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to	the	memory	of
Ko	and	Riku	Wakatsuki
and	Woodrow	M.	Wakatsuki



Foreword

When	we	first	considered	writing	a	book	about	the	internment	of	Japanese
Americans	during	World	War	Two,	we	told	a	New	York	writer	friend	about	the
idea.	He	said,	“It’s	a	dead	issue.	These	days	you	can	hardly	get	people	to	read
about	a	live	issue.	People	are	issued	out.”
“I	know	it,”	my	husband	said.	“I’m	issued	out	myself.	The	issue	isn’t	what	we

want	to	write	about.	Everybody	knows	an	injustice	was	done.	How	many	know
what	actually	went	on	inside?	If	they	think	anything,	they	think	concentration
camps.	But	that	conjures	up	Poland	and	Siberia.	And	these	camps	weren’t	like
that	at	all.”
So	we	set	out	to	write	about	the	life	inside	one	of	those	camps—Manzanar—

where	my	family	spent	three	and	a	half	years.	We	began	with	a	tape	recorder	and
an	old	1944	yearbook	put	together	at	Manzanar	High	School.	It	documented	the
entire	camp	scene—the	graduating	seniors,	the	guard	towers,	the	Judo	pavilion,
the	creeks	I	used	to	wade	in,	my	family’s	barracks.	As	the	photos	brought	that
world	back,	I	began	to	dredge	up	feelings	that	had	lain	submerged	since	the
forties.	I	began	to	make	connections	I	had	previously	been	afraid	to	see.	It	had
taken	me	twenty-five	years	to	reach	the	point	where	I	could	talk	openly	about
Manzanar,	and	the	more	I	talked,	the	clearer	it	became	that	any	book	we	wrote
would	have	to	include	a	good	deal	more	than	day-to-day	life	inside	the
compound.	To	tell	what	I	knew	and	felt	about	it	would	mean	telling	something
about	our	family	before	the	war,	and	the	years	that	followed	the	war,	and	about
my	father’s	past,	as	well	as	my	own	way	of	seeing	things	now.	Writing	it	has
been	a	way	of	coming	to	terms	with	the	impact	these	years	have	had	on	my
entire	life.
To	complete	this	book	we	have	had	to	rely	on	a	good	deal	besides	my	own

recollections.	Many	people	helped	make	it	possible,	more	than	we	can	name
here.	We	are	especially	grateful	to	all	the	members	of	the	family	who	shared
their	memories,	and	to	these	friends:	Jack	and	Mary	Takayanagi,	Don	Tanzawa,
and	Mary	Duffield.	We	are	indebted	to	the	numerous	writers	and	researchers
whose	works	have	been	indispensable	to	our	own	perspective	on	the	period.	And
we	thank	the	University	of	California	at	Santa	Cruz	for	a	research	grant	that
made	it	possible	to	begin.
Because	this	is	a	true	story,	involving	an	extraordinary	episode	in	American

history,	we	have	included	a	list	of	dates	and	laws	we	hope	will	make	it	easier	to
follow.	It	needs	some	historical	context.	But	this	is	not	political	history.	It	is	a



story,	or	a	web	of	stories—my	own,	my	father’s,	my	family’s—tracing	a	few
paths,	out	of	the	multitude	of	paths	that	led	up	to	and	away	from	the	experience
of	the	internment.

—Jeanne	Wakatsuki	Houston,	Santa	Cruz,	California,	March	1973



A	Chronology

1869					The	first	Japanese	to	settle	on	the	U.S.	mainland	arrive	at	Gold	Hill,	near
Sacramento,	California.
	

1870					U.S.	Congress	grants	naturalization	rights	to	free	whites	and	people	of
African	descent,	omitting	mention	of	Asian	races.
	

1886					The	Japanese	government	lifts	its	ban	on	emigration,	allowing	its
citizens	for	the	first	time	to	make	permanent	moves	to	other	countries.
	

1911					U.S.	Bureau	of	Immigration	and	Naturalization	orders	that	declarations
of	intent	to	file	for	citizenship	can	only	be	received	from	whites	and	from
people	of	African	descent,	thus	allowing	courts	to	refuse	naturalization	to	the
Japanese.
	

1913					Alien	Land	Bill	prevents	Japanese	aliens	from	owning	land	in
California.
	

1924					Congress	passes	an	Immigration	Act	stating	that	no	alien	ineligible	for
citizenship	shall	be	admitted	to	the	U.S.	This	stops	all	immigration	from
Japan.
	

December	7,	1941					Surprise	attack	on	Pearl	Harbor	by	the	Japanese.
	

February	19,	1942					President	Roosevelt	signs	Executive	Order	9066,	giving
the	War	Department	authority	to	define	military	areas	in	the	western	states	and
to	exclude	from	them	anyone	who	might	threaten	the	war	effort.
	

March	25,	1942					Evacuees	begin	to	arrive	at	Manzanar	Camp,	in	Owens
Valley,	California,	the	first	of	the	permanent	camps	to	open.
	

August	12,	1942					Evacuation	completed,	110,000	people	of	Japanese	ancestry
removed	from	the	West	Coast	to	ten	inland	camps.
	

December	18,	1944					U.S.	Supreme	Court	rules	that	loyal	citizens	cannot	be
held	in	detention	camps	against	their	will,	the	first	major	step	toward	the



closing	of	the	camps.
	

August	14,	1945					Japan	surrenders,	ending	World	War	II.
	

November	21,	1945					Manzanar	Camp	officially	closes.
	

June	1952					Congress	passes	Public	Law	414,	granting	Japanese	aliens	the	right
to	become	naturalized	U.S.	citizens.



	
	
	
	

Terms	Used	in	This	Book

Issei					The	first	generation.	The	Issei	were	born	in	Japan.	Most	of	them
immigrated	to	the	United	States	between	1890	and	1915.
	

Nisei					The	second	generation,	the	children	of	the	Issei.	American	citizens	by
birth,	almost	all	Nisei	were	born	before	the	Second	World	War.
	

Sansei					The	third	generation	of	Americans	with	Japanese	ancestry,	most	of
them	born	during	or	after	the	Second	World	War.



	
	
	
	

It	is	sobering	to	recall	that	though	the	Japanese	relocation	program,	carried
through	at	such	incalculable	cost	in	misery	and	tragedy,	was	justified	on	the
ground	that	the	Japanese	were	potentially	disloyal,	the	record	does	not	disclose	a
single	case	of	Japanese	disloyalty	or	sabotage	during	the	whole	war...

—Henry	Steele	Commager,	Harper’s	Magazine,	1947
	
	

Life	has	left	her	footprints	on	my	forehead
But	I	have	become	a	child	again	this	morning
The	smile,	seen	through	leaves	and	flowers,	is	back,
					to	smooth

Away	the	wrinkles
As	the	rains	wipe	away	footprints	on	the	beach.	Again	a
Cycle	of	birth	and	death	begins.

—Thich	Nhat	Hanh,	Viet	Nam	Poems,	1967



	
	
	
	

Part	1



one

“What	Is	Pearl	Harbor?”

ON	THAT	FIRST	WEEKEND	IN	DECEMBER	THERE	must	have	been	twenty	or	twenty-
five	boats	getting	ready	to	leave.	I	had	just	turned	seven.	I	remember	it	was
Sunday	because	I	was	out	of	school,	which	meant	I	could	go	down	to	the	wharf
and	watch.	In	those	days—1941—there	was	no	smog	around	Long	Beach.	The
water	was	clean,	the	sky	a	sharp	Sunday	blue,	with	all	the	engines	of	that	white
sardine	fleet	puttering	up	into	it,	and	a	lot	of	yelling,	especially	around	Papa’s
boat.	Papa	loved	to	give	orders.	He	had	attended	military	school	in	Japan	until
the	age	of	seventeen,	and	part	of	him	never	got	over	that.	My	oldest	brothers,
Bill	and	Woody,	were	his	crew.	They	would	have	to	check	the	nets	again,	and
check	the	fuel	tanks	again,	and	run	back	to	the	grocery	store	for	some	more
cigarettes,	and	then	somehow	everything	had	been	done,	and	they	were	easing
away	from	the	wharf,	joining	the	line	of	boats	heading	out	past	the	lighthouse,
into	the	harbor.
Papa’s	boat	was	called	The	Nereid—long,	white,	low-slung,	with	a	foredeck

wheel	cabin.	He	had	another	smaller	boat,	called	The	Waka	(a	short	version	of
our	name),	which	he	kept	in	Santa	Monica,	where	we	lived.	But	The	Nereid	was
his	pride.	It	was	worth	about	$25,000	before	the	war,	and	the	way	he	stood	in	the
cabin	steering	toward	open	water	you	would	think	the	whole	fleet	was	under	his
command.	Papa	had	a	mustache	then.	He	wore	knee-high	rubber	boots,	a	rust-
colored	turtleneck	Mama	had	knitted	him,	and	a	black	skipper’s	hat.	He	liked	to
hear	himself	called	“Skipper.”
Through	one	of	the	big	canneries	he	had	made	a	deal	to	pay	for	The	Nereid

with	percentages	of	each	catch,	and	he	was	anxious	to	get	it	paid	off.	He	didn’t
much	like	working	for	someone	else	if	he	could	help	it.	A	lot	of	fishermen
around	San	Pedro	Harbor	had	similar	contracts	with	the	canneries.	In	typical
Japanese	fashion,	they	all	wanted	to	be	independent	commercial	fishermen,	yet
they	almost	always	fished	together.	They	would	take	off	from	Terminal	Island,
help	each	other	find	the	schools	of	sardine,	share	nets	and	radio	equipment—
competing	and	cooperating	at	the	same	time.
You	never	knew	how	long	they’d	be	gone,	a	couple	of	days,	sometimes	a

week,	sometimes	a	month,	depending	on	the	fish.	From	the	wharf	we	waved
goodbye—my	mother,	Bill’s	wife,	Woody’s	wife	Chizu,	and	me.	We	yelled	at
them	to	have	a	good	trip,	and	after	they	were	out	of	earshot	and	the	sea	had
swallowed	their	engine	noises,	we	kept	waving.	Then	we	just	stood	there	with



the	other	women,	watching.	It	was	a	kind	of	duty,	perhaps	a	way	of	adding	a
little	good	luck	to	the	voyage,	or	warding	off	the	bad.	It	was	also	marvelously
warm,	almost	summery,	the	way	December	days	can	be	sometimes	in	southern
California.	When	the	boats	came	back,	the	women	who	lived	on	Terminal	Island
would	be	rushing	to	the	canneries.	But	for	the	moment	there	wasn’t	much	else	to
do.	We	watched	until	the	boats	became	a	row	of	tiny	white	gulls	on	the	horizon.
Our	vigil	would	end	when	they	slipped	over	the	edge	and	disappeared.	You	had
to	squint	against	the	glare	to	keep	them	sighted,	and	with	every	blink	you
expected	the	last	white	speck	to	be	gone.
But	this	time	they	didn’t	disappear.	They	kept	floating	out	there,	suspended,	as

if	the	horizon	had	finally	become	what	it	always	seemed	to	be	from	shore:	the
sea’s	limit,	beyond	which	no	man	could	sail.	They	floated	a	while,	then	they
began	to	grow,	tiny	gulls	becoming	boats	again,	a	white	armada	cruising	toward
us.
“They’re	coming	back,”	my	mother	said.
“Why	would	they	be	coming	back?”	Chizu	said.
“Something	with	the	engine.”
“Maybe	somebody	got	hurt.”
“But	they	wouldn’t	all	come	back,”	Mama	said,	bewildered.
Another	woman	said,	“Maybe	there’s	a	storm	coming.”
They	all	glanced	at	the	sky,	scanning	the	unmarred	horizon.	Mama	shook	her

head.	There	was	no	explanation.	No	one	had	ever	seen	anything	like	this	before.
We	watched	and	waited,	and	when	the	boats	were	still	about	half	a	mile	off	the
lighthouse,	a	fellow	from	the	cannery	came	running	down	to	the	wharf	shouting
that	the	Japanese	had	just	bombed	Pearl	Harbor.
Chizu	said	to	Mama,	“What	does	he	mean?	What	is	Pearl	Harbor?”
Mama	yelled	at	him,	“What	is	Pearl	Harbor?”
But	he	was	running	along	the	docks,	like	Paul	Revere,	bringing	the	news,	and

didn’t	have	time	to	explain.
	

That	night	Papa	burned	the	flag	he	had	brought	with	him	from	Hiroshima	thirty-
five	years	earlier.	It	was	such	a	beautiful	piece	of	material,	I	couldn’t	believe	he
was	doing	that.	He	burned	a	lot	of	papers	too,	documents,	anything	that	might
suggest	he	still	had	some	connection	with	Japan.	These	precautions	didn’t	do
him	much	good.	He	was	not	only	an	alien;	he	held	a	commercial	fishing	license,
and	in	the	early	days	of	the	war	the	FBI	was	picking	up	all	such	men,	for	fear
they	were	somehow	making	contact	with	enemy	ships	off	the	coast.	Papa	himself
knew	it	would	only	be	a	matter	of	time.
They	got	him	two	weeks	later,	when	we	were	staying	overnight	at	Woody’s



place,	on	Terminal	Island.	Five	hundred	Japanese	families	lived	there	then,	and
FBI	deputies	had	been	questioning	everyone,	ransacking	houses	for	anything
that	could	conceivably	be	used	for	signaling	planes	or	ships	or	that	indicated
loyalty	to	the	Emperor.	Most	of	the	houses	had	radios	with	a	short-wave	band
and	a	high	aerial	on	the	roof	so	that	wives	could	make	contact	with	the	fishing
boats	during	these	long	cruises.	To	the	FBI	every	radio	owner	was	a	potential
saboteur.	The	confiscators	were	often	deputies	sworn	in	hastily	during	the
turbulent	days	right	after	Pearl	Harbor,	and	these	men	seemed	to	be	acting	out
the	general	panic,	seeing	sinister	possibilities	in	the	most	ordinary	household
items:	flashlights,	kitchen	knives,	cameras,	lanterns,	toy	swords.
If	Papa	were	trying	to	avoid	arrest,	he	wouldn’t	have	gone	near	that	island.

But	I	think	he	knew	it	was	futile	to	hide	out	or	resist.	The	next	morning	two	FBI
men	in	fedora	hats	and	trench	coats—like	out	of	a	thirties	movie—knocked	on
Woody’s	door,	and	when	they	left,	Papa	was	between	them.	He	didn’t	struggle.
There	was	no	point	to	it.	He	had	become	a	man	without	a	country.	The	land	of
his	birth	was	at	war	with	America;	yet	after	thirty-five	years	here	he	was	still
prevented	by	law	from	becoming	an	American	citizen.	He	was	suddenly	a	man
with	no	rights	who	looked	exactly	like	the	enemy.
About	all	he	had	left	at	this	point	was	his	tremendous	dignity.	He	was	tall	for	a

Japanese	man,	nearly	six	feet,	lean	and	hard	and	healthy-skinned	from	the	sea.
He	was	over	fifty.	Ten	children	and	a	lot	of	hard	luck	had	worn	him	down,	had
worn	away	most	of	the	arrogance	he	came	to	this	country	with.	But	he	still	had
dignity,	and	he	would	not	let	those	deputies	push	him	out	the	door.	He	led	them.
Mama	knew	they	were	taking	all	the	alien	men	first	to	an	interrogation	center

right	there	on	the	island.	Some	were	simply	being	questioned	and	released.	In
the	beginning	she	wasn’t	too	worried;	at	least	she	wouldn’t	let	herself	be.	But	it
grew	dark	and	he	wasn’t	back.	Another	day	went	by	and	we	still	had	heard
nothing.	Then	word	came	that	he	had	been	taken	into	custody	and	shipped	out.
Where	to,	or	for	how	long?	No	one	knew.	All	my	brothers’	attempts	to	find	out
were	fruitless.
What	had	they	charged	him	with?	We	didn’t	know	that	either,	until	an	article

appeared	the	next	day	in	the	Santa	Monica	paper,	saying	he	had	been	arrested	for
delivering	oil	to	Japanese	submarines	offshore.
My	mother	began	to	weep.	It	seems	now	that	she	wept	for	days.	She	was	a

small,	plump	woman	who	laughed	easily	and	cried	easily,	but	I	had	never	seen
her	cry	like	this.	I	couldn’t	understand	it.	I	remember	clinging	to	her	legs,
wondering	why	everyone	was	crying.	This	was	the	beginning	of	a	terrible,
frantic	time	for	all	my	family.	But	I	myself	didn’t	cry	about	Papa,	or	have	any
inkling	of	what	was	wrenching	Mama’s	heart,	until	the	next	time	I	saw	him,



almost	a	year	later.



two

Shikata	Ga	Nai

IN	DECEMBER	OF	1941	PAPA’S	DISAPPEARANCE	didn’t	bother	me	nearly	so	much	as
the	world	I	soon	found	myself	in.
He	had	been	a	jack-of-all-trades.	When	I	was	born	he	was	farming	near

Inglewood.	Later,	when	he	started	fishing,	we	moved	to	Ocean	Park,	near	Santa
Monica,	and	until	they	picked	him	up,	that’s	where	we	lived,	in	a	big	frame
house	with	a	brick	fireplace,	a	block	back	from	the	beach.	We	were	the	only
Japanese	family	in	the	neighborhood.	Papa	liked	it	that	way.	He	didn’t	want	to
be	labeled	or	grouped	by	anyone.	But	with	him	gone	and	no	way	of	knowing
what	to	expect,	my	mother	moved	all	of	us	down	to	Terminal	Island.	Woody
already	lived	there,	and	one	of	my	older	sisters	had	married	a	Terminal	Island
boy.	Mama’s	first	concern	now	was	to	keep	the	family	together;	and	once	the
war	began,	she	felt	safer	there	than	isolated	racially	in	Ocean	Park.	But	for	me,
at	age	seven,	the	island	was	a	country	as	foreign	as	India	or	Arabia	would	have
been.	It	was	the	first	time	I	had	lived	among	other	Japanese,	or	gone	to	school
with	them,	and	I	was	terrified	all	the	time.
This	was	partly	Papa’s	fault.	One	of	his	threats	to	keep	us	younger	kids	in	line

was	“I’m	going	to	sell	you	to	the	Chinaman.”	When	I	had	entered	kindergarten
two	years	earlier,	I	was	the	only	Asian	in	the	class.	They	sat	me	next	to	a
Caucasian	girl	who	happened	to	have	very	slanted	eyes.	I	looked	at	her	and
began	to	scream,	certain	Papa	had	sold	me	out	at	last.	My	fear	of	her	ran	so	deep
I	could	not	speak	of	it,	even	to	Mama,	couldn’t	explain	why	I	was	screaming.
For	two	weeks	I	had	nightmares	about	this	girl,	until	the	teachers	finally	moved
me	to	the	other	side	of	the	room.	And	it	was	still	with	me,	this	fear	of	Asian
faces,	when	we	moved	to	Terminal	Island.
In	those	days	it	was	a	company	town,	a	ghetto	owned	and	controlled	by	the

canneries.	The	men	went	after	fish,	and	whenever	the	boats	came	back—day	or
night—the	women	would	be	called	to	process	the	catch	while	it	was	fresh.	One
in	the	afternoon	or	four	in	the	morning,	it	made	no	difference.	My	mother	had	to
go	to	work	right	after	we	moved	there.	I	can	still	hear	the	whistle—two	toots	for
French’s,	three	for	Van	Camp’s—and	she	and	Chizu	would	be	out	of	bed	in	the
middle	of	the	night,	heading	for	the	cannery.
The	house	we	lived	in	was	nothing	more	than	a	shack,	a	barracks	with	single

plank	walls	and	rough	wooden	floors,	like	the	cheapest	kind	of	migrant	workers’
housing.	The	people	around	us	were	hardworking,	boisterous,	a	little	proud	of



their	nickname,	yo-go-re,	which	meant	literally	uncouth	one,	or	roughneck,	or
dead-end	kid.	They	not	only	spoke	Japanese	exclusively,	they	spoke	a	dialect
peculiar	to	Kyushu,	where	their	families	had	come	from	in	Japan,	a	rough,
fisherman’s	language,	full	of	oaths	and	insults.	Instead	of	saying	ba-ka-ta-re,	a
common	insult	meaning	stupid,	Terminal	Islanders	would	say	ba-ka-ya-ro,	a
coarser	and	exclusively	masculine	use	of	the	word,	which	implies	gross
stupidity.	They	would	swagger	and	pick	on	outsiders	and	persecute	anyone	who
didn’t	speak	as	they	did.	That	was	what	made	my	own	time	there	so	hateful.	I
had	never	spoken	anything	but	English,	and	the	other	kids	in	the	second	grade
despised	me	for	it.	They	were	tough	and	mean,	like	ghetto	kids	anywhere.	Each
day	after	school	I	dreaded	their	ambush.	My	brother	Kiyo,	three	years	older,
would	wait	for	me	at	the	door,	where	we	would	decide	whether	to	run	straight
home	together,	or	split	up,	or	try	a	new	and	unexpected	route.
None	of	these	kids	ever	actually	attacked.	It	was	the	threat	that	frightened	us,

their	fearful	looks,	and	the	noises	they	would	make,	like	miniature	Samurai,	in	a
language	we	couldn’t	understand.
At	the	time	it	seemed	we	had	been	living	under	this	reign	of	fear	for	years.	In

fact,	we	lived	there	about	two	months.	Late	in	February	the	navy	decided	to	clear
Terminal	Island	completely.	Even	though	most	of	us	were	American-born,	it	was
dangerous	having	that	many	Asians	so	close	to	the	Long	Beach	Naval	Station,
on	the	opposite	end	of	the	island.	We	had	known	something	like	this	was
coming.	But,	like	Papa’s	arrest,	not	much	could	be	done	ahead	of	time.	There
were	four	of	us	kids	still	young	enough	to	be	living	with	Mama,	plus	Granny,	her
mother,	sixty-five	then,	speaking	no	English,	and	nearly	blind.	Mama	didn’t
know	where	else	she	could	get	work,	and	we	had	nowhere	else	to	move	to.	On
February	25	the	choice	was	made	for	us.	We	were	given	forty-eight	hours	to
clear	out.
The	secondhand	dealers	had	been	prowling	around	for	weeks,	like	wolves,

offering	humiliating	prices	for	goods	and	furniture	they	knew	many	of	us	would
have	to	sell	sooner	or	later.	Mama	had	left	all	but	her	most	valuable	possessions
in	Ocean	Park,	simply	because	she	had	nowhere	to	put	them.	She	had	brought
along	her	pottery,	her	silver,	heirlooms	like	the	kimonos	Granny	had	brought
from	Japan,	tea	sets,	lacquered	tables,	and	one	fine	old	set	of	china,	blue	and
white	porcelain,	almost	translucent.	On	the	day	we	were	leaving,	Woody’s	car
was	so	crammed	with	boxes	and	luggage	and	kids	we	had	just	run	out	of	room.
Mama	had	to	sell	this	china.
One	of	the	dealers	offered	her	fifteen	dollars	for	it.	She	said	it	was	a	full

setting	for	twelve	and	worth	at	least	two	hundred.	He	said	fifteen	was	his	top
price.	Mama	started	to	quiver.	Her	eyes	blazed	up	at	him.	She	had	been	packing



all	night	and	trying	to	calm	down	Granny,	who	didn’t	understand	why	we	were
moving	again	and	what	all	the	rush	was	about.	Mama’s	nerves	were	shot,	and
now	navy	jeeps	were	patrolling	the	streets.	She	didn’t	say	another	word.	She	just
glared	at	this	man,	all	the	rage	and	frustration	channeled	at	him	through	her	eyes.
He	watched	her	for	a	moment	and	said	he	was	sure	he	couldn’t	pay	more	than

seventeen	fifty	for	that	china.	She	reached	into	the	red	velvet	case,	took	out	a
dinner	plate	and	hurled	it	at	the	floor	right	in	front	of	his	feet.
The	man	leaped	back	shouting,	“Hey!	Hey,	don’t	do	that!	Those	are	valuable

dishes!”
Mama	took	out	another	dinner	plate	and	hurled	it	at	the	floor,	then	another	and

another,	never	moving,	never	opening	her	mouth,	just	quivering	and	glaring	at
the	retreating	dealer,	with	tears	streaming	down	her	cheeks.	He	finally	turned
and	scuttled	out	the	door,	heading	for	the	next	house.	When	he	was	gone	she
stood	there	smashing	cups	and	bowls	and	platters	until	the	whole	set	lay	in
scattered	blue	and	white	fragments	across	the	wooden	floor.
	

The	American	Friends	Service	helped	us	find	a	small	house	in	Boyle	Heights,
another	minority	ghetto,	in	downtown	Los	Angeles,	now	inhabited	briefly	by	a
few	hundred	Terminal	Island	refugees.	Executive	Order	9066	had	been	signed	by
President	Roosevelt,	giving	the	War	Department	authority	to	define	military
areas	in	the	western	states	and	to	exclude	from	them	anyone	who	might	threaten
the	war	effort.	There	was	a	lot	of	talk	about	internment,	or	moving	inland,	or
something	like	that	in	store	for	all	Japanese	Americans.	I	remember	my	brothers
sitting	around	the	table	talking	very	intently	about	what	we	were	going	to	do,
how	we	would	keep	the	family	together.	They	had	seen	how	quickly	Papa	was
removed,	and	they	knew	now	that	he	would	not	be	back	for	quite	a	while.	Just
before	leaving	Terminal	Island	Mama	had	received	her	first	letter,	from
Bismarck,	North	Dakota.	He	had	been	imprisoned	at	Fort	Lincoln,	in	an	all-male
camp	for	enemy	aliens.
Papa	had	been	the	patriarch.	He	had	always	decided	everything	in	the	family.

With	him	gone,	my	brothers,	like	councilors	in	the	absence	of	a	chief,	worried
about	what	should	be	done.	The	ironic	thing	is,	there	wasn’t	much	left	to	decide.
These	were	mainly	days	of	quiet,	desperate	waiting	for	what	seemed	at	the	time
to	be	inevitable.	There	is	a	phrase	the	Japanese	use	in	such	situations,	when
something	difficult	must	be	endured.	You	would	hear	the	older	heads,	the	Issei,
telling	others	very	quietly,	“Shikata	ga	mi”	(It	cannot	be	helped).	“Shikata	ga
nai”	(It	must	be	done).
Mama	and	Woody	went	to	work	packing	celery	for	a	Japanese	produce	dealer.

Kiyo	and	my	sister	May	and	I	enrolled	in	the	local	school,	and	what	sticks	in	my



memory	from	those	few	weeks	is	the	teacher—not	her	looks,	her	remoteness.	In
Ocean	Park	my	teacher	had	been	a	kind,	grandmotherly	woman	who	used	to	sail
with	us	in	Papas	boat	from	time	to	time	and	who	wept	the	day	we	had	to	leave.
In	Boyle	Heights	the	teacher	felt	cold	and	distant.	I	was	confused	by	all	the
moving	and	was	having	trouble	with	the	classwork,	but	she	would	never	help	me
out.	She	would	have	nothing	to	do	with	me.
This	was	the	first	time	I	had	felt	outright	hostility	from	a	Caucasian.	Looking

back,	it	is	easy	enough	to	explain.	Public	attitudes	toward	the	Japanese	in
California	were	shifting	rapidly.	In	the	first	few	months	of	the	Pacific	war,
America	was	on	the	run.	Tolerance	had	turned	to	distrust	and	irrational	fear.	The
hundred-year-old	tradition	of	anti-Asian	sentiment	on	the	West	Coast	soon
resurfaced,	more	vicious	than	ever.	Its	result	became	clear	about	a	month	later,
when	we	were	told	to	make	our	third	and	final	move.
The	name	Manzanar	meant	nothing	to	us	when	we	left	Boyle	Heights.	We

didn’t	know	where	it	was	or	what	it	was.	We	went	because	the	government
ordered	us	to.	And,	in	the	case	of	my	older	brothers	and	sisters,	we	went	with	a
certain	amount	of	relief.	They	had	all	heard	stories	of	Japanese	homes	being
attacked,	of	beatings	in	the	streets	of	California	towns.	They	were	as	frightened
of	the	Caucasians	as	Caucasians	were	of	us.	Moving,	under	what	appeared	to	be
government	protection,	to	an	area	less	directly	threatened	by	the	war	seemed	not
such	a	bad	idea	at	all.	For	some	it	actually	sounded	like	a	fine	adventure.
Our	pickup	point	was	a	Buddhist	church	in	Los	Angeles.	It	was	very	early,

and	misty,	when	we	got	there	with	our	luggage.	Mama	had	bought	heavy	coats
for	all	of	us.	She	grew	up	in	eastern	Washington	and	knew	that	anywhere	inland
in	early	April	would	be	cold.	I	was	proud	of	my	new	coat,	and	I	remember
sitting	on	a	duffel	bag	trying	to	be	friendly	with	the	Greyhound	driver.	I	smiled
at	him.	He	didn’t	smile	back.	He	was	befriending	no	one.	Someone	tied	a
numbered	tag	to	my	collar	and	to	the	duffel	bag	(each	family	was	given	a
number,	and	that	became	our	official	designation	until	the	camps	were	closed),
someone	else	passed	out	box	lunches	for	the	trip,	and	we	climbed	aboard.
I	had	never	been	outside	Los	Angeles	County,	never	traveled	more	than	ten

miles	from	the	coast,	had	never	even	ridden	on	a	bus.	I	was	full	of	excitement,
the	way	any	kid	would	be,	and	wanted	to	look	out	the	window.	But	for	the	first
few	hours	the	shades	were	drawn.	Around	me	other	people	played	cards,	read
magazines,	dozed,	waiting.	I	settled	back,	waiting	too,	and	finally	fell	asleep.
The	bus	felt	very	secure	to	me.	Almost	half	its	passengers	were	immediate
relatives.	Mama	and	my	older	brothers	had	succeeded	in	keeping	most	of	us
together,	on	the	same	bus,	headed	for	the	same	camp.	I	didn’t	realize	until	much
later	what	a	job	that	was.	The	strategy	had	been,	first,	to	have	everyone	living	in



the	same	district	when	the	evacuation	began,	and	then	to	get	all	of	us	included
under	the	same	family	number,	even	though	names	had	been	changed	by
marriage.	Many	families	weren’t	as	lucky	as	ours	and	suffered	months	of
anguish	while	trying	to	arrange	transfers	from	one	camp	to	another.
We	rode	all	day.	By	the	time	we	reached	our	destination,	the	shades	were	up.

It	was	late	afternoon.	The	first	thing	I	saw	was	a	yellow	swirl	across	a	blurred,
reddish	setting	sun.	The	bus	was	being	pelted	by	what	sounded	like	splattering
rain.	It	wasn’t	rain.	This	was	my	first	look	at	something	I	would	soon	know	very
well,	a	billowing	flurry	of	dust	and	sand	churned	up	by	the	wind	through	Owens
Valley.
We	drove	past	a	barbed-wire	fence,	through	a	gate,	and	into	an	open	space

where	trunks	and	sacks	and	packages	had	been	dumped	from	the	baggage	trucks
that	drove	out	ahead	of	us.	I	could	see	a	few	tents	set	up,	the	first	rows	of	black
barracks,	and	beyond	them,	blurred	by	sand,	rows	of	barracks	that	seemed	to
spread	for	miles	across	this	plain.	People	were	sitting	on	cartons	or	milling
around,	with	their	backs	to	the	wind,	waiting	to	see	which	friends	or	relatives
might	be	on	this	bus.	As	we	approached,	they	turned	or	stood	up,	and	some
moved	toward	us	expectantly.	But	inside	the	bus	no	one	stirred.	No	one	waved	or
spoke.	They	just	stared	out	the	windows,	ominously	silent.	I	didn’t	understand
this.	Hadn’t	we	finally	arrived,	our	whole	family	intact?	I	opened	a	window,
leaned	out,	and	yelled	happily.	“Hey!	This	whole	bus	is	full	of	Wakatsukis!”
Outside,	the	greeters	smiled.	Inside	there	was	an	explosion	of	laughter,

hysterical,	tension-breaking	laughter	that	left	my	brothers	choking	and	whacking
each	other	across	the	shoulders.
	

We	had	pulled	up	just	in	time	for	dinner.	The	mess	halls	weren’t	completed	yet.
An	outdoor	chow	line	snaked	around	a	half-finished	building	that	broke	a	good
part	of	the	wind.	They	issued	us	army	mess	kits,	the	round	metal	kind	that	fold
over,	and	plopped	in	scoops	of	canned	Vienna	sausage,	canned	string	beans,
steamed	rice	that	had	been	cooked	too	long,	and	on	top	of	the	rice	a	serving	of
canned	apricots.	The	Caucasian	servers	were	thinking	that	the	fruit	poured	over
rice	would	make	a	good	dessert.	Among	the	Japanese,	of	course,	rice	is	never
eaten	with	sweet	foods,	only	with	salty	or	savory	foods.	Few	of	us	could	eat	such
a	mixture.	But	at	this	point	no	one	dared	protest.	It	would	have	been	impolite.	I
was	horrified	when	I	saw	the	apricot	syrup	seeping	through	my	little	mound	of
rice.	I	opened	my	mouth	to	complain.	My	mother	jabbed	me	in	the	back	to	keep
quiet.	We	moved	on	through	the	line	and	joined	the	others	squatting	in	the	lee	of
half-raised	walls,	dabbing	courteously	at	what	was,	for	almost	everyone	there,	an
inedible	concoction.



