuo.
Dr. Kaufman forthwith visited Higuchi and appealed for assistance in easing the plight of his
brethren.

However, for Higuchi to bypass the Manchukuo Foreign Ministry to receive the Jewish refugees was
above and beyond his scope of responsibilities. If he took the wrong approach, he would be
interrupted by Hitler and incur the displeasure of the Kwantung Army (the Japanese Army unit
stationed in Manchukuo). Thinking that the Emperor of Japan would take a humanitarian approach
toward the refugees, he concluded that it would be a shame for his country if all those seeking help
were left to die just to protect himself or out of his negligence. Helping those in need is the
manifestation of the Bushido samurai spirit, he told himself.

“Dr. Kaufman, you can leave the refugee issue to me. I'll deal with it. Please start preparations to
host them right away; arrange food and clothes for them,” said Higuchi. His powerful words
overwhelmed Dr. Kaufman, causing him to cry in front of Higuchi.



