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Week 6 The 1971 Imperial 
Visit to Europe 

THE IDEA OF JAPAN [II] 
• The Times rolls out the red carpet 
• Problems with forgiving and 

forgetting  

Reading 1 Mediating memories The October 1971 Imperial visit to Europe 
FIFTY YEARS AFTER HIS FIRST, EPOCHAL VISIT TO 

BRITAIN AS JAPAN’S PRINCE REGENT IN MARCH 

1921, the Shōwa emperor retraced his journey West. 
Leaving Japan with the empress, the emperor 
travelled via Alaska (where he briefly met US 
President Nixon) to the Netherlands, Belgium and 
France, before arriving in Britain on October 6.  
HINTS OF TROUBLE ahead came in Antwerp on 
September 30, when an egg was thrown at Hirohito’s 
official car▶. Nevertheless, those who planned the 
official visit appear to have reckoned without the 
strength of feeling among former prisoners of war 
(POWs) and their families, who felt that the emperor, 
and therefore Japan, had been too easily forgiven by 
Britain and other countries.  
The Times was obliged to report this incident and 
many others. Lord Mountbatten of Burma, who had 
accepted Japan’s official surrender in 1945 on behalf 
of British forces, was mysteriously busy when the 
emperor came to London. The POWs lining the route 
for the emperor’s trip down to the Cenotaph in Whitehall turned their backs on his 
motorcade. A tree was dug up and poisoned. A wreath was laid with an angry note. 
Note that most of those involved were questioned by the police but released without 
charges being laid.  
THERE WAS A GREAT DEAL OF BAD FEELING among ordinary Britons when the 
emperor of Japan came calling. But The Times did its best to paper over the cracks. 
In 1921, The Times had laid out the red carpet for the same Emperor, when he was 
Prince Regent, standing in for his father on the first foreign trip ever taken by a 
Japanese emperor. Articles had celebrated the strength of the Anglo-Japanese 
Alliance (which was abrogated the following year).  
The Times thus had a long history of speaking for official Britain and of reflecting 
government policy, and its treatment of Hirohito’s second visit in 1971 was true to 
this tradition. And in May 1972, when the Queen and Prince Philip paid a return visit 
to Tokyo, Times reporters stood ready once again to do the honours.  
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Reading 3            
 

 
The Times October 8 1971 
Problems of forgiving and 
forgetting. 
 
On October 7, outside 
Claridges hotel, a man 
standing a few feet away 
from the emperor 
shouted, “Fascist, fascist, 
fascist. Murdering 
bastard.” He later 
explained that his father 
had been a British 
prisoner of War on the 
‘death railway’ in Burma 
and had died in 1942.  
 
Later that day, a tree 
which had been planted 
by emperor Hirohito was 
found cut down with its 
roots soaked in 
potassium chlorate.  
 
 
 
 
 

 
 



Reading 4 The Times 4 October 6 1971 Another protest. And Lord Mountbatten 
 otherwise engaged.  is



QUESTIONNAIRE CLASS NAME WEEK NO. 
NAME STUDENT NO. DATE 
1. WHAT WAS THIS CLASS ABOUT?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2. WHAT ARE THE MAIN QUESTIONS IT RAISES? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3. WHAT IS IMPORTANT ABOUT THIS SUBJECT? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
4. ANY OTHER COMMENTS? 
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