After	dinner	we	were	taken	to	Block	16,	a	cluster	of	fifteen	barracks	that	had
just	been	finished	a	day	or	so	earlier—although	finished	was	hardly	the	word	for
it.	The	shacks	were	built	of	one	thickness	of	pine	planking	covered	with
tarpaper.	They	sat	on	concrete	footings,	with	about	two	feet	of	open	space
between	the	floorboards	and	the	ground.	Gaps	showed	between	the	planks,	and
as	the	weeks	passed	and	the	green	wood	dried	out,	the	gaps	widened.	Knotholes
gaped	in	the	uncovered	floor.
Each	barracks	was	divided	into	six	units,	sixteen	by	twenty	feet,	about	the	size

of	a	living	room,	with	one	bare	bulb	hanging	from	the	ceiling	and	an	oil	stove
for	heat.	We	were	assigned	two	of	these	for	the	twelve	people	in	our	family
group;	and	our	official	family	“number”	was	enlarged	by	three	digits—16	plus
the	number	of	this	barracks.	We	were	issued	steel	army	cots,	two	brown	army
blankets	each,	and	some	mattress	covers,	which	my	brothers	stuffed	with	straw.
The	first	task	was	to	divide	up	what	space	we	had	for	sleeping.	Bill	and

Woody	contributed	a	blanket	each	and	partitioned	off	the	first	room:	one	side	for
Bill	and	Tomi,	one	side	for	Woody	and	Chizu	and	their	baby	girl.	Woody	also
got	the	stove,	for	heating	formulas.
The	people	who	had	it	hardest	during	the	first	few	months	were	young	couples

like	these,	many	of	whom	had	married	just	before	the	evacuation	began,	in	order
not	to	be	separated	and	sent	to	different	camps.	Our	two	rooms	were	crowded,
but	at	least	it	was	all	in	the	family.	My	oldest	sister	and	her	husband	were	shoved
into	one	of	those	sixteen-by-twenty-foot	compartments	with	six	people	they	had
never	seen	before—two	other	couples,	one	recently	married	like	themselves,	the
other	with	two	teenage	boys.	Partitioning	off	a	room	like	that	wasn’t	easy.	It	was
bitter	cold	when	we	arrived,	and	the	wind	did	not	abate.	All	they	had	to	use	for
room	dividers	were	those	army	blankets,	two	of	which	were	barely	enough	to
keep	one	person	warm.	They	argued	over	whose	blanket	should	be	sacrificed	and
later	argued	about	noise	at	night—the	parents	wanted	their	boys	asleep	by	9:00
P.M.—and	they	continued	arguing	over	matters	like	that	for	six	months,	until	my
sister	and	her	husband	left	to	harvest	sugar	beets	in	Idaho.	It	was	grueling	work
up	there,	and	wages	were	pitiful,	but	when	the	call	came	through	camp	for
workers	to	alleviate	the	wartime	labor	shortage,	it	sounded	better	than	their	life
at	Manzanar.	They	knew	they’d	have,	if	nothing	else,	a	room,	perhaps	a	cabin	of
their	own.
That	first	night	in	Block	16,	the	rest	of	us	squeezed	into	the	second	room—

Granny,	Lillian,	age	fourteen,	Ray,	thirteen,	May,	eleven,	Kiyo,	ten,	Mama,	and
me.	I	didn’t	mind	this	at	all	at	the	time.	Being	youngest	meant	I	got	to	sleep	with
Mama.	And	before	we	went	to	bed	I	had	a	great	time	jumping	up	and	down	on
the	mattress.	The	boys	had	stuffed	so	much	straw	into	hers,	we	had	to	flatten	it



some	so	we	wouldn’t	slide	off.	I	slept	with	her	every	night	after	that	until	Papa
came	back.



three

A	Different	Kind	of	Sand

WE	WOKE	EARLY,	SHIVERING	AND	COATED	with	dust	that	had	blown	up	through	the
knotholes	and	in	through	the	slits	around	the	doorway.	During	the	night	Mama
had	unpacked	all	our	clothes	and	heaped	them	on	our	beds	for	warmth.	Now	our
cubicle	looked	as	if	a	great	laundry	bag	had	exploded	and	then	been	sprayed
with	fine	dust.	A	skin	of	sand	covered	the	floor.	I	looked	over	Mamas	shoulder	at
Kiyo,	on	top	of	his	fat	mattress,	buried	under	jeans	and	overcoats	and	sweaters.
His	eyebrows	were	gray,	and	he	was	starting	to	giggle.	He	was	looking	at	me,	at
my	gray	eyebrows	and	coated	hair,	and	pretty	soon	we	were	both	giggling.	I
looked	at	Mama’s	face	to	see	if	she	thought	Kiyo	was	funny.	She	lay	very	still
next	to	me	on	our	mattress,	her	eyes	scanning	everything—bare	rafters,	walls,
dusty	kids—scanning	slowly,	and	I	think	the	mask	of	her	face	would	have
cracked	had	not	Woody’s	voice	just	then	come	at	us	through	the	wall.	He	was
rapping	on	the	planks	as	if	testing	to	see	if	they	were	hollow.
“Hey!”	he	yelled.	“You	guys	fall	into	the	same	flour	barrel	as	us?”
“No,”	Kiyo	yelled	back.	“Ours	is	full	of	Japs.”
All	of	us	laughed	at	this.
“Well,	tell	’em	it’s	time	to	get	up,”	Woody	said.	“If	we’re	gonna	live	in	this

place,	we	better	get	to	work.”
He	gave	us	ten	minutes	to	dress,	then	he	came	in	carrying	a	broom,	a	hammer,

and	a	sack	full	of	tin	can	lids	he	had	scrounged	somewhere.	Woody	would	be	our
leader	for	a	while	now,	short,	stocky,	grinning	behind	his	mustache.	He	had	just
turned	twenty-four.	In	later	years	he	would	tour	the	country	with	Mr.	Moto,	the
Japanese	tag-team	wrestler,	as	his	sinister	assistant	Suki—karate	chops	through
the	ropes	from	outside	the	ring,	a	chunky	leg	reaching	from	under	his	kimono	to
trip	up	Mr.	Moto’s	foe.	In	the	ring	Woody’s	smile	looked	sly	and	crafty;	he
hammed	it	up.	Offstage	it	was	whimsical,	as	if	some	joke	were	bursting	to	be
told.
“Hey,	brother	Ray,	Kiyo,”	he	said.	“You	see	these	tin	can	lids?”
“Yeah,	yeah,”	the	boys	said	drowsily,	as	if	going	back	to	sleep.	They	were

both	young	versions	of	Woody.
“You	see	all	them	knotholes	in	the	floor	and	in	the	walls?”	They	looked

around.	You	could	see	about	a	dozen.
Woody	said,	“You	get	those	covered	up	before	breakfast	time.	Any	more	sand

comes	in	here	through	one	of	them	knotholes,	you	have	to	eat	it	off	the	floor



with	ketchup.”
“What	about	sand	that	comes	in	through	the	cracks?”	Kiyo	said.
Woody	stood	up	very	straight,	which	in	itself	was	funny,	since	he	was	only

about	five-foot-six.
“Don’t	worry	about	the	cracks,”	he	said.	“Different	kind	of	sand	comes	in

through	the	cracks.”
He	put	his	hands	on	his	hips	and	gave	Kiyo	a	sternly	comic	look,	squinting	at

him	through	one	eye	the	way	Papa	would	when	he	was	asserting	his	authority.
Woody	mimicked	Papa's	voice:	“And	I	can	tell	the	difference.	So	be	careful.”
The	boys	laughed	and	went	to	work	nailing	down	lids.	May	started	sweeping

out	the	sand.	I	was	helping	Mama	fold	the	clothes	we’d	used	for	cover,	when
Woody	came	over	and	put	his	arms	around	her	shoulder.	He	was	short;	she	was
even	shorter,	under	five	feet.
He	said	softly,	“You	okay,	Mama?”
She	didn’t	look	at	him,	she	just	kept	folding	clothes	and	said,	“Can	we	get	the

cracks	covered	too,	Woody?”
Outside	the	sky	was	clear,	but	icy	gusts	of	wind	were	buffeting	our	barracks

every	few	minutes,	sending	fresh	dust	puffs	up	through	the	floorboards.	May’s
broom	could	barely	keep	up	with	it,	and	our	oil	heater	could	scarcely	hold	its
own	against	the	drafts.
“We’ll	get	this	whole	place	as	tight	as	a	barrel,	Mama.	I	already	met	a	guy

who	told	me	where	they	pile	all	the	scrap	lumber.”
“Scrap?”
“That’s	all	they	got.	I	mean,	they’re	still	building	the	camp,	you	know.	Sixteen

blocks	left	to	go.	After	that,	they	say	maybe	we’ll	get	some	stuff	to	fix	the
insides	a	little	bit.”
Her	eyes	blazed	then,	her	voice	quietly	furious.	“Woody,	we	can’t	live	like

this.	Animals	live	like	this.”
It	was	hard	to	get	Woody	down.	He’d	keep	smiling	when	everybody	else	was

ready	to	explode.	Grief	flickered	in	his	eyes.	He	blinked	it	away	and	hugged	her
tighter.	“We’ll	make	it	better,	Mama.	You	watch.”
We	could	hear	voices	in	other	cubicles	now.	Beyond	the	wall	Woody’s	baby

girl	started	to	cry.
“I	have	to	go	over	to	the	kitchen,”	he	said,	“see	if	those	guys	got	a	pot	for

heating	bottles.	That	oil	stove	takes	too	long—something	wrong	with	the	fuel
line.	I’ll	find	out	what	they’re	giving	us	for	breakfast.”
“Probably	hotcakes	with	soy	sauce,”	Kiyo	said,	on	his	hands	and	knees

between	the	bunks.
“No.”	Woody	grinned,	heading	out	the	door.	“Rice.	With	Log	Cabin	Syrup



and	melted	butter.”



four

A	Common	Master	Plan

I	DON’T	REMEMBER	WHAT	WE	ATE	THAT	FIRST	morning.	I	know	we	stood	for	half	an
hour	in	cutting	wind	waiting	to	get	our	food.	Then	we	took	it	back	to	the	cubicle
and	ate	huddled	around	the	stove.	Inside,	it	was	warmer	than	when	we	left,
because	Woody	was	already	making	good	his	promise	to	Mama,	tacking	up
some	ends	of	lath	he’d	found,	stuffing	rolled	paper	around	the	door	frame.
Trouble	was,	he	had	almost	nothing	to	work	with.	Beyond	this	temporary

weather	stripping,	there	was	little	else	he	could	do.	Months	went	by,	in	fact,
before	our	“home”	changed	much	at	all	from	what	it	was	the	day	we	moved	in—
bare	floors,	blanket	partitions,	one	bulb	in	each	compartment	dangling	from	a
roof	beam,	and	open	ceilings	overhead	so	that	mischievous	boys	like	Ray	and
Kiyo	could	climb	up	into	the	rafters	and	peek	into	anyone’s	life.
The	simple	truth	is	the	camp	was	no	more	ready	for	us	when	we	got	there	than

we	were	ready	for	it.	We	had	only	the	dimmest	ideas	of	what	to	expect.	Most	of
the	families,	like	us,	had	moved	out	from	southern	California	with	as	much
luggage	as	each	person	could	carry.	Some	old	men	left	Los	Angeles	wearing
Hawaiian	shirts	and	Panama	hats	and	stepped	off	the	bus	at	an	altitude	of	4000
feet,	with	nothing	available	but	sagebrush	and	tarpaper	to	stop	the	April	winds
pouring	down	off	the	back	side	of	the	Sierras.
The	War	Department	was	in	charge	of	all	the	camps	at	this	point.	They	began

to	issue	military	surplus	from	the	First	World	War—olive-drab	knit	caps,
earmuffs,	peacoats,	canvas	leggings.	Later	on,	sewing	machines	were	shipped	in,
and	one	barracks	was	turned	into	a	clothing	factory.	An	old	seamstress	took	a
peacoat	of	mine,	tore	the	lining	out,	opened	and	flattened	the	sleeves,	added	a
collar,	put	arm	holes	in	and	handed	me	back	a	beautiful	cape.	By	fall	dozens	of
seamstresses	were	working	full-time	transforming	thousands	of	these	old	army
clothes	into	capes,	slacks	and	stylish	coats.	But	until	that	factory	got	going	and
packages	from	friends	outside	began	to	fill	out	our	wardrobes,	warmth	was	more
important	than	style.	I	couldn’t	help	laughing	at	Mama	walking	around	in	army
earmuffs	and	a	pair	of	wide-cuffed,	khaki-colored	wool	trousers	several	sizes	too
big	for	her.	Japanese	are	generally	smaller	than	Caucasians,	and	almost	all	these
clothes	were	oversize.	They	flopped,	they	dangled,	they	hung.
It	seems	comical,	looking	back;	we	were	a	band	of	Charlie	Chaplins

marooned	in	the	California	desert.	But	at	the	time,	it	was	pure	chaos.	That’s	the
only	way	to	describe	it.	The	evacuation	had	been	so	hurriedly	planned,	the



camps	so	hastily	thrown	together,	nothing	was	completed	when	we	got	there,	and
almost	nothing	worked.
I	was	sick	continually,	with	stomach	cramps	and	diarrhea.	At	first	it	was	from

the	shots	they	gave	us	for	typhoid,	in	very	heavy	doses	and	in	assembly-line
fashion:	swab,	jab,	swab,	Move	along	now,	swab,	jab,	swab,	Keep	it	moving.
That	knocked	all	of	us	younger	kids	down	at	once,	with	fevers	and	vomiting.
Later,	it	was	the	food	that	made	us	sick,	young	and	old	alike.	The	kitchens	were
too	small	and	badly	ventilated.	Food	would	spoil	from	being	left	out	too	long.
That	summer,	when	the	heat	got	fierce,	it	would	spoil	faster.	The	refrigeration
kept	breaking	down.	The	cooks,	in	many	cases,	had	never	cooked	before.	Each
block	had	to	provide	its	own	volunteers.	Some	were	lucky	and	had	a	professional
or	two	in	their	midst.	But	the	first	chef	in	our	block	had	been	a	gardener	all	his
life	and	suddenly	found	himself	preparing	three	meals	a	day	for	250	people.
“The	Manzanar	runs”	became	a	condition	of	life,	and	you	only	hoped	that

when	you	rushed	to	the	latrine,	one	would	be	in	working	order.
That	first	morning,	on	our	way	to	the	chow	line,	Mama	and	I	tried	to	use	the

women’s	latrine	in	our	block.	The	smell	of	it	spoiled	what	little	appetite	we	had.
Outside,	men	were	working	in	an	open	trench,	up	to	their	knees	in	muck—a
common	sight	in	the	months	to	come.	Inside,	the	floor	was	covered	with
excrement,	and	all	twelve	bowls	were	erupting	like	a	row	of	tiny	volcanoes.
Mama	stopped	a	kimono-wrapped	woman	stepping	past	us	with	her	sleeve

pushed	up	against	her	nose	and	asked,	“What	do	you	do?”
“Try	Block	Twelve,”	the	woman	said,	grimacing.	“They	have	just	finished

repairing	the	pipes.”
It	was	about	two	city	blocks	away.	We	followed	her	over	there	and	found	a

line	of	women	waiting	in	the	wind	outside	the	latrine.	We	had	no	choice	but	to
join	the	line	and	wait	with	them.
Inside	it	was	like	all	the	other	latrines.	Each	block	was	built	to	the	same

design,	just	as	each	of	the	ten	camps,	from	California	to	Arkansas,	was	built	to	a
common	master	plan.	It	was	an	open	room,	over	a	concrete	slab.	The	sink	was	a
long	metal	trough	against	one	wall,	with	a	row	of	spigots	for	hot	and	cold	water.
Down	the	center	of	the	room	twelve	toilet	bowls	were	arranged	in	six	pairs,	back
to	back,	with	no	partitions.	My	mother	was	a	very	modest	person,	and	this	was
going	to	be	agony	for	her,	sitting	down	in	public,	among	strangers.
One	old	woman	had	already	solved	the	problem	for	herself	by	dragging	in	a

large	cardboard	carton.	She	set	it	up	around	one	of	the	bowls,	like	a	three-sided
screen.	OXYDOL	was	printed	in	large	black	letters	down	the	front.	I	remember
this	well,	because	that	was	the	soap	we	were	issued	for	laundry;	later	on,	the
smell	of	it	would	permeate	these	rooms.	The	upended	carton	was	about	four	feet



high.	The	old	woman	behind	it	wasn’t	much	taller.	When	she	stood,	only	her
head	showed	over	the	top.
She	was	about	Granny’s	age.	With	great	effort	she	was	trying	to	fold	the	sides

of	the	screen	together.	Mama	happened	to	be	at	the	head	of	the	line	now.	As	she
approached	the	vacant	bowl,	she	and	the	old	woman	bowed	to	each	other	from
the	waist.	Mama	then	moved	to	help	her	with	the	carton,	and	the	old	woman	said
very	graciously,	in	Japanese,	“Would	you	like	to	use	it?”
Happily,	gratefully,	Mama	bowed	again	and	said,	“Arigato”	(Thank	you).

“Arigato	gozaimas”	(Thank	you	very	much).	“I	will	return	it	to	your	barracks.”
“Oh,	no.	It	is	not	necessary.	I	will	be	glad	to	wait.”
The	old	woman	unfolded	one	side	of	the	cardboard,	while	Mama	opened	the

other;	then	she	bowed	again	and	scurried	out	the	door.
Those	big	cartons	were	a	common	sight	in	the	spring	of	1942.	Eventually

sturdier	partitions	appeared,	one	or	two	at	a	time.	The	first	were	built	of	scrap
lumber.	Word	would	get	around	that	Block	such	and	such	had	partitions	now,
and	Mama	and	my	older	sisters	would	walk	halfway	across	the	camp	to	use
them.	Even	after	every	latrine	in	camp	was	screened,	this	quest	for	privacy
continued.	Many	would	wait	until	late	at	night.	Ironically,	because	of	this,
midnight	was	often	the	most	crowded	time	of	all.
Like	so	many	of	the	women	there,	Mama	never	did	get	used	to	the	latrines.	It

was	a	humiliation	she	just	learned	to	endure:	shikata	ga	mi,	this	cannot	be
helped.	She	would	quickly	subordinate	her	own	desires	to	those	of	the	family	or
the	community,	because	she	knew	cooperation	was	the	only	way	to	survive.	At
the	same	time	she	placed	a	high	premium	on	personal	privacy,	respected	it	in
others	and	insisted	upon	it	for	herself.	Almost	everyone	at	Manzanar	had
inherited	this	pair	of	traits	from	the	generations	before	them	who	had	learned	to
live	in	a	small,	crowded	country	like	Japan.	Because	of	the	first	they	were	able
to	take	a	desolate	stretch	of	wasteland	and	gradually	make	it	livable.	But	the
entire	situation	there,	especially	in	the	beginning—the	packed	sleeping	quarters,
the	communal	mess	halls,	the	open	toilets—all	this	was	an	open	insult	to	that
other,	private	self,	a	slap	in	the	face	you	were	powerless	to	challenge.



five

Almost	a	Family

AT	SEVEN	I	WAS	TOO	YOUNG	TO	BE	INSULTED.	The	camp	worked	on	me	in	a	much
different	way.	I	wasn’t	aware	of	this	at	the	time,	of	course.	No	one	was,	except
maybe	Mama,	and	there	was	little	she	could	have	done	to	change	what
happened.
It	began	in	the	mess	hall.	Before	Manzanar,	mealtime	had	always	been	the

center	of	our	family	scene.	In	camp,	and	afterward,	I	would	often	recall	with
deep	yearning	the	old	round	wooden	table	in	our	dining	room	in	Ocean	Park,	the
biggest	piece	of	furniture	we	owned,	large	enough	to	seat	twelve	or	thirteen	of	us
at	once.	A	tall	row	of	elegant,	lathe-turned	spindles	separated	this	table	from	the
kitchen,	allowing	talk	to	pass	from	one	room	to	the	other.	Dinners	were	always
noisy,	and	they	were	always	abundant	with	great	pots	of	boiled	rice,	platters	of
home-grown	vegetables,	fish	Papa	caught.
He	would	sit	at	the	head	of	this	table,	with	Mama	next	to	him	serving	and	the

rest	of	us	arranged	around	the	edges	according	to	age,	down	to	where	Kiyo	and	I
sat,	so	far	away	from	our	parents,	it	seemed	at	the	time,	we	had	our	own
enclosed	nook	inside	this	world.	The	grownups	would	be	talking	down	at	their
end,	while	we	two	played	our	secret	games,	making	eyes	at	each	other	when
Papa	gave	the	order	to	begin	to	eat,	racing	with	chopsticks	to	scrape	the	last
grain	from	our	rice	bowls,	eyeing	Papa	to	see	if	he	had	noticed	who	won.
Now,	in	the	mess	halls,	after	a	few	weeks	had	passed,	we	stopped	eating	as	a

family.	Mama	tried	to	hold	us	together	for	a	while,	but	it	was	hopeless.	Granny
was	too	feeble	to	walk	across	the	block	three	times	a	day,	especially	during
heavy	weather,	so	May	brought	food	to	her	in	the	barracks.	My	older	brothers
and	sisters,	meanwhile,	began	eating	with	their	friends,	or	eating	somewhere
blocks	away,	in	the	hope	of	finding	better	food.	The	word	would	get	around	that
the	cook	over	in	Block	22,	say,	really	knew	his	stuff,	and	they	would	eat	a	few
meals	over	there,	to	test	the	rumor.	Camp	authorities	frowned	on	mess	hall
hopping	and	tried	to	stop	it,	but	the	good	cooks	liked	it.	They	liked	to	see	long
lines	outside	their	kitchens	and	would	work	overtime	to	attract	a	crowd.
Younger	boys,	like	Ray,	would	make	a	game	of	seeing	how	many	mess	halls

they	could	hit	in	one	meal	period—be	the	first	in	line	at	Block	16,	gobble	down
your	food,	run	to	17	by	the	middle	of	the	dinner	hour,	gulp	another	helping,	and
hurry	to	18	to	make	the	end	of	that	chow	line	and	stuff	in	the	third	meal	of	the
evening.	They	didn’t	need	to	do	that.	No	matter	how	bad	the	food	might	be,	you



could	always	eat	till	you	were	full.
Kiyo	and	I	were	too	young	to	run	around,	but	often	we	would	eat	in	gangs

with	other	kids,	while	the	grownups	sat	at	another	table.	I	confess	I	enjoyed	this
part	of	it	at	the	time.	We	all	did.	A	couple	of	years	after	the	camps	opened,
sociologists	studying	the	life	noticed	what	had	happened	to	the	families.	They
made	some	recommendations,	and	edicts	went	out	that	families	must	start	eating
together	again.	Most	people	resented	this;	they	griped	and	grumbled.	They	were
in	the	habit	of	eating	with	their	friends.	And	until	the	mess	hall	system	itself
could	be	changed,	not	much	could	really	be	done.	It	was	too	late.
My	own	family,	after	three	years	of	mess	hall	living,	collapsed	as	an

integrated	unit.	Whatever	dignity	or	feeling	of	filial	strength	we	may	have
known	before	December	1941	was	lost,	and	we	did	not	recover	it	until	many
years	after	the	war,	not	until	after	Papa	died	and	we	began	to	come	together,
trying	to	fill	the	vacuum	his	passing	left	in	all	our	lives.
The	closing	of	the	camps,	in	the	fall	of	1945,	only	aggravated	what	had	begun

inside.	Papa	had	no	money	then	and	could	not	get	work.	Half	of	our	family	had
already	moved	to	the	east	coast,	where	jobs	had	opened	up	for	them.	The	rest	of
us	were	relocated	into	a	former	defense	workers’	housing	project	in	Long	Beach.
In	that	small	apartment	there	never	was	enough	room	for	all	of	us	to	sit	down	for
a	meal.	We	ate	in	shifts,	and	I	yearned	all	the	more	for	our	huge	round	table	in
Ocean	Park.
Soon	after	we	were	released	I	wrote	a	paper	for	a	seventh-grade	journalism

class,	describing	how	we	used	to	hunt	grunion	before	the	war.	The	whole	family
would	go	down	to	Ocean	Park	Beach	after	dark,	when	the	grunion	were	running,
and	build	a	big	fire	on	the	sand.	I	would	watch	Papa	and	my	older	brothers
splash	through	the	moonlit	surf	to	scoop	out	the	fish,	then	we’d	rush	back	to	the
house	where	Mama	would	fry	them	up	and	set	the	sizzling	pan	on	the	table,	with
soy	sauce	and	horseradish,	for	a	midnight	meal.	I	ended	the	paper	with	this
sentence:	“The	reason	I	want	to	remember	this	is	because	I	know	we’ll	never	be
able	to	do	it	again.”
	

You	might	say	it	would	have	happened	sooner	or	later	anyway,	this	sliding	apart
of	such	a	large	family,	in	postwar	California.	People	get	married;	their	interests
shift.	But	there	is	no	escaping	the	fact	that	our	internment	accelerated	the
process,	made	it	happen	so	suddenly	it	was	almost	tangible.
Not	only	did	we	stop	eating	at	home,	there	was	no	longer	a	home	to	eat	in.

The	cubicles	we	had	were	too	small	for	anything	you	might	call	“living.”	Mama
couldn’t	cook	meals	there.	It	was	impossible	to	find	any	privacy	there.	We	slept
there	and	spent	most	of	our	waking	hours	elsewhere.



Mama	had	gone	to	work	again	soon	after	we	arrived.	The	call	went	out	for
people	with	any	kind	of	skill	to	offer	their	services.	Thousands	were	responding,
with	great	surges	of	community	spirit,	sometimes	with	outright	patriotism,
wanting	“to	do	their	part.”	Woody	signed	on	as	a	carpenter.	One	of	my	brothers-
in-law	was	a	roofing	foreman.	Another	ran	a	reservoir	crew.	Mama	had	worked
as	a	dietician	in	Washington	after	she	was	married.	In	camp	this	was	high-
priority	training.	In	addition	to	the	daily	multitude,	those	amateur	cooks	were
faced	with	allergy	cases,	diabetics,	nursing	mothers,	infants	who	required	special
feedings.	For	Mama	it	was	also	a	way	to	make	a	little	money.	Nineteen	dollars	a
month.	This	was	top	wage	for	an	internee.	Unskilled	labor	started	at	eight.	All
volunteer	of	course.	You	didn’t	have	to	get	out	of	bed	in	the	morning	if	you
didn’t	want	to.	Mama	wanted	the	work.	She	had	a	monthly	fee	to	pay	the
warehouse	in	Los	Angeles	where	she	had	stored	what	remained	of	our	furniture
and	silver	just	before	we	evacuated.	She	worried	about	this	constantly.
She	worried	about	Papa	too.	Letters	from	him	trickled	in,	once	or	twice	a

month,	with	half	the	words	blacked	out,	calling	her	“Sweetheart”	for	the	first
time	in	fifteen	years.	She	was	always	distracted,	staring	at	things	I	could	never
see.	I	would	try	to	get	her	attention,	grab	her	around	the	legs.	At	night,	in	bed,
she	would	hug	me	close.	But	during	the	day	she	never	seemed	to	notice	me.
Adrift,	I	began	to	look	elsewhere	for	attention	and	thus	took	the	first	steps	out

of	my	child’s	realm	toward	a	world	of	grownups	other	than	my	parents.	Though
I	was	only	seven,	my	images	of	certain	people	from	this	period	are	very	precise,
because	I	had	begun	to	see	adults	for	the	first	time.	On	Terminal	Island	I	first
saw	Asians,	those	demon-children	who	had	terrorized	me.	At	Manzanar,	past	the
fear	of	slanted	eyes	and	high	cheekbones,	I	watched	with	fresh	amazement	the
variety	of	faces	and	bodies	and	costumes	all	around	me.	This	may	have	resulted,
in	part,	from	the	life	Manzanar	had	forced	upon	us	all.	Once	the	weather	warmed
up,	it	was	an	out-of-doors	life,	where	you	only	went	“home”	at	night,	when	you
finally	had	to:	10,000	people	on	an	endless	promenade	inside	the	square	mile	of
barbed	wire	that	was	the	wall	around	our	city.
One	of	our	neighbors	was	a	tall,	broad	woman,	taller	than	anyone	in	camp,	as

far	as	I	recall.	She	walked	erectly	and	wore	an	Aunt	Jemima	scarf	around	her
head.	She	was	married	to	a	Japanese	man,	and	they	had	adopted	a	little	Japanese
girl	I	sometimes	played	with.	But	this	woman,	I	realized	much	later,	was	half-
black,	with	light	mulatto	skin,	passing	as	a	Japanese	in	order	to	remain	with	her
husband.	She	wore	scarves	everywhere	to	cover	her	giveaway	hair.
In	the	barracks	facing	ours	there	lived	an	elegant	woman	who	astounded	me

each	time	I	saw	her.	She	and	her	husband	both	came	from	Japan,	and	her	long
aristocratic	face	was	always	a	ghastly	white.	In	traditional	fashion	she	powdered



it	with	rice	flour	every	morning.	By	old-country	standards	this	made	her	more
beautiful.	For	a	long	time	I	thought	she	was	diseased.
Two	more	white	faces	stand	out	in	my	memory,	a	pair	of	nurses	I	saw	from

time	to	time	in	the	clinic.	They	wore	white	shoes,	white	hose,	and	white	dresses.
Above	their	bleached	faces	their	foreheads	had	been	shaved	halfway	over	their
scalp's	curve	to	make	a	sharp	widow’s	peak	where	starched	black	hair	began	to
arch	upward,	reminding	me	of	a	cobras	hood.	Their	lips	were	gone.	Their	brows
were	plucked.	They	were	always	together,	a	pair	of	reptilian	kabuki	creatures	at
loose	in	the	camp	hospital.
You	might	say	they	were	the	negatives	for	two	other	women	I	soon	began	to

see	almost	every	day	and,	in	fact,	saw	more	of	for	a	while	than	I	did	my	mother.
Their	robes	were	black,	their	heads	were	hooded	in	white.	Sister	Mary	Suzanne
was	about	forty	then,	a	frail,	gentle	woman	from	Japan	who	could	speak	no
English.	Sister	Mary	Bernadette	was	a	feisty,	robust	little	Canadian	Japanese
who	spoke	both	languages	fluently.
They	were	Maryknoll	nuns,	members	of	that	missionary	order	whose	special

task	is	to	go	into	a	country,	with	knowledge	of	its	language,	and	convert	its
people	to	the	Catholic	faith.	Before	the	war	they	had	run	an	orphanage	in	Los
Angeles	for	children	of	Japanese	ancestry.	Evacuated	to	Manzanar	and	given	the
job	of	caring	for	some	fifty	orphans	interned	there,	they	set	up	what	came	to	be
known	as	“Childrens	Village,”	and	they	had	one	barracks	turned	into	a	chapel.
They	were	joined	by	Father	Steinback,	one	of	the	few	Caucasians	to	live	among
us	inside	the	compound	and	eat	in	our	mess	halls.	He	was	greatly	admired	for
this,	and	many	internees	converted	to	Catholicism	before	the	camp	was	closed.
I	was	almost	one	of	them.	Papa	stepped	in	just	before	my	baptism	day.	If	he

had	been	there	during	those	early	months	I	probably	would	never	have	started
spending	time	with	the	Maryknolls.	He	was	always	suspicious	of	organized
religions.	I	think	he	had	already	tried	to	scare	me	away	from	Catholics.	That	was
one	of	his	prime	methods	of	instruction:	fear.	On	my	way	home	from	school
each	day	in	Ocean	Park	I	would	break	into	a	run	as	I	passed	the	local	Catholic
church.	The	nuns	I	glimpsed	were	robed	and	ghostly	figures	I	wanted	no	part	of.
Culturally	we	were	like	those	Jews	who	observe	certain	traditions	but	never

visit	a	synagogue.	We	kept	a	little	Buddhist	shrine	in	the	house,	and	we
celebrated	a	few	Japanese	holidays	that	were	religiously	connected—the	way
Christmas	is.	But	we	never	said	prayers.	I	had	never	been	inside	a	Buddhist
church.	And	as	for	Christianity,	I	had	not	heard	the	word	God	until	we	reached
Terminal	Island.	I	first	heard	about	Jesus	when	the	one	friend	I	made	there—
another	Japanese	girl—took	me	to	a	Baptist	Sunday	School	on	the	island,	where
a	Caucasian	teacher	bewildered	me	with	pictures	of	Iambs	and	donkeys	and



golden-domed	pavilions.
For	some	reason	these	did	not	appeal	to	me	nearly	as	much	as	the	stories	of

the	saints	and	martyrs	I	heard	a	few	months	later	when	I	began	to	study
catechism	with	the	Maryknolls.	Soon	I	was	over	there	every	afternoon	and	most
of	Sunday.	With	no	regular	school	to	attend	and	no	home	to	spend	time	in,	it’s	no
mystery	that	I	should	have	been	drawn	to	these	two	kind	and	generous	women.
They	had	organized	a	recreation	program.	They	passed	out	candy.	But	what	kept
me	coming	back,	once	I	started,	were	the	tales	of	the	unfortunate	women	like
Saint	Agatha,	whose	breasts	were	cut	off	when	she	refused	to	renounce	her	faith.
I	had	to	walk	nearly	a	mile	to	reach	their	chapel,	and	walk	a	mile	back.	That

summer	it	was	miserably	hot,	over	one	hundred	degrees	most	days.	Yet	I	made
the	trip	gladly.	A	big	homely	girl	about	twenty	years	old	who	wore	boys’	shoes
and	an	Eisenhower	jacket	taught	catechism	to	the	younger	kids.	She	loved	to	sit
us	down	and	fix	us	with	the	eye	of	a	mother	superior	and	tell	us	about	Saint
Agatha,	or	Saint	Juliana,	who	was	boiled	alive,	or	Saint	Marcella,	who	was
whipped	to	death	by	the	Goths.
I	was	fascinated	with	the	miseries	of	women	who	had	suffered	and	borne	such

afflictions.	On	my	way	home,	I	would	hike	past	row	upon	row	of	black	barracks,
watching	mountains	waver	through	that	desert	heat,	with	the	sun	trying	to	dry	up
my	very	blood,	and	imagine	in	some	childish	way	that	I	was	among	them,	that	I
too	was	up	there	on	the	screen	of	history,	in	a	white	lace	catechism	dress,
sweating	and	grimy,	yet	selflessly	carrying	my	load.
I	fulfilled	this	little	fantasy	one	blistering	afternoon	when	the	heat	finally	got

me.	Sunstroke.	While	crossing	one	of	the	wide	sandy	firebreaks	that	separated
some	of	the	blocks,	I	passed	out.
This	put	me	in	bed	for	a	week.	After	I	recovered,	several	months	went	by

before	I	resumed	my	catechism.	For	one	thing,	Papa	discouraged	me.	It	was	just
before	this	happened	that	he	had	returned	from	Fort	Lincoln.	He	was	back
among	us,	making	decisions,	giving	commands.	For	a	while	it	seemed	we	would
almost	be	a	family	again.	But	it	didn’t	turn	out	that	way.	He	was	not	the	same
man.	Something	terrible	had	happened	to	him	in	North	Dakota.
	

He	arrived	at	Manzanar	on	a	Greyhound	bus.	We	all	went	down	to	the	main	gate
to	meet	him,	everyone	but	Woody’s	wife,	Chizu,	who	was	in	the	camp	hospital.
The	previous	day	she’d	given	birth	to	Papa’s	first	grandson.	She	named	him
George,	in	honor	of	Papa’s	return.	Two	of	my	sisters	were	pregnant	at	the	time,
and	they	were	there	at	the	gate	in	hot-weather	smocks,	along	with	Woody,	who
had	left	the	hospital	long	enough	to	welcome	Papa	back,	and	Granny	and	Mama
and	the	rest	of	the	family,	a	dozen	of	us	standing	in	the	glare,	excited,	yet	very



reverent	as	the	bus	pulled	in.
The	door	whished	open,	and	the	first	thing	we	saw	was	a	cane—I	will	never

forget	it—poking	from	the	shaded	interior	into	sunlight,	a	straight,	polished
maple	limb	spotted	with	dark	lidded	eyes	where	small	knotholes	had	been
stained	and	polished.
Then	Papa	stepped	out,	wearing	a	fedora	hat	and	a	wilted	white	shirt.	This	was

September	1942.	He	had	been	gone	nine	months.	He	had	aged	ten	years.	He
looked	over	sixty,	gaunt,	wilted	as	his	shirt,	underweight,	leaning	on	that	cane
and	favoring	his	right	leg.	He	stood	there	surveying	his	clan,	and	nobody	moved,
not	even	Mama,	waiting	to	see	what	he	would	do	or	say,	waiting	for	some	cue
from	him	as	to	how	we	should	deal	with	this.
I	was	the	only	one	who	approached	him.	I	had	not	thought	of	him	much	at	all

after	he	was	taken	away.	He	was	simply	gone.	Now	I	was	so	happy	to	see	him
that	I	ran	up	and	threw	my	arms	around	his	waist	and	buried	my	face	in	his	belt.
I	thought	I	should	be	laughing	and	welcoming	him	home.	But	I	started	to	cry.	By
this	time	everyone	was	crying.	No	one	else	had	moved	yet	to	touch	him.	It	was
as	if	the	youngest,	the	least	experienced,	had	been	appointed	to	display	what	the
others,	held	back	by	awe	or	fear,	or	some	old-country	notion	of	respect	for	the
patriarch,	could	not.	I	hugged	him	tighter,	wanting	to	be	happy	that	my	father
had	come	back.	Yet	I	hurt	so	inside	I	could	only	welcome	him	with	convulsive
tears.



six

Whatever	He	Did	Had	Flourish

THAT	CANE	PAPA	BROUGHT	BACK	WITH	HIM	HE	had	carved	and	polished	himself	in
North	Dakota.	When	his	limp	went	away	he	continued	to	use	it.	He	didn’t	need
to.	He	liked	it,	as	a	kind	of	swagger	stick,	such	as	military	officers	sometimes
use.	When	he	was	angry	he	would	wield	it	like	the	flat	of	a	sword,	whacking	out
at	his	kids	or	his	wife	or	his	hallucinations.	He	kept	that	cane	for	years,	and	it
served	him	well.	I	see	it	now	as	a	sad,	homemade	version	of	the	samurai	sword
his	great-great-grandfather	carried	in	the	land	around	Hiroshima,	at	a	time	when
such	warriors	weren’t	much	needed	anymore,	when	their	swords	were	both	their
virtue	and	their	burden.	It	helps	me	understand	how	Papa’s	life	could	end	at	a
place	like	Manzanar.	He	didn’t	die	there,	but	things	finished	for	him	there,
whereas	for	me	it	was	like	a	birthplace.	The	camp	was	where	our	lifelines
intersected.
	

He	was	the	oldest	son	in	a	family	that	had	for	centuries	been	of	the	samurai
class.	He	used	to	brag	that	they	had	owned	more	land	than	you	could	cross	on
horseback	in	a	single	day.	By	the	time	he	was	born,	in	1887,	they	weren’t
warriors	any	longer.	Japan	was	in	the	throes	of	that	rapid,	confusing
metamorphosis	from	a	feudal	to	an	industrial	nation,	which	began	when
Commodore	Perry’s	black-hulled	armada	steamed	into	Tokyo	Bay	and	forced	the
Japanese	to	open	their	ports	and	cities	to	western	trade.
Papa’s	grandfather	was	a	judge,	at	one	point	a	magistrate	for	the	small,	lovely

island	of	Miya-jima.	He	had	four	children,	including	one	son,	Papa’s	father.	His
three	daughters	were	among	the	first	women	in	Japan	to	receive	university
degrees.	One	daughter	married	an	army	general	who	for	a	time	governed
Formosa,	and	it	was	this	uncle-general	who	encouraged	Papa	to	enroll	in	a
military	school.
As	far	as	everyone	could	see	he	was	preparing	for	a	career	in	the	navy.	Then,

at	seventeen,	he	abruptly	dropped	out.	His	favorite	aunt	lent	him	some	money,
and	a	short	time	later	he	bought	passage	on	a	ship	bound	for	the	Hawaiian
Islands.	That	was	the	last	anyone	in	Japan	saw	or	heard	of	him.
In	those	days	he	was	a	headstrong	idealist.	He	was	spoiled,	the	ways	eldest

sons	usually	are	in	Japan,	used	to	having	his	way,	and	he	did	not	like	what	he
saw	happening	to	the	family.	Ironically,	it	foreshadowed	just	the	sort	of	thing	he
himself	would	be	faced	with	later	on:	too	many	children	and	not	enough	money.



