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Chapter 7    Grace, Interned Japanese American Teenager

Wednesday, August 07, 2013

5167 CHAPTER 7
HARD TO ADJUST AFTER ALL THAT

America entered World War II after the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor in Hawaii – not yet a state -- on December 7, 1941.
 Concerned about invasion and terrorism on the part of Japanese living in the USA, President Roosevelt signed Executive Order 9066 on February 19, 1942, empowering local military commanders to set aside "military areas" from which "any or all persons may be excluded." In effect, Executive Order 9006 declared the entire Pacific coast off limits to people of Japanese ancestry. The only exemptions were internment camps. Approximately 110,000 Japanese-Americans living along the Pacific coast and over 150,000 living in Hawaii (over 1/3 of Hawaii’s population) thus were relocated and interned by the US government in 1942. These Japanese-Americans – over 62% being US citizens -- were settled in what were called War Relocation Camps. The Supreme Court upheld the constitutional legitimacy of the exclusion orders in 1944.
 Although it denied it for years, in 2007 the US Census bureau was found to have helped in this internment by giving confidential information on Japanese-Americans. It was not until 1988 that Congress passed legislation, signed by President Reagan, acknowledging and apologizing for the internment, admitting the internments were based on "race prejudice, war hysteria, and a failure of political leadership." More than $1.6 billion of reparations were eventually disbursed to the internees and their heirs.

There were four children in my family in addition to my father and mother. We lived in Watsonville, near Santa Cruz, California.  My father was a World War I veteran. He had a strawberry farm and we raised strawberries when we were young. One night we were struck by a drunk driver so my father got his leg injured. My mother, brother and I were also injured. My two other sisters were not. My father went to a veterans’ hospital in Palo Alto. He was there for a long time and then they operated on his leg. It didn't take the way they wanted it to so they operated again. In those days they had ether, kind of a gas that knocks you out. They gave him ether and he didn't come out of it. He just went to sleep. So my father was 37 years old when he passed away. This was 1935. After that my mother couldn't – we couldn't – run the farm or raise strawberries anymore because we had to have somebody plow the field, things like that. So we came to Watsonville. We stayed there and went to school. We had a bus that picked us up and took us to school. That's all minor, daily life stuff.

It was a real nice day in 1942. December the seventh, 1942. The day my sister got married. We went to Stockton and that's where she got married. We were all there. They started on their honeymoon; then they came back. We didn't know why. You know what day that was, don't you? December 7th 1942?  Pearl Harbor day. So we went to the wedding and then we came home and my sister and my brother-in-law also came home. We came back to Watsonville. We started to school but they wouldn't let us go to school anymore. It was barely half term.

Q. This happened the following school day, immediately after Pearl Harbor?

Yeah. The next school day we weren't allowed to go back to school. We were at Watsonville High School. They wouldn't let us go back to school.

Q. Was this school-wide or just because you were Japanese?

No. Because we were Japanese. All the Japanese couldn't go to school anymore.

Q. Ok, so just the Japanese students. All the other students were still attending school? 
Yes. All the other students were still in school. Just the Japanese couldn't go to school anymore. So we did all kinds of things.  We went out to work, stuff like that. Til we had to go to Salinas Assembly Center. There was a line; we lived on one side of the street and my mother, she couldn't stay with us anymore because she was on the wrong side of the line. So she went to go live with her friends. So me and my sister and brother had to stay by ourselves. You know how scared I was? I kept a hammer under my bed. This was a long time ago so it wasn't as bad as it is now. My mother was over there and we lived over here, and we had to clear out our house. There was a neighbor's house down the street where we put all our things. Out of all of our belongings, we could only take to camp whatever we could carry. We couldn't take anything else. We got a bag and put our things in that cause we could only take so many things. Only take what you could carry. That was all. We then went on a bus to the Salinas Assembly Center. There was a rodeo, a horse racing thing there. We stayed there for a while then we were transported to a camp in Poston. You know Poston is in Arizona? Poston had three camps: one, two, three camps. The first camp had all of the medical hospitals, things like that. The second camp had just a clinic and the third camp also just had a clinic. If you had something wrong with you, you had to get on a bus and go to the first camp. So we had three camps. 
Q. Were people living in each camp?

Yes. Oh, yes. You can look at the map. We had long barracks, a mess hall, a clinic, a place to wash clothes, a fire station. Things like that. We had all the necessities there. 
Q. Before you were sent to the camp, how were you notified you would be sent to these camps? Were you even notified at all?

