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THE LEGACY OF THE SOVIET OFFENSIVES OF AUGUST 1945 

BY JEFF MANKOFF | AUGUST 13, 2015 

JAPAN, RUSSIA, UNITED STATES 

The Second World War was an unparalleled calamity for the Soviet Union. As many as 27 

million Soviet soldiers and civilians died as a result of the conflict that started with the German 

invasion of Poland in September 1939 and ended with the Japanese surrender in August 1945. 

 

Consumed by this existential struggle along its western border, the Soviet Union was a 

comparatively minor factor in the Pacific War until the very end. Yet Moscow’s timely 

intervention in the war against Japan allowed it to expand its influence along the Pacific Rim. 

 

With the breakdown of Allied unity soon heralding the onset of the Cold War, Soviet gains in 

Asia also left a legacy of division and confrontation, some of which endure into the present. 

 

By the 1930s, Stalin’s Soviet Union and Imperial Japan both viewed themselves as rising 

powers with ambitions to extend their territorial holdings. In addition to a strategic rivalry dating 

back to the 19th century, they now nursed an ideological enmity born of the Bolshevik 

Revolution and the ultraconservative military’s growing hold on Japanese politics. In 1935, 

Japan signed the AntiComintern Pact with Hitler’s Germany, laying the foundation for the 

creation of the Axis (Fascist Italy would join the following year). 

 

The two militaries engaged in a series of skirmishes along the frontier between Soviet Siberia 

and Japanese-occupied Manchuria (Manchukuo) during the late 1930s. The largest, at Khalkin 

Gol in the summer of 1939, left more than 17,000 dead. Yet worried by growing tensions in 

Europe and Southeast Asia, both Moscow and Tokyo recognized that their respective ambitions 

in Manchuria were not worth the mounting costs and soon turned their attention to other 

theaters. 

 

Just two days after the German Wehrmacht launched Operation Barbarossa in June 1941, 

Moscow and Tokyo signed a non-aggression pact. Freed from the danger of a two-front war, the 

Soviet Union was able to focus all its resources on resisting the German onslaught. The Red 

Army consequently played virtually no role in the Pacific war that was soon raging, at least until 

the very end. 

 

While recognizing that Moscow had no resources to spare as long as its troops were tied down 

in Europe, U.S. President Franklin Roosevelt nonetheless sought to enlist Soviet assistance in 

the war against Japan once Germany had been defeated. Soviet leader Josef Stalin agreed, 

aiming to expand Soviet borders in Asia. Stalin began building up Soviet forces in the Far East 

once the tide of the war in Europe had turned following the Battle of Stalingrad. 

 

At the February 1945 Yalta Conference, Stalin agreed that the Soviet Union would enter the war 

against Japan three months after Germany’s surrender. The Yalta declaration gave Moscow 

back southern Sakhalin and the Kurile Islands, which Japan had seized during the Russo-

Japanese War in 1904-05. Mongolia was also to be recognized as an independent state (it was 
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already a Soviet client), and Soviet interests in the naval base at the Chinese port of Port Arthur 

(Dalian) and the Manchurian railway that it had controlled before 1905 were to be respected. 

 

Moscow subsequently declared war on Tokyo on August 8, 1945, two days after the atomic 

bombing of Hiroshima and one day before the second bomb fell on Nagasaki (though Western 

historiography has long emphasized the role of the nuclear attacks in compelling Japan’s 

surrender, newly available Japanese documents emphasize the importance of the Soviet 

declaration of war in forcing Tokyo’s hand). 

 

A massive invasion of Manchuria began the day after the Soviet declaration of war. Soviet 

forces also conducted amphibious landings along Japan’s colonial periphery: Japan’s Northern 

Territories, on Sakhalin Island, and in the northern part of the Korean Peninsula. 

 

Washington and Moscow had agreed in advance to set up a joint trusteeship in Korea with an 

eye towards establishing Korea, under Japanese colonial rule since 1910, as an independent 

state. As in Europe, the U.S. and Soviet Union each received an occupation zone, on either side 

of the 38th parallel. Unable to reach an agreement on a government for both zones, the U.S. 

and Soviet trustees presided over the establishment of competing Korean governments for the 

north (Pyongyang) and south (Seoul). The stage was set for the Korean War, which broke out in 

January 1950 when North Korean forces poured across the 38th parallel, by then an 

international border. 