His	fathers	first	wife	bore	five	children.	When	she	died,	he	remarried	and	four
more	came	along.	His	father,	who	had	been	a	public	official,	ended	up	running	a
“teahouse”	in	Hiroshima—something	like	a	cabaret.	It	was	a	living,	but	Papa
wanted	no	part	of	this.	In	the	traditional	Japanese	class	system,	samurai	ranked
just	below	nobility;	then	came	farmers	and	those	who	worked	the	land.
Merchants	ranked	fourth,	below	the	farmers.	For	Papa,	at	seventeen,	it	made	no
difference	that	times	were	hard;	the	idea	of	a	teahouse	was	an	insult	to	the	family
name.	What’s	more,	their	finances	were	in	such	a	state	that	even	as	eldest	son
there	was	almost	nothing	for	him	to	look	forward	to.	The	entire	area	around
Hiroshima,	mainly	devoted	to	agriculture,	was	suffering	a	severe	depression.	In
1886	Japan	had	for	the	first	time	allowed	its	citizens	to	emigrate,	and	thousands
from	his	district	had	already	left	the	country	in	search	of	better	opportunities.
Papa	followed	them.
He	reached	Honolulu	in	1904,	with	a	letter	of	introduction	to	a	cousin	who

taught	school	on	Oahu.	Papa	used	to	tell	the	story	of	his	first	stroll	through	town,
just	off	the	boat	and	wanting	to	stretch	his	legs	before	looking	up	his	relatives.
He	came	across	a	sign	outside	a	building	that	said	in	three	languages	WORKERS
WANTED.	Proud	that	he	could	read	the	English	as	well	as	the	Japanese,	he	figured
he’d	have	an	edge	over	anyone	else	applying.	He	was	feeling	cocky	anyway	on
this	first	day	in	the	new	world,	seventeen	years	old	and	a	little	money	burning	in
his	pocket.	He	stepped	into	a	men’s	shop	a	few	doors	down	and	bought	himself	a
new	suit,	a	new	shirt,	a	new	tie,	a	new	hat—everything	he’d	seen	the	most
prosperous	men	along	the	street	wearing.	He	changed	clothes	in	the	store,	then
went	to	see	about	that	job.
He	followed	arrows	from	the	sign	to	the	back	of	the	building,	where	he	found

a	yard	full	of	half-dressed	Chinese	and	Japanese	field	hands	waiting	in	line	to
apply	for	work	in	the	sugar	cane.	His	disdain	for	them	was	met	with	laughter.
They	looked	at	him	as	if	he	were	a	maniac,	pointing	with	derision	at	his	dandy’s
outfit.	He	rushed	back	to	the	street,	cursing,	dismayed,	humiliated,	heading	for
the	safety	of	his	cousin’s.
A	few	weeks	later	he	was	introduced	to	a	vacationing	American,	a	lawyer

from	Idaho	who	offered	to	pay	his	passage	to	the	states	and	provide	room	and
board	in	exchange	for	three	years’	work	as	a	houseboy.	Papa	accepted.	It	looked
better	than	sweating	in	the	fields,	which	was	how	most	of	his	countrymen	were
making	their	new	start.	And	one	imagines	that	the	American	mainland	glittered
for	him	the	way	it	did	for	all	those	entrepreneurs	and	pilgrims	and	runaways	and
adventurers	who	crossed	the	Atlantic	and	the	Pacific	hoping	to	carve	out	a	piece
of	it	for	themselves.
In	Idaho	he	worked	as	a	valet,	a	cook,	a	chauffeur,	a	mechanic,	a	general



handyman.	He	learned	to	roast	turkeys	and	to	drive	a	Pierce-Arrow	sedan,	and
he	perfected	the	English	he	had	begun	to	learn	before	he	left	Japan.
In	all,	he	spent	five	years	with	this	family.	Then	his	patron	helped	him	enter

the	University	of	Idaho	as	an	undergraduate,	aiming	toward	a	law	degree.	Papa
used	to	joke	that	if	he	hadn’t	met	Mama	he	might	have	ended	up	a	senator.
“She	was	too	pretty,”	her	brother	Charlie	once	said.	“Ko	couldn’t	leave	her

alone.	She	was	the	only	Japanese	girl	in	the	whole	northwest	worth	looking	at.	I
think	there	were	two	others	around	in	those	days,	and	they	were	both	so	skinny
they	could	hide	behind	cornstalks.”
Mama’s	father	came	from	a	family	of	stonecutters	around	Niigata,	on	the

inner	coast	of	northern	Japan.	But	she	was	born	in	Hawaii	where	her	father	had
come	to	do	the	backbreaking	work	Papa	luckily	avoided—a	three-year	labor
contract	on	a	sugar-cane	plantation,	ten	hours	a	day,	six	days	a	week,	for	twelve
dollars	and	fifty	cents	a	month.	Completing	that,	he	worked	his	way	to	the
mainland	and	set	out	with	his	three	sons	to	find	a	piece	of	land.	They	settled	in
the	rich	farm	country	around	Spokane,	in	eastern	Washington.	In	1906	Mama
and	Granny	joined	them	there.	Granny	was	thirty	then,	Mama	was	ten.	They
sailed	into	San	Francisco	Bay	on	the	morning	after	the	earthquake	and	spent
their	first	three	days	in	America	sitting	offshore	watching	the	city	go	up	in
flames.
Her	family	had	high	hopes	for	Mama.	She	was	their	only	daughter.	In	those

days	Japanese	women	on	the	mainland	were	rare,	one	for	every	seven	or	eight
Japanese	men.	Most	men	had	to	go	back	to	Japan	to	find	a	woman,	or	take	their
chances	on	a	“picture	bride.”	Mama	was	worth	a	lot,	and	before	she	finished
high	school	they	had	promised	her	to	the	upright	son	of	a	well-to-do	farmer	in
the	territory.
She	met	Papa	early	one	summer	morning	at	a	wholesale	market	where	her

family	sold	produce.	Papa	was	unloading	trucks	and	wagonloads	of	vegetables.
She	was	seventeen,	small,	buxom,	with	a	classically	round	face	of	a	kind	much
admired	among	Japanese.	He	was	twenty-five,	a	sometime	law	student	who
spent	his	summers	working	around	Spokane.	He	liked	to	shoot	pool	in	his	spare
time,	he	played	cards	and	dressed	like	a	man	from	a	much	flashier	part	of	the
country.	He	was	also	pitching	for	a	semi-pro	baseball	team	called	Nippon.	We
have	a	picture	of	him	down	on	one	knee	for	the	team	photo,	in	the	front	row,	his
mitted	left	hand	resting	on	the	other	knee,	his	thick	hair	loose,	his	eyes	showing
a	cocky	confidence.	His	lean	jaw	bulges	slightly,	as	if	holding	a	small	plug	of
tobacco,	in	the	manner	of	Ty	Cobb,	whose	style	was	the	one	to	imitate	about	that
time.
Mamas	parents	were	terrified	when	they	saw	him	coming.	He	not	only	led



what	seemed	to	them	a	perilously	fast	life;	he	also	borrowed	money.	The	story
goes	that	he	once	asked	Mama	to	borrow	as	much	as	she	could	from	Granny.	All
Granny	had	at	the	time	was	a	five-dollar	bill.	She	gave	it	to	Mama,	who	passed	it
on	to	Papa,	who	then	came	stalking	into	the	kitchen,	stiff-backed,	glaring
scornfully	at	Granny.	He	was	insulted.	“It’s	not	enough,”	he	said.	“Five	dollars.	I
need	more	than	five	dollars.	If	that’s	all	you’ve	got,	I’d	rather	have	nothing!”
And	he	threw	the	bill	into	the	fire.
	

The	first	time	Mama	ran	away	with	him,	her	brothers	came	looking	for	her,
brought	her	back	to	the	family	farm,	and	locked	her	in	a	second-story	room.
Mama	was	so	desolate,	her	oldest	brother	Charlie	couldn’t	stand	it.	He	leaned	a
ladder	up	to	her	window,	forced	the	latch	and	let	her	out.
That	time	they	got	away,	got	married,	and	made	it	down	to	Salem,	Oregon,

where	Papa	cooked	in	a	restaurant	and	she	worked	as	a	nurse	and	dietician	until
my	oldest	brother	was	born,	in	1916.
After	that	she	had	a	child	about	every	two	years,	nine	in	the	next	eighteen,	and

Papa	kept	moving,	looking	for	the	job,	or	the	piece	of	land,	or	the	inspiration	that
would	make	him	his	fortune	and	give	him	the	news	he	hoped	all	his	life	he
would	one	day	be	able	to	send	back	to	his	relatives:	Wakatsuki	Ko	made	it	big	in
America	and	has	restored	some	honor	to	his	family’s	name.
Education	mattered	a	great	deal	to	him.	In	later	years	he	would	brag	to	us	that

he	“went	to	law	school”	and	imply	that	he	held	some	kind	of	degree	from	a
northern	university.	It’s	true	that	everywhere	he	stopped	he’d	be	helping	a	friend
through	one	legal	squabble	or	another—an	immigration	problem,	a	repossessed
fishing	boat.	He	worked	for	the	government	at	one	point,	translating	legal
documents.	But	as	badly	as	he	wanted	us	to	believe	it,	he	never	did	finish	law
school.	Who	knows	why?	He	was	terribly	proud,	sometimes	absurdly	proud,	and
he	refused	to	defer	to	any	man.	Maybe,	in	training	for	that	profession	in	those
years	before	the	First	World	War,	he	saw	ahead	of	him	prejudices	he	refused	to
swallow,	humiliations	he	refused	to	bear.
On	the	other	hand,	his	schooling	was	like	almost	everything	else	he	tried.	For

all	his	boasts	and	high	intentions,	he	never	quite	finished	anything	he	set	out	to
do.	Something	always	stopped	him:	bad	luck,	a	racial	barrier,	a	law,	his	own
vanity	or	arrogance	or	fear	of	losing	face.
For	a	couple	of	years	he	tried	lumberjacking	in	Seattle.	We	have	another	old

photo,	this	one	from	the	twenties,	that	shows	him	standing	on	a	railroad	siding,
with	his	boots	spread	wide,	one	hand	in	his	jeans	pocket	and	the	other	holding	a
wide-brim	hat	flung	high	in	boisterous	greeting—a	Nipponese	frontiersman	with
the	pine	forests	rising	behind	him.



In	Oregon	he	learned	a	little	dentistry	(a	skill	he	later	put	to	good	use	at
Manzanar,	where	he	made	dozens	of	dentures	free	of	charge).	He	tried	farming
there	too.	The	alien	land	laws	prevented	him	from	owning	property,	but	he	could
lease	the	land,	or	make	a	tenancy	deal	and	work	it.
A	few	years	before	I	was	born	he	had	settled	the	family	on	a	twenty-two-acre

farm	near	Watsonville,	California,	raising	apples,	strawberries,	and	a	few
vegetable	crops.	He	was	making	good	money,	living	in	a	big	Victorian	house,
and	it	looked	as	if	he’d	found	his	castle	at	last.	But	his	luck	didn’t	hold.	The	well
went	dry.	Thirty	years	after	sailing	away	from	a	financial	dead	end	and	the
remnants	of	a	once-noble	family	in	Japan,	he	found	himself	in	the	middle	of
America’s	Depression	and	on	the	move	again,	with	eight	kids	and	a	wife	this
time,	working	his	way	down	the	California	coast	picking	prunes,	peaches,
Brussels	sprouts,	sending	his	children	into	the	orchards	like	any	migrant
worker’s	family,	hoping	their	combined	earnings	would	leave	a	little	left	over
after	everyone	was	fed	and	the	cars	gassed	up	for	the	next	day’s	search	for	work.
Just	before	I	was	born	he	leased	another	piece	of	land,	in	Inglewood,	outside

Los	Angeles,	and	farmed	again,	briefly.	Then,	deciding	land	was	too	risky	for
investing	either	time	or	money,	he	turned	to	the	ocean,	started	fishing	out	of
Santa	Monica,	and	did	well	enough	at	it	through	the	late	thirties	that	by
December	of	1941	he	had	those	two	boats,	The	Waka	and	The	Nereid,	a	lease	on
that	beach	house	in	Ocean	Park,	and	a	nearly	new	Studebaker	he	had	made	a
down	payment	on	two	weeks	before	Pearl	Harbor	was	attacked.
	

The	start	of	World	War	II	was	not	the	climax	to	our	life	in	Ocean	Park.	Pearl
Harbor	just	snipped	it	off,	stopped	it	from	becoming	whatever	else	lay	ahead.
Papa	might	have	lost	his	business	anyway—who	knows—sunk	his	boat	perhaps,
the	way	Woody	almost	sank	one	off	Santa	Monica	a	few	years	later,	when	he
motored	into	the	largest	school	of	mackerel	he’d	ever	seen,	got	so	excited
hauling	in	the	fish	he	let	them	pile	up	on	deck,	and	didn’t	notice	water	slipping
through	the	gunwale	slits	and	into	the	hold	until	the	bow	went	under.
If	any	single	event	climaxed	those	prewar	years,	it	was,	for	me	at	least,	the

silver	wedding	anniversary	we	celebrated	in	1940.	Papa	was	elegant	that	day,	in
a	brand-new	doublebreasted	worsted	suit,	with	vest	and	silk	tie	and	stickpin.	He
was	still	the	dude,	always	the	dude,	no	matter	what,	spending	more	money	on	his
clothes	than	on	anything	else.	Mama	wore	a	long,	crocheted,	rose-colored	dress.
And	I	see	them	standing	by	our	round	dining	room	table,	this	time	heaped	not
with	food	but	with	silver	gifts—flatware,	tureens,	platters,	trays,	gravy	bowls,
and	brandy	snifters.	The	food	was	spread	along	a	much	larger	table,	buffet	style,
in	glistening	abundance-chicken	teriyaki,	pickled	vegetables,	egg	rolls,



cucumber	and	abalone	salad,	the	seaweed-wrapped	rice	balls	called	sushi,
shrimp,	prawns,	fresh	lobster,	and	finally,	taking	up	what	seemed	like	half	the
tablecloth,	a	great	gleaming	roast	pig	with	a	bright	red	apple	in	its	mouth.
A	lot	of	in-laws	were	there,	and	other	Japanese	families,	and	Papa’s	fishing

cronies,	a	big	Portuguese	named	Goosey	who	used	to	eat	small	hot	yellow
peppers	in	one	big	bite,	just	to	make	me	laugh,	and	an	Italian	named	Blackie,
with	long	black	sideburns	and	black	hair	slicked	straight	back,	wearing	black
and	white	shoes	and	a	black	suit	with	white	pinstripes.	These	two	were	his
drinking	buddies,	as	flushed	now	as	Papa	was	from	the	hot	sake	that	was
circulating	and	the	beer	and	whiskey.
Papa	announced	that	it	was	time	to	carve	the	pig.	We	all	stood	back	to	make	a

wide	half	circle	around	that	end	of	the	table.	He	had	supervised	the	roasting,	now
he	was	going	to	show	us	how	you	cut	up	a	pig.	When	he	knew	everyone	was
watching	this—we	were	his	audience,	this	dining	room	his	theater—he	lifted	a
huge	butcher’s	cleaver,	and	while	Goosey	and	Blackie,	trying	not	to	giggle,	held
each	side	of	a	long	cutting	board	beneath	its	neck,	Papa	chopped	the	head	off	in
two	swift,	crunching	strokes.	All	the	men	cheered—the	sons,	the	carousers.
The	women	sucked	in	their	breath	and	murmured.	Three	more	strokes	and

Papa	had	the	animal	split—two	sides	of	roast	pork	steaming	from	within.	With
serious	face	and	a	high-held,	final	flick	he	split	each	side	in	half,	quartering	the
pig.	Then	he	set	the	cleaver	down,	stepped	back,	reached	behind	him	without
looking	for	a	towel	one	of	my	sisters	somehow	had	there	waiting,	and	as	he
wiped	his	hands	he	said	imperiously	to	his	sons,	“Cut	it	up.	You	girls,	bring	the
platters	here.	Everybody	wants	to	eat.”
	

That’s	how	I	remember	him	before	he	disappeared.	He	was	not	a	great	man.	He
wasn’t	even	a	very	successful	man.	He	was	a	poser,	a	braggart,	and	a	tyrant.	But
he	had	held	onto	his	self-respect,	he	dreamed	grand	dreams,	and	he	could	work
well	at	any	task	he	turned	his	hand	to:	he	could	raise	vegetables,	sail	a	boat,
plead	a	case	in	small	claims	court,	sing	Japanese	poems,	make	false	teeth,	carve
a	pig.
Whatever	he	did	had	flourish.	Men	who	knew	him	at	Fort	Lincoln	remember

him	well.	They	were	all	Issei,	and	he	was	one	of	the	few	fluent	in	Japanese	and
English.	Each	morning	the	men	would	gather	in	their	common	room	and	he
would	read	the	news	aloud,	making	a	performance	of	it	by	holding	the	American
paper	in	front	of	him	and	translating	into	Japanese	on	the	spot,	orating	the	news,
altering	his	voice	to	suit	the	senator,	the	general,	or	the	movie	star.
Papa	worked	as	an	interviewer	there,	helping	the	Justice	Department	interview

other	Isseis.	He	almost	became	an	alcoholic	there	on	rice	wine	the	men	learned



to	brew	in	the	barracks.	And	somehow,	during	the	winter	of	’42,	both	of	his	feet
were	frostbitten.	No	one	quite	knows	how.	Papa	never	talked	about	that	to
anyone	after	he	got	back.	But	it	isn’t	difficult	to	imagine.	He	arrived	from	Long
Beach,	California,	at	the	beginning	of	January,	in	a	country	where	cattle	often
freeze	to	death,	and	he	was	of	course	a	prisoner	of	war.



seven

Fort	Lincoln:	An	Interview

“What	is	your	full	name?”
“Wakatsuki	Ko.”
“Your	place	of	birth?”
“Ka-ke,	a	small	town	in	Hiroshima-ken,	on	the	island	of	Honshu.”
“What	schools	did	you	attend	in	Japan?”
“Four	years	in	Chuo	Gakko,	a	school	for	training	military	officers.”
“Why	did	you	leave?”
“The	marching.	I	got	tired	of	the	marching.	That	was	not	what	I	wanted	to

do.”
“Have	you	any	relatives	serving	in	the	military,	now	or	in	the	past?”
“My	uncle	was	a	general,	a	rather	famous	general.	He	led	the	regiment	which

defeated	the	Russians	at	Port	Arthur	in	nineteen	five.”
“Have	you	ever	been	in	contact	with	him	since	coming	to	the	United	States?”
“No.	I	have	contacted	no	one	in	Japan.”
“Why	not?”
“I	am	what	you	call	the	black	sheep	in	the	family.”
“So	you	have	never	returned	to	your	homeland?”
“No.”
“Because	you	are	the	black	sheep.”
“And	because	I	have	never	been	able	to	afford	the	trip.	I	have	ten	children.”
“What	are	their	names?”
“How	can	I	remember	that	many	names?”
“Try.
“William	is	the	oldest.	Then	Eleanor,	Woodrow,	Frances,	Lillian,	Reijiro,

Martha,	Kiyo,	and	let’s	see,	yes,	May.”
“That	is	only	nine.”
“Nine?”
“You	said	there	were	ten.”
“I	told	you,	it	is	too	many	to	remember.”
“It	says	here	that	you	are	charged	with	delivering	oil	to	Japanese	submarines

off	the	coast	of	California.”
“That	is	not	true.”
“Several	submarines	have	been	sighted	there.”
“If	I	had	seen	one,	I	would	have	laughed.”



“Why?”
“Only	a	very	foolish	commander	would	take	such	a	vessel	that	far	from	his

home	fleet.”
“How	can	you	explain	this	photograph?”
“Let	me	see	it.”
“Aren’t	those	two	fifty-gallon	drums	on	the	deck	of	your	boat?”
“Yes.”
“What	were	you	carrying	in	fifty-gallon	drums	ten	miles	from	shore?”
“Chum.”
“Chum?”
“Bait.	Fish	guts.	Ground-up	fish	heads.	You	dump	it	overboard	and	it	draws

the	mackerel,	and	you	pull	in	your	nets,	and	they	are	full	of	fresh	fish.	Who	took
this	photograph	anyway?	I	haven’t	gone	after	mackerel	in	over	a	year.”
“What	do	you	think	of	the	attack	on	Pearl	Harbor?”
“I	am	sad	for	both	countries.	It	is	the	kind	of	thing	that	always	happens	when

military	men	are	in	control.”
“What	do	you	think	of	the	American	military	?	Would	you	object	to	your	sons

serving?”
“Yes.	I	would	protest	it.	The	American	military	is	just	like	the	Japanese.”
“What	do	you	mean?”
“They	also	want	to	make	war	when	it	is	not	necessary.	As	long	as	military	men

control	the	country	you	are	always	going	to	have	a	war.”
“Who	do	you	think	will	win	this	one?”
“America,	of	course.	It	is	richer,	has	more	resources,	more	weapons,	more

people.	The	Japanese	are	courageous	fighters,	and	they	will	fight	well.	But	their
leaders	are	stupid.	I	weep	every	night	for	my	country.”
“You	say	Japan	is	still	your	country?”
“I	was	born	there.	I	have	relatives	living	there.	In	many	ways,	yes,	it	is	still	my

country.”
“Do	you	feel	any	loyalty	to	Japan	or	to	its	Emperor?”
Silence.
“I	said,	do	you	feel	any	loyalty...”
“How	old	are	you?”
“Twenty-nine.”
“When	were	you	born?”
“I	am	the	interrogator	here,	Mr.	Wakatsuki,	not	you.”
“I	am	interested	to	know	when	you	were	born.”
“Nineteen	thirteen.”
“I	have	been	living	in	this	country	nine	years	longer	than	you	have.	Do	you



realize	that?	Yet	I	am	prevented	by	law	from	becoming	a	citizen.	I	am	prevented
by	law	from	owning	land.	I	am	now	separated	from	my	family	without	cause...”
“Those	matters	are	out	of	my	hands,	Mr.	Wakatsuki.”
“Whose	hands	are	they	in?”
“I	do	not	like	North	Dakota	any	more	than	you	do.	The	sooner	we	finish	these

questions,	the	sooner	we'll	both	be	out	of	here.”
“And	where	will	you	go	when	you	leave?”
“Who	do	you	want	to	win	this	war?”
“I	am	interested	to	know	where	you	will	be	going	when	you	leave.”
“Mr.	Wakatsuki,	if	I	have	to	repeat	each	one	of	these	questions	we	will	be	here

forever.	Who	do	you	want...?”
“When	your	mother	and	your	father	are	having	a	fight,	do	you	want	them	to

kill	each	other?	Or	do	you	just	want	them	to	stop	fighting?”



eight

Inu

WITH	PAPA	BACK	OUR	CUBICLE	WAS	FILLED	TO	overflowing.	Woody	brought	in
another	army	bunk	and	tick	mattress,	up	next	to	Mamas.	But	that	was	not	what
crowded	the	room.	It	was	Papa	himself,	his	dark,	bitter,	brooding	presence.	Once
moved	in,	it	seemed	he	didn’t	go	outside	for	months.	He	sat	in	there,	or	paced,
alone	a	great	deal	of	the	time,	and	Mama	had	to	bring	his	meals	from	the	mess
hall.
He	made	her	bring	him	extra	portions	of	rice,	or	cans	of	the	syrupy	fruit	they

served.	He	would	save	this	up	and	concoct	brews	in	a	homemade	still	he	kept
behind	the	door,	brews	that	smelled	so	bad	Mama	was	ashamed	to	let	in	any
visitors.	Day	after	day	he	would	sip	his	rice	wine	or	his	apricot	brandy,	sip	till	he
was	blind	drunk	and	passed	out.	In	the	morning	he	would	wake	up	groaning	like
the	demon	in	a	kabuki	drama;	he	would	vomit	and	then	start	sipping	again.	He
terrified	all	of	us,	lurching	around	the	tiny	room,	cursing	in	Japanese	and
swinging	his	bottles	wildly.	No	one	could	pacify	him.	Mama	got	nothing	but
threats	and	abuse	for	her	attempts	to	comfort	him.
I	turned	eight	that	fall.	I	remember	telling	myself	that	he	never	went	out	and

never	associated	with	others	because	he	thought	he	was	better	than	they	were
and	was	angry	at	being	forced	to	live	so	close	to	them	for	the	first	time	in	his
life.	I	told	myself	they	whispered	about	him	because	he	brewed	his	own	foul-
smelling	wine	in	our	barracks.
All	of	this	was	partly	true.	But	there	were	deeper,	uglier	reasons	for	his

isolation.	I	first	sensed	it	one	night	when	Mama	and	I	went	to	the	latrine
together.	By	this	time	the	stalls	were	partitioned.	Two	Terminal	Island	women
about	Mama’s	age	were	leaving	just	as	we	walked	in.	They	lingered	by	the
doorway,	and	from	inside	my	stall	I	could	hear	them	whispering	about	Papa,
deliberately,	just	loud	enough	for	us	to	hear.	They	kept	using	the	word	“inu.”	I
knew	it	meant	“dog,”	and	I	thought	at	the	time	they	were	backbiting	him	because
he	never	socialized.
Spoken	Japanese	is	full	of	disrespectful	insult	words	that	can	be	much	more

cutting	than	mere	vulgarity.	They	have	to	do	with	bad	manners,	or	worse,
breaches	of	faith	and	loyalty.	Years	later	I	learned	that	inu	also	meant
collaborator	or	informer.	Members	of	the	Japanese	American	Citizens	League
were	being	called	inu	for	having	helped	the	army	arrange	a	peaceful	and	orderly
evacuation.	Men	who	cooperated	with	camp	authorities	in	any	way	could	be



labeled	inu,	as	well	as	those	genuine	informers	inside	the	camp	who	relayed
information	to	the	War	Department	and	to	the	FBI.
For	the	women	in	the	late-night	latrine	Papa	was	an	inu	because	he	had	been

released	from	Fort	Lincoln	earlier	than	most	of	the	Issei	men,	many	of	whom
had	to	remain	up	there	separated	from	their	families	throughout	the	war.	After
investigating	his	record,	the	Justice	Department	found	no	reason	to	detain	him
any	longer.	But	the	rumor	was	that,	as	an	interpreter,	he	had	access	to
information	from	fellow	Isseis	that	he	later	used	to	buy	his	release.
This	whispered	charge,	added	to	the	shame	of	everything	that	had	happened	to

him,	was	simply	more	than	he	could	bear.	He	did	not	yet	have	the	strength	to
resist	it.	He	exiled	himself,	like	a	leper,	and	he	drank.
The	night	Mama	and	I	came	back	from	the	latrine	with	this	newest	bit	of

gossip,	he	had	been	drinking	all	day.	At	the	first	mention	of	what	we’d
overheard,	he	flew	into	a	rage.	He	began	to	curse	her	for	listening	to	such	lies,
then	he	cursed	her	for	leaving	him	alone	and	wanted	to	know	where	she	had
really	gone.	He	cursed	her	for	coming	back	and	disturbing	him,	for	not	bringing
him	his	food	on	time,	for	bringing	too	much	cabbage	and	not	enough	rice.	He
yelled	and	shook	his	fists	and	with	his	very	threats	forced	her	across	the	cluttered
room	until	she	collided	with	one	of	the	steel	bed	frames	and	fell	back	onto	a
mattress.
I	had	crawled	under	another	bunk	and	huddled,	too	frightened	to	cry.	In	a

house	I	would	have	run	to	another	room,	but	in	the	tight	little	world	of	our
cubicle	there	was	no	escaping	this	scene.	I	knew	his	wrath	could	turn	on	any	one
of	us.	Kiyo	was	already	in	bed,	scrunched	down	under	the	covers,	hoping	not	to
be	seen.	Mama	began	to	weep,	great	silent	tears,	and	Papa	was	now	limping
back	and	forth	beside	the	bunk,	like	a	caged	animal,	brandishing	his	long,
polished	North	Dakota	cane.
“I’m	going	to	kill	you	this	time!”
“Go	ahead,	if	that	will	make	you	happy.”
“You	lie	to	me.	You	imprison	me	here	with	your	lies!”
“Kill	me	then.	I	don’t	care.	I	just	don’t	care.”
“I	can	never	go	outside,	because	of	you!”
“Here.	Here	is	my	head.	My	chest.	Get	it	over	with.	Who	wants	to	go	on

living	like	this?”
She	was	lying	very	still,	gazing	up	at	him.	The	tears	had	stopped.
Papa	stood	over	her,	gripping	his	cane	in	both	hands,	right	above	her	head,

holding	it	so	tightly	the	cane	and	both	his	arms	quivered.	“All	right!”	he	yelled.
“All	right,	I	will!	I	will!	I	will!”
We	had	watched	many	scenes	like	this	since	his	return,	with	Papa	acting	so



crazy	sometimes	you	could	almost	laugh	at	the	samurai	in	him,	trying	to	cow	her
with	sheer	noise	and	fierce	display.	But	these	were	still	unfamiliar	visits	from	a
demon	we	had	never	seen	when	we	lived	in	Ocean	Park.	There	had	always	been
doors	to	keep	some	moments	private.	Here	there	were	no	doors.	Nothing	was
private.	And	tonight	he	was	far	too	serious—he	seemed	to	have	reached	some
final	limit.
Inside	my	own	helplessness	I	cowered,	sure	he	was	going	to	kill	her	or	hurt

her	very	badly,	and	the	way	Mama	lay	there	I	believed	she	was	actually	ready	to
be	beaten	to	death.	Kiyo	must	have	felt	something	similar,	because	at	the	height
of	Papas	tirade	he	threw	his	covers	back,	and	in	his	underwear	he	jumped	out	of
bed	yelling,	“Stop	it,	Papa!	Stop	it!”
With	his	cane	in	both	hands	high	above	his	head,	Papa	turned	from	the	waist.

Kiyo	sprang	across	the	room,	one	arm	cocked,	and	punched	Papa	square	in	the
face.
No	one	had	ever	seen	such	a	thing	before.	Papas	arms	went	limp.	The	cane

fell	clattering	to	the	floor.	He	reached	up	and	touched	his	nose.	Blood	was
pouring	onto	his	shirt,	dripping	down	onto	Mamas	dress.	Kiyo	stepped	back,
crouching,	staring	at	the	blood.	This	was	like	bloodying	the	nose	of	God.	His
face,	contorted,	looked	ready	to	cry,	but	even	his	tears	were	stopped	by	the
knowledge	of	what	he	had	done.	He	waited	paralyzed	for	whatever	punishment
might	strike	him	down.	Papa	couldn’t	move	either.	He	stared	at	Kiyo,	his	eyes
wide	with	both	outrage	and	admiration	that	his	son	had	the	courage	to	do	this.
They	stood	like	that	until	Papas	gaze	went	bleary	from	the	drink	in	his	veins	and
dropped	to	the	damp	shirt,	to	the	blood	still	spattering	onto	Mamas	dress.
Kiyo	turned	and	bolted	out	the	door.	I	ran	over	to	Mama,	whimpering	with

relief	that	this	ghastly	scene	was	over	and	she	had	been	saved,	yet	aching	with	a
great	sadness	I	could	not	at	the	time	find	words	for.	I	was	proud	of	Kiyo	and
afraid	for	what	would	happen	to	him;	but	deeper	than	that,	I	felt	the	miserable
sense	of	loss	that	comes	when	the	center	has	collapsed	and	everything	seems	to
be	flying	apart	around	you.
	

Kiyo	had	fled	to	one	of	my	married	sisters’	barracks.	For	two	weeks	he	hid	there.
When	he	finally	returned	it	was	to	admit	that	he	had	been	in	the	wrong	and	to
ask	Papas	forgiveness.	He	too	wanted	some	order	preserved	in	the	world	and	in
the	family.	Papa	accepted	his	apology,	and	this	settled	the	waters	some.	But	that
aching	sadness	did	not	go	away.	It	was	something	undefinable	I’d	already	been
living	with	for	months,	now	enflamed	by	Papa’s	downfall.	He	kept	pursuing
oblivion	through	drink,	he	kept	abusing	Mama,	and	there	seemed	to	be	no	way
out	of	it	for	anyone.	You	couldn’t	even	run.



nine

The	Mess	Hall	Bells

PAPA	NEVER	SAID	MORE	THAN	THREE	OR	FOUR	sentences	about	his	nine	months	at
Fort	Lincoln.	Few	men	who	spent	time	there	will	talk	about	it	more	than	that.
Not	because	of	the	physical	hardships:	he	had	been	through	worse	times	on
fishing	trips	down	the	coast	of	Mexico.	It	was	the	charge	of	disloyalty.	For	a	man
raised	in	Japan,	there	was	no	greater	disgrace.	And	it	was	the	humiliation.	It
brought	him	face	to	face	with	his	own	vulnerability,	his	own	powerlessness.	He
had	no	rights,	no	home,	no	control	over	his	own	life.	This	kind	of	emasculation
was	suffered,	in	one	form	or	another,	by	all	the	men	interned	at	Manzanar.
Papa’s	was	an	extreme	case.	Some	coped	with	it	better	than	he,	some	worse.
Some	retreated.	Some	struck	back.
During	that	first	summer	and	fall	of	sandy	congestion	and	wind-blown

boredom,	the	bitterness	accumulated,	the	rage	festered	in	hundreds	of	tarpapered
cubicles	like	ours.	Looking	back,	what	they	now	call	the	December	Riot	seems
to	have	been	inevitable.	It	happened	exactly	a	year	after	the	Pearl	Harbor	attack.
Some	have	called	this	an	anniversary	demonstration	organized	by	militantly	pro-
Japan	forces	in	the	camp.	It	wasn’t	as	simple	as	that.	Everything	just	came
boiling	up	at	once.
In	the	months	before	the	riot	the	bells	rang	often	at	our	mess	hall,	sending	out

the	calls	for	public	meetings.	They	rang	for	higher	wages,	they	rang	for	better
food,	they	rang	for	open	revolt,	for	patriotism,	for	common	sense,	and	for	a
wholesale	return	to	Japan.	Some	meetings	turned	into	shouting	sessions.	Some
led	to	beatings.	One	group	tried	to	burn	down	the	general	store.	Assassination
threats	were	commonplace.
On	the	night	of	December	5,	Fred	Tayama,	a	leader	in	the	Japanese	American

Citizens	League	and	a	“friend”	of	the	administration,	was	badly	beaten	by	six
men	and	taken	to	the	camp	hospital	for	treatment.	Tayama	couldn’t	identify
anyone	precisely,	but	the	next	day	three	men	were	arrested	and	one	of	these	was
sent	out	of	the	camp	to	the	county	jail	at	Independence,	ten	miles	away.	This	was
a	young	cook	well	known	for	his	defiance	and	contempt	for	the	authorities.	He
had	been	trying	to	organize	a	Kitchen	Workers’	Union	and	had	recently	charged
the	camp’s	chief	steward,	a	Caucasian,	with	stealing	sugar	and	meat	from	the
warehouses	to	sell	on	the	black	market.	Since	sugar	and	meat	were	both	in	short
supply,	and	since	it	was	rumored	that	infants	had	died	from	saccharin	mixed	into
formulas	as	a	sugar	substitute,	these	charges	were	widely	believed.	The	young



cooks	arrest	became	the	immediate	and	popular	cause	that	triggered	the	riot.
I	was	too	young	to	witness	any	of	it.	Papa	himself	did	not	take	part	and	he

kept	all	of	us	with	him	in	the	barracks	during	the	day	and	night	it	lasted.	But	I
remember	the	deadly	quiet	in	the	camp	the	morning	before	it	began,	that	heavy
atmospheric	threat	of	something	about	to	burst.	And	I	remember	hearing	the
crowds	rush	past	our	block	that	night.	Toward	the	end	of	it	they	were	a	lynch
mob,	swarming	from	one	side	of	the	camp	to	the	other,	from	the	hospital	to	the
police	station	to	the	barracks	of	the	men	they	were	after,	shouting	slogans	in
English	and	Japanese.
“Idiots,”	Papa	called	them.	“Bakatare.	They	want	to	go	back	to	Japan.”
“It	is	more	than	going	back	to	Japan,”	Mama	said.	“It	is	the	sugar.	It

disappears	so	fast...”
“What	do	they	think	they	will	find	over	there?”
“Maybe	they	would	be	treated	like	human	beings,”	Mama	said.
“You	be	quiet.	Listen	to	what	I	am	saying.	These	idiots	won’t	even	get	to	the

front	gate	of	this	camp.	You	watch.	Before	this	is	over,	somebody	is	going	to	be
killed.	I	guarantee	it.	They	might	all	be	killed.”
The	man	who	emerged	as	leader	of	the	rioters	was	Hawaiian-born	Joe

Kurihara.	During	the	First	World	War	he	had	served	in	the	U.S.	Army	in	France
and	in	Germany,	and	he	was	so	frustrated	by	his	treatment	at	Manzanar	he	was
ready	to	renounce	his	citizenship	and	sail	to	the	old	country.	Kurihara’s	group	set
up	microphones	and	speakers	near	the	cook’s	barracks	and	began	a	round	of
crowd-stirring	speeches,	demanding	his	release,	charging	that	Tayama	and	the
administration	had	used	this	beating	to	cover	up	the	sugar	fraud	and	saying	it
was	time	to	get	the	inus	once	and	for	all.
That	afternoon	the	authorities	agreed	to	bring	the	young	cook	back	into	camp.