Oh, yes, they notified us. Go get on a bus and go to Salinas Assembly Center. That's not far away. We were all there for a couple of years. Salinas was a horse racetrack. They built barracks there, inside the racetrack.
Q. Do you have an accurate memory of how many people were living in this camp?
I don't know exactly but that's where all of the Japanese from Watsonville, Salinas and Monterey went. We were all there. It was a very large place. We had barracks.
Q. How old were you when you were imprisoned? 
I was 17 when I went into the camp. The principal from Watsonville High School came to give us our diplomas. We missed a whole half a year. We only went to school until December but we all graduated. We got our diplomas and we graduated at the Salinas Assembly Center.

Q. So you were still being educated while at the Salinas Assembly center camp?

No, we were not. We were done. They didn't have school in the camp in those days. They did when we went to Poston. They had schools but not at the Assembly Center, no.

Q. So you were taken out of school midway through your senior year of high school and relocated to the Salinas Assembly Center and then you received a diploma? 
Yes. We all received our diplomas.
Q. How aware were you of what was going on at the time? Did you know what had gone on at Pearl Harbor? I'm sure they told you why you were being imprisoned.

We heard. We didn't know. They had people up on things, with guns, you know, watching us.  So it wasn't a place where you had fun or anything. We were young though so we never thought about things like that that much. All we knew was that we were in camp and then on a train and on our way to Poston, Arizona, to another camp.

Q. Did you have family in Japan at the time? 
Yes, my grandmother and grandpa. There was no contact with them. After the war my mother did contact them. But not during the war, no.

Q. How long had your parents been [in the United States] before World War II?

Let me think. My mother was born in 1900. In those days they had picture brides. She came to Hawaii first where she married my father. My mother and father then came over here. So my father was in Hawaii but my mother came to Hawaii from Japan. She was going to school at the same school as my father's sister. His sister brought my mother back to Hawaii and that's when my mother and father got married. They stayed there for a while and then they came to California.

Q. So your parent's siblings were in Hawaii at the time of Pearl Harbor? Did you have family there?

My grandmother and grandfather were in Hawaii. My father had eight brothers and sisters. Most of them are gone now except some of my cousins. My father was born in Hawaii.
 So he was born in the U.S. and my mother was born in Japan. My father was a US citizen. That's why he was in World War I. He fought for the U.S.

Q. Do you think that if your father still had been alive during the attack on Pearl Harbor and the subsequent interning of Japanese that you still would have been imprisoned even though he was a war veteran?

Oh, yeah. We still would have been imprisoned. That didn't make a difference. Anybody who was Japanese went. Everyone was sent to camps. Everyone: my mother, my sister, and my brother; it was the four of us.

Q. Can you explain what a day was like in the internment camp?

First thing when we went to camp in Poston, we walked into our barrack. The barrack floor had holes in it between the large planks. There was a pile of hay there. That was for our mattress. We had to stuff our mattress to put out our beds to go to sleep. The first meal was cabbage. I still remember that. Then the days just went. We were young and we had never seen so many Japanese in our life! Everybody, everywhere we looked there were Japanese! It wasn't like in Watsonville. So we were there and then we did what we wanted. I first started working in the kitchen. You would clean the floor or wipe dishes or whatever. We had these terrible dust storms. We would wipe the tables and then a dust storm would come and we would have to clean it again because it was all full of dust. Arizona had a lot of dust storms. After that I went to work at the clinic. Then after that I went to church.

Q. So you were able to express your religious beliefs there? That wasn't restricted at all? 
Oh yeah. You could go to whatever church you wanted to go to. But inside the camp.
Q. You said you worked in the clinic?


Yes. I was a receptionist at the clinic. Everybody did their own thing. They did whatever they wanted to do. You didn't have to work but you could work if you wanted to. There were all these different things you could do. Piano lessons, things like that. For us at our young age it was more getting to know a lot of people, I guess because we were young.

Q. Was a lot of time spent with people your age? What was the predominant language spoken?

We all spoke English. If you were older, you spoke Japanese. A lot of cultures want their children to learn their own language but Japanese people, we just didn't do that. For us it was all one language, English.
Q. On a day-to-day basis, how would you eat? Was it provided for you? 
We had breakfast, lunch, and dinner there. In our room, there were four of us. There are pictures of barracks in the book. [Points to a book on the camps.] Maybe not of the inside but it has pictures of how the barracks were.

Q. So were you in a room with your siblings?

Yes, four of us were in one room. It was done by family. You had a small family; you had a smaller room; a larger family, a larger place. One barrack had about 5 families living there. 
Q. Was there privacy?

Oh yes, because we were blocked off. They didn't know what we were doing and we didn't know what they were doing.

