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This one’s for you—well-intentioned, good-deed-doing, vulnerable, sensitive, lovable you
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Full of tears shall be that day when from the ashes shall arise the guilty man to be judged


—Mozart, Requiem
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Map of Los Angeles area before World War II.
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Map of “War Relocation Authority” (WRA) sites during World War II.
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Map of Japan.
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Map of Hiroshima area.
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China-Burma-India-Theater in World War II.

xi

[image: The image is a black and white map of Burma from 1942, showing the country's borders, major cities, and surrounding countries.]
Map of Burma in 1942.
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Map of Operation Thursday in Northern Burma.
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A Note On Language


Issei (in italics in this book) were first-generation Japanese immigrants to the United States. Few were American citizens.

Nisei (also in italics), children of the Issei, were second-generation Japanese Americans. Most were natural-born American citizens.

Kibei were American citizens of Japanese ancestry who had resided in Japan for more than a year before returning to the United States.

Sansei, children of the Nisei and grandchildren of the Issei, were third-generation, natural-born American citizens of Japanese ancestry.

*Nisei (not in italics, to differentiate it from Nisei, above) was also a common American term for Japanese American soldiers of any rank in the US Army.
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Night Mass

The translator crawled into darkness.

He left behind his rifle and most of his gear. In his pockets he carried two grenades: one for the enemy and one for himself. He would die before becoming a prisoner again—especially their prisoner.

The air was heavy with the smell of death. He knew the snap of a twig could give him away, so he moved with utmost care. He was nearly blind at night, but previous trips on his stomach helped him recall his route through the elephant grass. Vines and undergrowth slowed him down but also sheltered and concealed him. Clearings were kill zones.

For seven days, seven hundred soldiers had been under siege and under fire. Seven long nights of mortar rounds whistling into the canopy and unseen snipers taking potshots at anything that moved. Even when the big guns were quiet, nobody could rest, much less sleep.

The battalion lost their only source of water on day three. Though they rationed what was left, their canteens were soon dry. The overcast made air supply next to impossible; one parachuted drop of rations drifted into the enemy’s camp, where it was much appreciated.

In the shadow of a falling scythe, men reacted unpredictably. Some raged and some cowered. Some took selfish, suicidal risks, while others gave in to doom. It was hard to think clearly, much less come up with a plan to survive.

xvi
But some men kept their heads. The translator was scared, but he didn’t lose himself. He was determined to complete his mission at any cost, because he knew that if he failed, hundreds of his brothers would die soon after him. So he crawled on, with every nerve ending on alert. He moved carefully, pausing to look and listen on his way down the hill, until he was about twenty yards from the enemy’s camp.

That’s where he stayed, still and silent. Over time, his eyes adjusted and he began to discern faces.

“I was so close,” he said, “I could see the flicker of stars in their eyes.”

The translator began to eavesdrop. The men spoke of farming when they got home, or raising chickens. They worried about their wives and parents, facing hardship or future grief. It was the timeless patter of enlisted soldiers at rest. They didn’t know any more about their battle plans than the translator did.

But at least he had confirmed that he understood the troops’ dialect: They were southern islanders. Farmers and fishermen, like his people.

He was close enough to smell them. They smelled like home.

Then, at once, all talk ceased. The soldiers perked to attention.

The translator heard a new voice, speaking more urgently. He recognized the formal tone, which took him back to the military drills he had been required to perform as a teen. The voice was of a Japanese officer, calling his infantry platoon to attention. He informed his troops that they would attack a vulnerable American position before first light. They would assault the enemy’s foxholes with machine gun and mortar platoons, take a wedge of land above it, and secure a path onto the hilltop plateau, where they would have the high ground for artillery. There was no mention of taking prisoners.

The Japanese officer spoke briefly and took no questions. But twenty yards away, on his stomach on the ground, the translator—US Army Sergeant Roy Matsumoto—committed each of his words to memory, for he knew that more than just his life depended on it.

Almost an hour later, Roy crawled away. He moved slowly up the hillside and across the ragged front line. It was midnight when he approached the American perimeter, repeating the password aloud to prevent friendly fire.

He rolled into the foxhole of his rifle platoon leader and told him what he had learned. They both understood that if a strong Japanese force made it onto the plateau, it was over for the Americans. The lieutenant passed Roy’s intelligence to xviithe battalion commander, who ordered all upright members of the blue team to proceed to the wedge and to bring their shovels.