But	this	wasn’t	enough.	By	6:00	P.M.	2,000	people	were	looking	for	blood.	The
Internal	Security	Force,	made	up	of	internees	like	the	demonstrators,	had
evaporated	in	the	face	of	such	a	mob.	For	a	while	they	had	the	camp	to
themselves.
They	split	into	two	groups,	one	heading	for	the	police	station	to	free	the	cook,

the	other	heading	for	the	hospital	to	finish	off	Tayama,	who	had	been	concealed
under	a	hospital	bed.	A	vigilante	party	searched	the	corridors.	When	they	failed
to	find	their	man,	this	half	of	the	crowd	moved	off	in	search	of	others	on	their
“death	list.”
Meanwhile	the	mob	heading	for	the	police	station	had	been	met	by	a

detachment	of	military	police	carrying	sub-machine	guns	and	M-Is.	When	an
army	captain	asked	them	to	disperse,	they	stoned	him.	Now	they	were	hooting
“Banzai!,”	jeering	threats	at	the	MPs	and	singing	songs	in	Japanese.	The	MPs



started	lobbing	tear	gas	bombs,	and	then,	with	no	announcement	or	command	to
shoot,	while	the	mob	swirled	frantically	to	escape	the	gas,	several	soldiers
opened	fire.
This	instantly	cleared	the	street,	and	the	riot	was	over.	Only	the	dead	and	the

injured	remained.	Ten	were	treated	in	the	hospital	for	gunshot	wounds.	One
young	man	was	killed	on	the	spot.	Another	nineteen-year-old	died	five	days
later.
What	I	recall	vividly	are	the	bells	that	began	to	toll	late	that	night.	After

dispersing,	some	of	the	demonstrators	organized	shifts,	and	kept	them	tolling	all
over	camp.	With	the	bells	and	the	MP	jeeps	patrolling	up	and	down	the	streets,	I
was	a	long	time	getting	to	sleep.	Against	Papas	orders	I	kept	sneaking	looks	out
the	window,	and	I	saw	something	I	had	only	seen	once	before.	The	searchlights.
They	operated	every	night,	but	I	never	saw	them	because	I	went	to	bed	so	early
and	our	block	was	well	in	from	the	perimeter.	From	the	guard	towers	the	lights
scanned	steadily,	making	shadows	ebb	and	flow	among	the	barracks	like	dark,
square	waves.
The	next	morning	I	awoke	long	after	sunup.	The	lights	were	gone.	Shadows

were	sharp	and	fixed.	But	the	bells	were	still	ringing.	It	was	the	only	sound	in
camp,	the	only	sound	in	Owens	Valley,	the	mess	hall	bells,	their	gongs	echoing
between	the	Inyo	Range	and	the	nearby	Sierras,	their	furthest	ripples	soaking
into	dry	sand.	They	rang	till	noon.



ten

The	Reservoir	Shack:	An	Aside

My	brother-in-law	Kaz	was	foreman	of	a	reservoir	maintenance	detail,	the	only
crew	permitted	to	work	or	to	leave	the	camp	limits	the	night	of	the	riot.	At	the
back	gate	they	were	issued	four	pickax	handles,	to	protect	themselves	in	case	the
inu-hunters	found	them	“cooperating”	at	a	time	like	this.
They	drove	out	there,	checked	the	chlorine	shed,	toured	the	perimeter,	then

trooped	into	a	little	shack	that	had	been	set	up	with	four	cots.	It	was	like	a
firemans	watch.	Each	crew	spent	twenty-four	hours	on	standby,	making	periodic
checks,	clearing	the	debris,	doing	whatever	was	necessary	to	keep	the	water
moving	into	camp.
The	shack	had	one	window,	but	when	they	turned	off	the	light	and	stretched

out	on	the	cots,	you	could	barely	see	its	outline,	the	night	was	so	dark.	Kaz	lay
there	trying	to	see	the	line	between	the	dark	inside	and	the	dark	outside	the
shack,	and	he	thought	he	saw	something	pass	across	the	window	but	called	it	his
imagination	and	shut	his	eyes.
A	moment	later	the	door	crashed	open.	A	flashlight	was	blinding	him.	He	felt

the	sharp	jut	of	a	gunsight	against	his	cheek.
Someone	yelled,	“All	right,	you	Japs,	up	against	the	wall!”
He	jumped	out	of	bed	and	saw	four	MPs	with	Tommy	guns,	a	sergeant	and

three	privates.	While	Kaz	backed	to	the	wall	to	join	his	crew,	that	gun	barrel
stayed	right	against	his	cheek.	The	MPs	kept	yelling,	“C’monjaps,	move	it.	Move
it!”
Kaz	finally	found	his	voice.	“Hey!	What’s	the	matter	with	you	guys?”
The	sergeant	in	charge	was	wild-eyed,	scanning	the	room	as	he	fanned	the	air

with	his	Tommy	gun,	sure	he	had	uncovered	a	nest	of	saboteurs.	He	was	about
the	same	age	as	Kaz,	early	twenties.
“What	the	hell	are	you	doing	out	here?”	he	yelled.
“We’re	the	reservoir	crew.”
“Nobody’s	supposed	to	leave	the	camp!	You	know	that!”
“Somebody’s	gotta	be	out	here	all	the	time.	Regulations.”
The	sergeant	spotted	the	ax	handles	on	the	floor	by	each	cot	and	kicked	one

with	his	boot.
“What	the	hell	are	these	for	then?”
“The	rioters.	If	they	found	us	here	they’d	throw	us	all	in	the	reservoir.”
The	sergeant	squinted	suspiciously.



Kaz	said,	“Go	on	back	to	the	gate	and	check	it	out.”
The	sergeant	kicked	all	the	ax	handles	into	a	pile	and	scooped	them	up.	“I’m

taking	these	with	me.	Don't	nobody	move	till	I	get	back.”
He	left.	The	reservoir	crew	didn’t	blink	until	he	returned	with	the	clearance

half	an	hour	later.	They	stood	there	watching	the	three	jittery	privates,	who	had
backed	up	against	the	opposite	wall,	as	fearful	as	these	four	Japs	they	had	to
guard	as	Kaz	and	his	men	were	of	the	unsteady	weapons	they	knew	could	go	off
at	any	moment.



eleven

Yes	Yes	No	No

27.	Are	you	willing	to	serve	in	the	Armed	Forces	of	the	United	States	on
combat	duty,	wherever	ordered?

_____(yes)	_____(no)
28.	Will	you	swear	unqualified	allegiance	to	the	United	States	of	America
and	faithfully	defend	the	United	States	from	any	or	all	attack	by	foreign	or
domestic	forces,	and	forswear	any	form	of	allegiance	or	obedience	to	the
Japanese	emperor,	or	any	other	foreign	government,	power,	or
organization?

_____(yes)	_____(no)
—from	the	War	Relocation	Authority	Application	for	Leave	Clearance,

1943
	

LATER	IN	DECEMBER	THE	ADMINISTRATION	GAVE	each	family	a	Christmas	tree
hauled	in	from	the	Sierras.	A	new	director	had	been	appointed	and	this	was	his
gesture	of	apology	for	all	the	difficulties	that	had	led	up	to	the	riot,	a	promise	of
better	treatment	and	better	times	to	come.
It	was	an	honest	gesture,	but	it	wasn’t	much	of	a	Christmas	that	year.	The

presents	were	makeshift,	the	wind	was	roaring,	Papa	was	drunk.	Better	times
were	a	long	way	off,	and	the	difficulties,	it	seemed,	had	just	begun.	Early	in
February	the	government’s	Loyalty	Oath	appeared.	Everyone	seventeen	and	over
was	required	to	fill	it	out.	This	soon	became	the	most	divisive	issue	of	all.	It	cut
deeper	than	the	riot,	because	no	one	could	avoid	it.	Not	even	Papa.	After	five
months	of	self-imposed	isolation,	this	debate	was	what	finally	forced	him	out	of
the	barracks	and	into	circulation	again.
At	the	time,	I	was	too	young	to	understand	the	problem.	I	only	knew	there	was

no	peace	in	our	cubicle	for	weeks.	Block	organizers	would	come	to	talk	to	Papa
and	my	brothers.	They	would	huddle	over	the	table	a	while,	muttering	like
conspirators,	sipping	tea	or	one	of	his	concoctions.	Their	voices	gradually	would
rise	to	shouts	and	threats.	Mama	would	try	to	calm	the	men	down.	Papa	would
tell	her	to	shut	up,	then	Granny	would	interrupt	and	order	him	to	quit	disgracing
Mama	all	the	time.	Once	he	just	shoved	Granny	across	the	room,	up	against	the
far	wall	and	back	into	her	chair,	where	she	sat	sniffling	while	the	arguments	went
on.
If	the	organizers	weren’t	there,	Papa	would	argue	with	Woody.	Or	rather,



Woody	would	listen	to	Papa	lecture	him	on	true	loyalty,	pacing	from	bunk	to
bunk,	waving	his	cane.
“Listen	to	me,	Woodrow.	When	a	soldier	goes	into	war	he	must	go	believing

he	is	never	coming	back.	This	is	why	the	Japanese	are	such	courageous	warriors.
They	are	prepared	to	die.	They	expect	nothing	else.	But	to	do	that,	you	must
believe	in	what	you’re	fighting	for.	If	you	do	not	believe,	you	will	not	be	willing
to	die.	If	you	are	not	willing	to	die,	you	won’t	fight	well.	And	if	you	don’t	fight
well	you	will	probably	be	killed	stupidly,	for	the	wrong	reason,	and	unheroically.
So	tell	me,	how	can	you	think	of	going	off	to	fight?”
Woody	always	answered	softly,	respectfully,	with	a	boyish	and	submissive

smile.
“I	will	fight	well,	Papa.”
“In	this	war?	How	is	it	possible?”
“I	am	an	American	citizen.	America	is	at	war.”
“But	look	where	they	have	put	us!”
“The	more	of	us	who	go	into	the	army,	the	sooner	the	war	will	be	over,	the

sooner	you	and	Mama	will	be	out	of	here.”
“Do	you	think	I	would	risk	losing	a	son	for	that?”
“You	want	me	to	answer	NO	NO,	Papa?”
“Do	you	think	that	is	what	I’m	telling	you?	Of	course	you	cannot	answer	NO

NO.	If	you	say	NO	NO,	you	will	be	shipped	back	to	Japan	with	all	those	other
bakatare!”
“But	if	I	answer	YES	YES	I	will	be	drafted	anyway,	no	matter	how	I	feel	about

it.	That	is	why	they	are	giving	us	the	oath	to	sign.”
“No!	That	is	not	true!	They	are	looking	for	volunteers.	And	only	a	fool	would

volunteer.”
Papa	stared	hard	at	Woody,	making	this	a	challenge.	Woody	shrugged,	still

smiling	his	boyish	smile,	and	did	not	argue.	He	knew	that	when	the	time	came	he
would	join	the	army,	and	he	knew	it	was	pointless	to	begin	the	argument	again.	It
was	a	circle.	His	duty	as	a	son	was	to	sit	and	listen	to	Papa	thrash	his	way	around
it	and	around	it	and	around	it.
A	circle,	or	you	might	have	called	it	a	corral,	like	Manzanar	itself,	with	no	exit

save	via	three	narrow	gates.	The	first	led	into	the	infantry,	the	second	back
across	the	Pacific.	The	third,	called	relocation,	was	just	opening	up:	interned
citizens	who	could	find	a	job	and	a	sponsor	somewhere	inland,	away	from	the
West	Coast,	were	beginning	to	trickle	out	of	camp.	But	the	program	was	bogged
down	in	paperwork.	It	was	taking	months	to	process	applications	and	security
clearances.	A	loyalty	statement	required	of	everyone,	it	was	hoped,	might	save
some	time	and	a	lot	of	red	tape.	This,	together	with	the	search	for	“loyal”



soldiers,	had	given	rise	to	the	ill-fated	“oath.”
Two	weeks	before	the	December	Riot,	JACL	leaders	met	in	Salt	Lake	City

and	passed	a	resolution	pledging	Nisei	to	volunteer	out	of	the	camps	for	military
service.1	In	January	the	government	announced	its	plan	to	form	an	all-Nisei
combat	regiment.	While	recruiting	for	this	unit	and	speeding	up	the	relocation
program,	the	government	figured	it	could	simultaneously	weed	out	the
‘“disloyal”	and	thus	get	a	clearer	idea	of	exactly	how	many	agents	and	Japanese
sympathizers	it	actually	had	to	deal	with.	This	part	of	it	would	have	been
comical	if	the	results	were	not	so	grotesque.	No	self-respecting	espionage	agent
would	willingly	admit	he	was	disloyal.	Yet	the	very	idea	of	the	oath	itself—
appearing	at	the	end	of	that	first	chaotic	year—became	the	final	goad	that
prodded	many	once-loyal	citizens	to	turn	militantly	anti-American.
From	the	beginning	Papa	knew	his	own	answer	would	be	YES	YES.	He	agreed

with	Woody	on	this	much,	even	though	it	meant	swearing	allegiance	to	the
government	that	had	sent	him	to	Fort	Lincoln	and	denying	his	connections	with
the	one	country	in	the	world	where	he	might	still	have	the	rights	of	a	citizen.	The
alternative	was	worse.	If	he	said	NO	NO,	he	could	be	sent	to	Tule	Lake	camp	in
northern	California	where	all	the	“disloyal”	were	to	be	assembled	for	what	most
people	believed	would	be	eventual	repatriation	to	Japan.	Papa	had	no	reason	to
return	to	Japan.	He	was	too	old	to	start	over.	He	believed	America	would	win	the
war,	and	he	knew,	even	after	all	he’d	endured,	that	if	he	had	a	future	it	still	lay	in
this	country.	What’s	more,	a	move	to	Tule	Lake	could	mean	a	further	splitting	up
of	our	family.
This	was	a	hard	choice	to	make,	and	even	harder	to	hold	to.	Anti-American

feeling	in	camp	ran	stronger	than	ever.	ProJapan	forces	were	trying	to	organize	a
NO	NO	vote	by	blocks,	in	massive	resistance.	Others	wanted	to	boycott	the	oath
altogether	in	a	show	of	noncooperation	or	through	the	mistaken	fear	that	anyone
who	accepted	the	form	would	be	shipped	out	of	camp:	the	NO	NOS	back	to	Japan,
the	YES	YESS	into	an	American	society	full	of	wartime	hostility	and	racial	hate.
A	meeting	to	debate	the	matter	was	called	in	our	mess	hall.	Papa	knew	that

merely	showing	his	face	would	draw	stares	and	muttered	comments,	YES	YES	was
just	what	they	expected	of	an	inu.	But	he	had	to	speak	his	mind	before	the	NO	NO
contingent	carried	the	block.	Saying	NO	NO	as	an	individual	was	one	thing,
bullying	the	entire	camp	into	it	was	quite	another.	At	the	very	least	he	didn’t
want	to	be	sucked	into	such	a	decision	without	having	his	own	opinion	heard.
Woody	wanted	to	go	with	him,	but	Papa	said	it	was	a	meeting	for	“heads	of

households”	only	and	he	insisted	on	going	alone.	From	the	time	he	heard	about	it
he	purposely	drank	nothing	stronger	than	tea.	He	shaved	and	trimmed	his
mustache	and	put	on	a	silk	tie.	His	limp	was	nearly	gone	now,	but	he	carried	his



cane	and	went	swaggering	off	down	the	narrow	walkway	between	the	barracks,
punching	at	the	packed	earth	in	front	of	him.
	

About	four	o’clock	I	was	playing	hopscotch	in	the	firebreak	with	three	other
girls.	It	was	winter,	the	sun	had	already	dropped	behind	Mount	Whitney.	Now	a
wind	was	rising,	the	kind	of	biting,	steady	wind	that	could	bring	an	ocean	of
sand	into	camp	at	any	moment	with	almost	no	warning.	I	was	hurrying	back	to
the	barracks	when	I	heard	a	great	commotion	inside	the	mess	hall,	men	shouting
wildly,	as	if	a	fire	had	broken	out.	The	loudest	voice	was	Papa’s,	cursing.
“Eta!	(trash)	Eta!	Bakayaro!	Bakayaro!”
The	door	of	the	mess	hall	flew	open	and	a	short,	beefy	man	came	tearing	out.

He	jumped	off	the	porch,	running	as	his	feet	hit	the	ground.	He	didn’t	get	far.
Papa	came	through	the	doorway	right	behind	him,	in	a	flying	leap,	bellowing
like	a	warrior,	“Yaaaaaah!”	He	let	go	of	his	cane	as	he	landed	on	the	man’s	back,
and	they	both	tumbled	into	the	dirt.	The	wind	was	rising.	Half	the	sky	was	dark
with	a	tide	of	sand	pouring	toward	us.	The	dust	billowed	and	spun	as	they	kicked
and	pummeled	and	thrashed	each	other.
At	the	meeting,	when	Papa	stood	up	to	defend	the	YES	YES	position,	murmurs

of	“Inu,	inu	began	to	circulate	around	the	mess	hall.	This	man	then	jumped	up	at
the	speaker’s	table	and	made	the	charge	aloud.	Papa	went	for	him.	Now,	outside
in	the	dirt,	Papa	had	him	by	the	throat	and	would	have	strangled	him,	but	some
other	men	pulled	them	apart.	I	had	never	seen	him	so	livid,	yelling	and	out	of	his
head	with	rage.	While	they	pinned	his	arms,	he	kicked	at	the	sand,	sending
windblown	bursts	of	it	toward	the	knot	of	men	dragging	his	opponent	out	of
reach.
A	few	moments	later	the	sandstorm	hit.	The	sky	turned	black	as	night.

Everyone	ran	for	cover.	Two	men	hustled	Papa	to	our	barracks.	The	fighting
against	the	wind	and	sand	to	get	there	calmed	him	down	some.
Back	inside	he	sat	by	the	stove	holding	his	teacup	and	didn’t	speak	for	a	long

time.	One	cheekbone	was	raw	where	it	had	been	mashed	into	the	sand.	Mama
kept	pouring	him	little	trickles	of	tea.	We	listened	to	the	wind	howl.	When	the
sand	died	down,	the	sky	outside	stayed	black.	The	storm	had	knocked	out	the
electricity	all	over	the	camp.	It	was	a	cold,	lonely	night,	and	we	huddled	around
our	oil	stove	while	Mama	and	Woody	and	Chizu	began	to	talk	about	the	day.
A	young	woman	came	in,	a	friend	of	Chizu’s,	who	lived	across	the	way.	She

had	studied	in	Japan	for	several	years.	About	the	time	I	went	to	bed	she	and	Papa
began	to	sing	songs	in	Japanese,	warming	their	hands	on	either	side	of	the	stove,
facing	each	other	in	its	glow.	After	a	while	Papa	sang	the	first	line	of	the
Japanese	national	anthem,	Kimi	ga	yo.	Woody,	Chizu,	and	Mama	knew	the	tune,



so	they	hummed	along	while	Papa	and	the	other	woman	sang	the	words.	It	can
be	a	hearty	or	a	plaintive	tune,	depending	on	your	mood.	From	Papa,	that	night,
it	was	a	deep-throated	lament.	Almost	invisible	in	the	stove’s	small	glow,	tears
began	running	down	his	face.
I	had	seen	him	cry	a	few	times	before.	It	only	happened	when	he	was	singing

or	when	someone	else	sang	a	song	that	moved	him.	He	played	the	three-stringed
samisen,	which	Kiyo	and	I	called	his	“pinko-pinko.”	We	would	laugh	together
when	we	heard	him	plucking	it	and	whining	out	old	Japanese	melodies.	We
would	hold	our	ears	and	giggle.	It	was	always	a	great	joke	between	us,	except
for	those	rare	times	when	Papa	began	to	weep	at	the	lyrics.	Then	we	would	just
stare	quietly—as	I	did	that	night—from	some	hidden	corner	of	the	room.	This
was	always	mysterious	and	incomprehensible.
The	national	anthem,	I	later	learned,	is	what	he	had	sung	every	morning	as	a

schoolboy	in	Japan.	They	still	sing	it	there,	the	way	American	kids	pledge
allegiance	to	the	flag.	It	is	not	a	martial	song,	or	a	victory	song,	the	way	many
national	anthems	are.	It	is	really	a	poem,	whose	words	go	back	to	the	ninth
century:
	
Kimi	ga	yo	wa	chiyoni
yachiyoni	sa-za-re	i-shi	no	i-wa-o	to
na-ri-te	ko-ke	no	musu	made.
	
May	thy	peaceful	reign	last	long.
May	it	last	for	thousands	of	years,
Until	this	tiny	stone	will	grow
Into	a	massive	rock,	and	the	moss
Will	cover	it	deep	and	thick.
	
It	is	a	patriotic	song	that	can	also	be	read	as	a	proverb,	as	a	personal	credo	for

endurance.	The	stone	can	be	the	kingdom	or	it	can	be	a	mans	life.	The	moss	is
the	greenery	that,	in	time,	will	spring	even	from	a	rock.	In	Japan,	before	the	turn
of	the	century,	outside	my	father’s	house	there	stood	one	of	those	stone	lanterns,
with	four	stubby	legs	and	a	small	pagodalike	roof.	Each	morning	someone	in	the
household	would	pour	a	bucketful	of	water	over	this	lantern,	and	after	several
years	a	skin	of	living	vegetation	began	to	show	on	the	stone.	As	a	boy	he	was
taught	that	the	last	line	of	the	anthem	refers	to	a	certain	type	of	mossy	lichen
with	exquisitely	tiny	white	flowers	sprinkled	in	amongst	the	green.



	
	
	
	

Part	2



twelve

Manzanar,	U.S.A.

IN	SPANISH,	MANZANAR	MEANS	“APPLE	ORCHARD.”	Great	stretches	of	Owens
Valley	were	once	green	with	orchards	and	alfalfa	fields.	It	has	been	a	desert	ever
since	its	water	started	flowing	south	into	Los	Angeles,	sometime	during	the
twenties.	But	a	few	rows	of	untended	pear	and	apple	trees	were	still	growing
there	when	the	camp	opened,	where	a	shallow	water	table	had	kept	them	alive.
In	the	spring	of	1943	we	moved	to	Block	28,	right	up	next	to	one	of	the	old	pear
orchards.	That’s	where	we	stayed	until	the	end	of	the	war,	and	those	trees	stand
in	my	memory	for	the	turning	of	our	life	in	camp,	from	the	outrageous	to	the
tolerable.
Papa	pruned	and	cared	for	the	nearest	trees.	Late	that	summer	we	picked	the

fruit	green	and	stored	it	in	a	root	cellar	he	had	dug	under	our	new	barracks.	At
night	the	wind	through	the	leaves	would	sound	like	the	surf	had	sounded	in
Ocean	Park,	and	while	drifting	off	to	sleep	I	could	almost	imagine	we	were	still
living	by	the	beach.
Mama	had	set	up	this	move.	Block	28	was	also	close	to	the	camp	hospital.	For

the	most	part,	people	lived	there	who	had	to	have	easy	access	to	it.	Mama’s
connection	was	her	job	as	dietician.	A	whole	half	of	one	barracks	had	fallen
empty	when	another	family	relocated.	Mama	hustled	us	in	there	almost	before
they’d	snapped	their	suitcases	shut.
For	all	the	pain	it	caused,	the	loyalty	oath	finally	did	speed	up	the	relocation

program.	One	result	was	a	gradual	easing	of	the	congestion	in	the	barracks.	A
shrewd	house-hunter	like	Mama	could	set	things	up	fairly	comfortably—by
Manzanar	standards—if	she	kept	her	eyes	open.	But	you	had	to	move	fast.	As
soon	as	the	word	got	around	that	so-and-so	had	been	cleared	to	leave,	there
would	be	a	kind	of	tribal	restlessness,	a	nervous	rise	in	the	level	of	neighborhood
gossip	as	wives	jockeyed	for	position	to	see	who	would	get	the	empty	cubicles.
In	Block	28	we	doubled	our	living	space—four	rooms	for	the	twelve	of	us.

Ray	and	Woody	walled	them	with	sheetrock.	We	had	ceilings	this	time,	and
linoleum	floors	of	solid	maroon.	You	had	three	colors	to	choose	from—maroon,
black,	and	forest	green—and	there	was	plenty	of	it	around	by	this	time.	Some
families	would	vie	with	one	another	for	the	most	elegant	floor	designs,	obtaining
a	roll	of	each	color	from	the	supply	shed,	cutting	it	into	diamonds,	squares,	or
triangles,	shining	it	with	heating	oil,	then	leaving	their	doors	open	so	that
passers-by	could	admire	the	handiwork.



Papa	brought	his	still	with	him	when	we	moved.	He	set	it	up	behind	the	door,
where	he	continued	to	brew	his	own	sake	and	brandy.	He	wasn’t	drinking	as
much	now,	though.	He	spent	a	lot	of	time	outdoors.	Like	many	of	the	older	Issei
men,	he	didn’t	take	a	regular	job	in	camp.	He	puttered.	He	had	been	working
hard	for	thirty	years	and,	bad	as	it	was	for	him	in	some	ways,	camp	did	allow
him	time	to	dabble	with	hobbies	he	would	never	have	found	time	for	otherwise.
Once	the	first	year’s	turmoil	cooled	down,	the	authorities	started	letting	us

outside	the	wire	for	recreation.	Papa	used	to	hike	along	the	creeks	that	channeled
down	from	the	base	of	the	Sierras.	He	brought	back	chunks	of	driftwood,	and	he
would	pass	long	hours	sitting	on	the	steps	carving	myrtle	limbs	into	benches,
table	legs,	and	lamps,	filling	our	rooms	with	bits	of	gnarled,	polished	furniture.
He	hauled	stones	in	off	the	desert	and	built	a	small	rock	garden	outside	our

doorway,	with	succulents	and	a	patch	of	moss.	Near	it	he	laid	flat	steppingstones
leading	to	the	stairs.
He	also	painted	watercolors.	Until	this	time	I	had	not	known	he	could	paint.

He	loved	to	sketch	the	mountains.	If	anything	made	that	country	habitable	it	was
the	mountains	themselves,	purple	when	the	sun	dropped	and	so	sharply	etched	in
the	morning	light	the	granite	dazzled	almost	more	than	the	bright	snow	lacing	it.
The	nearest	peaks	rose	ten	thousand	feet	higher	than	the	valley	floor,	with
Whitney,	the	highest,	just	off	to	the	south.	They	were	important	for	all	of	us,	but
especially	for	the	Issei.	Whitney	reminded	Papa	of	Fujiyama,	that	is,	it	gave	him
the	same	kind	of	spiritual	sustenance.	The	tremendous	beauty	of	those	peaks	was
inspirational,	as	so	many	natural	forms	are	to	the	Japanese	(the	rocks	outside	our
doorway	could	be	those	mountains	in	miniature).	They	also	represented	those
forces	in	nature,	those	powerful	and	inevitable	forces	that	cannot	be	resisted,
reminding	a	man	that	sometimes	he	must	simply	endure	that	which	cannot	be
changed.
Subdued,	resigned,	Papas	life—all	our	lives—took	on	a	pattern	that	would

hold	for	the	duration	of	the	war.	Public	shows	of	resentment	pretty	much	spent
themselves	over	the	loyalty	oath	crises.	Shikata	ga	nai	again	became	the	motto,
but	under	altered	circumstances.	What	had	to	be	endured	was	the	climate,	the
confinement,	the	steady	crumbling	away	of	family	life.	But	the	camp	itself	had
been	made	livable.	The	government	provided	for	our	physical	needs.	My	parents
and	older	brothers	and	sisters,	like	most	of	the	internees,	accepted	their	lot	and
did	what	they	could	to	make	the	best	of	a	bad	situation.	“We’re	here,”	Woody
would	say.	“We’re	here,	and	there’s	no	use	moaning	about	it	forever.”
Gardens	had	sprung	up	everywhere,	in	the	firebreaks,	between	the	rows	of

barracks—rock	gardens,	vegetable	gardens,	cactus	and	flower	gardens.	People
who	lived	in	Owens	Valley	during	the	war	still	remember	the	flowers	and	lush



greenery	they	could	see	from	the	highway	as	they	drove	past	the	main	gate.	The
soil	around	Manzanar	is	alluvial	and	very	rich.	With	water	siphoned	off	from	the
Los	Angeles-bound	aqueduct,	a	large	farm	was	under	cultivation	just	outside	the
camp,	providing	the	mess	halls	with	lettuce,	corn,	tomatoes,	eggplant,	string
beans,	horseradish,	and	cucumbers.	Near	Block	28	some	of	the	men	who	had
been	professional	gardeners	built	a	small	park,	with	mossy	nooks,	ponds,
waterfalls	and	curved	wooden	bridges.	Sometimes	in	the	evenings	we	could
walk	down	the	raked	gravel	paths.	You	could	face	away	from	the	barracks,	look
past	a	tiny	rapids	toward	the	darkening	mountains,	and	for	a	while	not	be	a
prisoner	at	all.	You	could	hang	suspended	in	some	odd,	almost	lovely	land	you
could	not	escape	from	yet	almost	didn’t	want	to	leave.
As	the	months	at	Manzanar	turned	to	years,	it	became	a	world	unto	itself,	with

its	own	logic	and	familiar	ways.	In	time,	staying	there	seemed	far	simpler	than
moving	once	again	to	another,	unknown	place.	It	was	as	if	the	war	were
forgotten,	our	reason	for	being	there	forgotten.	The	present,	the	little	bit	of
busywork	you	had	right	in	front	of	you,	became	the	most	urgent	thing.	In	such	a
narrowed	world,	in	order	to	survive,	you	learn	to	contain	your	rage	and	your
despair,	and	you	try	to	re-create,	as	well	as	you	can,	your	normality,	some	sense
of	things	continuing.	The	fact	that	America	had	accused	us,	or	excluded	us,	or
imprisoned	us,	or	whatever	it	might	be	called,	did	not	change	the	kind	of	world
we	wanted.	Most	of	us	were	born	in	this	country;	we	had	no	other	models.	Those
parks	and	gardens	lent	it	an	Asian	character,	but	in	most	ways	it	was	a	totally
equipped	American	small	town,	complete	with	schools,	churches,	Boy	Scouts,
beauty	parlors,	neighborhood	gossip,	fire	and	police	departments,	glee	clubs,
softball	leagues,	Abbott	and	Costello	movies,	tennis	courts,	and	traveling	shows.
(I	still	remember	an	Indian	who	turned	up	one	Saturday	billing	himself	as	a
Sioux	chief,	wearing	bear	claws	and	head	feathers.	In	the	firebreak	he	sang
songs	and	danced	his	tribal	dances	while	hundreds	of	us	watched.)
In	our	family,	while	Papa	puttered,	Mama	made	her	daily	rounds	to	the	mess

halls,	helping	young	mothers	with	their	feeding,	planning	diets	for	the	various
ailments	people	suffered	from.	She	wore	a	bright	yellow,	long-billed	sun	hat	she
had	made	herself	and	always	kept	stiffly	starched.	Afternoons	I	would	see	her
coming	from	blocks	away,	heading	home,	her	tiny	figure	warped	by	heat	waves
and	that	bonnet	a	yellow	flower	wavering	in	the	glare.
In	their	disagreement	over	serving	the	country,	Woody	and	Papa	had	struck	a

kind	of	compromise.	Papa	talked	him	out	of	volunteering;	Woody	waited	for	the
army	to	induct	him.	Meanwhile	he	clerked	in	the	co-op	general	store.	Kiyo,
nearly	thirteen	by	this	time,	looked	forward	to	the	heavy	winds.	They	moved	the
sand	around	and	uncovered	obsidian	arrowheads	he	could	sell	to	old	men	in



camp	for	fifty	cents	apiece.	Ray,	a	few	years	older,	played	in	the	six-man	touch
football	league,	sometimes	against	Caucasian	teams	who	would	come	in	from
Lone	Pine	or	Independence.	My	sister	Lillian	was	in	high	school	and	singing
with	a	hillbilly	band	called	The	Sierra	Stars—jeans,	cowboy	hats,	two	guitars,
and	a	tub	bass.	And	my	oldest	brother,	Bill,	led	a	dance	band	called	The	Jive
Bombers—brass	and	rhythm,	with	cardboard	fold-out	music	stands	lettered	J.	B.
Dances	were	held	every	weekend	in	one	of	the	recreation	halls.	Bill	played
trumpet	and	took	vocals	on	Glenn	Miller	arrangements	of	such	tunes	as	In	the
Mood,	String	of	Pearls,	and	Don’t	Fence	Me	In.	He	didn’t	sing	Don’t	Fence	Me
In	out	of	protest,	as	if	trying	quietly	to	mock	the	authorities.	It	just	happened	to
be	a	hit	song	one	year,	and	they	all	wanted	to	be	an	up-to-date	American	swing
band.	They	would	blast	it	out	into	recreation	barracks	full	of	bobby-soxed,	jitter-
bugging	couples:
	
Oh,	give	me	land,	lots	of	land
Under	starry	skies	above,
Don’t	fence	me	in.
Let	me	ride	through	the	wide
Open	country	that	I	love...
	
Pictures	of	the	band,	in	their	bow	ties	and	jackets,	appeared	in	the	high	school

yearbook	for	1943-1944,	along	with	pictures	of	just	about	everything	else	in
camp	that	year.	It	was	called	Our	World.	In	its	pages	you	see	school	kids	with
armloads	of	books,	wearing	cardigan	sweaters	and	walking	past	rows	of
tarpapered	shacks.	You	see	chubby	girl	yell	leaders,	pompons	flying	as	they	leap
with	glee.	You	read	about	the	school	play,	called	Growing	Pains	“...the	story	of	a
typical	American	home,	in	this	case	that	of	the	McIntyres.	They	see	their	boy
and	girl	tossed	into	the	normal	awkward	growing	up	stage,	but	can	offer	little
assistance	or	direction	in	their	turbulent	course...”	with	Shoji	Katayama	as
George	McIntyre,	Takudo	Ando	as	Terry	McIntyre,	and	Mrs.	McIntyre	played	by
Kazuko	Nagai.
All	the	class	pictures	are	in	there,	from	the	seventh	grade	through	twelfth,

with	individual	head	shots	of	seniors,	their	names	followed	by	the	names	of	the
high	schools	they	would	have	graduated	from	on	the	outside:	Theodore
Roosevelt,	Thomas	Jefferson,	Herbert	Hoover,	Sacred	Heart.	You	see	pretty	girls
on	bicycles,	chicken	yards	full	of	fat	pullets,	patients	back-tilted	in	dental	chairs,
lines	of	laundry,	and	finally,	two	large	blowups,	the	first	of	a	high	tower	with	a
searchlight,	against	a	Sierra	backdrop,	the	next	a	two-page	endsheet	showing	a
wide	path	that	curves	among	rows	of	elm	trees.	White	stones	border	the	path.



Two	dogs	are	following	an	old	woman	in	gardening	clothes	as	she	strolls	along.
She	is	in	the	middle	distance,	small	beneath	the	trees,	beneath	the	snowy	peaks.
It	is	winter.	All	the	elms	are	bare.	The	scene	is	both	stark	and	comforting.	This
path	leads	toward	one	edge	of	camp,	but	the	wire	is	out	of	sight,	or	out	of	focus.
The	tiny	woman	seems	very	much	at	ease.	She	and	her	tiny	dogs	seem	almost
swallowed	by	the	landscape,	or	floating	in	it.



thirteen

Outings,	Explorations

ONCE	WE	SETTLED	INTO	BLOCK	28	THAT	ACHE	I’d	felt	since	soon	after	we	arrived
at	Manzanar	subsided.	It	didn’t	entirely	disappear,	but	it	gradually	submerged,	as
semblances	of	order	returned	and	our	pattern	of	life	assumed	its	new	design.
For	one	thing,	Kiyo	and	I	and	all	the	other	children	finally	had	a	school.