Q. And the same way for the restrooms and showers?

They were in the center and we all had to go there. They weren't in our barrack. We had a place to go and wash clothes.
Q. Your mother, was she in this room with you?

Yes, she was there. She worked in the kitchen. She was a cook. I don't know what kind but she was a cook.

Q. How were people assigned positions? 
You would just go up and ask. Nobody had to work if they didn't want to.  I think we were paid eight dollars an hour; no eight dollars a month. If you were a doctor I think it was about 16 dollars a month.

Q. So the camp itself was basically run by the Japanese interns?

Yes. It was run by us. Every block had somebody who was in charge of it. These people were Japanese, the people who ran everything.
Q. So no non-Japanese Americans were inside the camp?

No. There were just the guards on the outside of the camp. But a lot of things happened there. There was a man who hung himself. You’d have to talk to somebody who was older to find out more about that.  But they're gone now.
Q. Well, it’s just as important that we get insight from you as well because your perspective is just as important.

We were young. What would you do if you were 17 and 18? Go out and have fun!
Q. What would you do for fun?

What would we do for fun? We had movies there. If you wanted you could visit another camp. I went to visit my sister. She was in another camp. I forgot what camp she was in but I took a bus to go visit her. My nephew was born so I went over there. So there were things you could do if you wanted to. 
Q. So probing a little bit deeper...

Yes, you can ask me whatever you like. Then it’s easier for me.

Q. It doesn't sound like you were particularly angry about what was going on, about being put into these camps. A lot of people look at it as something that was a step backwards for America; yet in a lot of ways you're describing an experience as fun and enjoyable, one you kind of made the most out of it.

A lot of people had farms and businesses; these were all taken away. We didn't have any of that because when we came to Watsonville to work my father was in the hospital so we did something called a half share. We had a family that let us stay there and they would do all of the heavy work and things like that. That's what's called a half share. We did that so when we went to camp we didn't lose anything. We didn't lose a house. So many people lost their homes. They sold things cheaply because they had to get rid of all of those things. They couldn't take them with them.

Q. I'm noticing a picture here showing an evacuation sale where they're selling things. 
They had to sell their stuff because what else would they do?

Q. So you didn't have a lot before you went to the Salinas camp?

No. We cleaned out our house and we put it all in a spare house that our friends let us use. They told us that an airplane fell on the house. But you could see that they raided it. We had a lot of things that my grandmother had sent to us from Japan, pictures and personal things. They were all gone. We didn't have anything when we got back.

Q. That didn't make you angry? It didn't frustrate you when you got back?

But what could we do? There wasn't anything we could do. I'm sure a lot of the older folks had a hard time because they had to leave their farms. Some people had people take care of their things and when they got back to California, they still had them. A lot of people sold their place and when they got back they had to start all over again. This happened to my husband’s parents. My husband and I had a poultry farm right down the street. But then when everything turned into commercial space, we sold it and then we bought the house here. But we not lost anything because we didn't have anything.

Q. Going back a bit, what was your mother's experience? Did you get a sense from her of being worried for her children?

She was worried about us. My father was already gone; he had been gone. My sister was married and in Stockton so it was just the three of us. My younger siblings went to school in the camp.

Q. How old were your siblings?

I'm 86 and my sister was 3 years younger and my brother 3 years younger than my sister.

Q. Did you feel any concern for them? Did you feel you had to take care of them and watch out for them?

No. They ran off and did their own thing, too. They went to school and then they were there for lunch or whatever. It was like a regular day at home.

Q. While you were in the camps, you were never concerned about your own well-being or that of your family? 
No, because we were able to eat. I was going to go to college when I was in Watsonville because the bus stopped right by my house. I was going to some kind of college in Salinas. But then after that I didn't go. 

Q. Did you miss your old way of life after you were put in the camp? It sounds like it was a similar routine.

It was the same; the only thing is that we didn't have to work. Living at home before, we went to school and we went out to help my mother with her strawberries. After we got back from school, we would go out and help her. When we were in the camp we didn't have any chores to do after or before school.

Q. Do you think that what the U.S. did to its Japanese residents was justifiable?

No. I don't think so. They said it was for our safety but what did they mean by safety? We weren't that close to where the war was going on.
Q. While in the camp did you feel like you didn't belong there as an American?

I don't think it was fair. A lot of my friends went to war from camp and they didn't come back. The 442nd infantry, a lot of my friends were in that infantry; a lot of them didn't come back. They went overseas to fight and saved a lot of people. 

Q. Do you still have contact with the people who got out? 
I have pictures but I don't have any contact with them.

Q. You were saying earlier that you slept with a hammer under your bed after the war began?

Yeah. Just after the war started. My mother wasn't with us. Just my brother and my sister. I was so scared. 