The thirsty, hungry and exhausted men got to work. They boobytrapped their old foxholes with grenades strung on tripwires. They dug new foxholes some twenty yards up the hillside and concealed them with brush. They placed machine guns at careful angles on the wedge to interlock their fields of fire, and they anchored the new position with powerful Browning automatics called BARs that could mow through bamboo.

The trap was set. The American commandos were silent and ready. Roy Matsumoto settled into a shallow foxhole with his carbine, to close his eyes and listen.

xviii
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Drums At The Port

He loved to drive, especially when it wasn’t for work. So on this bright December morning, Roy was happy to get in his Coupe and go. There were no storms on the horizon, so he planned to cruise to the west side, into the Ocean Park district of Santa Monica, to see his uncle Yoshio at his boarding house by the beach.

Roy’s weekday job was to deliver groceries—sacks of rice, crates of cucumbers, kegs of soy sauce—to his mostly Japanese American customers in families and businesses across Los Angeles. He had been at it for seven years, so he carried a detailed map of Southern California in his head. “West would be like Culver City, Venice, Ocean Park and Santa Monica,” Roy said, sketching his route. “To the [south] is Compton to Signal Hill or West Long Beach, Gardena, to the [north] is Bell and Rose Hill, that’s around Whittier, and to [the east] is Azusa and Cucamonga and [La] Puente and Riverside.”

The twenty-eight-year-old self-described delivery boy became a lifeline for his Issei customers—first-generation Japanese immigrants to the United States who often spoke little or no English, and who either couldn’t drive or didn’t own a vehicle. Roy was their solution: He had a commercial driver’s license and use of a grocery truck, and he spoke good Japanese and English. Plus, he was friendly, and he was curious. He developed relationships with many of his customers, and their orders were often complicated and individualized: “… and a box of link sausages 2from the slaughterhouse, and an order of char siu pork from the Chinese place—arigatou.” He learned his regular customers’ Japanese dialects, the idiosyncratic nuances of their regional accents and idioms, so he could better understand them and be better understood. Memories of the bounties he delivered across Los Angeles County would haunt him later, when he was starving to death under siege in the Burma jungle. But for most of the 1930s, Roy used his delivery job to make friends all over Southern California—distributing not just food but Japanese-language books and magazines, as well as the scuttlebutt from other neighborhoods. He and his Issei customers discussed news of the homeland, including Japan’s invasion of Manchuria in 1931 and China in 1937.

For Roy, such world news was personal. There was a military draft underway in the United States, and as a natural-born citizen, he was eligible. In fact, his younger brother, Tom Matsumoto, had already been inducted by Uncle Sam in 1940 and was now a clerk at an Army base in Minnesota.

Roy also knew that five thousand miles to the west, in Japan, military service had been compulsory for male citizens since 1873. Japanese men ages seventeen to forty were eligible for induction, and by 1941 the Imperial military was in dire need of more troops and support personnel for its quagmire in China. Roy had dual Japanese citizenship, and his three younger brothers—all of military age—still lived with his parents and sisters in Hiroshima.
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The delivery boy owned no major property, and he had no investments. He possessed a couple radios and a few hundred dollars in savings. But Roy was rich in human capital, with a loyal network of family, friends, and customers across Southern California. And by 1941 he had the keys to a six-year-old Ford Coupe, which had set him free.

Roy Matsumoto’s Southern California was a land apart in more ways than one. Bordered by the Pacific Ocean to the southwest, the greater Mojave Desert to the east, and a brace of jutting coastal mountain ranges that sealed off the other directions, it is a geographic enclave where “the old and the new exist in curious juxtaposition,” historian Carey McWilliams wrote. “The volume and velocity of 3migration, rather than the fabled climate, account for most of the unique features of the region’s cultural landscape.”

The recorded history of the region is short but rich. The Spanish governor of Baja California, Gaspar de Portolá, was in command of an overland expedition on August 1, 1769, when a group of his hunters returned to tell him of a lush, green valley and a river of clear water, twenty meters across. The Spanish had discovered the Los Angeles River.