During	the	first	year,	teachers	had	been	volunteers;	equipment	had	been
makeshift;	classes	were	scattered	all	over	camp,	in	mess	halls,	recreation	rooms,
wherever	we	could	be	squeezed	in.	Now	a	teaching	staff	had	been	hired.	Two
blocks	were	turned	into	Manzanar	High,	and	a	third	block	of	fifteen	barracks
was	set	up	to	house	the	elementary	grades.	We	had	blackboards,	new	desks,
reference	books,	lab	supplies.	That	second,	stable	school	year	was	one	of	the
things	Our	World	commemorated	when	it	came	out	in	June	of	1944.
My	days	spent	in	classrooms	are	largely	a	blur	now,	as	one	merges	into

another.	What	I	see	clearly	is	the	face	of	my	fourth-grade	teacher—a	pleasant
face,	but	completely	invulnerable,	it	seemed	to	me	at	the	time,	with	sharp,
commanding	eyes.	She	came	from	Kentucky.	She	wore	wedgies,	loose	slacks,
and	sweaters	that	were	too	short	in	the	sleeves.	A	tall,	heavyset	spinster,	about
forty	years	old,	she	always	wore	a	scarf	on	her	head,	tied	beneath	the	chin,	even
during	class,	and	she	spoke	“with	a	slow,	careful	Appalachian	accent.	She	was
probably	the	best	teacher	I’ve	ever	had—strict,	fair-minded,	dedicated	to	her	job.
Because	of	her,	when	we	finally	returned	to	the	outside	world	I	was,
academically	at	least,	more	than	prepared	to	keep	up	with	my	peers.
I	see	her	face.	But	what	I	hear,	still	ringing	in	my	mind’s	ear,	is	the	Glee	Club

I	belonged	to,	made	up	of	girls	from	the	fourth,	fifth,	and	sixth	grades.	We
rehearsed	every	day	during	the	last	period.	In	concert	we	wore	white	cotton
blouses	and	dark	skirts.	Forty	voices	strong	we	would	line	up	at	assemblies	or	at
talent	shows	in	the	firebreak	and	sing	out	in	unison	all	the	favorites	school	kids
used	to	learn:	Beautiful	Dreamer,	Down	By	the	Old	Mill	Stream,	Shine	On
Harvest	Moon,	Battle	Hymn	of	the	Republic.
Outside	of	school	we	had	a	recreation	program,	with	leaders	hired	by	the	War

Relocation	Authority.	During	the	week	they	organized	games	and	craft	activities.
On	weekends	we	often	took	hikes	beyond	the	fence.	A	series	of	picnic	groups
and	camping	sites	had	been	built	by	internees—clearings,	with	tables,	benches,
and	toilets.	The	first	was	about	half	a	mile	out,	the	farthest	several	miles	into	the
Sierras.	As	restrictions	gradually	loosened,	you	could	measure	your	liberty	by



how	far	they’d	let	you	go—to	Camp	Three	with	a	Caucasian,	to	Camp	Three
alone,	to	Camp	Four	with	a	Caucasian,	to	Camp	Four	alone.	As	fourth-	and	fifth-
graders	we	usually	hiked	out	to	Camp	One,	on	the	edge	of	Bair’s	Creek,	where
we	could	wade,	collect	rocks,	and	sit	on	the	bank	eating	lunches	the	mess	hall
crew	packed	for	us.	I	would	always	take	along	a	quart	jar	and	a	white
handkerchief	and	sit	for	an	hour	next	to	the	stream,	watching	it	strain	through	the
cloth,	trickling	under	the	glass.	Water	there	was	the	clearest	I’ve	ever	seen,
running	right	down	off	the	snow.
One	of	our	leaders	on	these	excursions	was	a	pretty	young	woman	named

Lois,	about	twenty-five	at	the	time,	who	wore	long	braids,	full	skirts,	and
peasant	blouses.	She	was	a	Quaker,	like	so	many	of	the	Caucasians	who	came	in
to	teach	and	do	volunteer	work.	She	also	had	a	crush	on	a	tall,	very	handsome
and	popular	Nisei	boy	who	sometimes	sang	and	danced	in	the	talent	shows.	His
name	was	Isao.	In	order	to	find	a	little	free	time	together,	Lois	and	Isao	arranged
an	overnight	camping	trip	for	all	the	girls	in	our	class.	We	took	jars	for	water,
potatoes	to	roast,	and	army	blankets	and	hiked	up	Bair’s	Creek	one	Friday
afternoon	to	a	nice	little	knoll	at	the	base	of	the	mountains.
All	the	girls	were	tittering	and	giggling	at	the	way	Isao	and	Lois	held	hands

and	looked	at	each	other.	They	built	us	a	big	driftwood	fire	that	night,	and	told	us
ghost	stories	until	they	figured	we	had	all	dozed	off.	Then	they	disappeared	for	a
while	into	the	sagebrush.	I	was	still	awake	and	heard	their	careful	footsteps
snapping	twigs.	I	thought	how	hard	it	would	be	to	walk	around	out	there	without
a	flashlight.	It	was	years	later	that	I	remembered	and	understood	what	that	outing
must	have	been	for	them.	At	the	time	I	had	my	own	escape	to	keep	me	occupied.
In	truth,	I	barely	noticed	their	departure.	This	was	the	first	overnight	camping
trip	I’d	ever	made.	For	me	it	was	enough	to	be	outside	the	barracks	for	a	night,
outside	the	square	mile	of	wire,	next	to	a	crackling	blaze	and	looking	at	stars	so
thick	and	so	close	to	the	ground	I	could	have	reached	up	and	scooped	out	an
armful.
	

If	I	had	been	told,	the	next	morning,	that	I	could	stay	outside	the	fence	as	long	as
I	wanted,	that	I	was	free	to	go,	it	would	have	sent	me	sprinting	for	the
compound.	Lovely	as	they	were	to	look	at,	the	Sierras	were	frightening	to	think
about,	an	icy	barricade.	If	you	took	off	in	the	opposite	direction	and	made	it	past
the	Inyos,	you’d	hit	Death	Valley,	while	to	the	south	there	loomed	a	range	of
brown,	sculpted	hills	everyone	said	were	full	of	rattlesnakes.	Camp	One	was
about	as	far	as	I	cared	to	venture.	What’s	more,	Block	28	was	“where	I	lived”
now.	One	night	was	plenty,	one	night	every	once	in	a	while,	to	explore	whatever
was	out	there.



You	might	call	that	the	image	for	a	whole	series	of	little	explorations	I	began
to	make	during	the	next	year,	looking	for	some	place	“outside,”	early	gropings
for	that	special	thing	I	could	be	or	do	for	myself.
In	addition	to	the	regular	school	sessions	and	the	recreation	program,	classes

of	every	kind	were	being	offered	all	over	camp:	singing,	acting,	trumpet	playing,
tap-dancing,	plus	traditional	Japanese	arts	like	needlework,	judo,	and	kendo.	The
first	class	I	attended	was	in	baton	twirling,	taught	by	a	chubby	girl	about
fourteen	named	Nancy.	In	the	beginning	I	used	a	sawed-off	broomstick	with	an
old	tennis	ball	stuck	on	one	end.	When	it	looked	like	I	was	going	to	keep	at	this,
Mama	ordered	me	one	like	Nancy’s	from	the	Sears,	Roebuck	catalogue.	Nancy
was	a	very	good	twirler	and	taught	us	younger	kids	all	her	tricks.	For	months	I
practiced,	joined	the	baton	club	at	school,	and	even	entered	contests.	Since	then	I
have	often	wondered	what	drew	me	to	it	at	that	age.	I	wonder,	because	of	all	the
activities	I	tried	out	in	camp,	this	was	the	one	I	stayed	with,	in	fact	returned	to
almost	obsessively	when	I	entered	high	school	in	southern	California	a	few	years
later.	By	that	time	I	was	desperate	to	be	“accepted,”	and	baton	twirling	was	one
trick	I	could	perform	that	was	thoroughly,	unmistakably	American—putting	on
the	boots	and	a	dress	crisscrossed	with	braid,	spinning	the	silver	stick	and
tossing	it	high	to	the	tune	of	a	John	Philip	Sousa	march.
Even	at	ten,	before	I	really	knew	what	waited	outside,	the	Japanese	in	me

could	not	compete	with	that.	It	tried—in	camp,	and	many	times	later,	in	one
form	or	another.	My	visit	to	the	old	geisha	who	lived	across	the	firebreak	was	a
typical	example	of	how	those	attempts	turned	out.	She	was	offering	lessons	in
the	traditional	dancing	called	odori.	A	lot	of	young	girls	studied	this	in	order	to
take	part	in	the	big	obon	festival	held	every	August,	a	festival	honoring	dead
ancestors,	asking	them	to	bring	good	crops	in	the	fall.
She	was	about	seventy,	a	tiny,	aristocratic-looking	woman.	She	took	students

in	her	barracks	cubicle,	which	was	fitted	out	like	a	little	Buddhist	shrine,	with
tatami	mats	on	the	floor.	She	would	kneel	in	her	kimono	and	speak	very	softly	in
Japanese,	while	her	young	assistant	would	gracefully	swing	closed	knees	or	bend
her	swanlike	neck	to	the	old	geishas	instructions.
I	sat	across	the	room	from	her	for	an	hour	trying	to	follow	what	was	going	on.

It	was	all	a	mystery.	I	had	never	learned	the	language.	And	this	woman	was	so
old,	even	her	dialect	was	foreign	to	me.	She	seemed	an	occult	figure,	more	spirit
than	human.	When	she	bowed	to	me	from	her	knees	at	the	end	of	the	hour,	I
rushed	out	of	there,	back	to	more	familiar	surroundings.
Something	about	her	fascinated	me	though.	For	a	while	I	tried	to	keep	in

contact	with	her	lore	via	the	reports	of	two	girls	from	my	class,	Reiko	and
Mitsue,	who	had	stayed	on	as	students.	Because	they	came	from	wealthy



families	and	spoke	and	understood	both	English	and	Japanese,	they	had	high
opinions	of	themselves.	Whenever	I	pressed	them	for	details	of	what	they’d
learned,	they	would	tease	me.
“A	good	dancer	must	have	good	skin,”	Reiko	would	say.	“In	order	to	have

good	skin	you	must	rub	Rose	Brilliantine	Hair	Tonic	on	your	face	and	rub	cold
cream	in	your	hair.”
I	went	home	and	did	this	secretly,	when	no	one	else	was	around,	and	waited

for	my	skin	to	become	the	skin	of	an	odori	dancer.
“You	have	to	think	about	your	clothing,”	Mitsue	would	tell	me.	“A	good

dancer	is	recognized	by	her	clothing.	You	should	wear	your	stockings	inside	out
and	never,	never	wear	any	underpants.”
I	did	this	too,	on	the	sly,	until	Mama	asked	me	why	my	socks	were	always

inside	out,	and	why	I	was	wearing	nothing	underneath	my	dress.	She	was	not
amused	when	I	explained	it	to	her.	She	told	me	to	stay	away	from	those	girls,
they	were	just	being	mean,	and	if	I	wanted	lessons	from	the	old	geisha	woman,
Mama	herself	would	take	me	over	there	and	arrange	it.	I	shook	my	head	and	told
her	no,	I	didn’t	want	to	do	that	right	now.	I	had	another	kind	of	dancing	in	mind.
This	time	it	was	ballet.	I	had	never	seen	ballet.	I’d	only	heard	of	it.	But	it

sounded	like	something	I	would	want	to	do.	In	Ocean	Park	I	had	taken	tap-
dancing	lessons;	my	older	brothers	would	coax	me	to	perform	for	visitors,	and	it
gained	me	a	lot	of	attention.	In	camp	I	had	already	danced	in	a	couple	of	talent
shows.	When	the	word	came	around	that	a	woman	was	offering	ballet	lessons,	I
showed	up,	with	three	other	young	girls.	It	was	a	dusty	day	anyhow,	and	there
wasn’t	much	you	could	do	outside.
The	classroom	was	an	abandoned	barracks.	No	one	had	lived	there	for

months.	Light	showed	through	the	warped	planking.	It	was	almost	like	going
back	two	years	to	the	day	we	first	arrived,	except	that	a	piano	sat	on	the	bare,
splintered	boards,	and	here	was	a	thirtyish	Japanese	woman,	with	her	hair	pulled
back	in	a	chignon,	wearing	a	pink	tutu,	a	pair	of	pink	toe-dancing	shoes,	and	no
tights.
At	the	piano	sat	a	young	girl	with	glasses	on,	studying	some	sheet	music	in	the

not	quite	adequate	light	from	a	single	overhead	bulb.	When	we	were	all	in	the
room	and	seated	on	the	floor,	she	began	to	play,	and	the	dancer	began	to	dance	as
if	she	were	the	one	trying	out,	not	us.	She	twirled,	and	she	leaped	from	wall	to
wall,	flinging	her	arms.	She	had	been	a	good	dancer	once,	but	now	she	was
overweight,	and	sad	to	watch,	even	in	the	eyes	of	a	ten-year-old	who	had	never
seen	this	kind	of	dancing.
I	was	intrigued	by	her	strange,	flat-toed	shoes,	badly	frayed,	worn	down	by

the	boards.	I	stared	too	at	her	legs.	I	could	not	stop	watching	them	while	she



spun,	sidestepping	knotholes.	They	were	thick,	white,	blue-veined,	tapering
sharply	from	the	quivering	thighs,	the	kind	of	legs	my	older	sisters	would	have
called	daikon	ashi	(daikon	means	horseradish;	ashi	is	leg).
She	began	to	show	us	a	few	steps	and	tricks,	beginning	with	the	splits.	She

hoisted	herself	and	reversed	her	torso	and	came	down	again	with	her	legs	spread.
I	winced,	sure	the	planks	would	tear	her	skin.	Then	she	got	the	four	of	us	up	to
try	first	position,	which	I	did	mainly	out	of	courtesy,	in	order	not	to	hurt	the
feelings	of	this	heavy	woman	with	her	daikon	ashi	and	her	shredded	shoes.
After	showing	us	the	first	three	ballet	positions	she	sat	down	to	rest.	She	took

her	shoes	off.	Her	toes	were	showing	blood.	I	noticed	then	the	lines	in	her	face,
the	traces	of	gray	in	her	black	hair.	I	felt	so	sorry	for	her	I	decided	to	go	ahead
and	sign	up	for	her	course.	But	once	I	left	that	room,	back	out	into	the	dusty,
wind-flurried	afternoon,	I	never	did	return.	Ballet	seemed	then	some	terrible
misuse	of	the	body,	and	she	was	so	anxious	to	please	us,	her	very	need	to	hold
on	to	whatever	she	had	been	scared	me	away.
	

Among	my	explorations	during	these	months,	there	was	one	more,	final	venture
into	Catholicism.	The	Maryknoll	chapel	was	just	up	the	street	now	and	easy	to
get	to.	I	resumed	my	catechism.	Once	again	I	was	listening	with	rapt	terror	to	the
lives	of	the	saints	and	the	martyrs,	although	that	wasn’t	really	what	attracted	me
this	time.	I	had	found	another	kind	of	inspiration,	had	seen	another	way	the
church	might	make	me	into	something	quite	extraordinary.
I	had	watched	a	girl	my	own	age	shining	at	the	center	of	one	of	their	elaborate

ceremonies.	It	appealed	to	me	tremendously.	She	happened	to	be	an	orphan,	and
I	figured	that	if	this	much	could	befall	an	orphan,	imagine	how	impressive	I
would	look	in	such	a	role.
I	had	long	observed	her	from	a	distance,	a	slim	and	lovely	girl,	and	always

aloof,	because	of	the	way	other	kids	treated	orphans	there,	as	if	a	lack	of	parents
put	you	somehow	beneath	everyone	else.	I	confess	I	felt	that	way	myself.
Orphans	were	in	a	class	apart.	In	Block	28	we	saw	them	often.	“Childrens
Village,”	where	Sister	Suzanne	and	Sister	Bernadette	put	in	a	good	deal	of	time,
was	as	near	to	us	as	their	chapel—two	blocks	away	in	the	opposite	direction.
Each	day	about	a	dozen	of	them,	including	this	girl,	would	come	trooping	past
our	barracks	on	the	way	to	a	catechism	lesson.	On	days	I	intended	to	go,	I	would
wait	till	they	were	half	a	block	ahead,	so	I	wouldn’t	be	seen	arriving	in	their
midst.
This	girl	had	already	been	baptized.	What	I	witnessed	was	her	confirmation.

She	was	dressed	like	a	bride,	in	a	white	gown,	white	lace	hood,	and	sheer	veil,
walking	toward	the	altar,	down	the	aisle	of	that	converted	barracks.	Watching	her



from	the	pew	I	was	pierced	with	envy	for	the	position	she	had	gained.	At	the
same	time	I	was	filled	with	awe	and	with	a	startled	wonder	at	the	notion	that	this
girl,	this	orphan,	could	become	such	a	queen.
A	few	days	later	I	let	it	be	known	that	I	was	going	to	be	baptized	into	the

church	and	confirmed	as	soon	as	the	nuns	thought	I	was	ready.	I	announced	this
to	the	Sisters	and	they	rejoiced.	I	announced	it	at	home,	and	Papa	exploded.
“No,”	he	roared.	“Absolutely	not!”
I	just	stood	there,	stunned,	too	scared	to	speak.
“You’re	too	young!”
I	started	to	cry.
“How	are	you	going	to	get	married?”	he	shouted.	“If	you	get	baptized	a

Catholic,	you	have	to	marry	a	Catholic.	No	Japanese	boys	are	in	the	Catholic
church.	You	get	baptized	now,	how	are	you	going	to	find	a	good	Japanese	boy	to
marry?”
I	ran	to	Mama,	but	she	knew	better	than	to	argue	with	him	about	this.	I	ran	to

the	chapel	and	told	Sister	Bernadette,	and	she	came	hurrying	to	the	barracks.	She
and	Papa	had	become	pretty	good	friends	over	the	months.	Once	every	week	or
so	she	would	visit,	and	while	he	sipped	his	apricot	brandy	they	would	talk	about
religion.	But	this	time,	when	she	came	to	the	door	and	called	“Wakatsuki-san?”
he	met	her	there	shouting,	“No!	No	baptism!”
She	raised	her	eyebrows,	trying	to	stare	him	down.
He	rose	to	his	full	height,	as	if	she,	about	the	size	of	Mama,	were	the	general

of	some	invading	army,	and	said,	“Too	young!”
“Old	enough	to	know	God!”
“Who	knows	anything	of	God	at	ten?”
This	made	her	angry.	At	any	other	time	they	would	have	taken	an	hour	hearing

each	other	out.	But	now,	when	she	opened	her	mouth	to	reply,	his	upheld	flat
palm	stopped	her.	He	was	not	going	to	argue.	He	wouldn’t	even	let	her	past	the
door.
In	exasperation	she	glared	at	him,	then	turned	and	walked	away.	I	ran	to	my

bunk,	devastated,	and	wept,	hating	him.	I	was	too	ashamed	to	go	back	to
catechism	after	that.	I	just	hated	Papa,	for	weeks,	and	dreamed	of	the	white-
gowned	princess	I	might	have	become.	Late	afternoons,	practicing	my	baton	in
the	firebreak,	angrily	I	would	throw	him	into	the	air	and	watch	him	twirl,	and
catch	him,	and	throw	him	high,	again	and	again	and	again.



fourteen

In	the	Firebreak

HE	WAS	RIGHT,	OF	COURSE.	I	DID	NOT	KNOW	what	I	was	getting	myself	into.	Years
later	I	silently	thanked	him	for	forcing	me	to	postpone	such	decisions	until	I	was
old	enough	to	think	for	myself.	But	at	the	time	it	was	unforgivable.	And	it	was
typical	of	his	behavior	during	those	days.	He	had	no	boat	crew	to	command,	no
income	to	manage,	no	trips	to	plan,	not	even	a	dining	table	to	preside	over.	He
would	putter	blandly	along,	then	suddenly,	unexpectedly,	as	if	to	remind	himself
he	was	still	in	charge	of	something,	he	would	burst	out	like	that,	his	intentions
right,	but	his	manner	stubborn	and	relentless,	forcing	distances	between	us.
As	his	youngest	child	I	had	grown	up	blessed	with	special	attentions.	Now,

more	and	more	I	found	myself	cut	off	from	him.	When	I	needed	reassurance	I
would	get	it	from	Woody	or	Chizu,	or	from	Mama,	who	had	more	of	herself	to
give	by	this	time.	Then	one	afternoon	there	came	a	moment	when	I	was	cut	off
from	both	of	them,	Papa	and	Mama	together.	It	wasn’t	loneliness	I	felt,	or
isolation;	they	were	still	within	reach.	Rather,	it	was	that	first,	brief	flicker	of
total	separateness.	It	could	have	occurred	anywhere	we	might	have	been	living;	I
had	reached	the	age.	This	scene	happened	to	be	set	in	one	of	the	firebreaks	at
Manzanar.
My	oldest	sister	Eleanor	figures	in	it.	She	lay	in	the	camp	hospital,	trying	to

give	birth	to	a	baby	she	had	thought	she’d	be	having	in	Reno,	Nevada,	where	she
and	her	husband	Shig	had	relocated	in	1943.	Through	friends	they	had	found	a
house	there,	and	Shig	lined	up	a	job	in	a	restaurant.	Early	in	1944	the
government	decided	that	Nisei	should	be	eligible	for	Selective	Service,	like	all
other	American	citizens.	A	few	months	later	Shig	was	drafted.	Eleanor,	pregnant,
could	find	neither	work	nor	money	enough	to	pay	for	having	a	baby.	She
couldn’t	stay	in	Reno	and	she	couldn’t	go	with	Shig	to	the	army’s	training	camp
in	Louisiana,	so	she	voluntarily	reentered	camp.
When	she	went	into	the	hospital,	it	was	a	time	of	great	anxiety	in	our	family.

Two	of	my	other	sisters	had	borne	children	there.	They	had	both	hemorrhaged
badly,	and	blood	plasma	was	in	short	supply,	our	needs	being	low	on	the	wartime
priority	list.	One	sister	might	have	died	had	not	Woody	provided	blood	by	direct
transfusion.	In	the	case	of	a	sister-in-law	of	ours,	who	had	miscarried	and
hemorrhaged,	no	one	was	able	to	arrest	it	in	time,	and	she	just	bled	to	death	in
her	hospital	bed.
These	memories	were	very	much	with	us.	Papa,	in	particular,	was	worried.



Eleanor	was	his	oldest	daughter,	and	this	was	her	first	child.	Her	husband	had
gone	to	Germany	with	an	infantry	division,	and	now	she	was	struggling	through
the	second	day	of	a	difficult	labor.	He	and	Mama	were	taking	turns	sitting	with
her.	And	what	I	remember,	late	the	second	afternoon,	is	Mama	running	toward	us
from	the	other	side	of	the	firebreak.	I	was	walking	with	Papa,	as	he	started	out
for	the	hospital,	and	here	she	came,	small,	and	running,	all	bundled	up—it	was
December—shouting,	“Ko!	Ko!”	making	little	puffs	of	frost	in	the	icy	air.
I	looked	at	Papa,	and	his	face	had	filled	with	terror.	He	tried	to	run	to	meet

her,	but	couldn’t,	could	barely	keep	his	stride.	His	look	filled	me	with	terror	too.
I	was	sure	Eleanor	had	died	in	the	hospital.	Our	fear	must	have	held	back
Mama’s	progress.	It	seemed	we	watched	her	run	for	minutes	across	that	stretch
of	cleared	sand.	There	was	room	enough	for	a	football	game,	or	an	entire	parade.
In	my	eyes	then,	it	was	a	threatening	openness,	a	no	man’s	land.
We	met	her	in	the	sand,	Mama	breathless,	small	in	front	of	him,	looking	up,

saying,	“Ko!	Ko,	it’s	a	boy!”
His	face	gave	way.	His	eyes	filled.	“A	boy!”
“Yes!”
“And	Eleanor?”
“Yes.	Okay!”
“Okay.”
“They’re	both	okay.”
His	tears	let	go,	unchecked.	Mama	was	already	crying.	She	began	to	talk

excitedly,	jabbering	the	details.	As	the	news	sunk	in,	my	fear	was	replaced	by	an
odd	detachment.	The	burden	fell	away,	leaving	me	afloat,	and	I	was	a	spectator
witnessing	the	nearest	to	a	love	scene	I	would	ever	see	between	them.	My	own
perception	removed	me	from	it.	I	was	more	awed	than	aware,	but	I	knew
whatever	I	was	watching	was	somehow	both	tender	and	profound,	with	an
intimacy	that	made	me	invisible	to	them.
Papa	put	an	arm	around	her,	needing	her	support.	He	was	wearing	the	rust-

colored	turtleneck	sweater	he	used	to	take	on	fishing	trips,	the	one	she	had
knitted	for	him	before	the	war.	Now,	as	she	talked,	the	fingers	of	one	hand
played	over	its	yarn,	as	if	inspecting	her	own	workmanship.	While	the	late	sun
turned	this	rusty	sweater	dark	shades	of	orange,	they	stood	there	in	the	great
expanse	of	the	firebreak,	far	out	from	the	rows	of	barracks,	weeping	with	relief
and	happiness,	talking	quietly,	just	the	two	of	them.



fifteen

Departures

IN	THE	MONTHS	TO	COME	THEY	WOULD	DRAW	together	even	more	closely,	just	as	I
would	hold	to	them—my	moment	of	separateness	a	foreshadowing,	but	not	yet	a
reality.	Our	family	had	begun	to	dwindle,	along	with	the	entire	camp	population.
By	the	end	of	1944	about	6,000	people	remained,	and	those,	for	the	most	part,
were	the	aging	and	the	young.	Whoever	had	prospects	on	the	outside,	and	the
energy	to	go,	was	leaving,	relocating,	or	entering	military	service.	No	one	could
blame	them.	To	most	of	the	Nisei,	anything	looked	better	than	remaining	in
camp.	For	many	of	their	parents,	just	the	opposite	was	true.
Eleanor	and	Shig	had	been	the	first	of	my	family	to	leave.	A	few	months	after

she	had	her	baby,	she	moved	back	to	Reno	to	stay	with	friends	there.	The	next	to
go	was	Woody	who,	in	August	1944,	had	been	drafted.	When	the	notice	came	he
showed	it	to	Papa.
“And	now	what	will	you	do?”	Papa	said	glumly.
“I	have	to	go.”
“What	if	you	refused	to	answer	the	letter.”
“It’s	my	duty.”
“What	about	those	twenty-six	boys	from	Tule	Lake	who	refused	to	report?

The	judge	in	San	Francisco	ruled	that	they	were	right.	It	was	in	the	papers.	You
can’t	lock	somebody	up	because	he	might	be	disloyal,	and	then	make	him	join
the	army.	That	was	the	judge’s	conclusion.”
“Well,	right	now	Tom	Dobashi	who	used	to	live	over	in	Block	Nine	is	in	jail

in	Los	Angeles	for	refusing	to	report	for	his	physical.”
“He	was	already	in	jail.”
Woody	blinked,	missing	the	point	at	first.	Then,	he	grinned.	“C’mon,	Pop.	It’s

not	that	bad	out	here.	Not	anymore.”
“Then	why	don’t	you	stay?”
“I’m	gonna	stay.	For	a	while.	Until	they	call	me	up.	They	put	me	in	the

reserve	unit	in	camp.	It	could	be	months.	Maybe	the	war	will	be	over	by	then.”
His	unit	was	called	up	in	November.	We	all	went	down	to	see	them	off	at	the

main	gate—nineteen	young	men	in	their	teens	and	twenties,	some	wearing	suits
and	ties,	some,	like	Woody,	wearing	overcoats	and	neck	scarves	against	the	cold,
carrying	satchels,	traveling	bags,	shaving	kits.	They	lined	up	two	deep	for	a
photo	that	ran	later	in	the	camp	paper.	Then	we	watched	Woody	join	the
shuffling	line	and	climb	aboard.



For	me	it	was	almost	like	watching	Papa	leave	again.	I	didn’t	know	where	he
was	going	or	understand	quite	why.	When	his	bus	pulled	out	I	only	knew	that	if
anything	happened	to	him	the	world	would	probably	be	coming	to	an	end,
because	nothing	could	happen	to	Woody.	He	had	always	been	so	solid.	I	hugged
Mama	while	we	watched	his	final	wave	through	the	window,	his	mustache	lifting
above	that	impish	smile,	as	if	we	had	all	just	pulled	a	fast	one	on	the	world.
Chizu	was	with	us,	waving	back.	This	made	it	almost	like	the	day,	three	years

earlier,	we	had	watched	the	boats	sail	out	of	San	Pedro	Harbor,	except	that	Chizu
had	two	children	now,	and	instead	of	a	handful	of	fishermen’s	wives,	there	were
500	others	with	us	here.	They	had	turned	out,	like	people	in	small	towns	all	over
the	country,	to	watch	their	young	men	leave.	The	442nd	Combat	Regiment	was
famous	now,	full	of	heroes,	fighting	in	Europe	to	help	the	Allies	win	the	war,	and
showing	that	Niseis	too	could	be	patriots.	Woody	was	that	kind	of	Nisei,	anxious
to	prove	to	the	world	his	loyalty,	his	manhood,	something	about	his	family
honor.	Climbing	aboard	he	must	have	been	thinking	of	those	things,	while
Mama,	no	doubt,	was	thinking	of	the	mother	at	Manzanar	who	had	already
received	a	posthumous	Congressional	Medal	of	Honor	on	behalf	of	her	son
who’d	been	killed	in	Italy.
In	these	ways	it	was	a	typical	wartime	departure,	full	of	proud	smiles	and	half-

concealed	worry.	In	other	ways	it	was	edged	with	unique	uncertainties.	Families
were	being	further	torn	asunder,	and	those	left	behind	knew	no	more	about	their
own	fate	than	they	did	of	the	loved	ones	moving	on.	Would	we	still	be	here	after
the	war?	Would	we	be	living	forever	in	the	summer	heat	and	winter	wind	of
Owens	Valley?	And	if	not	here,	then	where	else?
The	answers	to	these	questions,	when	they	came,	only	added	to	our	insecurity.



sixteen

Free	to	Go

THE	ANSWERS	BEGAN	WITH	A	SUPREME	COURT	ruling	that	December,	in	the	case
called	Ex	Parte	Endo.	It	was	the	last	of	three	key	cases	heard	since	the	camps
had	opened.
In	the	first,	Gordon	Hirabayashi,	a	Nisei	student	from	the	University	of

Washington,	challenged	the	evacuation	order.	He	had	also	violated	the	army’s
curfew,	imposed	early	in	1942	on	all	West	Coast	Japanese.	He	challenged	the
racial	bias	of	these	actions	and	the	abuse	of	his	civil	rights.	The	court	avoided
the	issue	of	the	evacuation	itself	by	ruling	on	the	curfew.	It	upheld	the	army’s
decision	to	limit	the	movements	of	a	racially	select	group	of	citizens.	The
reasoning:	wartime	necessity.
In	the	second	case,	the	issue	was	the	exclusion	orders	that	removed	us	from

our	homes	and	sent	us	inland.	Fred	Korematsu,	a	young	Nisei	living	in	Oakland,
had	ignored	the	evacuation	to	stay	with	his	Caucasian	girlfriend.	He	had	plastic
surgery	done	on	his	face,	he	changed	his	name,	and	was	posing	as	a	Spanish
Hawaiian	when	the	FBI	caught	up	with	him.	In	court,	the	racial	bias	was
challenged	again.	Why	were	no	German	Americans	evacuated,	it	was	asked,	or
Americans	of	Italian	descent?	Weren’t	these	nations	our	enemies	too?	Due
process	had	been	violated,	Korematsu	claimed,	along	with	other	constitutional
rights.	But	the	army’s	decision	to	evacuate	was	also	upheld	by	the	Supreme
Court.
The	final	case	challenged	the	internment	itself.	Soon	after	she	was	evacuated,

in	April	1942,	Mitsue	Endo,	a	twenty-one-year-old	Nisei	and	an	employee	of	the
California	State	Highway	Commission,	had	filed	a	petition	for	habeus	corpus,
protesting	her	detention	at	Topaz	Camp	in	central	Utah.	She	spent	two	and	a	half
years	awaiting	the	high	court’s	decision,	which	was	that	she	had	been	right:	the
government	cannot	detain	loyal	citizens	against	their	will.
Anticipating	this	ruling,	the	army’s	Western	Defense	Command	had	already

announced	that	the	mass	exclusion	orders	of	1942	were	being	rescinded.	Next	it
was	announced	that	all	the	camps	would	be	closed	within	the	coming	twelve
months	and	that	internees	now	had	the	right	to	return	to	their	former	homes.
	

In	our	family	the	response	to	this	news	was	hardly	joyful.	For	one	thing	we	had
no	home	to	return	to.	Worse,	the	very	thought	of	going	back	to	the	West	Coast
filled	us	with	dread.	What	will	they	think	of	us,	those	who	sent	us	here?	How



will	they	look	at	us?	Three	years	of	wartime	propaganda—racist	headlines,
atrocity	movies,	hate	slogans,	and	fright-mask	posters—had	turned	the	Japanese
face	into	something	despicable	and	grotesque.	Mama	and	Papa	knew	this.	They
had	been	reading	the	papers.	Even	I	knew	this,	although	it	was	not	until	many
years	later	that	I	realized	how	bad	things	actually	were.
In	addition	to	the	traditionally	racist	organizations	like	the	American	Legion

and	The	Native	Sons	of	The	Golden	West,	who	had	been	agitating	against	the
West	Coast	Japanese	for	decades,	new	groups	had	sprung	up	during	the	war,
with	the	specific	purpose	of	preventing	anyone	of	Japanese	descent	from
returning	to	the	coast—groups	like	No	Japs	Incorporated	in	San	Diego,	The
Home	Front	Commandoes	in	Sacramento,	and	The	Pacific	Coast	Japanese
Problem	League	in	Los	Angeles.	Also,	some	growers’	associations,	threatened
by	the	return	of	interned	farmers,	had	been	using	the	war	as	a	way	to	foment
hostile	feelings	in	the	major	farming	areas.
What’s	more,	our	years	of	isolation	at	Manzanar	had	widened	the	already

spacious	gap	between	the	races,	and	it	is	not	hard	to	understand	why	so	many
preferred	to	stay	where	they	were.	Before	the	war	one	of	the	standard	charges
made	against	the	Japanese	was	their	clannishness,	their	standoffishness,	their
refusal	to	assimilate.	The	camps	had	made	this	a	reality	in	the	extreme.	After
three	years	in	our	desert	ghetto,	at	least	we	knew	where	we	stood	with	our
neighbors,	could	live	more	or	less	at	ease	with	them.
Yet	now	the	government	was	saying	we	not	only	were	free	to	go;	like	the

move	out	of	Terminal	Island,	and	the	move	to	Owens	Valley,	we	had	to	go.
Definite	dates	were	being	fixed	for	the	closing	of	the	camp.
By	January	of	’45	a	few	determined	internees	were	already	trying	to	recover

former	homes	and	farmlands.	Ominous	reports	of	their	reception	began	trickling
back,	to	confirm	our	deepest	fears.	A	Nisei	man	had	been	assaulted	on	the	street
in	Seattle.	A	home	was	burned	in	San	Jose.	Nightriders	carrying	shotguns	had
opened	fire	on	a	farmhouse	near	Fresno,	narrowly	missing	two	sleeping	children.
Later	on,	in	May,	one	of	my	sisters	and	her	husband,	leaving	for	the	east,	were
escorted	to	the	Southern	Pacific	depot	in	Los	Angeles	by	armed	guards,	not
because	they	were	thought	to	be	dangerous,	but	for	their	own	protection.
Most	of	the	Japanese	returning	to	the	coast	resettled	without	suffering	bodily

harm.	But	gossip	tends	to	thrive	on	bad	news,	not	good.	Stories	such	as	these
spread	through	the	camp	and	grew	in	our	minds	like	tumors.	I	remember	hearing
them	discussed	in	our	barracks,	quietly,	as	if	Ku	Klux	Klansmen	lurked	outside
the	window,	the	same	way	my	brothers	discussed	our	dilemma	during	the	brief
stay	in	Boyle	Heights,	before	the	evacuation.
I	would	listen	to	the	stories	and	I	would	cringe.	And	this	was	both	odd	and



confusing	to	me,	because	ever	since	we’d	arrived,	the	outside	world	had	loomed
in	my	imagination	as	someplace	inaccessible	yet	wonderfully	desirable.	I	would
recall	our	days	in	Ocean	Park.	I	would	flip	through	the	Sears,	Roebuck
catalogue,	dreaming	of	the	dresses	and	boots	and	coats	that	were	out	there
somewhere	at	the	other	end	of	the	highway	beyond	the	gate.	All	the	truly	good
things,	it	often	seemed,	the	things	we	couldn’t	get,	were	outside,	and	had	to	be
sent	for,	or	shipped	in.	In	this	sense,	God	and	the	Sears,	Roebuck	catalogue	were
pretty	much	one	and	the	same	in	my	young	mind.
Once,	during	a	novena	at	the	Maryknoll	chapel,	I	had	asked	for	something	I

desperately	longed	for	and	had	never	seen	inside	the	camp.	We	were	told	to	ask
for	something	we	really	wanted.	We	were	to	write	it	on	a	piece	of	paper,	pray
devoutly	for	nine	days,	and	if	we’d	prayed	well	it	would	be	answered.	The	nuns
expected	us	to	ask	for	purity	of	soul,	or	a	holy	life.	I	asked	God	for	some	dried
apricots.	I	wrote	this	on	a	piece	of	paper,	dropped	it	into	the	prayer	box,	and
began	to	fantasize	about	how	they	would	arrive,	in	a	package	from	Sears,
Roebuck.	I	knew	how	they	would	taste,	and	feel	in	my	hands.	I	said	my	rosary,
thirty	times	a	day,	for	nine	days,	and	for	nine	more	days	after	that	I	waited.	The
dried	apricots	never	came.	My	faith	in	God	and	in	the	Catholic	church	slipped
several	notches	at	that	time.	But	not	my	faith	in	the	outside,	where	all	such	good
things	could	be	found.	I	went	back	to	flipping	through	the	catalogue.
Those	images,	of	course,	had	come	from	my	past.	What	I	had	to	face	now,	a

year	later,	was	the	future.	I	was	old	enough	to	imagine	it,	and	also	old	enough	to
fear	it.	The	physical	violence	didn’t	trouble	me.	Somehow	I	didn’t	quite	believe
that,	or	didn’t	want	to	believe	such	things	could	happen	to	us.	It	was	the
humiliation.	That	continuous,	unnamed	ache	I	had	been	living	with	was	precise
and	definable	now.	Call	it	the	foretaste	of	being	hated.	I	knew	ahead	of	time	that
if	someone	looked	at	me	with	hate,	I	would	have	to	allow	it,	to	swallow	it,
because	something	in	me,	something	about	me	deserved	it.	At	ten	I	saw	that
coming,	like	a	judge’s	sentence,	and	I	would	have	stayed	inside	the	camp	forever
rather	than	step	outside	and	face	such	a	moment.
I	shared	this	particular	paralysis	with	Mama	and	Papa,	but	not	with	my	older

brothers	and	sisters.	The	hostility	worried	them.	But	their	desire	to	be	rid	of
Manzanar	outweighed	that	worry.	They	were	in	their	twenties	and	had	their	lives
to	lead.	They	decided	to	take	a	chance	on	the	east	coast.	It	was	3,000	miles	away,
with	no	history	of	anti-Asianism,	in	fact	no	Asian	history	at	all.	So	few	people	of
Asian	ancestry	had	settled	there,	it	was	like	heading	for	a	neutral	country.
Bill	was	the	first	to	make	that	move,	with	Tomi	and	their	baby	boy.	He	had

lined	up	a	job	with	Seabrook	Farms	in	New	Jersey,	a	new	frozen-food	enterprise
that	offered	work	to	many	Nisei	at	the	end	of	the	war.	A	few	weeks	later	Frances



and	her	husband	joined	them,	followed	by	Martha	and	Kaz,	then	Lillian,	who
was	just	finishing	her	junior	year	in	high	school,	and	Ray.
As	each	cluster	of	relatives	departed	we’d	say,	“See	you	in	New	Jersey.	Find

us	all	a	big	house	back	there.”
What	we	told	each	other	was	that	Bill	and	Frances	and	the	others	would	go	on

ahead,	make	sure	things	could	be	worked	out,	then	they’d	send	for	the	rest	of	us.
“See	you	in	New	Jersey,”	we	would	wave,	as	the	bus	pulled	out	taking	someone
else	to	the	train	station	in	L.A.	But	they	all	knew,	even	as	they	said	it,	that	Papa
would	never	move	back	east.	As	bad	as	the	West	Coast	sounded,	it	was	still	his
home	territory.	He	was	too	old	to	start	over,	too	afraid	of	rejection	in	an
unknown	part	of	the	world,	too	stubborn	and	too	tired	to	travel	that	far,	and
finally	too	proud	to	do	piecework	on	an	assembly	line.	Like	so	many	Issei,	he
had,	for	better	or	worse,	run	his	own	businesses,	been	his	own	man	for	too	long
to	tolerate	the	idea	of	working	for	someone	else.
The	truth	was,	at	this	point	Papa	did	not	know	which	way	to	turn.	In	the

government’s	eyes	a	free	man	now,	he	sat,	like	those	black	slaves	you	hear	about
who,	when	they	got	word	of	their	freedom	at	the	end	of	the	Civil	War,	just	did
not	know	where	else	to	go	or	what	else	to	do	and	ended	up	back	on	the
plantation,	rooted	there	out	of	habit	or	lethargy	or	fear.



seventeen

It’s	All	Starting	Over

IN	JUNE	THE	SCHOOLS	WERE	CLOSED	FOR	GOOD.	After	a	final	commencement
exercise	the	teachers	were	dismissed.	The	high	school	produced	a	second
yearbook,	Valediction	1945,	summing	up	its	years	in	camp.	The	introduction
shows	a	page-wide	photo	of	a	forearm	and	hand	squeezing	pliers	around	a	length
of	taut	barbed	wire	strung	beneath	one	of	the	towers.	Across	the	page	runs	the
caption,	“From	Our	World	...	through	these	portals	...	to	new	horizons.”
That	summer	the	farm	outside	the	fence	gradually	shut	down.	Cultivation

stopped.	Crops	in	the	ground	were	harvested	as	they	ripened.	Nothing	new	was
planted.	They	began	to	auction	off	the	tractors,	the	trucks	and	tools.
Then	the	word	went	out	that	the	entire	camp	would	close	without	fail	by

December	1.	Those	who	did	not	choose	to	leave	voluntarily	would	be	scheduled
for	resettlement	in	weekly	quotas.	Once	you	were	scheduled,	you	could	choose	a
place—a	state,	a	city,	a	town—and	the	government	would	pay	your	way	there.	If
you	didn’t	choose,	they’d	send	you	back	to	the	community	you	lived	in	before
you	were	evacuated.
Papa	gave	himself	up	to	the	schedule.	The	government	had	put	him	here,	he

reasoned,	the	government	could	arrange	his	departure.	What	could	he	lose	by
waiting?	Outside	he	had	no	job	to	go	back	to.	A	California	law	passed	in	1943
made	it	illegal	now	for	Issei	to	hold	commercial	fishing	licenses.	And	his	boats
and	nets	were	gone,	he	knew—confiscated	or	stolen.	Here	in	camp	he	had
shelter.	The	women	and	children	still	with	him	had	enough	to	eat.	He	decided	to
sit	it	out	as	long	as	he	could.
That	August,	as	usual,	it	was	brutally	hot.	He	would	sit	in	the	shade	on	our

barracks	steps	in	his	undershirt,	reading	the	papers,	reading	aloud	sometimes,	to
Mama	and	Granny,	as	he	had	done	for	his	fellow	inmates	at	Fort	Lincoln,	filling
them	in	on	the	state	of	the	world.	He	would	read	about	Japan’s	losses	during
those	final	weeks	of	the	Pacific	war	and	claim	he	had	predicted	it.	He	would	read
about	the	Russians	moving	into	Korea	and	grumble	that	if	the	Americans
occupied	Japan	there’d	be	another	war	within	ten	years,	maybe	five.	He	would
read	about	the	housing	shortage	all	along	the	West	Coast,	brought	on	by	wartime
population	growth,	and	he	would	throw	the	paper	down	in	disgust.
“Aaagghh!”
“Why	do	you	read	the	papers?”	Mama	would	say.	“It	always	makes	you	go

aaagghh.”