 

The Soviet landings in Sakhalin faced significant Japanese resistance, but gradually succeeded 

in consolidating control over the entire island. Until 1945, Sakhalin was usually divided between 

a Russian zone in the north and a Japanese zone in the south. Russia and Japan had struggled 

over this large, sparsely populated island for more than a century, with the 1855 Treaty of 

Shimoda specifying that Russians could live in the north of the island and Japanese in the 

south. Japan relinquished its claims in 1875, but then seized the island during the Russo-

Japanese War before returning the northern half to Moscow’s control in 1925. With the Treaty of 

San Francisco, which formally ended the war in the Pacific, Japan ceded all claims to Sakhalin, 

leaving the island under Soviet control even though Moscow had declined to sign the treaty. 

 

The Soviet refusal to sign was more problematic with regard to a group of small islands 

northeast of Hokkaido and southwest of Russia’s Kamchatka Peninsula: Iturup, Kunashir, 

Shikotan, and Habomai. These islands had also been subject of a Russo-Japanese quarrel 

dating back to the 19th century. Moscow regarded these islands as the southernmost part of the 

Kurile chain, which Japan had renounced at San Francisco. The treaty neither specified, 

however, which islands belonged to the Kurile chain, nor recognized Soviet control over them. 

Japan, backed up by the U.S. argued that the four islands do not belong to the Kuriles, and that 

the USSR was illegally occupying them. 

 

The dispute over these islands has prevented an agreement formally ending hostilities between 

Japan and Russia (as the USSR’s legal successor) up to the present. The issue is highly 

sensitive to nationalist factions in both Moscow and Tokyo, despite periodic efforts by diplomats 

on both sides to reach an agreement. 

 

With both Russia and Japan increasingly wary of Chinese power in the Asia-Pacific, four 

sparsely populated outposts at the edge of the Sea of Okhotsk remain in many ways the biggest 

impediment to a rapprochement between Moscow and Tokyo that could reshape Asian 



geopolitics. 

 

Meanwhile, the division of Korea has already sparked one major war, along with and untold 

suffering inside totalitarian North Korea. With 30,000 American troops still stationed in South 

Korea across the DMZ from an increasingly paranoid, nuclear armed North Korea, the Korean 

Peninsula remains one of the world’s most dangerous flashpoints. 

 

Stalin’s intervention in the war against Japan came late in the day, but in many ways it 

continues shaping the Asian security environment six decades later. 
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____________________________________________________________________________ 
The Japanese Minister of Foreign Affairs (Togo) to the 

Japanese Ambassador in the Soviet Union (Sato) 

[Translation] 

[Tokyo,] July 21, 1945--9:30 p.m. 

Secret  

Urgent 

932. Re my telegram No. 931. 

1. We cannot accept unconditional surrender (understood fully your telegram No. 1416) 

in any situation. Although it is apparent that there will be more casualties on both 

sides in case the war is prolonged, we will stand united as one nation against the 

enemy if the enemy forcibly demands our unconditional surrender. It is, however, our 

intention to achieve, with Soviet assistance, a peace which is not of unconditional 

nature, in order to avoid such a situation as mentioned above in accordance with His 

Majesty's desire. It will be necessary for us to expert our utmost efforts to have the 

United States and Great Britain understand thoroughly this intention. Thus, it is 

impossible at this time to ask the Soviet Union unconditionally for assistance in 

obtaining peace; at the same time, it is also impossible and to our disadvantage to 

indicate the concrete conditions immediately at this time on account of internal and 

external relations. Under such delicate circumstances, we hope to have Prince Konoye 

transmit to the Soviet Union our concrete intentions based on the Emperor's wishes and 

following a conference to have the Soviets deal with the United States and Great 

Britain, while considering the Soviet demands in Asia. 

2. Taking into consideration the fact that this matter is a negotiation of the utmost 

importance which may determine the fate of our country, I request that you take full 

measures to grasp the true intentions of the Soviet Union by seeking sufficient 

explanations, for instance, even with respect to the Soviet reply transmitted in your 

telegram No. 1417. 

3. It is a matter of course that the special envoy has the responsibility of advising 

the Government; but please explain to the Soviets, if necessary, that the envoy is to 

be dispatched as a special envoy in accordance with the wishes of the Emperor, whose 

chief aim is benevolence. Please take care to fully impress the other party with the 

facts regarding his Majesty's trust in Prince Konoye and the prominent position held 

by the Prince in the political circles in our country. 

4. If the proposal at the beginning of my telegram No. 1427 is not absolutely 

necessary, please avoid making a written proposal. 
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Letter from Harry S. Truman to Bess W. Truman, July 20, 1945. Family, Business, and Personal 

Affairs Papers. 

 

Truman Papers 

 

Berlin July 20, 1945 

 

Dear Bess: 

 

It was an experience to talk to you from my desk here in Berlin night before last. It sure 

made me homesick. This is a hell of a place--ruined, dirty, smelly, forlorn people, 

bedraggled, hangdog look about them. You never saw as completely ruined a city. But 

they did it. I am most comfortably fixed and the palace where we meet is one of two intact 

palaces left standing. 