Q. What was it specifically that scared you?

I don't know why. I was afraid someone would come and do something I guess. I was seventeen, my sister was fourteen, and brother was eleven. He wasn't any help and we went to camp not very long after that. We had to pack up everything and go.

Q. Did you have any interaction with non-Japanese-Americans after the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor? Did you feel discriminated by them?

No I didn't. No. We were in the country when it happened. But a lot of [Japanese] people did feel discriminated against. I didn't feel it though.

Q. But you did have interaction with Americans before going to the camp? 
No, I don't think so. No. I didn't.

Q. But from your friends, did any of them experience some sort of racial discrimination after the events?

Oh, yes, some people did but not me personally. 
Q. And your mother, how did she take all of this? 
My mother didn't talk about it too much. She didn't say much. She was a very strong person and she didn't say much about anything. She would say, “What could I do?”  There wasn't much she could do.

Q. What would have happened had she voiced her opinion to somebody? I’m sure there were complaints within the camps.

In our camp? Well, yes. They did have people who really voiced their opinion. They didn't receive any punishment. They just voiced their opinion. There was someone who was very vocal but I don't remember his name.

Q. You didn't participate in any of this?

No. I didn't want to. There wasn't much we could do; we just did our daily thing and that was it.

Q. How long were you in a camp?

I was in the camp for about three years. My sister was in Chicago so I went up to Chicago after that. She was in Arizona too but she moved to Chicago after. There were a lot of camps, in Arkansas and a whole bunch of others.

Q. How did you find out that you were free?

After so long they said we could leave. They opened the gates and said we could leave. They had to check to see if you were okay to leave. My mother, my sister, and my brother stayed behind and I went to Chicago with my older sister. My sister and brother-in-law were in Chicago so I went out and before I knew it they said they were going to move to Michigan and raise strawberries. So they left me behind. I didn't know what to do so I took care of a little girl, a lawyer’s daughter in Chicago. I was about 20 at this time. Afterwards I went to work for a company called Perfection Electric. They made speakers. I went to make speakers. In the meantime, before that I got married; I met my husband there. My mother was working there so I got a job there.
Q. So your mother went to Chicago with you after?

No, my mother went to Chicago for a while and then my sister wanted her to go to Michigan and help out at the farm. 

Q. So when you were released you saw that everything was looted from your home, and everything was taken? So you figured why not start a new life and make the best out of it?
My mother stayed there and worked. 
Q. Was that a challenge for you?

I didn't find it challenging. She did.

Q. It seems like your life had already been a struggle so being interned was something that made you stronger and helped you adapt to new environments. Was it a big struggle for you to readjust?

I think it was for everybody. It would have been for anybody. It’s hard for someone to adjust after all of that. I guess we had to just make the best of it. A lot of people worked for Life magazine. They had to work to survive.

Q. Did the US government help you at all once you were released?

When we left camp they gave us 25 dollars. Something like that when we left. They turned us loose and just expected us to get by with that.

Q. That doesn't make you angry or frustrated at all? After taking three years of your life, here are 25 dollars?
After the war the government sent us a letter saying that all of us that were in camp and survived got $20,000.
Q. How long after you were released was this done?

It was before my husband passed away. It wasn't very soon. They decided that we would get paid $20,000 for all of the misery and whatever we all went through I guess.

Q. You wouldn't say you went through much misery while you were in the camp?

Well, I didn't. I was young and kids have fun. So I didn't really.

Q. So upon leaving and after everything that went on did you feel any discrimination after being released? Did people treat you differently because you were Japanese? 
No, I didn't feel anything different. A lot of people did but I didn't feel anything. I didn't have anybody tell me anything.
Q. And your siblings and mother, did they ever talk about feeling discriminated against after the fact?

No, no. I don't think so. If my mother did, she didn't say anything. She went back to Watsonville. Afterwards she stayed with her sister so I don't know but I didn't have anybody say anything to me.

Q. The experience overall, do you feel like you lost any part of yourself? Any part of your dignity or your humanity?

I think so. I don't think it was necessary that we had to be put in these camps. We didn't do anything wrong. We weren't the ones involved in Pearl Harbor. But it happened, and we were all hauled off to camps. It wasn't fair but we had to go.

Q. How did your mother explain it to you and your siblings, that you had to go to these camps?

My mom never said anything. She never mentioned anything. I had to pack up and get everything ready, our clothes and stuff. Because you could only take what you could carry on the bus so that's what we did. We got our stuff and left. I don't know how I did it now. We were scared; we didn't know what to expect. When we first went to camp we landed in Camp One. None of our friends were there but my mother got us to move to Camp Two, where a lot of our friends were. In Camp One we didn't know anybody.