“They	have	been	so	busy	building	tanks	and	bombers,	they	have	run	out	of
houses	for	everyone	to	live	in.”
“It’s	the	war,”	Mama	said.
“So	where	do	they	think	they	are	going	to	put	people	like	us?”
“I	was	in	the	washroom	this	morning,	and	Akiko	told	me	it	is	just	like

nineteen	forty-two	all	over	again.	She	got	a	letter	from	her	sister	in	Los	Angeles.
Japanese	people	coming	back	from	the	camps	are	being	put	into	trailers	and
Quonset	huts.	We	should	have	left	here	when	there	were	still	houses	to	live	in.”
“You	are	the	one	who	wanted	to	wait,”	Papa	snapped.
“I	said	for	a	while.”
“For	a	while.”	He	mimicked	her.
“So	did	you.”
He	raised	his	voice.	“You	said	it	would	be	too	hard	on	the	kids.”
“You	said	so	yourself.”
He	shouted,	rearing	back	to	challenge	her.	“Then	don’t	tell	me	we	waited	too

long!”
Mama’s	eyes	closed,	squinting	tight,	shutting	off	the	conversation.	Her	face

became	a	web	of	creases.
“Jeannie,”	she	said	to	me.	“Come	over	here.	Momo	my	back	a	little	bit.”
I	was	out	there	with	them,	in	the	shade	in	my	shorts	and	barefooted,	waiting

for	what	little	coolness	might	come	at	us	through	the	pear	trees.	Most	of	the
recreation	leaders	were	gone	by	this	time.	Since	the	school	closed,	I	had	been
running	loose,	and	yet	not	running	very	far	at	all,	sticking	closer	to	our	barracks
now	than	ever	before.	I	stood	up	and	started	massaging	her	shoulders.
“Harder,”	she	said.	“There’s	a	knot	someplace.	I	can	feel	it	all	the	way	up	my

neck,	all	around	behind	my	eyes.”
I	started	pounding	with	my	fists,	like	little	pistons.	Sometimes	Kiyo	and	I

would	take	turns	doing	this,	up	and	down	her	back.	Today,	even	the	fists
wouldn’t	satisfy.
Gruffly	Papa	said,	“Hey!	You	move	over,	Jeannie!	Get	outta	the	way.”	He

swung	a	leg	behind	Mama	and	sat	down	on	the	step	above,	digging	his	thumbs
into	the	thick	flesh	below	her	neck.
Breath	hissed	in	through	her	teeth.	She	let	out	two	tiny	groans.	“Unh.	Unh.”
He	asked	her,	“What	did	Doctor	Matsui	say?”
“I	didn’t	see	him.”
“Where	was	he?”
“He	was	there,	but	it	was	too	crowded.	I’m	going	back	later.	The	whole

hallway	was	filled	up.	Everybody	has	a	headache,	or	a	stomach	ache,	or	a
backache	that	cannot	be	explained.	Everybody	is	sick.	Everything	is	like



nineteen	forty-two.	It	is	all	starting	over.”
“Hey!”	he	ordered.	“You	want	a	back	rub?	Sit	up	straight!”
He	ground	his	elbow	into	the	base	of	her	neck,	pushing	it	down	her	spine.	Her

groans	got	louder.
“Ooh.	Ooh.	That’s	it.	That’s	almost	it.”
“Listen,”	he	said.	“Maybe	we	will	not	have	to	leave	so	soon.	Last	night	at	the

block	leaders	meeting	it	was	definitely	decided	that	the	camp	must	remain	open
until	everyone	has	a	place	to	go	back	to.”
“What	does	the	administration	say?”
“The	block	leaders	are	preparing	a	statement	to	take	to	them.”
“Do	you	think	it	will	do	any	good?”
Papa	did	not	answer.	He	was	dragging	his	elbow	slowly	up	one	spinal	muscle

and	staring	down	the	street,	where	the	answer	to	her	question	was	everywhere
pathetically	evident.	Leaves	and	windfall	pears	had	piled	up	beneath	the	trees.	In
the	park	nearby,	grass	creepers	edged	out	into	the	graveled	paths.	Little	clusters
of	debris	were	slowing	down	the	waterways.	All	around,	you	saw	these	signals
of	neglect,	as	if	the	camp	itself	were	slowly,	deliberately	disintegrating	in	order
to	comply	with	the	administrations	deadline.	Every	day	another	barracks	or	two
would	fall	empty.	The	outer	blocks	had	long	been	deserted,	filling	up	with
tumbleweeds	and	sand.	Right	next	to	our	stairs,	in	Papa’s	rock	garden,	the	moss
was	dry,	the	sand	needed	raking.	No	one	bothered	with	it.
Mama	said,	“Ko.”
No	answer.
“Ko?”
“What?”
“What	are	we	going	to	do?”
“Wait.”
“For	what?”	she	asked.
“Listen	to	me.	I	have	an	idea.	All	these	people	who	are	waiting	in	the	hall	to

see	Doctor	Matsui,	they	are	worried	about	where	they	are	going	to	live	and	how
they	are	going	to	make	money	on	the	outside.	Is	that	not	so?”
“Yes.”
“Suppose	we	organize	some	kind	of	a	cooperative.	For	Japanese	people

coming	back	from	the	camps.	We	will	design	a	housing	project,	and	all	the	men
looking	for	work	will	build	houses.”
“You	have	to	have	some	land	for	that,”	Mama	said.
“Of	course.”
“You	have	to	have	money.”
“We	will	get	a	loan	from	the	government.	At	the	block	leaders	meeting	it	was



decided	that	they	must	provide	low-interest	loans	for	families	returning	from	the
camps.	They	cannot	deprive	us	of	our	homes	and	our	fishing	boats	and	our
automobiles	and	lock	us	up	for	three	years	and	then	just	turn	us	loose	into	the
cities	again.	They	have	to	help	us	get	a	new	start.”
“Is	this	too	in	the	statement	they	are	preparing?”
“Yes.	They	deliver	it	at	noon	today.”
“Do	you	think	the	government	will	do	anything?”
Again,	Papa	did	not	answer.	They	both	knew	what	it	would	be.	This	time	his

long	pause	slipped	into	pure	silence.	Without	the	answer	he	could	continue
dabbling	with	the	dream.	Mamas	eyes	squinted	shut.	His	fingers	worked	below
her	shoulder	blades.	He	had	found	the	knot,	the	tension	node,	and	he	homed	in
on	it	with	a	practiced	knuckle.	Mama	rolled	her	head	from	side	to	side,	pulling	at
the	tendons	in	her	neck,	groaning	loudly	now,	hissing	with	the	painful	pleasure
of	his	cure.
	

The	last	hope	that	something	might	postpone	our	returning	to	the	outside	world
was	extinguished	on	August	6	when	the	atomic	bomb	fell	on	Hiroshima.	That
ended	the	Second	World	War.	America	had	won.	Internment	camps	were
undeniably	a	thing	of	the	past.
I	remember	seeing	the	newspaper	photos	of	the	mushroom	cloud	that	bloomed

above	the	city	and	hearing	the	murmurs	that	rose	ever	so	quietly	from	the
stunned,	almost	reverent	hush	all	over	camp.	The	unbelievable	horror	of	what
had	happened	was	not	yet	known.	This	was	as	strange,	as	awesome,	as
mysteriously	unnerving	as	Pearl	Harbor	had	been.	And	in	the	same	way	that	the
first	attack	finished	off	one	period	in	our	lives,	so	this	appalling	climax	marked
the	end	of	another.
Nine	days	later,	all	over	America	people	were	dancing	in	the	streets.	At

Manzanar	I	suppose	there	was	some	rejoicing	too.	At	least	we	were	no	longer
the	enemy.	But	the	atomic	bombing,	if	anything,	just	sharpened	our	worry.	I	still
see	Papa	sitting	on	our	steps	for	long	hours,	smoking	cigarettes	in	his	ivory
holder,	staring	into	the	mountains	he	went	to	with	his	eyes	whenever	he	needed
sustenance.	Here	he	sat,	a	man	without	prospects,	perhaps	now	without	even	a
family	in	Japan	to	confirm	his	own	history,	fifty-eight	years	old,	and	his	children
scattered	across	the	land:	Woody	in	the	army	at	Fort	Douglas,	Utah;	Eleanor	in
Reno;	her	husband	in	Germany	with	the	occupation	troops;	Bill	and	Martha	and
Frances	and	Lillian	in	New	Jersey;	Ray	now	in	the	Coast	Guard,	the	only	service
that	would	take	him	at	the	age	of	seventeen.
Papa	read	the	papers	and	studied	the	changeless	peaks,	while	all	around	us

other	families	were	moving	out,	forcing	our	name	ever	higher	on	the	list.	Every



day	busloads	left	from	the	main	gate,	heading	south	with	their	quotas,	filled	with
Mamas	and	Papas	and	Grannies	who	had	postponed	movement	as	long	as
possible,	and	soldiers’	wives	like	Chizu,	and	children	like	Kiyo	and	May	and	me,
too	young	yet	to	be	out	on	our	own.	Some	of	the	older	folks	resisted	leaving
right	up	to	the	end	and	had	to	have	their	bags	packed	for	them	and	be	physically
lifted	and	shoved	onto	the	buses.	When	our	day	finally	arrived,	in	early	October,
there	were	maybe	2,000	people	still	living	out	there,	waiting	their	turn	and
hoping	it	wouldn’t	come.



eighteen

Ka-ke,	Near	Hiroshima:	April	1946

On	a	low	hill	the	gravestones	tilt	crazily,	as	if	trying	to	wrench	loose	from	the
soil.
“It	was	the	bomb,”	Toyo	explains.	“Even	here,	fifteen	miles	away,	like	an

earthquake	sent	to	rip	the	world	in	two.”
Woody,	gazing	at	the	stones,	says,	“Were	many	in	our	family	lost?”
“We	were	lucky,”	Toyo	says.	“Only	one.	He	would	have	been	your	cousin.

None	of	the	rest	of	us	were	in	the	city	then.”
“And	is	he	buried	here?”
“No.	He	was	near	the	center	of	the	fire	storm.	But	let	us	not	talk	of	that.	I	did

not	bring	you	here	to	talk	of	that.	Do	you	see	this	stone?”
“This	one?”
“‘Your	father	was	buried	here	in	nineteen	thirteen.”
Woody	looks	at	her,	wondering	how	old	she	really	is,	wondering	how	well	she

remembers.	She	is	Papa’s	aunt.	She	must	he	eighty.	He	studies	her	face	for	some
measure	of	how	far	her	recollection	can	he	trusted.	He	thinks	of	Granny,	not	yet
this	old,	but	blind,	forgetful,	full	of	needs	that	must	be	cared	for	and	tales
everyone	half	listens	to.	Toyo’s	not	at	all	like	that.	She	has	a	monks	tranquillity.
Her	eyes	are	still	alert.	Her	face	shows	both	the	burden	and	the	full
understanding	of	all	her	eighty	years	or	more.
With	great	care	Woody	says,	“But	I	told	you,	he	lives	in	California	now,	today,

alive,	with	ten	children,	of	which	I	am	the	second	oldest.”
“In	nineteen	thirteen	he	had	been	gone	for	nine	years,	with	no	word.	To	the

family	in	Japan,	he	was	dead.	This	is	his	gravestone.	I	show	it	to	you	so	you	will
know	how	much	he	mattered	to	us	here,	so	you	will	know	how	happy	you	have
made	me	bringing	this	news	that	he	still	lives.	The	happiness	I	feel	now	erases
all	this	war	has	put	us	through.”
Woody	looks	away,	tears	welling	in	his	eyes.	He	stares	at	the	stone,	the

characters	engraved	on	it.	When	he	looks	back	at	Toyo	he	expects	to	see	her
weeping.	She	isn’t.	She	gazes	intently	at	him,	as	if	he	is	ready	to	disappear,	as	if
to	imprint	him	in	her	mind	before	he’s	gone.
“Come,”	she	says.	“We	don’t	want	to	linger	here.	There	are	many	things	to

see,	many	relatives	to	meet.	Everyone	will	want	to	see	Ko’s	son.
	

Woody	has	postponed	this	visit	many	times,	postponed	the	train	ride	south	from



Tokyo,	afraid	of	how	he’d	be	received.	Being	an	American	is	hard	enough;	being
a	Nisei	among	these	occupying	forces	is	sometimes	agony.	He	dreads	those	looks
that	seem	to	call	him	traitor	to	his	homeland	or	his	race.	And	if	he	sees	such
looks	in	Tokyo,	what	might	he	not	see	in	the	eyes	of	those	who	survived	the
leveling	and	the	ash	heap	of	Hiroshima?	Yet	that	part	of	the	country	is	his
family’s	seat	and	too	close	not	to	visit.
He	decided	to	come	hearing	sugar,	since	he	knows	how	hadly	everyone	wants

it	these	days.	His	teams	job	is	to	break	up	the	black	markets	that	have	sent	prices
soaring.	The	army	schools	perfected	his	Japanese.	Working	in	civilian	clothes	he
has	confiscated	tons	of	sugar	and	then	watched	it	disappear	from	the
warehouses,	as	if	through	a	funnel	he	is	sure	leads	back	into	the	street.
He	came	bearing	as	much	as	he	could	pack	into	one	large	suitcase,	about	fifty

pounds.	But	he	knew,	as	soon	as	he	arrived,	that	he	did	not	need	the	sugar	to
cancel	out	his	GI	crewcut	and	his	American	smile.	Being	Ko’s	son	was	enough,
being	family.	That	was	all	they	saw.
They	accepted	the	sugar,	of	course.	But	they	bowed	so	graciously,	thanking

him,	you’d	scarcely	guess	their	deep	craving.	Refusing	to	unwrap	the	package	in
his	presence,	or	even	seem	interested	in	the	contents,	they	carried	it,	like	a	coat
in	need	of	a	closet,	to	some	other	part	of	the	house.	Just	a	hint	of	embarrassment
gave	them	away,	a	tinge	in	the	cheek	for	the	fact	that	such	a	common	item	should
now	be	so	highly	prized.	And	this	was	of	a	piece	with	their	unspoken	apology	for
the	general	condition	of	what	they	had	to	offer	him	in	return.
Entering,	Woody	had	passed	through	an	immaculate	rock	garden,	its	sand

white	and	freshly	raked.	A	hedge	of	high	hamboo	bordered	it.	Inside,	the	rooms
were	almost	empty—a	large,	once	elegant	country	house	stripped	of	all	but	a	few
mats,	an	altar	in	one	corner	of	the	first	room,	a	funeral	urn.	They	had	not	been
hit	by	bombs.	The	war	itself,	the	years	of	losing,	had	turned	the	house	into	a
clean,	swept,	airy	skeleton.
And	yet,	if	you	only	watched	Aunt	Toyo,	you	might	never	guess	the	price	of

this	defeat.	She	moved	with	an	ancient,	inextinguishable	dignity.	Her	cook
prepared	for	Woody	a	special	meal	of	teriyaki	fish,	its	sauce	enriched	by	the	gift
of	sugar,	and	Toyo	served	it	on	one	of	her	few	remaining	treasures,	a	fine	set	of
porcelain.	She	served	him	small,	steaming	cups	of	precious	prewar	sake	a	cousin
had	brought	along	and	opened	for	this	celebration.	Afterward	she	led	him	to	a
room	of	clean,	close-woven	tatami	mats	and,	over	his	protests,	made	him	accept
the	thick	cover	of	down-filled	silk	he’s	lying	under	now,	a	very	old	and	valuable
cover	by	the	look	and	feel	of	it,	so	light	against	him	it’s	like	being	covered	with
warm	air,	and	surely	the	one	piece	of	bedding	she	has	kept	for	herself.
His	eyes	close.	How	royally	they’ve	treated	him,	he	thinks,	in	spite	of	all



they’ve	lost.	How	pleased	Papa	will	be	to	hear	of	this	reception,	and	to	know
Toyo	is	well,	and	how	proud	he’ll	be	when	Woody	returns	to	tell	what	a	family
they	come	from	in	Japan.	Woody	himself	is	proud	already	and	more	than	a	little
relieved	to	know	that	those	stories	Papa	used	to	tell	them—about	an	estate	so
broad	a	man	could	not	cross	it	in	one	day	on	horseback,	about	the	generals	and
the	judges	and	educated	women	and	the	fine	houses	he	lived	in	as	a	boy—that	all
those	tales	were	true.	Until	today,	as	much	as	he	respects	his	father,	Woody	has
kept	open	a	little	door	of	doubt.	Now	that	door	has	softly	closed,	leaving	him
wonderfully	secure,	and	stronger,	in	a	room	whose	dimensions	are	finally	known.
As	he	dozes,	it	seems	to	him	a	room	one	can	fall	asleep	in	quite	easily,	a

comfortable	room,	warm,	and	nearly	dark	now.	He	would	let	the	black	weight	of
sleep	settle	over	him	completely.	But	something	rouses	him.	Another	presence.
Something,	or	someone	has	joined	him	in	the	room.	His	eyes	spring	open.
She	is	next	to	him,	sitting	back	on	her	heels,	hands	folded	in	her	lap,	her	dark

kimono	sheening	in	the	half	light,	and	gazing	at	him	the	way	she	did	this
afternoon,	steadily,	intently.	This	time	the	tears	drop	down	her	cheeks.	She	had
been	the	one,	forty	years	before,	who	gave	Papa	the	money	he	needed	to	leave
Japan	and	sail	to	the	Hawaiian	Islands.	His	favorite	aunt.	Her	favorite	nephew.
Quietly	she	says,	“You	look	so	much	like	Ko-san.	Around	the	mouth,	just	like

him.	And	around	the	eyes.	There	is	a	Wakatsuki	look,	you	know,	right	at	the
corners,	the	way	the	lines	crease	back.”
Involuntarily	he	reaches	up	to	touch	the	corner	of	one	eye,	feels	the	wetness

there,	wants	to	answer	her,	wants	to	find	some	words	to	knit	those	years	together,
that	gap	of	time.	A	thickness	in	his	throat	makes	speech	impossible.
She	rises.	Her	eyes	drink	him	in	a	moment	longer.	“Sleep.	Sleep,”	she	says,

and	noiselessly	scurries	out.
He	watches	her,	and	watches	the	screen	slide	shut,	struck	by	her	grace	in	even

this	small	gesture,	learned	from	centuries	of	screens	slid	shut.	From	somewhere
a	light	illuminates	the	rich	paper	texture	of	the	screen.	Then	the	light	goes.
Woody	lies	suspended	in	the	warm	darkness,	buoyed	up	by	a	sadness	both	heavy
and	sweet.	He	strokes	the	skin	above	his	cheekbones,	squeezes	shut	his	eyes,	to
feel	what	happens	when	the	creases	form,	tries	to	visualize	it.	He	rubs	his	eyes	to
rub	away	the	water	and	begins	to	conjure	Papas	face.	It	takes	a	long	time,	as	if
Papa	had	to	cross	the	whole	Pacific	to	make	his	appearance	in	this	room.	When
he’s	finally	standing	there,	Woody	is	amazed	at	how	his	stance	resembles	Toyo's.
For	the	first	time	he	understands	that	crazy	pride.	And	with	his	fingertips	still
touching	creases,	he	marvels	at	this	resemblance	too—Papa’s	eyes,	and	his	own.
He’d	never	seen	it	before,	never	thought	to	compare	himself	with	Papa,	never
dared.	Now	he	knows	what	he	should	have	said	while	Toyo	knelt	here.



“Tell	me	more	about	him,	Auntie.	Tell	me	how	he	dressed	as	a	young	man,	how
he	walked,	and	what	he	did	for	his	amusement.	Tell	me	everything	you	can
remember.”
He	aches	to	call	her	back,	and	almost	does,	almost	calls	her	name	into	the

dark,	quiet	maze	of	screens	and	mats	and	corridors.	But	doesn’t.	There	is	time,
he	thinks,	time	for	all	those	questions.	Tomorrow	we	will	talk.	She	likes	to	recall
those	days.	She	says	there	is	still	a	hill	outside	of	town	that	Papa	used	to	climb.
Tomorrow	I	will	climb	it	and	see	what	his	eyes	used	to	see.



nineteen

Re-entry

A	FEW	DAYS	BEFORE	WE	LEFT	MANZANAR	PAPA	decided	that	since	we	had	to	go,
we	might	as	well	leave	in	style,	and	by	our	own	volition.	He	broke	free	of	the
lethargy	that	had	nailed	him	to	our	steps	for	months.	He	grabbed	his	Bismarck
walking	stick	and	took	off,	almost	at	a	run,	heading	for	Lone	Pine	to	buy	himself
a	car.	Mama	tried	to	talk	him	out	of	this.	Traveling	by	bus	made	much	more
sense,	she	said.	It	was	faster,	and	we’d	be	there	in	a	day.	He	snorted	with	disdain
at	her	advice.
Before	the	war	he	had	always	preferred	off-beat,	unpredictable	cars	that	no

one	else	of	his	acquaintance	would	be	likely	to	own.	For	a	couple	of	years	he
drove	a	long,	six-cylinder	Chrysler	that	got	about	nine	miles	to	the	gallon.	In	the
early	thirties	he	drove	a	Terraplane.	Late	that	afternoon	he	came	back	from	Lone
Pine	in	a	midnight	blue	Nash	sedan,	fondling	the	short,	stubby	gearshift	that
projected	from	its	dashboard.	The	gearshift	was	what	attracted	him,	and	it	was
one	of	the	few	parts	of	that	car	to	reach	southern	California	unscathed.	To	get	all
nine	of	us,	plus	our	clothes	and	the	odds	and	ends	of	furniture	we’d	accumulated,
from	Owens	Valley	225	miles	south	to	Long	Beach,	Papa	had	to	make	the	trip
three	times.	He	pushed	the	car	so	hard	it	broke	down	about	every	hundred	miles
or	so.	In	all	it	took	four	days.
I	went	in	the	first	load,	with	Mama	and	May	and	a	back	seat	heaped	to	the

ceiling	with	dishes	and	lamps	and	bedding.	A	double	mattress	was	tied	to	the
roof.	We	could	have	been	an	Okie	family	heading	west,	while	Papa	in	his	wide-
brim	hat	and	his	turtleneck	sweater	drove	like	a	wild	man,	as	if	he	couldn’t	wait
to	get	back	to	civilization.
I	didn’t	understand	this,	after	all	the	stories	we’d	heard.	Each	time	the	car

collapsed,	I	prayed	we	might	be	stranded	there	indefinitely.	But	he	would	leap
out,	cursing,	and	bully	it	into	motion	again,	fix	the	tire,	replace	the	fan	belt,	kick
the	radiator,	whatever	was	required.	I	still	see	him	standing	by	that	desert	road,
in	the	hot	shade	of	a	great	saguaro	cactus,	the	blue	hood	open,	as	he	shouts	at	the
engine	in	Japanese,	damning	it	and	damning	the	man	who	sold	him	this	car.	He
slams	the	hood	shut	in	disgust,	ready	to	attack	it	with	the	butt	end	of	his	cane,
and	that	slam,	as	if	by	insult,	somehow	starts	the	car,	so	that	Papa	has	to	jump	in
and	grab	the	steering	wheel	and	that	dashboard	gear	knob	before	the	Nash	drives
away	without	him.
When	he	came	back	from	Lone	Pine	he	was	drunk,	on	the	first	real	whiskey



he	had	tasted	in	years.	He	was	drinking	all	the	way	past	Mojave,	and	into	the
northern	suburbs	of	Los	Angeles.	There	he	suddenly	sobered	up,	and	his	mood
began	to	match	what	mine	had	been	since	we	drove	out	the	main	gate,	as	if	what
we	had	all	been	dreading	so	long	was	finally	to	appear,	at	any	moment,	without
warning—a	burst	of	machine-gun	fire,	or	a	row	of	Burma-Shave	signs	saying
Japs	Go	Bach	Where	You	Came	From.
The	stories,	the	murmurs,	the	headlines	of	the	last	few	months	had	imprinted

in	my	mind	the	word	HATE.	I	had	heard	my	sisters	say,	“Why	do	they	hate	us?”	I
had	heard	Mama	say	with	lonesome	resignation,	“I	don’t	understand	all	this	hate
in	the	world.”	It	was	a	bleak	and	awful-sounding	word,	yet	I	had	no	idea	at	all
what	shape	it	might	take	if	ever	I	confronted	it.	I	saw	it	as	a	dark,	amorphous
cloud	that	would	descend	from	above	and	enclose	us	forever.	As	we	entered	Los
Angeles,	I	sat	huddled	in	the	back	seat,	silent,	fearing	any	word	I	uttered	might
bring	it	to	life.
But	there	was	no	sign	of	it	anywhere,	in	fact	no	response	to	us	at	all	as	we

drove	down	the	palm-lined	boulevards,	past	the	busy	rows	of	shops	and	markets,
the	lawns	and	driveways	of	quiet	residential	streets.	Leaving	in	1942,	no	one	had
any	idea	what	to	expect,	since	no	one	knew	what	awaited	us;	we	had	been
underprepared	and	that	just	deepened	the	shock	of	what	we	found.	Now	the
situation	was	reversed.	In	our	isolated	world	we	had	overprepared	for	shows	of
abuse.	If	anything,	what	greeted	us	now	was	indifference.	Indeed,	if	the
movements	of	this	city	were	an	indication,	the	very	existence	of	Manzanar	and
all	it	had	stood	for	might	be	in	doubt.	The	land	we	drove	away	from	three	and	a
half	years	earlier	had	not	altered	a	bit.	Here	we	were,	like	fleeing	refugees,
trekking	in	from	some	ruined	zone	of	war.	And	yet,	on	our	six-hour	drive	south,
we	seemed	to	have	passed	through	a	time	machine,	as	if,	in	March	of	1942	one
had	lifted	his	foot	to	take	a	step,	had	set	it	down	in	October	of	1945,	and	was
expected	just	to	keep	on	walking,	with	all	intervening	time	erased.
In	the	months	to	come,	because	one	did	have	to	keep	on	walking,	one

desperately	wanted	to	believe	nothing	had	changed	during	those	years	of
suspended	animation.	But	of	course,	as	we	soon	discovered,	everything	had.
Our	most	immediate	problem	was	where	to	live.	What	Papa	had	read	in	the

papers	was	true.	Housing	was	short	and	getting	shorter.	During	1944	over	a
million	people	had	moved	into	California	from	the	south	and	midwest.	But	due
to	wartime	priorities,	very	little	new	housing	had	been	developed.	Now,	60,000
Japanese	Americans	were	returning	to	their	former	communities	on	the	West
Coast	and	being	put	into	trailer	camps,	Quonset	huts,	back	rooms	of	private
homes,	church	social	halls,	anywhere	they	could	fit.
We	were	luckier	than	many.	The	American	Friends	Service—the	same	people



who	had	helped	us	after	the	eviction	from	Terminal	Island—helped	us	rent	and
move	into	an	apartment	in	Cabrillo	Homes,	a	housing	project	in	west	Long
Beach,	built	by	the	government	for	shipyard	and	defense	plant	workers.	At	the
time	it	seemed	to	be	a	big	step	up	in	the	world.	There	would	be	no	more	standing
in	chow	lines;	now	Mama	had	a	stove	to	cook	on.	We	had	three	bedrooms.	And
we	had	an	inside	toilet.	As	soon	as	the	front	door	was	closed,	Papa	went	in	and
flushed	it,	and	when	it	worked,	we	all	hooted	with	delight.
I	didn’t	really	see	Cabrillo	Homes	for	what	it	was	until	I	started	high	school,	a

few	years	later.	It	looked	like	a	halffinished	and	undermaintained	army	base.
Long,	two-story	stucco	buildings	were	set	in	rows	like	barracks.	Peeling,	two-
by-four	banisters	guided	you	up	the	outside	stairways.	Community	clotheslines
ran	above	the	ragged	strips	of	grass.
Mama	picked	up	the	kitchenware	and	some	silver	she	had	stored	with

neighbors	in	Boyle	Heights.	But	the	warehouse	where	she’d	stored	the	rest	had
been	unaccountably	“robbed”—of	furniture,	appliances,	and	most	of	those	silver
anniversary	gifts.	Papa	already	knew	the	car	he’d	put	money	on	before	Pearl
Harbor	had	been	repossessed.	And,	as	he	suspected,	no	record	of	his	fishing
boats	remained.	This	put	him	right	back	where	he’d	been	in	1904,	arriving	in	a
new	land	and	starting	over	from	economic	zero.
It	was	another	snip	of	the	castrator’s	scissors,	and	he	never	really	recovered

from	this,	either	financially	or	spiritually.	Yet	neither	did	he	entirely	give	up.
One	of	the	amazing	things	about	America	is	the	way	it	can	both	undermine	you
and	keep	you	believing	in	your	own	possibilities,	pumping	you	with	hope.	To
maintain	some	hold	on	his	self-esteem	Papa	began	to	pursue	his	doomed	plan	for
setting	up	a	housing	cooperative	among	the	returning	Japanese.	In	our	small
front	room	he	built	a	drafting	table	and	worked	on	sketches	for	what	would
become	the	thick	pile	of	blueprints	he	carried	to	households	and	civic	offices	all
over	Los	Angeles	County,	looking	for	support.
Mama’s	first	concern,	meanwhile,	as	always,	was	how	to	keep	money	coming

in.	She	had	saved	about	$500,	but	that	wouldn’t	last	long.	Soon	after	we	settled
into	Cabrillo	Homes,	the	Friends	Service	found	some	openings	at	one	of	the	fish
canneries,	and	she	went	back	to	the	kind	of	job	she’d	had	when	we	lived	on
Terminal	Island.	It	meant	much	more	to	her	now	than	it	had	before	the	war.	In
1941,	after	Papa	disappeared,	she	was	marking	time	while	we	drifted,	awaiting
the	inevitable.	Now	she	knew	the	household	income	was	going	to	be	her
responsibility	for	quite	a	while.	Papa	would	never	accept	anything	like	a	cannery
job.	And	if	he	did,	Mama’s	shame	would	be	even	greater	than	his:	this	would	be
a	sure	sign	that	we	had	hit	rock	bottom.	So	she	went	to	work	with	as	much	pride
as	she	could	muster.	Early	each	morning	she	would	make	up	her	face.	She	would



fix	her	hair,	cover	it	with	a	flimsy	net,	put	on	a	clean	white	cannery	worker’s
dress,	and	stick	a	brightly	colored	handkerchief	in	the	lapel	pocket.	The	car	pool
horn	would	honk,	and	she	would	rush	out	to	join	four	other	Japanese	women
who	had	fixed	their	hair	that	morning,	applied	the	vanishing	cream,	and	sported
freshly	ironed	hankies.
	