 

Jim Blair came to see me yesterday and had breakfast with me this morning. He is a Lt. 

Col. and is in charge of food and clean up for American forces here. Said it was the 

filthiest place he ever saw when he arrived--but it's clean now. 

 

We had a tough meeting yesterday. I reared up on my hind legs and told 'em where to get 

off and they got off. I have to make it perfectly plain to them at least once a day that so 

far as this President is concerned Santa Claus is dead and that my first interest is U.S.A., 

then I want the Jap War won and I want 'em both in it. Then I want peace--world peace 

and will do what can be done by us to get it. But certainly am not going to set up another 

foil here in Europe, pay reparations, feed the world, and get nothing for it but a nose 

thumbing. They are beginning to awake to the fact that I mean business. 

 

It was my turn to feed 'em at a formal dinner last night. Had Churchill on my right, Stalin 

on my left. We toasted the British King, the Soviet President, the U.S. President, the two 

honor guests, the foreign ministers, one at a time, etc. etc. ad lib. Stalin felt so friendly 

that he toasted the pianist when he played a Tskowsky (you spell it) piece especially for 

him. The old man loves music. He told me he'd import the greatest Russian pianist for 

me tomorrow. Our boy was good. His name is List and he played Chopin, Von Weber, 

Schubert, and all of them. 

 

The ambassadors and Jim Byrnes said the party was a success. Anyway they left in a 

happy frame of mind. I gave each of them a fine clock, specially made for them, and a set 

of that good, navy luggage. Well I'm hoping to get done in a week. I'm sick of the whole 

business--but we'll bring home the bacon. 

 

Kiss Margie, lots and lots of love, Harry. 
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Transcript 

 July 17 ‘45 

Just spent a couple of hours with Stalin. Joe Denis called on Maiski and made the date last for noon 

today. Promptly a few minutes before twelve I looked up from the desk and there stood Stalin in the 

doorway. I got to my feet and advanced to meet him. He put out his hand and smiled. I did the same 

we shook. I greeted Molotov and the interpreter and we sat down. After the usual polite remarks we 

got down to business. I told Stalin I am no diplomat but usually said yes or no to questions after 

hearing all the argument. It pleased him. I asked him if he had the agenda for the meeting. He said 

that he had and that he had some more questions to ask to present. I told him to fire away. He did 

and it is dynamite - but I have some dynamite too which I’m not exploding now. He wanted to fire 

Franco to which I wouldn’t object and divide up the Italian colonies and other mandates, some no 

doubt that the British have. Then he got on the Chinese situation told us what agreement had been 

reached and what was in abeyance. Most of the big points are settled. He’ll be in the Jap war on 

August 15th. Fini Japs when that comes about. We had lunch talked socially put on a real show 

drinking toasts to everyone then had pictures made in the back yard. I can deal with Stalin. He is 

honest-but smart as hell.  

 

 

 

 

Using Source 8 
 

Sourcing Questions 
 
 
 
 

Is this a primary or secondary source?  Do you 
think that personal diary or notes make better or 
worse sources?  

Contextualization Questions 
 
 
 
 

Where was Truman when he wrote this? Who 
does he meet with in this letter?  

Corroboration Tasks 
 
 
 
 

 

Close Reading Questions 
 
 
 
 

What do you think Truman’s dynamite was?  

 

 

 

 



Source 9 

Source Information: Map of American and Soviet Zones of Operation 

https://www.trumanlibrary.org/maps/view/printRecord.php?id=628 

 

 
 

Using Source 9 

 

Sourcing Questions 
 
 
 
 

Is this a primary or secondary source?  

Contextualization Questions 
 
 
 
 

What does this map show? What does the blue 
indicate? The red?  
 

Corroboration Tasks 
 
 

 

Close Reading Questions 
 
 
 

What classification does this map have?  

https://www.trumanlibrary.org/maps/view/printRecord.php?id=628


Source 10 

Source Information: Ferrell, Robert H., Harry S. Truman: A Life, 1994, Columbia, MO, pages 215-

217. 

 

 



 
 

 

 

  



 

Using Source 10 
 

Sourcing Questions 
 
 
 
 

Is this a primary or secondary source?  

Contextualization Questions 
 
 
 
 

When was this written?  