Of course, by then Southern California was already home to some thirty thousand indigenous people. And upon the arrival of Spanish troops and Franciscan priests, a tribal life that had persisted for centuries changed drastically in a matter of months. The Mission San Diego was founded in the summer of 1769, and over the next fifty years, its profitable model of forced indigenous labor on stolen lands was reproduced at twenty more Missions along the state’s greater coastline, including nearby San Gabriel and San Fernando. Along the way, as McWilliams put it, the “survival of Indians was in inverse ratio to their contact with the Missions.”

The next chapter of the southland’s story was Mexican, centered around the hacienda system of peonage on the region’s ranchos. Like the Missions, the ranchos exploited tribal lands and labor—this time to the benefit of wealthy, property-holding Mexicans, who came north to put down roots.

Caucasians trekked into Southern California next, and they came in terrific numbers. Anglo-American settlers migrated en masse to Northern California for the Gold Rush in the mid-to-late nineteenth century, but it took them decades longer to make it over the Tehachapi Pass into the Southern California basin. When the whites did come, they brought inexorable numbers and resources that they used to wrest control of much of Los Angeles’ farming and fishing economy, which was conveniently on the cusp of industrialization. With few indigenous workers left to indenture, the region’s new elite of white, Mexican, and Mexican American bosses and landowners turned to immigrant labor for Southern California’s farms.

Chinese workers arrived in the late 1860s, which brought fierce competition to Mexican labor and drove the area’s remaining indigenous people into Southern California’s outlying communities. As the numbers of Chinese immigrants grew, so did Caucasian and Mexican resentment: nineteen Chinese people were lynched by a mob of five hundred in an 1871 “race riot” in L.A.’s nascent Chinatown, a white-led massacre of Chinese immigrants in which the victims were attacked, mutilated, and hung to their deaths from a makeshift gallows.

4
Nevertheless, by 1880, Chinese farmers had turned wide swaths of southern Los Angeles County’s salty scrubland into fertile celery bogs that they cultivated, harvested, and delivered to market by horse or mule cart. In response to their success, the US Congress and President Chester Arthur passed the Chinese Exclusion Act in 1882, slapping a ten-year ban on new Chinese migrant labor, which slowly depleted the Chinese work force and elevated cheaper Mexican and then Japanese workers. Chinese fishermen still ran most of Southern California’s abalone and fishing industry until the turn of the century, when they were replaced on the shorelines by Italian, Portuguese, and Japanese fisheries.

Japan was late to global labor migration. An isolationist country for most of its history, only fifty-eight Japanese residents were counted in Southern California in the 1880 Census. But the Japanese American population of Southern California rose from 481 in 1900 to 25,597 in 1920, and then to 44,554 in 1940. As Southern California’s Issei community grew, Little Tokyo in Los Angeles took over from San Francisco’s Japantown as the economic and cultural center of the Japanese diaspora in North America.

The era of Japanese farming and labor dominance in Southern California was brief. Beginning in 1908, a “Gentlemen’s Agreement” kept Japan from issuing passports to laborers bound for the United States, with an exception for returning residents and family members. Like the Chinese before them, hamstrung by the Chinese Exclusion Act, Japanese American farm and factory progress was also stalled by legislation—starting with the Alien Land Laws of 1913 and 1920. For the next four decades, California law would prevent non-citizens of Asian origin, and American citizens of Asian ancestry, from buying Californian agricultural land. And in 1922 the US Supreme Court ruled in Ozawa that Japanese immigrants were not eligible for naturalized citizenship.

The return of Mexican migrant labor in the 1920s hastened the shift of the Japanese Issei farm workforce into different industries and more specialized forms of agriculture. Congress blocked Japanese labor immigration for ten years in the Immigration Act of 1924, and yet, as late as 1940, Japanese Americans still farmed more than twenty-six thousand (leased) acres in Los Angeles County and controlled the “truck crops” sector: asparagus, lima beans, carrots, and cauliflower, as well as some vineyards and floral nurseries.

One iconic early symbol of Japanese American progress in Southern California was an eighteen-acre island in Long Beach Harbor first called Isla Raza de Buena 5Gente. In 1906 a Japanese abalone and tuna fishing colony took hold on the little urban isle, flanked by San Pedro and Wilmington. A Southern California Edison steam station was installed on the island in 1910, which left the other half to its deedless residents.