As	for	me,	the	shapeless	dread	of	that	great	dark	cloud	in	my	imagination
gradually	receded,	soothed	away	by	a	sky	the	same	blue	it	had	always	been,
lawns	the	same	green,	traffic	signals	that	still	changed	with	dependable
regularity,	and	familiar	radio	programs	to	fill	up	the	late	afternoons	and
evenings:	Jack	Armstrong,	Captain	Midnight,	The	Whistler,	I	Love	a	Mystery.
That	dread	was	gone.	But	those	premonitions	proved	correct,	in	a	way	I	hadn’t
been	at	all	prepared	for,	on	the	first	day	back	in	public	school,	when	the	shape	of
what	I	truly	had	to	deal	with	appeared	to	me	for	the	first	time.



twenty

A	Double	Impulse

WHEN	THE	SIXTH-GRADE	TEACHER	USHERED	me	in,	the	other	kids	inspected	me,	but
not	unlike	I	myself	would	study	a	new	arrival.	She	was	a	warm,	benevolent
woman	who	tried	to	make	this	first	day	as	easy	as	possible.	She	gave	me	the
morning	to	get	the	feel	of	the	room.	That	afternoon,	during	a	reading	lesson,	she
finally	asked	me	if	I’d	care	to	try	a	page	out	loud.	I	had	not	yet	opened	my
mouth,	except	to	smile.	When	I	stood	up,	everyone	turned	to	watch.	Any	kid
entering	a	new	class	wants,	first	of	all,	to	be	liked.	This	was	uppermost	in	my
mind.	I	smiled	wider,	then	began	to	read.	I	made	no	mistakes.	When	I	finished,	a
pretty	blond	girl	in	front	of	me	said,	quite	innocently,	“Gee,	I	didn’t	know	you
could	speak	English.”
She	was	genuinely	amazed.	I	was	stunned.	How	could	this	have	even	been	in

doubt?
It	isn’t	difficult,	now,	to	explain	her	reaction.	But	at	age	eleven,	I	couldn’t

believe	anyone	could	think	such	a	thing,	say	such	a	thing	about	me,	or	regard	me
in	that	way.	I	smiled	and	sat	down,	suddenly	aware	of	what	being	of	Japanese
ancestry	was	going	to	be	like.	I	wouldn’t	be	faced	with	physical	attack,	or	with
overt	shows	of	hatred.	Rather,	I	would	be	seen	as	someone	foreign,	or	as
someone	other	than	American,	or	perhaps	not	be	seen	at	all.
During	the	years	in	camp	I	had	never	really	understood	why	we	were	there,

nor	had	I	questioned	it	much.	I	knew	no	one	in	my	family	had	committed	a
crime.	If	I	needed	explanations	at	all,	I	conjured	up	vague	notions	about	a	war
between	America	and	Japan.	But	now	I’d	reached	an	age	where	certain
childhood	mysteries	begin	to	make	sense.	This	girl’s	guileless	remark	came	as	an
illumination,	an	instant	knowledge	that	brought	with	it	the	first	buds	of	true
shame.
From	that	day	on,	part	of	me	yearned	to	be	invisible.	In	a	way,	nothing	would

have	been	nicer	than	for	no	one	to	see	me.	Although	I	couldn’t	have	defined	it	at
the	time,	I	felt	that	if	attention	were	drawn	to	me,	people	would	see	what	this	girl
had	first	responded	to.	They	wouldn’t	see	me,	they	would	see	the	slant-eyed
face,	the	Asian.	This	is	what	accounts,	in	part,	for	the	entire	evacuation.	You
cannot	deport	110,000	people	unless	you	have	stopped	seeing	individuals.	Of
course,	for	such	a	thing	to	happen,	there	has	to	be	a	kind	of	acquiescence	on	the
part	of	the	victims,	some	submerged	belief	that	this	treatment	is	deserved,	or	at
least	allowable.	It’s	an	attitude	easy	for	nonwhites	to	acquire	in	America.	I	had



inherited	it.	Manzanar	had	confirmed	it.	And	my	feeling,	at	eleven,	went
something	like	this:	you	are	going	to	be	invisible	anyway,	so	why	not	completely
disappear.
But	another	part	of	me	did	not	want	to	disappear.	With	the	same	sort	of

reaction	that	sent	Woody	into	the	army,	I	instinctively	decided	I	would	have	to
prove	that	I	wasn’t	different,	that	it	should	not	be	odd	to	hear	me	speaking
English.	From	that	day	forward	I	lived	with	this	double	impulse:	the	urge	to
disappear	and	the	desperate	desire	to	be	acceptable.
I	soon	learned	there	were	certain	areas	I	was	automatically	allowed	to	perform

in:	scholarship,	athletics,	and	school-time	activities	like	the	yearbook,	the
newspaper,	and	student	government.	I	tried	all	of	these	and	made	good	grades,
became	news	editor,	held	an	office	in	the	Girls	Athletic	League.
I	also	learned	that	outside	school	another	set	of	rules	prevailed.	Choosing

friends,	for	instance,	often	depended	upon	whether	or	not	I	could	be	invited	to
their	homes,	whether	their	parents	would	allow	this.	And	what	is	so	infuriating,
looking	back,	is	how	I	accepted	the	situation.	If	refused	by	someone’s	parents,	I
would	never	say,	“Go	to	hell!”	or	“I’ll	find	other	friends,”	or	“Who	wants	to
come	to	your	house	anyway?”	I	would	see	it	as	my	fault,	the	result	of	my
failings.	I	was	imposing	a	burden	on	them.
I	would	absorb	such	rejections	and	keep	on	looking,	because	for	some	reason

the	scholarship	society	and	the	athletic	league	and	the	yearbook	staff	didn’t
satisfy	me,	were	never	quite	enough.	They	were	too	limited,	or	too	easy,	or	too
obvious.	I	wanted	to	declare	myself	in	some	different	way,	and—old	enough	to
be	marked	by	the	internment	but	still	too	young	for	the	full	impact	of	it	to	cow
me—I	wanted	in.
At	one	point	I	thought	I	would	like	to	join	the	Girl	Scouts.	A	friend	of	mine

belonged,	that	blond	girl	who	had	commented	on	my	reading.	Her	name	was
Radine.	Her	folks	had	come	west	from	Amarillo,	Texas,	and	had	made	a	little
money	in	the	aircraft	plants	but	not	enough	yet	to	get	out	of	Cabrillo	Homes.	We
found	ourselves	walking	partway	home	together	every	day.	Her	fascination	with
my	ability	to	speak	English	had	led	to	many	other	topics.	But	she	had	never
mentioned	the	Girl	Scouts	to	me.	One	day	I	did.
“Can	I	belong?”	I	asked,	then	adding	as	an	afterthought,	as	if	to	ease	what	I

knew	her	answer	would	have	to	be,	“You	know,	I’m	Japanese.”
“Gee,”	she	said,	her	friendly	face	suddenly	a	mask.	“I	don’t	know.	But	we	can

sure	find	out.	Mama’s	the	assistant	troop	leader.”
And	then,	the	next	day,	“Gee,	Jeannie,	no.	I’m	really	sorry.”	Rage	may	have

been	simmering	deep	within	me,	but	my	conscious	reaction	was,	“Oh	well,	that’s
okay,	Radine.	I	understand.	I	guess	I’ll	see	you	tomorrow.”



“Sure.	I’ll	meet	you	at	the	stoplight.”
	

I	didn’t	hold	this	against	her,	any	more	than	I	associated	her	personally	with	the
first	remark	she	made.	It	was	her	mother	who	had	drawn	the	line,	and	I	was	used
to	that.	If	anything,	Radine	and	I	were	closer	now.	She	felt	obliged	to	protect	me.
She	would	catch	someone	staring	at	me	as	we	walked	home	from	school	and	she
would	growl,	“What	are	you	looking	at?	She’s	an	American	citizen.	She’s	got	as
much	right	as	anybody	to	walk	around	on	the	street!”
Her	outbursts	always	amazed	me.	I	would	much	rather	have	ignored	those

looks	than	challenged	them.	At	the	same	time	I	wondered	why	my	citizenship
had	to	be	so	loudly	affirmed,	and	I	couldn’t	imagine	why	affirming	it	would
really	make	any	difference.	(If	so,	why	hadn’t	it	kept	me	out	of	Manzanar?)	But	I
was	grateful	when	Radine	stuck	up	for	me.	Soon	we	were	together	all	the	time.	I
was	teaching	her	how	to	twirl	baton,	and	this	started	a	partnership	that	lasted	for
the	next	three	years.
I	hadn’t	forgotten	what	I’d	learned	in	camp.	My	chubby	teacher	had	taught	me

well.	Radine	and	I	would	practice	in	the	grassy	plots	between	the	buildings,
much	as	I	used	to	in	the	firebreaks	near	Block	28:	behind	the	back,	between	the
legs,	over	the	shoulder,	high	into	the	air	above	the	two-story	rooftops,	watching
it,	timing	its	fall	for	the	sudden	catch.	We	practiced	the	splits,	and	bending
backward,	the	high-stepping	strut,	and	I	saw	myself	a	sequined	princess	leading
orchestras	across	a	football	field,	the	idol	of	cheering	fans.
There	happened	to	be	a	Boy	Scout	drum	and	bugle	corps	located	in	the

housing	project	next	to	ours.	They	performed	in	local	parades,	and	they	were
looking	for	some	baton	twirlers	to	march	in	front	of	the	band.	That	fall	Radine
and	I	tried	out,	and	we	suited	them	just	fine.	They	made	me	the	lead	majorette,
in	the	center	between	Radine	and	Gloria,	another	girl	from	the	seventh	grade.
Those	two	wore	blue	satin	outfits	to	accent	their	bright	blond	hair.	My	outfit	was
white,	with	gold	braid	across	the	chest.	We	all	wore	white,	calf-high	boots	and
boat-shaped	hats.	We	worked	out	trio	routines	and	practiced	every	weekend	with
the	boys,	marching	up	and	down	the	streets	of	the	project.	We	performed	with
them	at	our	junior	high	assemblies,	as	well	as	in	the	big	band	reviews	each
spring,	with	our	batons	glinting	out	in	front	of	the	bass	drums	and	snares	and
shiny	bugles,	their	banners,	merit	badges,	khaki	uniforms,	and	their	squared-off
military	footwork.
This	was	exactly	what	I	wanted.	It	also	gave	me	the	first	sure	sign	of	how

certain	intangible	barriers	might	be	crossed.
The	Girl	Scouts	was	much	like	a	sorority,	of	the	kind	I	would	be	excluded

from	in	high	school	and	later	on	in	college.	And	it	was	run	by	mothers.	The	Boy



Scouts	was	like	a	fraternity	and	run	by	fathers.	Radine	and	I	were	both	maturing
early.	The	boys	in	the	band	loved	having	us	out	there	in	front	of	them	all	the
time,	bending	back	and	stepping	high,	in	our	snug	satin	outfits	and	short	skirts.
Their	dads,	mostly	navy	men,	loved	it	too.	At	that	age	I	was	too	young	to
consciously	use	my	sexuality	or	to	understand	how	an	Asian	female	can
fascinate	Caucasian	men,	and	of	course	far	too	young	to	see	that	even	this	is
usually	just	another	form	of	invisibility.	It	simply	happened	that	the	attention	I
first	gained	as	a	majorette	went	hand	in	hand	with	a	warm	reception	from	the
Boy	Scouts	and	their	fathers,	and	from	that	point	on	I	knew	intuitively	that	one
resource	I	had	to	overcome	the	war-distorted	limitations	of	my	race	would	be	my
femininity.
When	Woody	came	back	from	Japan,	and	when	Ray	came	home	on	leave

from	the	Coast	Guard,	they	would	tease	me	about	the	short	skirts	we	wore,	and
about	my	legs,	which	were	near	the	other	extreme	from	the	heavy-thighed
daikon	ashi	of	the	ballet	dancer	at	Manzanar.	They	called	me	gobo	ashi,	after	the
long,	brown,	twiglike	root	vegetable,	gobo.	They	laughed.	But	they	would	show
up	for	parades	whenever	they	were	in	town,	proud	of	their	neighborhood
celebrity.
It	was	a	pride	that	Papa	didn’t	share.	While	I	was	striving	to	become	Miss

America	of	1947,	he	was	wishing	I’d	be	Miss	Hiroshima	of	1904.	He	would
counsel	me	on	the	female	graces,	as	he	understood	them,	on	the	need	to	conceal
certain	parts	of	the	body,	on	the	gaudiness	of	smiling	too	much.	But	his	tastes
could	not	compete	with	the	pull	from	the	world	outside	our	family.	For	one
thing,	not	much	of	our	family	remained.	Though	larger	than	the	rooms	at
Manzanar,	this	apartment	was	still	cramped,	forcing	us	kids	outside.	We	ate	in
shifts.	Mama	was	gone	most	of	the	time.	And,	worst	of	all,	I	had	lost	respect	for
Papa.	I	never	dared	show	this,	but	it	was	true.
His	scheme	for	setting	up	a	housing	cooperative	had	failed.	With	blueprints	in

hand	he	tramped	through	the	Japanese	community—to	hostels,	trailer	courts,
other	housing	projects	like	ours—trying	to	find	families	who	would	invest	in	it.
Few	had	money.	Those	who	did	were	terrified	to	let	any	of	it	go.	And	the	very
idea	of	banking	on	some	kind	of	matching	support	from	the	government	seemed
laughable	after	their	internment	experience.
Papa	needed	an	enterprise	he	could	manage	from	within	the	family.	He

decided	that	a	fortune	could	be	made	catching	shrimp	and	abalone	off	the	coast
of	Mexico,	then	bringing	it	back	to	dry	and	sell	in	southern	California.	Woody
was	out	of	the	army	by	this	time	and	looking	for	work.	As	a	citizen	he	could	get
a	commercial	license.	So	at	intervals	he	would	rent	a	boat,	take	it	down	to
Ensenada	or	below,	load	up	with	abalone,	bring	the	catch	home,	and	all	the	rest



of	us	would	spend	days	cleaning	and	cutting	up	the	meat	and	stringing	it	out	to
dry	in	the	bedrooms.	For	months	the	apartment	reeked	of	drying	seafood.
It	was	almost	a	brilliant	scheme.	In	1947,	no	one	was	yet	drying	abalone

commercially.	But	there	was	a	small	worm	that	kept	attacking	the	drying	meat.
Papa	could	never	figure	out	how	to	control	it.	This	plan	too	went	to	pieces.
His	failures	were	sharpened,	in	an	odd	way,	by	Woody’s	return.	He	came	back

from	Japan	with	his	mustache	thicker	and	bearing	a	sword	that	had	been	in	the
family	for	300	years—a	gift	from	Aunt	Toyo.	He	brought	other	trophies,	painted
scrolls,	lacquered	trays—things	he	would	have	valued	only	slightly	before	the
war.	All	of	this	delighted	Papa,	filled	him	with	pride	for	his	son	who	had
returned	a	larger	man,	with	a	surer	sense	of	himself	and	of	where	we	all	had
come	from.	Yet	while	Woody	grew,	Papa	seemed	to	shrink,	losing	potency.	Their
roles	had	been	reversed.	Before	the	war	he	had	been	the	skipper.	Now	he
depended	more	and	more	on	Woody,	who	had	youth	and	a	citizen’s	mobility,
who	could	license	the	boat	or	cross	borders	easily.
Ever	more	vulnerable,	Papa	began	drinking	heavily	again.	And	I	would	watch

it	with	sorrow	and	disgust,	unable	then	to	imagine	what	he	was	going	through,
too	far	into	my	own	junior	high	school	survival.	I	couldn’t	understand	why	he
was	home	all	day,	when	Mama	had	to	go	out	working.	I	was	ashamed	of	him	for
that	and,	in	a	deeper	way,	for	being	what	had	led	to	our	imprisonment,	that	is,	for
being	so	unalterably	Japanese.	I	would	not	bring	my	friends	home	for	fear	of
what	he	would	say	or	do.
When	he	refused	to	show	up	for	the	parades	I	marched	in,	this	separated	me

from	him	that	much	more,	while	the	events	he	did	show	up	for	left	me	miserable
with	embarrassment.
One	night	the	local	PTA	held	an	awards	dinner	for	all	the	students	in	the

scholarship	society.	I	was	among	them,	and	this	was	the	sort	of	achievement
Papa	encouraged.	He	and	Mama	dressed	up	for	the	dinner.	They	overdressed.	It
was	the	first	time	they	had	mixed	socially	with	Caucasians	since	leaving	camp.
Papa	seldom	spoke	to	Caucasians	during	those	years,	or	at	any	time	afterward;
when	he	did	it	was	a	point	of	honor	to	appear	supremely	dignified.	He	still
thought	of	himself	as	an	aristocrat.	He	bought	himself	a	brand-new
singlebreasted	suit	of	brown	worsted	for	this	occasion,	with	a	matching	brown
vest	and	a	brown	and	yellow-flowered	silk	tie.	Mama	wore	a	maroon	crepe	dress
with	long	sleeves,	a	necklace	of	shimmering	gold	discs,	and	a	black	Persian
lamb	coat	I	had	not	seen	since	before	the	war.	She	wore	her	hair	in	an	upsweep.	I
knew	she	felt	elegant	and	glad	to	be	there.	She	smiled	continually,	smiled	at
everyone,	as	if	to	make	up	for	Papas	solemn	courtesies.
When	it	came	time	for	each	student	to	be	presented	a	certificate,	the	parents



were	introduced.	Most	of	them	stood	up	hastily,	or	waved	from	their	chairs,	like
Radine’s	dad,	a	big,	ruddy	Texan,	just	as	unfamiliar	with	this	scene	as	Papa	was.
He	blushed,	grinned	foolishly,	and	everybody	grinned	back,	loving	him.
I	was	standing	at	the	head	of	the	table	shaking	the	principal’s	hand,	when	Papa

rose,	his	face	ceremoniously	grave,	and	acknowledged	the	other	parents	with	his
most	respectful	gesture.	He	pressed	his	palms	together	at	his	chest	and	gave
them	a	slow,	deep,	Japanese	bow	from	the	waist.	They	received	this	with	a
moment	of	careful,	indecisive	silence.	He	was	unforgivably	a	foreigner	then,
foreign	to	them,	foreign	to	me,	foreign	to	everyone	but	Mama,	who	sat	next	to
him	smiling	with	pleased	modesty.	Twelve	years	old	at	the	time,	I	wanted	to
scream.	I	wanted	to	slide	out	of	sight	under	the	table	and	dissolve.



twenty-one

The	Girl	of	My	Dreams

THAT	BOW	WAS	FROM	THE	WORLD	I	WANTED	OUT	of,	while	the	strutting,	sequined
partnership	I	had	with	Radine	was	exactly	how	I	wanted	my	life	to	go.	My	path
through	the	next	few	years	can	be	traced	by	its	relationship	to	hers.	It	was	a
classic	situation.
In	many	ways	we	had	started	even.	Poor	whites	from	west	Texas,	her	family

was	so	badly	off	sometimes	she’d	come	to	school	with	no	lunch	and	no	money
and	we	would	split	whatever	I	had	brought	along.	At	the	same	time	we	were
both	getting	all	this	attention	together	with	the	drum	and	bugle	corps.	After	three
years	at	our	junior	high	school,	in	a	ghetto	neighborhood	that	included	many
Asians,	Blacks,	Mexicans,	and	other	white	migrants	from	the	south,	we	had
ended	up	close	to	being	social	equals.	We	stayed	best	friends	until	we	moved	to
Long	Beach	Polytechnic.	There	everything	changed.	Our	paths	diverged.	She
was	asked	to	join	high	school	sororities.	The	question	of	whether	or	not	I	should
be	asked	was	never	even	raised.	The	boys	I	had	crushes	on	would	not	ask	me
out.	They	would	flirt	with	me	in	the	hallways	or	meet	me	after	school,	but	they
would	ask	Radine	to	the	dances,	or	someone	like	Radine,	someone	they	could
safely	be	seen	with.	Meanwhile	she	graduated	from	baton	twirler	to	song	girl,	a
much	more	prestigious	position	in	those	days.	It	was	unthinkable	for	a	Nisei	to
be	a	song	girl.	Even	choosing	me	as	majorette	created	problems.
The	band	teacher	knew	I	had	more	experience	than	anyone	else	competing

that	year.	He	told	me	so.	But	he	was	afraid	to	use	me.	He	had	to	go	speak	to	the
board	about	it,	and	to	some	of	the	parents,	to	see	if	it	was	allowable	for	an	Asian
to	represent	the	high	school	in	such	a	visible	way.	It	had	never	happened	before.
I	was	told	that	this	inquiry	was	being	made,	and	my	reaction	was	the	same	as
when	I	tried	to	join	the	Girl	Scouts.	I	was	apologetic	for	imposing	such	a	burden
on	those	who	had	to	decide.	When	they	finally	assented,	I	was	grateful.	After	all,
I	was	the	first	Asian	majorette	they’d	ever	had.	Even	if	my	once	enviable	role
now	seemed	vaguely	second-rate,	still	I	determined	to	try	twice	as	hard	to	prove
they’d	made	the	right	choice.
This	sort	of	treatment	did	not	discourage	me.	I	was	used	to	it.	I	expected	it,	a

condition	of	life.	What	demoralized	me	was	watching	Radine’s	success.	We	had
shared	everything,	including	all	the	values	I’d	learned	from	the	world	I	wanted
into,	not	only	standards	of	achievement	but	ideas	about	how	a	girl	should	look
and	dress	and	talk	and	act,	and	ideas	of	male	beauty—which	was	why	so	many



of	the	boys	I	liked	were	Caucasian.	Because	I	so	feared	never	being	asked,	I
often	simply	made	myself	unavailable	for	certain	kinds	of	dates.	If	one	of	them
had	asked	me,	of	course,	I	would	have	been	mortified.	That	would	mean	coming
to	Cabrillo	Homes	to	pick	me	up,	and	the	very	thought	of	one	of	his	daughters
dating	a	Caucasian	would	have	started	Papa	raving.	He	would	have	chased	the
fellow	across	the	grass.	This	was	my	dilemma.	Easy	enough	as	it	was	to	adopt
white	American	values,	I	still	had	a	Japanese	father	to	frighten	my	boyfriends
and	a	Japanese	face	to	thwart	my	social	goals.
I	never	wanted	to	change	my	face	or	to	be	someone	other	than	myself.	What	I

wanted	was	the	kind	of	acceptance	that	seemed	to	come	so	easily	to	Radine.	To
this	day	I	have	a	recurring	dream,	which	fills	me	each	time	with	a	terrible	sense
of	loss	and	desolation.	I	see	a	young,	beautifully	blond	and	blue-eyed	high
school	girl	moving	through	a	room	full	of	others	her	own	age,	much	admired	by
everyone,	men	and	women	both,	myself	included,	as	I	watch	through	a	window.
I	feel	no	malice	toward	this	girl.	I	don’t	even	envy	her.	Watching,	I	am	simply
emptied,	and	in	the	dream	I	want	to	cry	out,	because	she	is	something	I	can
never	be,	some	possibility	in	my	life	that	can	never	be	fulfilled.
It	is	a	schoolgirl’s	dream,	one	I	tell	my	waking	self	I’ve	long	since	outgrown.

Yet	it	persists.	Once	or	twice	a	year	she	will	be	there,	the	boyfriend-surrounded
queen	who	passed	me	by.	Surely	her	example	spurred	me	on	to	pursue	what	now
seems	ludicrous,	but	at	the	time	was	the	height	of	my	post-Manzanar	ambitions.
It	didn’t	happen	in	Long	Beach.	There	I	felt	defeated.	I	watched	Radine’s	rise,

and	I	knew	I	could	never	compete	with	that.	Gradually	I	lost	interest	in	school
and	began	hanging	around	on	the	streets.	I	would	probably	have	dropped	out	for
good,	but	it	was	just	about	this	time	that	Papa	decided	to	go	back	into	farming
and	finally	moved	us	out	of	Cabrillo	Homes.
A	few	months	earlier	he	had	almost	killed	himself	on	a	combination	of

whiskey	and	some	red	wine	made	by	an	Italian	drinking	buddy	of	his.	He	had
been	tippling	steadily	for	two	days,	when	he	started	vomiting	blood	from	his
mouth	and	nose.	It	sobered	him	up	permanently.	He	never	touched	alcohol	again.
After	that	he	pulled	himself	together,	and	when	the	chance	came	along	to	lease
and	sharecrop	a	hundred	acres	from	a	big	strawberry	grower	up	north	in	Santa
Clara	Valley,	he	took	it.	That’s	where	he	stayed	until	he	died,	raising	premium
berries,	outside	of	San	Jose.
I	was	a	senior	when	we	moved.	In	those	days,	1951,	San	Jose	was	a	large

town,	but	not	yet	a	city.	Coming	from	a	big	high	school	in	southern	California
gave	me	some	kind	of	shine,	I	suppose.	It	was	a	chance	to	start	over,	and	I	made
the	most	of	it.	By	the	spring	of	that	year,	when	it	came	time	to	elect	the	annual
carnival	queen	from	the	graduating	seniors,	my	homeroom	chose	me.	I	was



among	fifteen	girls	nominated	to	walk	out	for	inspection	by	the	assembled
student	body	on	voting	day.
I	knew	I	couldn’t	beat	the	other	contestants	at	their	own	game,	that	is,	look

like	a	bobbysoxer.	Yet	neither	could	I	look	too	Japanese-y.	I	decided	to	go
exotic,	with	a	flower-print	sarong,	black	hair	loose	and	a	hibiscus	flower	behind
my	ear.	When	I	walked	barefooted	out	onto	the	varnished	gymnasium	floor,
between	the	filled	bleachers,	the	howls	and	whistles	from	the	boys	were	double
what	had	greeted	any	of	the	other	girls.	It	sounded	like	some	winning	basket	had
just	been	made	in	the	game	against	our	oldest	rivals.
It	was	pretty	clear	what	the	outcome	would	be,	but	ballots	still	had	to	be	cast

and	counted.	The	next	afternoon	I	was	standing	outside	my	Spanish	class	when
Leonard	Rodriguez,	who	sat	next	to	me,	came	hurrying	down	the	hall	with	a
revolutionary’s	fire	in	his	eye.	He	helped	out	each	day	in	the	administration
office.	He	had	just	overheard	some	teachers	and	a	couple	of	secretaries	counting
up	the	votes.
“They’re	trying	to	stuff	the	ballot	box,”	he	whispered	loudly.	“They’re

fudging	on	the	tally.	They’re	afraid	to	have	a	Japanese	girl	be	queen.	They’ve
never	had	one	before.	They’re	afraid	of	what	some	of	the	parents	will	say.”
He	was	pleased	he	had	caught	them,	and	more	pleased	to	be	telling	this	to	me,

as	if	some	long-held	suspicion	of	conspiracy	had	finally	been	confirmed.	I
shared	it	with	him.	Whether	this	was	true	or	not,	I	was	prepared	to	believe	that
teachers	would	stuff	the	ballot	box	to	keep	me	from	being	queen.	For	that	reason
I	couldn’t	afford	to	get	my	hopes	up.
I	said,	“So	what?”
He	leaned	toward	me	eagerly,	with	final	proof.	“They	want	Lois	Carson	to	be

queen.	I	heard	them	say	so.”
If	applause	were	any	measure,	Lois	Carson	wasn’t	even	in	the	running.	She

was	too	slim	and	elegant	for	beauty	contests.	But	her	father	had	contributed	a	lot
to	the	school.	He	was	on	the	board	of	trustees.	She	was	blond,	blue-eyed.	At	that
point	her	name	might	as	well	have	been	Radine.	I	was	ready	to	capitulate
without	a	groan.
“If	she	doesn’t	make	carnival	queen	this	year,”	Leonard	went	on	smugly,

“she’ll	never	be	queen	of	anything	anywhere	else	for	the	rest	of	her	life.”
“Let	her	have	it	then,	if	she	wants	it	so	much.”
“No!	We	can’t	do	that!	You	can’t	do	that!”
I	could	do	that	very	easily.	I	wasn’t	going	to	be	caught	caring	about	this,	or

needing	it,	the	way	I	had	needed	the	majorette	position.	I	already	sensed,	though
I	couldn’t	have	said	why,	that	I	would	lose	either	way,	no	matter	how	it	turned
out.	My	face	was	indifferent.



“How	can	I	stop	them	from	fudging,”	I	said,	“if	that’s	what	they	want	to	do?”
He	hesitated.	He	looked	around.	He	set	his	brown	face.	My	champion.	“You

cant,”	he	said.	“But	I	can.”
He	turned	and	hurried	away	toward	the	office.	The	next	morning	he	told	me

he	had	gone	in	there	and	“raised	holy	hell,”	threatened	to	break	this	news	to	the
student	body	and	make	the	whole	thing	more	trouble	than	it	would	ever	be
worth.	An	hour	later	the	announcement	came	over	the	intercom	that	I	had	been
chosen.	I	didn’t	believe	it.	I	couldn’t	let	myself	believe	it.	But,	for	the	classmates
who	had	nominated	me,	I	had	to	look	overjoyed.	I	glanced	across	at	Leonard	and
he	winked,	shouting	and	whooping	now	with	all	the	others.
	

At	home	that	evening,	when	I	brought	this	news,	no	one	whooped.	Papa	was
furious.	I	had	not	told	them	I	was	running	for	queen.	There	was	no	use
mentioning	it	until	I	had	something	to	mention.	He	asked	me	what	I	had	worn	at
the	tryouts.	I	told	him.
“No	wonder	those	hahajin2	boys	vote	for	you!”	he	shouted.	“It	is	just	like

those	majorette	clothes	you	wear	in	the	street.	Showing	off	your	body.	Is	that	the
kind	of	queen	you	want	to	be?”
I	didn’t	say	anything.	When	Papa	lectured,	you	listened.	If	anyone	spoke	up	it

would	be	Mama,	trying	to	mediate.
“Ko,”	she	said	now,	“these	things	are	important	to	Jeannie.	She	is...”
“Important?	I’ll	tell	you	what	is	important.	Modesty	is	important.	A	graceful

body	is	important.	You	don’t	show	your	legs	all	the	time.	You	don’t	walk	around
like	this.”
He	did	an	imitation	of	a	girl’s	walk,	with	shoulders	straight,	an	assertive

stride,	and	lips	pulled	back	in	a	baboon’s	grin.	I	started	to	laugh.
“Don’t	laugh!	This	is	not	funny.	You	become	this	kind	of	woman	and	what

Japanese	boy	is	going	to	marry	you?	Tell	me	that.	You	put	on	tight	clothes	and
walk	around	like	Jean	Harlow	and	the	hakajin	boys	make	you	the	queen.	And
pretty	soon	you	end	up	marrying	a	hakajin	boy...”
He	broke	off.	He	could	think	of	no	worse	end	result.	He	began	to	stomp	back

and	forth	across	the	floor,	while	Mama	looked	at	me	cautiously,	with	a	glance
that	said,	“Be	patient,	wait	him	out.	After	he	has	spoken	his	piece,	you	and	I	can
talk	sensibly.”
He	saw	this	and	turned	on	her.	“Hey!	How	come	your	daughter	is	seventeen

years	old	and	if	you	put	a	sack	over	her	face	you	couldn’t	tell	she	was	Japanese
from	anybody	else	on	the	street?”
“Ko,”	Mama	said	quietly.	“Jeannie’s	in	high	school	now.	Next	year	she’s

going	to	go	to	college.	She’s	learning	other	things...”



“Listen	to	me.	It’s	not	too	late	for	her	to	learn	Japanese	ways	of	movement.
The	Buddhist	church	in	San	Jose	gives	odori	class	twice	a	week.	Jeannie,	I	want
you	to	phone	the	teacher	and	tell	her	you	are	going	to	start	taking	lessons.	Mama
has	kimonos	you	can	wear.	She	can	show	you	things	too.	She	used	to	know	all
the	dances.	We	have	pictures	somewhere.	Mama,	what	happened	to	all	those
pictures?”
I	had	seen	them,	photos	of	Mama	when	she	lived	in	Spokane,	twelve	years	old

and	her	round	face	blanched	with	rice	powder.	I	remembered	the	afternoon	I
spent	with	the	incomprehensible	old	geisha	at	Manzanar.
“Papa,”	I	complained.
“Don’t	make	faces.	You	want	to	be	the	carnival	queen?	I	tell	you	what.	I’ll

make	a	deal	with	you.	You	can	be	the	queen	if	you	start	odori	lessons	at	the
Buddhist	church	as	soon	as	school	is	out.”
He	stood	there,	hands	on	hips,	glaring	at	me,	and	not	at	all	satisfied	with	this

ultimatum.	It	was	far	too	late	for	odori	classes	to	have	any	effect	on	me	and	Papa
knew	this.	But	he	owed	it	to	himself	to	make	one	more	show	of	resistance.	When
I	signed	up,	a	few	weeks	later,	I	lasted	about	ten	lessons.	The	teacher	herself	sent
me	away.	I	smiled	too	much	and	couldn’t	break	the	habit.	Like	a	majorette
before	the	ever-shifting	sidewalk	crowd,	I	smiled	during	performances,	and	in
Japanese	dancing	that	is	equivalent	to	a	concert	violinist	walking	onstage	in	a
bathing	suit.
Papa	didn’t	mention	my	queenship	again.	He	just	glared	at	me	from	time	to

time,	with	great	distaste,	as	if	I	had	betrayed	him.	Yet	in	that	glare	I	sometimes
detected	a	flicker	of	approval,	as	if	this	streak	of	independence,	this	refusal	to	be
shaped	by	him	reflected	his	own	obstinance.	At	least,	these	glances	seemed	to
say,	she	has	inherited	that.
Mama,	of	course,	was	very	proud.	She	took	charge	and	helped	me	pick	out	the

dress	I	would	wear	for	the	coronation.	We	drove	to	San	Jose	and	spent	an
afternoon	in	the	shops	downtown.	She	could	take	time	for	such	things	now	that
Papa	was	working	again.	This	was	one	of	the	few	days	she	and	I	ever	spent
together,	just	the	two	of	us,	and	it	confirmed	something	I’d	felt	since	early
childhood.	In	her	quiet	way,	she	had	always	supported	me,	alongside	of	or
underneath	Papa’s	demands	and	expectations.	Now	she	wanted	for	me	the	same
thing	I	thought	I	wanted.	Acceptance,	in	her	eyes,	was	simply	another	means	for
survival.
Her	support	and	Papa’s	resistance	had	one	point	in	common:	too	much

exposure	was	unbecoming.	All	the	other	girls—my	four	attendants—were	going
strapless.	Mama	wouldn’t	allow	this.	By	the	time	we	finished	shopping,	I	had
begun	to	agree	with	her.	When	she	picked	out	a	frilly	ball	gown	that	covered



almost	everything	and	buried	my	legs	under	layers	of	ruffles,	I	thought	it	was
absolutely	right.	I	had	used	a	low-cut	sarong	to	win	the	contest.	But	once	chosen
I	would	be	a	white-gowned	figure	out	of	Gone	With	the	Wind;	I	would	be
respectable.
	

On	coronation	night	the	gym	was	lit	like	a	church,	with	bleachers	in	half-dark
and	a	throne	at	one	end,	flooded	brightly	from	the	ceiling.	The	throne	was	made
of	plywood,	its	back	shaped	in	a	fleur-de-lis	all	covered	with	purple	taffeta	that
shone	like	oily	water	under	moonlight.	Bed	sheets	were	spread	to	simulate	a
wide,	white	carpet	the	length	of	the	gym,	from	the	throne	to	the	door	of	the	girls’
locker	room	where,	with	my	attendants,	we	waited	for	the	PA	system	to	give	us
our	musical	cue.
Lois	Carson,	the	trustee’s	daughter,	was	one	of	them.	She	wore	a	very

expensive	strapless	gown	and	a	huge	orchid	corsage.	Her	pool-browned
shoulders	glowed	in	the	harsh	bulb	light	above	the	lockers.
“Oh	Jeannie,”	she	had	said,	as	we	took	off	our	coats.	“What	a	marvelous

idea!”
I	looked	at	her	inquisitively.
“The	high	neck,”	she	explained,	studying	my	dress.	“You	look	so...	sedate.

Just	perfect	for	a	queen.”
As	the	other	girls	arrived,	she	made	sure	they	all	agreed	with	this.	“Don’t	you

wish	you’d	thought	of	it,”	she	would	say.	And	then	to	me,	during	a	silence	she
felt	obliged	to	fill,	“I	just	love	Chinese	food.”	The	others	exclaimed	that	they	too
loved	Chinese	food,	and	we	talked	about	recipes	and	restaurants	until	the	music
faded	in:
	
Girl	of	my	dreams,	I	love	you,
Honest	I	do,
You	are	so	sweet.
	
It	swelled	during	the	opening	bars	to	cover	all	other	sounds	in	the	gym.	I

stepped	out	into	blue	light	that	covered	the	first	sheet,	walking	very	slowly,	like
you	do	at	weddings,	carrying	against	the	white	bodice	of	my	gown	a	bouquet	of
pink	carnations.
A	burst	of	applause	resounded	beneath	the	music,	politely	enthusiastic,

followed	by	a	steady	murmur.	The	gym	was	packed,	and	the	lights	were	intense.
Suddenly	it	was	too	hot	out	there.	I	imagined	that	they	were	all	murmuring	about
my	dress.	They	saw	the	girls	behind	me	staring	at	it.	The	throne	seemed	blocks
away,	and	now	the	dress	was	stifling	me.	I	had	never	before	worn	such	an	outfit.



It	was	not	at	all	what	I	should	have	on.	I	wanted	my	sarong.	But	then	thought,
NO.	That	would	have	been	worse.	Papa	had	been	right	about	the	sarong.	Maybe
he	was	right	about	everything.	What	was	I	doing	out	there	anyway,	trying	to	be	a
carnival	queen?	The	teachers	who’d	counted	the	votes	certainly	didn’t	think	it
was	such	a	good	idea.	Neither	did	the	trustees.	The	students	wanted	me	though.
Their	votes	proved	that.	I	kept	walking	my	processional	walk,	thinking	of	all	the
kids	who	had	voted	for	me,	not	wanting	to	let	them	down,	although	in	a	way	I
already	had.	It	wasn’t	the	girl	in	this	old-fashioned	dress	they	had	voted	for.	But
if	not	her,	who	had	they	voted	for?	Somebody	I	wanted	to	be.	And	wasn’t.	Who
was	I	then?	According	to	the	big	wall	speakers	now	saxo-phoning	through	the
gym,	I	was	the	girl	of	somebody’s	dream:
	
Since	you’ve	been	gone,	dear,
Life	don’t	seem	the	same.
Please	come	back	again...
	