Corroboration Tasks 
 
 
 
 

 

Close Reading Questions 
 
 
 
 

Why would the U.S. want to prepare the 
Japanese for what is in store for them prior to 
dropping the bomb? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Source 11 

Source Information: Document: Memorandum, “Third Meeting” of Harry Hopkins and other 

American diplomats with Marshal Joseph Stalin, the Kremlin, May 28, 1945 

 

 
 



 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Using Source 11 
 

Sourcing Questions 
 
 
 
 

Is this a primary or secondary source?  

Contextualization Questions 
 
 
 
 

Who were Harry Hopkins and W. Averell 
Harriman? Who was Molotov?  

Corroboration Tasks 
 
 
 
 

 

Close Reading Questions 
 
 
 
 

What does the information in the memorandum 
above give us as historians regarding the entry of 
the Soviet’s in the Pacific Theater? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Source 12 

Source Information: Transcript of Emperor Hirohito’s speech announcing the acceptance of the 

unconditional surrender demands of the Allies.  

https://www.mtholyoke.edu/acad/intrel/hirohito.htm 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

Emperor Hirohito, Accepting the Potsdam Declaration, Radio Broadcast.  

Transmitted by Domei and Recorded by the Federal Communications Commission, 14 

August 1945 

 
To our good and loyal subjects:  After pondering deeply the general trends of the world and the 

actual conditions obtaining in our empire today, we have decided to effect a settlement of the 

present situation by resorting to an extraordinary measure. 

We have ordered our Government to communicate to the Governments of the United States, 

Great Britain, China and the Soviet Union that our empire accepts the provisions of their joint 

declaration. 

To strive for the common prosperity and happiness of all nations as well as the security and 

well-being of our subjects is the solemn obligation which has been handed down by our imperial 

ancestors and which we lay close to the heart. 

Indeed, we declared war on America and Britain out of our sincere desire to insure Japan's self-

preservation and the stabilization of East Asia, it being far from our thought either to infringe 

upon the sovereignty of other nations or to embark upon territorial aggrandizement. 

But now the war has lasted for nearly four years.  Despite the best that has been done by 

everyone--the gallant fighting of our military and naval forces, the diligence and assiduity of out 

servants of the State and the devoted service of our 100,000,000 people--the war situation has 

developed not necessarily to Japan's advantage, while the general trends of the world have all 

turned against her interest. 

Moreover, the enemy has begun to employ a new and most cruel bomb, the power of which to 

do damage is, indeed, incalculable, taking the toll of many innocent lives.   Should we continue 

to fight, it would not only result in an ultimate collapse and obliteration of the Japanese nation, 

but also it would lead to the total extinction of human civilization. 

Such being the case, how are we to save the millions of our subjects, nor to atone ourselves 

before the hallowed spirits of our imperial ancestors?  This is the reason why we have ordered 

the acceptance of the provisions of the joint declaration of the powers. 

We cannot but express the deepest sense of regret to our allied nations of East Asia, who have 

consistently cooperated with the Empire toward the emancipation of East Asia. 

The thought of those officers and men as well as others who have fallen in the fields of battle, 

those who died at their posts of duty, or those who met death [otherwise] and all their bereaved 

families, pains our heart night and day. 

The welfare of the wounded and the war sufferers and of those who lost their homes and 

livelihood is the object of our profound solicitude.  The hardships and sufferings to which our 

nation is to be subjected hereafter will be certainly great. 

We are keenly aware of the inmost feelings of all of you, our subjects.  However, it is according 

to the dictates of time and fate that we have resolved to pave the way for a grand peace for all 

the generations to come by enduring the [unavoidable] and suffering what is unsufferable.  

https://www.mtholyoke.edu/acad/intrel/hirohito.htm


Having been able to save *** and maintain the structure of the Imperial State, we are always 

with you, our good and loyal subjects, relying upon your sincerity and integrity. 

Beware most strictly of any outbursts of emotion that may engender needless complications, of 

any fraternal contention and strife that may create confusion, lead you astray and cause you to 

lose the confidence of the world. 

Let the entire nation continue as one family from generation to generation, ever firm in its faith of 

the imperishableness of its divine land, and mindful of its heavy burden of responsibilities, and 

the long road before it.  Unite your total strength to be devoted to the construction for the future.  

Cultivate the ways of rectitude, nobility of spirit, and work with resolution so that you may 

enhance the innate glory of the Imperial State and keep pace with the progress of the world. 
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 In this political cartoon, President Harry S. Truman (upper center) looms over the islands 

of Japan, as do the atomic bombs and the Soviet Union's declaration of war against Japan. All 

three are surrounded by halos. The Japanese on the islands - all soldiers - look up at the three 

halos. This political cartoon by Karl Kae Knecht appeared in the Evansville, Indiana Courier on 

August 9, 1945. The original drawing of this cartoon is in the museum collection of the Truman 

Library. 
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