Q. How did they designate what camp you went to?

People in Watsonville, Salinas, and Monterey, we all went to Poston and into Camp Two. I don't know why we were placed in Camp One but my mother got us to move into Camp Two.

Q. Today in retrospect, after everything that you have experienced and having grandchildren, do you talk about this often? Is this something that you tell people about?

You know, I don't even want to think about it. 
Q. You just try to push it back out of your mind? 
Yeah. Besides I don't have to be worrying about it at my age now. Not with everything else going on in the world today. It was something nobody should have to go through.

Q. Did you feel like they weren't treating you like a human being?

Yes. How would you feel with guns over your head when you hadn’t done anything wrong?
Q. Did you feel you were being treated like a criminal even though you had done absolutely nothing?

Nothing. We had done absolutely nothing!
Q. And your siblings… are they still around? 
My brother is; my sister passed away.

Q. You and your siblings never talked about what went on in the camps?

No, we didn't. Plus my brother was in Vietnam. I think that's where he went. He never talks about it. He never says anything about that war. He pushes it out of his mind, too. He doesn't mention anything. A lot of people don't talk about it. They never say anything.

Q. Are there any lessons you pulled from the experience? Did your experience in the camp shape you into who you are today? Anything you can derive from that experience? Because you seem to have pulled a lot out of it already, like how you've been saying that you made the best out of a very bad situation.

There wasn't much anybody could do. You just had to do what you had to do. What could we have done? There's nothing. We had to stay where we were. 
Q. Did anyone ever try to escape from the camp?

That I don't know. All I know is that a man hung himself from a tree. I don't know about anyone trying to escape.

Q. When you were in the camp, how often did you long to leave? Did the thought ever cross your mind that you wished you were somewhere else and not in the desert?

No. I knew there wasn't anything I could do. It was simply one of those things that just happened. It wasn't anything we did. I think the world is in a worse shape right now than it was back then.

Q. In what respect?

There are wars everywhere. The government can’t seem to be able to settle anything. Going into Afghanistan was bad. Health issues are bad. California is in debt. Everything is just a mess. I don't know who is going to settle all this but anyways [shrugged].

Q. Do you think Roosevelt was a good leader during World War II even though he allowed you to be placed in these camps?

He thought he was doing the right thing. He thought he was doing the right thing for the country to get us out of the way. 
Q. So you don't feel like the government’s excuse of having you there for your protection was justifiable?

No, it wasn't. We didn't need the government's protection.

Q. I'm trying to put myself in your position as a 22 year old. Had I been in your situation I don't think I would have been able to live imprisoned like you did for so much time.

There were US born guys who didn't even want to go to war. They refused to leave. They wanted to just get out of the camp. What they would do is send them to another camp where all of the defectors were sent and then they would send them to Japan. After the war most of them came back to the United States. Most had no family in Japan. They knew nothing about the country, not even how to speak Japanese. But yeah, there were young people who refused to listen. They were the ones who were punished.



ENDNOTES


� On December 7, 1941 -- a date Franklin Roosevelt famously declared “will live in infamy” -- the Imperial Japanese Navy launched a preventive attack to keep the US Pacific fleet from engaging in military acts the Japanese were planning in Southeast Asia, primarily against Dutch and British territories. The attacked killed 2,402 Americans and wounded 1,282. Although only 65 Japanese servicemen were killed or wounded, and one Japanese sailor captured, the attack proved counter-productive since the outrage it created immediately ended American isolationism, and America issued a formal declaration of war against Japan on December 8th, 1941. Japan’s allies – Italy and Germany – declared war on the US in December 11th and the US reciprocated that same day.


� Korematsu v. United State. The majority opinion was written by Justice Hugo Black.


� 100th Congress, S. 1009, reproduced at internmentarchives.com. and "WWII Reparations: Japanese-American Internees." Democracy Now! http://www.democracynow.org/1999


/2/18/wwii_reparations _japanese_american_internees.


� Hawaii was annexed to the US by the Newlands Resolution in 1898, at which point it became the Territory of Hawaii and granted self-governance in 1900. Hawaii tried to become a state for 60 years, achieving statehood only in 1959. Because he was born in a US territory, Grace’s father would have been a legal citizen.


� An all Japanese-American unit, the 442nd Regimental Combat Team fought valiantly in Europe beginning in 1944. Its combat experience in Italy, southern France, and eventually Germany made it the most highly decorated regiment in US history, with 21 Medal of Honor recipients.