I	looked	ahead	at	the	throne.	It	was	even	further	away,	a	purple	carriage

receding	as	I	approached.	I	glanced	back.	My	four	attendants	seemed	tiny.	Had
they	stopped	back	there?	Afterward	there	would	be	a	little	reception	in	one	of	the
classrooms,	punch	and	cookies	under	fluorescent	tubes.	Later,	at	Lois	Carson’s
house,	there’d	be	a	more	intimate,	less	public	gathering,	which	I’d	overheard	a
mention	of	but	wouldn’t	be	invited	to.	Champagne	in	the	foothills.	Oyster	dip.	I
wanted	to	laugh.	I	wanted	to	cry.	I	wanted	to	be	ten	years	old	again,	so	I	could
believe	in	princesses	and	queens.	It	was	too	late.	Too	late	to	be	an	odori	dancer
for	Papa,	too	late	to	be	this	kind	of	heroine.	I	wanted	the	carnival	to	end	so	I
could	go	somewhere	private,	climb	out	of	my	stuffy	dress,	and	cool	off.	But	all
eyes	were	on	me.	It	was	too	late	now	not	to	follow	this	make-believe	carpet	to	its
plywood	finale,	and	I	did	not	yet	know	of	any	truer	destination.



	
	
	
	

Part	3

Mountain	snow	loosens
rivulets	of	tears.	Washed	stones,
forgotten	clearing.

—J.	W.	H.



twenty-two

Ten	Thousand	Voices

AS	I	CAME	TO	UNDERSTAND	WHAT	MANZANAR	had	meant,	it	gradually	filled	me
with	shame	for	being	a	person	guilty	of	something	enormous	enough	to	deserve
that	kind	of	treatment.	In	order	to	please	my	accusers,	I	tried,	for	the	first	few
years	after	our	release,	to	become	someone	acceptable.	I	both	succeeded	and
failed.	By	the	age	of	seventeen	I	knew	that	making	it,	in	the	terms	I	had	tried	to
adopt,	was	not	only	unlikely,	but	false	and	empty,	no	more	authentic	for	me	than
trying	to	emulate	my	Great-aunt	Toyo.	I	needed	some	grounding	of	my	own,
such	as	Woody	had	found	when	he	went	to	commune	with	her	and	with	our
ancestors	in	Ka-ke.	It	took	me	another	twenty	years	to	accumulate	the
confidence	to	deal	with	what	the	equivalent	experience	would	have	to	be	for	me.
Its	outside	the	scope	of	this	book	to	recount	all	that	happened	in	the	interim.

Suffice	to	say,	I	was	the	first	member	of	our	family	to	finish	college	and	the	first
to	marry	out	of	my	race.	As	my	husband	and	I	began	to	raise	our	family,	and	as	I
sought	for	ways	to	live	agreeably	in	Anglo-American	society,	my	memories	of
Manzanar,	for	many	years,	lived	far	below	the	surface.	When	we	finally	started
to	talk	about	making	a	trip	to	visit	the	ruins	of	the	camp,	something	would
inevitably	get	in	the	way	of	our	plans.	Mainly	my	own	doubts,	my	fears.	I	half-
suspected	that	the	place	did	not	exist.	So	few	people	I	met	in	those	years	had
even	heard	of	it,	and	those	who	had	knew	so	little	about	it,	sometimes	I	imagined
I	had	made	the	whole	thing	up,	dreamed	it.	Even	among	my	brothers	and	sisters,
we	seldom	discussed	the	internment.	If	we	spoke	of	it	at	all,	we	joked.
When	I	think	of	how	that	secret	lived	in	all	our	lives,	I	remember	the	way

Kiyo	and	I	responded	to	a	little	incident	soon	after	we	got	out	of	camp.	We	were
sitting	on	a	bus-stop	bench	in	Long	Beach,	when	an	old,	embittered	woman
stopped	and	said,	“Why	don’t	all	you	dirty	Japs	go	back	to	Japan!”	She	spit	at	us
and	passed	on.	We	said	nothing	at	the	time.	After	she	stalked	off	down	the
sidewalk	we	did	not	look	at	each	other.	We	sat	there	for	maybe	fifteen	minutes
with	downcast	eyes	and	finally	got	up	and	walked	home.	We	couldn’t	bear	to
mention	it	to	anyone	in	the	family.	And	over	the	years	we	never	spoke	of	this
insult.	It	stayed	alive	in	our	separate	memories,	but	it	was	too	painful	to	call	out
into	the	open.
In	1966	I	met	a	Caucasian	woman	who	had	worked	for	one	year	as	a

photographer	at	Manzanar.	I	could	scarcely	speak	to	her.	I	desperately	wanted	to,
but	all	my	questions	stuck	in	my	throat.	This	time	it	was	not	the	pain	of	memory.



It	was	simply	her	validation	that	all	those	things	had	taken	place.	Someone
outside	the	close	community	of	Japanese	Americans	had	actually	seen	the	camp,
with	its	multitude	of	people	and	its	swarm	of	buildings	on	the	plain	between	the
mountains.	Something	inside	me	opened	then.	I	began	to	talk	about	it	more	and
more.
It	was	April	1972,	thirty	years	almost	to	the	day,	that	we	piled	our	three	kids

into	the	car	and	headed	out	there.	From	where	we	live	now,	in	the	California
coast	town	of	Santa	Cruz,	its	a	full	day’s	drive.	We	started	down	101	to	Paso
Robles,	crossed	over	the	hummocky	Diablo	Range	to	the	central	valley,	skirted
Bakersfield,	and	climbed	through	Tehachapi	Pass	into	the	desert.
At	Mojave	we	turned	north	onto	the	same	road	our	bus	had	taken	out	from

Los	Angeles	in	April	1942.	It	is	the	back	road	to	the	Sierras	and	the	main	route
from	southern	California	to	Reno	and	Lake	Tahoe.	We	joined	bikers	and
backpackers	and	the	skiers	heading	for	Mammoth.	The	traffic	through	there	is
fast,	everyone	but	the	bikers	making	for	the	high	country.	As	we	sped	along	wide
roads	at	sixty	and	seventy,	with	our	kids	exclaiming	at	the	sights	we	passed	and
our	car	loaded	down	with	camping	gear,	it	seemed	even	more	incredible	to	me
that	a	place	like	Manzanar	could	have	been	anywhere	within	reach	of	such	a
highway,	such	a	caravan	of	pleasure-seeking	travelers.
The	bikers	peeled	off	at	Red	Rock	Canyon,	a	gorgeous	bulge	of	pink	cliffs	and

rusty	gulches	humping	out	of	the	flatlands.	After	that	it	was	lovely	desert	but
nothing	much	to	stop	for.	In	a	hundred	miles	we	passed	two	oases,	the	first	at
Olancha,	the	second	around	Lone	Pine,	a	small,	tree-filled	town	where	a	lot	of
mountain	buffs	turn	off	for	the	Mount	Whitney	Portal.
A	few	miles	out	of	Lone	Pine	we	started	looking	for	another	stand	of	trees,

some	tall	elms,	and	what	remains	of	those	gnarled	pear	orchards.	They	were	easy
to	spot.	Everything	else	is	sagebrush,	tumbleweeds,	and	wind.
At	its	peak,	in	the	summer	of	’42,	Manzanar	was	the	biggest	city	between

Reno	and	Los	Angeles,	a	special	kind	of	western	boom	town	that	sprang	from
the	sand,	flourished,	had	its	day,	and	now	has	all	but	disappeared.	The	barracks
are	gone,	torn	down	right	after	the	war.	The	guard	towers	are	gone,	and	the	mess
halls	and	shower	rooms,	the	hospital,	the	tea	gardens,	and	the	white	buildings
outside	the	compound.	Even	the	dust	is	gone.	Spreading	brush	holds	it	to	the
ground.	Thirty	years	earlier,	army	bulldozers	had	scraped	everything	clean	to
start	construction.
What	you	see	from	the	road	are	the	two	gatehouses,	each	a	small	empty

pillbox	of	a	building	faced	with	flagstones	and	topped,	like	tiny	pagodas,	with
shingled	curving	roofs.	Farther	in,	you	see	the	elms,	most	of	which	were	planted
by	internees,	and	off	to	the	right	a	large	green	building	that	was	once	our	high



school	auditorium,	now	a	maintenance	depot	for	the	Los	Angeles	Power	and
Water	District,	who	leased	the	land	to	the	government	during	the	war	and	still
owns	it.
Past	the	gatehouses	we	turned	left	over	a	cattle	guard	and	onto	a	dirt	perimeter

road	that	led	to	the	far	side	of	the	campsite.	About	half	a	mile	in	we	spotted	a
white	obelisk	gleaming	in	the	distance	and	marking	a	subtle	line	where	the	plain
begins	gradually	to	slope	upward	into	the	alluvial	fan	that	becomes	the	base	of
the	mountains.	It	seemed	miraculous,	as	if	some	block	of	stone	had	fallen	from
the	peaks	above	and	landed	upright	in	the	brush,	chiseled,	solitary,	twelve	feet
high.
Near	it	a	dozen	graves	were	outlined	in	the	sand	with	small	stones,	and	a

barbed-wire	fence	surrounded	them	to	keep	back	the	cattle	and	the	tumbleweed.
The	black	Japanese	script	cut	into	the	white	face	of	the	obelisk	read	simply,	“A
Memorial	to	the	Dead.”
We	were	alone	out	there,	too	far	from	the	road	to	hear	anything	but	wind.	I

thought	of	Mama,	now	seven	years	gone.	For	a	long	time	I	stood	gazing	at	the
monument.	I	couldn’t	step	inside	the	fence.	I	believe	in	ghosts	and	spirits.	I	knew
I	was	in	the	presence	of	those	who	had	died	at	Manzanar.	I	also	felt	the	spiritual
presence	that	always	lingers	near	awesome	wonders	like	Mount	Whitney.	Then,
as	if	rising	from	the	ground	around	us	on	the	valley	floor,	I	began	to	hear	the	first
whispers,	nearly	inaudible,	from	all	those	thousands	who	once	had	lived	out
here,	a	wide,	windy	sound	of	the	ghost	of	that	life.	As	we	began	to	walk,	it	grew
to	a	murmur,	a	thin	steady	hum.
We	turned	the	kids	loose,	watched	them	scamper	off	ahead	of	us,	and	we

followed	what	used	to	be	an	asphalt	road	running	from	the	back	side	of	the	camp
a	mile	out	to	the	highway.	The	obelisk—built	in	1943—and	the	gatehouses	are
all	that	have	survived	intact	from	internment	days.	The	rest	of	the	place	looks
devastated	by	a	bombing	raid.
The	old	road	was	disintegrating,	split,	weed-sprung.	We	poked	through	the

remains	of	hospital	foundations,	undermined	by	erosion	channels.	We	found
concrete	slabs	where	the	latrines	and	shower	rooms	stood,	and	irrigation	ditches,
and	here	and	there,	the	small	rock	arrangements	that	once	decorated	many	of	the
entranceways.	I	had	found	out	that	even	in	North	Dakota,	when	Papa	and	the
other	Issei	men	imprisoned	there	had	free	time,	they	would	gather	small	stones
from	the	plain	and	spend	hours	sorting	through	a	dry	stream	bed	looking	for	the
veined	or	polished	rock	that	somehow	pleased	the	most.	It	is	so	characteristically
Japanese,	the	way	lives	were	made	more	tolerable	by	gathering	loose	desert
stones	and	forming	with	them	something	enduringly	human.	These	rock	gardens
had	outlived	the	barracks	and	the	towers	and	would	surely	outlive	the	asphalt



road	and	rusted	pipes	and	shattered	slabs	of	concrete.	Each	stone	was	a	mouth,
speaking	for	a	family,	for	some	man	who	had	beautified	his	doorstep.
	

Vegetation	gets	thickest	toward	the	center	of	the	site,	where	the	judo	pavilion
once	stood	and	where	rows	of	elms	planted	as	windbreaks	have	tripled	their
growth	since	the	forties.	In	there	we	came	across	the	remains	of	a	small	park.	A
stone-lined	path	ran	along	the	base	of	a	broad	mound	of	dirt	about	five	feet	high.
Stones	had	been	arranged	on	the	mound,	and	some	low	trees	still	shaded	it	and
made	an	arch	above	the	path.	For	a	moment	I	was	strolling	again,	finding
childish	comfort	in	its	incongruous	design.
But	after	ten	feet	the	path	ended	in	tumbleweeds.	The	trees	were	dry	and

stubby,	the	mound	was	barren,	and	my	attention	was	arrested	by	a	water	faucet
sticking	two	feet	out	of	the	sand,	like	some	subterranean	periscope.	One	of	these
had	provided	water	for	each	barracks.	They	stuck	up	at	intervals	in	every
direction,	strangely	sharpening	the	loneliness	and	desolation,	sometimes	the	only
sign	of	human	presence	in	an	acre	or	two	of	sand.
My	mood	had	shifted.	The	murmur	turned	to	wind.	For	a	while	I	could	almost

detach	myself	from	the	place	and	its	history	and	take	pleasure	in	it	purely	as	an
archeological	site.	I	saw	the	outlines,	patterns	this	city	must	have	taken.	I
imagined	where	the	buildings	stood,	almost	as	I	once	did	nosing	around	old
Roman	villas	in	Europe.	We	saw	a	low	ring	of	stones	built	up	with	cement	and
wondered	who	the	mason	was	who	knelt	there	and	studied	the	shapes	before
fitting	them	together.	We	moved	around	the	ring	a	few	feet	to	find	out.	This	was
the	old	flagpole	circle,	where	the	Stars	and	Stripes	were	hoisted	every	morning,
and	the	inscription	scratched	across	the	top	said,	BUILT	BY	WADA	AND	CREW,	JUNE
10,	1942	A.D.
The	A.D.	made	me	shiver.	I	knew	that	the	man	who	inscribed	it	had	foreseen

these	ruins	and	did	not	want	his	masonry	identified	with	the	wrong	era.	His
words	coming	out	of	the	stone	became	a	voice	that	merged	with	all	the	others,
not	a	murmur	this	time,	but	low	voices	muttering	and	chattering	all	around	me.
We	were	crossing	what	used	to	be	a	firebreak,	now	a	sandy	field	devoid	of	any
growth.	The	wind	was	vicious	there,	with	nothing	to	break	it,	and	the	voices
grew.	The	firebreak	was	where	we	had	talent	shows	and	dances	and	outdoor
movies	in	the	summer,	and	where	the	kids	played	games.	I	heard	the	girls’	glee
club	I	used	to	sing	in,	way	off	from	the	other	side	of	camp,	their	tiny	grade-
school	sopranos	singing,	“Beautiful	dreamer,	wake	unto	me.”	I	closed	my	eyes
and	I	was	ten	years	old	again.	Nothing	had	changed.	I	heard	laughter.	It	was
almost	dusk,	the	wind	had	dropped,	and	I	saw	old	men	squatting	in	the	dirt,	Papa
and	some	of	his	cronies,	muttering	and	smoking	their	cigarettes.	In	the



summertime	they	used	to	burn	orange	peels	under	gallon	cans,	with	holes
punched	in	the	sides,	to	keep	the	mosquitoes	away.	Sometimes	they	would	bring
out	their	boards	to	play	goh	and	hana.	The	orange	peels	would	smolder	in	there,
and	the	men	would	hunker	down	around	the	cans	and	watch	the	smoke	seep	out
the	holes.
	

From	that	firebreak	we	cut	across	toward	the	first	row	of	pear	trees,	looking	for
what	might	remain	of	Block	28.	There	wasn’t	much	to	guide	us	but	the	trees
themselves	and	a	view	I	remembered	of	the	blunt,	bulky	Inyo	Range	that	bounds
the	eastern	limit	of	the	valley.	When	we	were	close	enough	to	smell	the	trees	we
stopped.	They	were	stunted,	tenacious,	tough	the	way	a	cactus	has	to	be.	The
water	table	in	that	one	area	has	kept	them	living	through	all	these	years	of
neglect,	and	they	were	ready	to	bloom	at	any	moment.	The	heady	smell	was	as
odd	in	that	desert	setting	as	the	little	scrap	of	park	had	been,	as	odd	yet	just	as
familiar.	We	used	to	picnic	there	in	blossom	time,	on	weekends,	if	we	got	a
wind-free	day.
The	wind	blew	it	toward	us	now—chilled	pear	nectar—and	it	blew	our	kids

around	a	high	stand	of	brush.	They	came	tumbling	across	the	sand,	demanding	to
know	what	we	were	going	to	do	out	here.	Our	twins	were	five	years	old	at	the
time,	a	boy	and	a	girl.	Our	older	daughter	had	just	turned	eleven.	She	knew
about	“the	evacuation,”	but	it	would	be	a	few	more	years	before	she	absorbed
this	part	of	the	family	history.	For	these	three	the	site	had	been	like	any	wreck	or
ruin.	They	became	explorers,	rushed	around	hoping	the	next	clump	of	dusty	trees
or	chunk	of	wall	might	reveal	the	treasure,	the	trinket,	the	exotically	rusted
hinge.	Nothing	much	had	turned	up.	The	shine	was	wearing	off	the	trip.	Their
eyes	were	red	and	their	faces	badly	chapped.	No	place	for	kids.
My	husband	started	walking	them	back	to	the	car.	I	stayed	behind	a	moment

longer,	first	watching	our	eleven-year-old	stride	ahead,	leading	her	brother	and
sister.	She	has	long	dark	hair	like	mine	and	was	then	the	same	age	I	had	been
when	the	camp	closed.	It	was	so	simple,	watching	her,	to	see	why	everything
that	had	happened	to	me	since	we	left	camp	referred	back	to	it,	in	one	way	or
another.	At	that	age	your	body	is	changing,	your	imagination	is	galloping,	your
mind	is	in	that	zone	between	a	child’s	vision	and	an	adult’s.	Papa’s	life	ended	at
Manzanar,	though	he	lived	for	twelve	more	years	after	getting	out.	Until	this	trip
I	had	not	been	able	to	admit	that	my	own	life	really	began	there.	The	times	I
thought	I	had	dreamed	it	were	one	way	of	getting	rid	of	it,	part	of	wanting	to	lose
it,	part	of	what	you	might	call	a	whole	Manzanar	mentality	I	had	lived	with	for
twenty-five	years.	Much	more	than	a	remembered	place,	it	had	become	a	state	of
mind.	Now,	having	seen	it,	I	no	longer	wanted	to	lose	it	or	to	have	those	years



erased.	Having	found	it,	I	could	say	what	you	can	only	say	when	you’ve	truly
come	to	know	a	place:	Farewell.
I	had	nearly	outgrown	the	shame	and	the	guilt	and	the	sense	of	unworthiness.

This	visit,	this	pilgrimage,	made	comprehensible,	finally,	the	traces	that
remained	and	would	always	remain,	like	a	needle.	That	hollow	ache	I	carried
during	the	early	months	of	internment	had	shrunk,	over	the	years,	to	a	tiny	sliver
of	suspicion	about	the	very	person	I	was.	It	had	grown	so	small	sometimes	I’d
forget	it	was	there.	Months	might	pass	before	something	would	remind	me.
When	I	first	read,	in	the	summer	of	1972,	about	the	pressure	Japan’s	economy
was	putting	on	American	business	and	how	a	union	in	New	York	City	had
printed	up	posters	of	an	American	flag	with	MADE	IN	JAPAN	written	across	it,	then
that	needle	began	to	jab.	I	heard	Mama’s	soft,	weary	voice	from	1945	say,	“It’s
all	starting	over.”	I	knew	it	wouldn’t.	Yet	neither	would	I	have	been	surprised	to
find	the	FBI	at	my	door	again.	I	would	resist	it	much	more	than	my	parents	did,
but	deep	within	me	something	had	been	prepared	for	that.	Manzanar	would
always	live	in	my	nervous	system,	a	needle	with	Mama’s	voice.
	

A	gust	of	wind	rushed	through	the	orchard,	bringing	ice	off	the	white	slopes,	and
more	blossom	scent.	It	hurt	to	inhale	deeply.	I	pulled	my	coat	tight,	ready	to	head
for	the	cars	warmth,	but	also	wanting	to	hold	this	moment	a	little	longer.	I	might
never	be	back	here	again.	I	was	poking	around	brush	clumps	and	foundation
chunks	looking	for	something	else.	One	more	sign.	Anything.	I	found	another
collection	of	stones,	off	by	themselves,	but	so	arranged	that	they	could	not	have
been	accidental.	Nearby	an	edge	showed	through	the	sand.	I	uncovered	a	single
steppingstone,	slightly	worn,	that	led	nowhere,	yet	lay	as	a	subtle	appendage	to
the	small	rock	garden.	One	of	these	had	Iain	outside	our	barracks	door,	a	first
step	below	three	wooden	ones.	It	could	be	ours.	Perhaps	not.	Many	barracks	had
such	entrances.	But	this	one	would	serve.	I	could	call	it	the	rock	garden	Papa	put
there.	Almost	the	sign	I	wanted.	Not	quite.	Not	quite	enough.	There	was	more	to
all	this	than	the	lovely	patience	of	these	gathered	stones.	They	were	part	of	it.
But	there	was	something	else,	in	the	air.	A	sound.	A	smell.	Just	a	whiff,	hanging
on	that	gust	from	the	orchard,	or	blown	down	the	ghostly	alleyway	of	what	used
to	be	the	street	we	lived	on.	I	was	hearing	Mama’s	voice	once	more,	but
differently,	louder	now,	right	in	front	of	me,	and	I	smelled	cork	burning.	That
was	one	of	Papa’s	remedies	when	her	back	knotted	up.	He	would	take	little	coins
of	cork	and	place	them	on	the	tension	nodes	and	light	them,	and	the	cork	would
burn	dark	rings	into	her	skin	as	she	hunched	on	the	porch	steps	groaning	with
relief.
They	were	sitting	on	the	steps	like	that—Mama	hunched,	Papa	tending	the



blackening	rings—one	morning	a	few	days	before	we	left	camp.	Now	that	smell
and	those	voices	in	the	wind	from	the	orchard	brought	with	them	the	sign	I	was
waiting	for:	the	image	of	a	rekindled	wildness	in	Papa’s	eyes.	Twenty-seven
years	earlier	I	had	carried	it	with	me	out	of	camp	only	half	understanding	what	it
meant.	Remembering	now,	I	realized	I	had	never	forgotten	his	final	outburst	of
defiance.	But	for	the	first	time	I	saw	it	clearly,	as	clearly	as	the	gathered	desert
stones,	and	when	I	left	today	for	good	I	would	carry	that	image	with	me	again,	as
the	rest	of	my	inheritance.
It	was	the	day	Papa	suddenly	came	back	to	life	and	decided	to	go	into	Lone

Pine	and	buy	a	car.	Mama	had	been	packing,	and	that	brought	the	uncertainty	of
our	future	to	such	a	sharp	point,	her	back	went	into	spasms.	She	didn’t	want	to
talk.	She	wanted	to	concentrate	on	the	rings	of	heat.	She	let	Papa	rant	a	long	time
before	she	reacted.
“That’s	crazy,	Ko,”	she	said.
“Don’t	call	me	crazy!	You	think	I’m	going	to	ride	that	stinking	bus	all	the	way

to	Los	Angeles?”
“It’s	cheaper	than	buying	a	car.”
“Cheaper!	What	is	it	worth—to	be	packed	in	there	like	cattle?	You	call	that

cheap?”
“We	don’t	have	money	to	buy	a	car.”
“I	know	how	much	money	we	have!”
He	jumped	to	his	feet	then,	rushed	into	the	house,	came	out	with	his	hat	on

and	a	shirt	half-buttoned,	and	his	walking	stick	and	his	turtleneck	sweater	tied
around	his	neck,	and	took	off	striding	toward	the	main	gate,	leaving	Mama	with
her	back	full	of	smoking	cork,	which	had	done	no	good	at	all,	since	this	new
move	of	his	merely	bunched	her	muscles	up	worse	than	ever.
It	was	late	afternoon	when	we	heard	the	horn,	still	blocks	away.	Without

looking	out	the	door,	Mama	said,	“Here	he	comes.”
As	the	honks	came	closer	we	heard	another	sound,	like	a	boxer	working	out

on	a	flabby	punching	bag.	Mama	moved	to	the	doorway.	We	all	did—Chizu,
May,	me—in	time	to	see	a	blue	Nash	four-door	come	around	the	corner,	with	its
two	front	tires	flat	and	Papa	sitting	up	straight	and	proud	behind	the	wheel,	his
hat	cocked,	his	free	hand	punching	at	the	horn.	Heads	were	appearing	at
doorways	all	up	and	down	the	street.
He	stopped	in	front,	racing	the	engine	and	grinning,	while	he	eyed	Mama	and

fingered	the	shiny-knobbed	dashboard	gearshift.	On	the	seat	between	his	legs	he
held	a	half-empty	quart	bottle	of	whiskey.	He	yelled,	“What	do	you	think,	Little
Mama?”
She	didn’t	answer.	He	had	not	been	drinking	much	at	all	for	about	six	months.



She	stood	there	waiting	to	see	what	he	was	going	to	do.	He	laughed	and	made
the	engine	roar	and	demanded	to	know	where	all	his	boys	were,	he	wanted	to
show	those	yogores	what	a	real	car	looked	like.	Kiyo	was	the	only	son	still	in
camp,	and	he	had	gone	off	to	help	someone	else	load	furniture.	So	Papa
announced	that	he	would	give	all	his	women	a	ride.	Mama	protested,	said	he
ought	to	get	those	tires	fixed	if	we	expected	to	take	this	car	all	the	way	into	Los
Angeles.	Papa	roared	back	at	her,	louder	than	the	engine,	and	with	such	a	terrible
samurai’s	scowl	that	we	all	went	leaping	and	piling	into	the	car,	Mama	last,
slamming	the	back	door	and	climbing	into	the	front	seat	next	to	him.
“You	think	it’s	a	pretty	good	car?”	he	said,	pleased	by	this	show	of	power.
Mama	said	nothing.	She	sat	very	stiff,	cool,	enduring	him.
Chizu	was	the	placator	now,	leaning	forward	from	the	back	to	pat	him	on	the

shoulder.	“Its	a	line	car,	papa.”
“You	watch!”
He	grabbed	the	gear	lever	and	rammed	it	into	low.	The	Nash	leaped,	and	we

were	cloppeting	down	the	street	on	those	two	flats	and	two	good	tires,	with	Papa
laughing,	sipping	from	the	bottle.	At	the	first	corner	he	said,	“You	think	I	can’t
pick	out	cars?”
Softly	Chizu	said,	“You	did	real	good,	Papa.”
He	stepped	on	the	gas,	hitting	maybe	thirty,	swerving	crazily.	In	the	back	seat

we	were	all	thrown	around,	flung	from	door	to	door	like	rag	dolls,	with	Mama
bouncing	in	front	of	us	and	Papa’s	hat	crunching	up	against	the	ceiling.
May	cried	out,	“Not	so	fast,	Papa!	You’re	going	to	wreck	your	car!”
“Think	the	car	can’t	take	it?”	he	yelled	back	at	her.	“You	watch	this!”
His	gaiety	turned	ferocious	again.	He	stomped	the	pedal,	pushing	the

speedometer	up	to	thirty-five.	His	right	front	tire	had	shredded	and	it	flopped
like	a	mangled	arm.	It	lashed	out,	upending	a	garbage	can.	I	started	to	cry.	Chizu,
her	calm	shattered,	was	yelling	at	him	to	slow	down,	Mama	was	too,	and	May
was	screaming.	He	wouldn’t	listen	and	told	us	to	hold	on,	while	he	swung	into
the	street,	careening	past	emptying	barracks	where	suitcases	and	duffel	bags	sat
stacked.	As	we	passed	people	standing	by	the	baggage,	Papa	swerved	from	one
side	to	the	other,	waving.	He	laughed,	growled,	made	faces.	In	front	of	us,	a
laden	family	was	hiking	out	toward	the	main	gate.	Papa	swung	wide,	honking,
and	waving.
“Hey!	Hey!”	he	shouted.
They	turned,	too	amazed	to	wave	back.
“Don’t	miss	that	bus!”	he	yelled.
At	the	next	corner	he	spun	off	into	a	deserted	section	of	barracks.	These

already	looked	like	the	ones	we’d	first	moved	into,	sand	piling	up	against



foundation	blocks,	the	clotheslines	empty,	all	signs	and	markers	gone.	It	made
no	difference	to	Papa	that	no	one	was	out	there	to	witness	his	performance.	He
aimed	for	tumbleweeds	lying	in	the	roadbed	and	shouted	with	triumph	each	time
he	squashed	one.	Chizu	and	Mama	and	May	had	quit	trying	to	control	him.	I’d
stopped	crying.	We	grabbed	for	handholds,	covered	our	heads,	hoping	simply	to
survive	until	he	hit	something	hard	or	ran	out	of	gas.
We	came	to	a	firebreak	and	Papa	plunged	into	it,	began	to	cut	a	twisty	path

across	its	emptiness,	shouting	“Hyah!	Hyah!,”	gouging	ragged	tracks	through	the
dusty	sand.	The	way	this	firebreak	lay,	there	seemed	to	be	nothing	in	front	of	us
now	but	sagebrush	and	open	country,	rising	in	the	distance	south	of	camp	to	the
range	of	round,	buff-colored	hills	rumored	to	be	full	of	rattlesnakes.	The	few
times	I’d	wished	I	could	walk	in	one	direction	for	as	long	as	I	wanted,	the	threat
of	those	rattlesnakes	deterred	me.	And	now,	farther	south,	beyond	that	visible
barrier,	out	in	the	world	I	scarcely	remembered,	there	loomed	the	dark,
threatening	cloud	I’d	heard	grown-ups	talk	about.	The	way	we	seemed	to	be
heading,	I	should	have	been	frightened	into	a	coma.	But	for	this	once,	I	was	not.
Watching	Papa	bounce	and	weave	and	shout	in	front	of	me,	I	was	almost	ready
to	laugh	with	him,	with	the	first	bubbly	sense	of	liberation	his	defiant	craziness
had	brought	along	with	it.	I	believed	in	him	completely	just	then,	believed	in	the
fierceness	flashing	in	his	wild	eyes.	Somehow	that	would	get	us	past	whatever
waited	inside	the	fearful	dark	cloud,	get	us	past	the	heat,	and	the	rattlers,	and	a
great	deal	more.
At	the	fence	he	had	to	turn,	sending	up	a	white	billow	of	dust.	Where	the

fence	met	the	highway	we	cornered	again,	heading	for	the	bus	stop.	A	crowd
waited	there,	standing	idly,	sitting	around	on	scattered	baggage.	They	all	turned
to	watch	when	they	heard	us	coming.	Papa	tooted	the	horn	and	yelled	out,	“No
bus	for	us!	No	bus	for	us!”
The	young	kids	were	mystified	by	this	and	stood	openeyed,	watching.	Some

of	the	older	folks	smiled,	waving	as	we	hit	a	chuck	hole	and	bounced.	Papa
swung	left,	and	we	clattered	out	onto	the	wide,	empty	boulevard	that	ran	the
length	of	the	camp,	back	to	where	our	own	baggage	waited	and	the	final
packing.



Afterword

The	making	of	this	book	began	in	our	living	room	in	1971,	when	Jeanne	was
finally	ready	to	talk	about	what	happened	to	her	and	her	family	during	World
War	Two.	For	the	first	couple	of	months	we	just	talked	back	and	forth,	as	she
spoke	her	memories	into	a	tape	recorder.	At	the	outset	we	weren’t	at	all	sure
what	form	these	memories	would	take.	The	original	goal	was	a	short	recollection
for	the	immediate	relatives	and	for	our	thirty-six	nieces	and	nephews,	some	of
whom	were	born	at	Manzanar	yet	knew	almost	nothing	about	the	experience.	A
year	later	it	had	become	much	more	than	that.	Even	so,	at	the	time	we	could	not
have	imagined	that	a	family	story	based	on	these	memories	would	have	such	a
long	life	and	eventually	find	its	way	into	classrooms	all	across	the	country.
It	has	been	deeply	gratifying	to	see	the	audience	for	this	book	continue	to

grow,	and	meanwhile	we	have	watched	with	fascination	as	perceptions	of	the
material	have	changed	with	time.	Each	reader	brings	to	such	a	story	his	or	her
own	particular	history.	When	it	was	first	published	in	the	early	1970s,	we	often
heard	comments	such	as,	“It’s	too	bad	the	Japanese	got	locked	up,	but	that’s
what	happens	in	wartime.	After	all,	what	do	you	expect?	Didn’t	your	people	do
the	same	thing	to	our	soldiers,	putting	them	in	those	terrible	camps	over	there	in
the	Philippines?”
We	would	then	have	to	explain	the	difference.	And	it	is	a	profound	difference,

which	takes	a	lot	of	explaining.	But	it	goes	to	the	very	heart	of	the	matter.	Most
of	the	Americans	interned	in	the	Philippines	were	military	personnel	captured	in
an	oversea	combat	zone,	prisoners	of	war	being	held	by	enemy	troops.	Most	of
those	interned	in	the	United	States	were	native-born	American	citizens;	they
were	all	civilians,	imprisoned	inside	the	borders	of	their	own	country,	without	a
trial,	and	their	captors	were	other	Americans.
Since	this	book	came	out,	more	than	a	quarter	of	a	century	has	passed.	World

War	Two	is	that	much	further	behind	us,	and	such	comments	aren’t	heard	so
much	anymore.	For	new	generations	of	readers	this	story	is	often	their	first
exposure	to	the	wartime	internment	and	its	human	costs.	And	as	our	society
becomes	ever	more	diverse,	more	and	more	people	bring	their	own	immigrant
experience	to	the	reading.	We	have	found	that	for	many	young	readers	this	book
offers	more	than	a	window	into	a	telling	episode	in	American	history.	In	Ko	and
Riku	Wakatsuki	they	often	see	something	of	their	parents	or	grandparents,	who
had	to	contend	with	great	challenges	to	reach	the	United	States	and,	once	they
arrived,	struggled	to	find	a	place	in	a	new	land.



In	recent	years	Jeanne	has	visited	many	dozens	of	schools,	from	California
and	Oregon	to	Texas	and	Washington,	D.C.,	and	she	has	discovered	that,	for
readers	of	many	backgrounds,	the	story	of	a	young	girl	who	finds	herself
separated	from	the	larger	society	for	reasons	she	does	not	yet	understand	can
have	a	strong	contemporary	resonance.
Manzanar	was	the	first	of	the	ten	main	camps	to	open.	This	new	edition	comes

out	just	sixty	years	after	the	first	internees	began	to	arrive	there	by	bus	from
southern	California	in	the	spring	of	1942.	It	comes	out	fifty	years	after	Congress
passed	Public	Law	514	in	1952,	which	overturned	restrictive	federal	policies,
finally	making	it	possible	for	immigrants	of	Asian	ancestry—like	Ko—to
naturalize	as	U.S.	citizens.
This	new	edition	also	comes	out	while	the	events	of	September	11,	2001,	are

still	fresh	in	the	national	memory.	Those	events	seem	to	have	given	Farewell	to
Manzanar	a	new	timeliness.	In	the	wake	of	the	attacks	on	the	Pentagon	and	the
World	Trade	Center	in	New	York,	described	by	some	as	“our	new	Pearl	Harbor,”
we	saw	an	unfortunate	readiness,	on	the	part	of	many,	to	assume	that	all
Americans	of	Middle	Eastern	background	were	suddenly	suspect	and	should
somehow	be	held	accountable	for	these	crimes.	It	was	a	hauntingly	familiar	rush
to	judgment.	In	the	early	months	of	1942,	this	is	what	preceded	the	unlawful
evacuation	and	internment	of	110,000	Americans	of	Japanese	ancestry.
The	big	difference,	sixty	years	later,	was	the	response	of	the	media	and	the

federal	government.	In	1942	the	flames	of	racial	blaming	were	fueled	and	fanned
by	radio	broadcasters	and	major	newspapers.	The	president	of	the	United	States
signed	the	executive	order	authorizing	the	forced	confinement	of	an	entire	ethnic
group.	The	reason	given	was	“wartime	necessity.”	In	2001	the	widely	scattered
threats	and	acts	of	reprisal	against	Arab	Americans	had	no	encouragement	from
national	or	local	media,	nor	any	support	from	any	level	of	government.	Indeed,
the	president	expressed	strong	disapproval	of	such	behavior,	as	did	the	major
networks	and	large	metropolitan	papers.
That’s	a	huge	change,	one	in	the	best	spirit	of	our	democratic	ideals.	And	for

this	we	must	all	be	thankful.	At	the	same	time,	the	events	of	September	11,	2001,
made	it	clear	that	this	readiness	to	overreact	along	ethnic	lines	is	still	with	us,
and	close	to	the	surface.	We	can	never	afford	to	forget	what	happened	at
Manzanar	and	the	other	wartime	camps.	Those	events	remind	us	that	this	lesson
must	be	learned	and	learned	and	learned	again.

—Jeanne	Wakatsuki	Houston	and	James	D.	Houston,
Santa	Cruz,	California,	October	2001
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Footnotes

1.	At	the	time	this	move	was	widely	condemned,	and	inu	charges	escalated.
That	was,	in	fact,	one	of	the	causes	for	Tayama’s	beating.	Since	then	history	has
proved	the	JACL	was	right.	Mike	Masaoka,	who	pushed	the	resolution	through,
understood	that	the	most	effective	way	Japanese	Americans	could	combat	the
attitudes	that	put	them	in	places	like	Manzanar	was	to	shed	their	blood	on	the
battlefield.	The	all-Nisei	442nd	Regimental	Combat	Team	was	the	most
decorated	American	unit	in	World	War	II;	it	also	suffered	the	highest	percentage
of	casualties	and	deaths.	They	were	much	admired,	and	the	JACL	strategy
succeeded.	This	was	visible	proof	that	these	110,000	people	could	be	trusted.
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2.	Caucasian.
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