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This thesis critically reconstructs a transitional period during which the Japanese colony of
Karafuto was transformed into Soviet Sakhalin. This ‘forgotten’ chapter in the official histories
of both Russia and Japan covers an interval between August 1945 through to July 1949 when the
last ship with Japanese Karafuto inhabitants on board left Russian soil. The thesis adopts a
chronological narrative, with methodological emphasis on microhistory, everyday life history
and egodocuments.

*
Following the Yalta Agreement, when the USSR declared war on Japan on 8 August 1945, it
broke the neutrality pact with Japan it had signed on 13 April 1941 for a period of five years.
Compensation for fighting the Japanese in Manchukuo, Karafuto and Chishima promised to be
highly lucrative — South Sakhalin and the Kuril Islands were going to become Russian once

again.

The attack on Karafuto, as part of the Far Eastern Campaign, began on 9 August. The war
continued until 25 August, when the Red Army took over Karafuto’s capital Toyohara. A large
portion of the population — primarily women, children and the privileged, approximately
103,000 altogether — managed to escape from the island to Hokkaido across the Soya (La

Pérouse) Strait during the first days of the war.

This short war left thousands dead on both sides. Over 18,000 Japanese were taken prisoner
while some 300,000 civilians were kept on the island. Karafuto was to be renamed, rapidly
reorganised and resettled. Its past was to be erased, its history rewritten. The new rulers grew
busy installing a fresh administration and settling their own countrymen. In the meantime, the

fate of the Japanese residents remained in limbo. A strange cohabitation began.

*

Was this forced cohabitation merely a transitional stage or did it demonstrate more ambitious,
far-reaching plans? To set about answering this question, the thesis builds on first-hand
testimonies and draws mainly on three primary sources: memoirs, questionnaire/interviews, and
visual materials. In this context the joining of written and the oral sources is essential, as both
illustrate how working historically with such contrasting sources, juxtaposing and intertwining

them, can produce what we call ‘a chapter in history’.



Archival materials as well as published sources are accorded a secondary status, as

comment upon the primary sources, for objectivity in this research.

Following the General Introduction, the memoirs of Colonel D. N. Kriukov are discussed.
Kriukov, head of the Sakhalin Civil Administration, was a key figure in these events for three
and a half years commencing in 1945. The thesis offers a translation of this essential primary

source, alongside meticulous annotation.

The next chapter presents the results of extensive fieldwork. The questionnaire conducted by the
author among 120 former Karafuto residents in Japan, and the selected interviews that followed
it, represent the voices that are the indispensable counterweight to the memoirs of Soviet

officials.

The last chapter is based on a large collection of visual material (photographs, film shots,
posters, drawings, and artefacts). Used as non-written evidence, they confirm or contradict what
we had demonstrated in the previous chapters and show, in the true sense of the word, what other

sources fail to say.

The Appendices to this thesis are no less significant than the chapters themselves. They include
various hitherto unpublished and translated Soviet documents, classified as ‘top secret’ up until

recently.
This study makes three key contributions:

1. It is the first scholarly work that fully reconstructs a lost chapter in the history of Russo-
Japanese relations, employing Soviet/Russian, Japanese and American primary and secondary

sources.

2. It adds to the history of the settlers and resettlers who were caught in the vortex of territorial

transfers.

3. It gives methodological priority to sources largely used in social sciences (sociology,

anthropology) as contributions to a broader understanding of history.
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