A unique culture sprouted. Many of the fishermen and their families hailed from Japan’s Kii Province on Honshu, and on their little island they developed a distinctive pidgin called kii-shu ben, a pastiche of English and Kii-dialect Japanese. The fishermen’s harvests were prolific, their fleet swelled, and their tuna and abalone fisheries evolved into industrial cannery operations.

By 1941, the little endpoint of land was home to more than five hundred Japanese American fishermen and their families and had a total population of some 3,500 people. What none of them anticipated was that the official name of their home—Terminal Island—was also a prophecy.
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Roy’s story begins well before Roy. Among Japanese immigrants to Southern California, Wakamatsu Matsumoto, Roy’s paternal grandfather, was a farmer, a pioneer, and a mentor.

The youngest son of a large family in Hiroshima, Wakamatsu and his wife Haru (maiden name Motoyama, a prominent Hiroshima family) had a daughter, Matsu, and then a son, Wakaji, who was born in the nearby village of Jigozen in 1889.

Eldest-son patrilineage prevented Wakamatsu from building a better life or future for his young family in Japan. So in 1890, the couple left their two children with their extended family in Jigozen (now a Hiroshima suburb called Hatsukaichi) as they and some thirty thousand other Japanese migrants headed to the Hawaiian islands to work as agricultural laborers.

Contract work in the fields of Kauai was not only backbreaking, but also less profitable than Wakamatsu and Haru had hoped. Nonetheless, the pair stuck it out and had two more children, Yoshio and Masayo, while they were in Hawaii. When their contract was fulfilled, Haru and the two kids took a ship home to Japan to live with their family in Jigozen.

Wakamatsu made his way to the American mainland. He checked on Seattle but it was too cold, so he headed farther south, to the land of dual harvests. Southern 6California’s climate reminded him of Hiroshima, but with richer soil and more arable land.

In the first decade of the twentieth century, Wakamatsu leased vacant fields on three-year contracts in rural Los Angeles County and began farming specialty crops. He turned what had been sporadically planted hay fields into robust vegetable farms, and he had enough success that in 1906 he was able to send for Wakaji, his son, to come help out.

The duo developed a small but productive parcel in the south county where they grew onions, cauliflower, lettuce, celery, and cabbage. Wakamatsu leased adjacent fields and dug new irrigation ditches between them, adjusting his planting and harvesting times to gain a market edge. Along the way, he earned a reputation for savvy and wisdom in the Japanese American community of Southern California.

His son Wakaji’s wife, Tei (Kimura) Matsumoto, joined her husband in Los Angeles in 1912. Their arranged marriage was negotiated in Hiroshima between Wakaji’s father Wakamatsu and Tei’s father Shinjiro Kimura—a legendary swordsman who was born in 1848, five years before the US Navy’s Perry Expedition arrived in Tokyo Bay. Kimura had been a fencing instructor for the Asano samurai dynasty that ruled Japan for two and a half centuries, and in the early twentieth century, the Japanese public still held his family name in high esteem.

Wakaji and Tei knew of each other before the arrangement, since Tei’s older brother had been Wakaji’s classmate and the families lived only a few miles apart in Hiroshima. But the pair fell in love after they got married, when Tei arrived in California and joined Wakaji in Wakamatsu’s four-bedroom rented farmhouse in Laguna. Named after the Spanish word for “lagoon,” this farming district along the L.A. River was twenty miles from any beach; their postal address was Rural Free Delivery, Los Angeles County. Along with two neighboring hamlets, this Laguna would later be absorbed into the heavy-industry City of Commerce.

When he first arrived in America, Wakaji worked as a “houseboy” or domestic child laborer, which is how he learned English and gained the nickname “George.” He was not eligible for American citizenship and could not purchase property in the United States. Wakaji also worked in his father Wakamatsu’s fields for a time, and he delivered produce via horse and wagon for a grocery wholesaler, Los Angeles Market Company in downtown L.A. But Wakaji’s heart wasn’t in farming or grocery; like so many newcomers to Southern California, he wasn’t 7just seeking profit, or looking to recreate the culture of his homeland. Like his father before him, he wanted to break free of patrilineal hierarchy and forge a better, more satisfying life.

What Wakaji loved was photography, a burgeoning industry that was in high demand in California’s Japanese American community. He took a photography correspondence course at night, while he spent his days delivering produce. Wakamatsu didn’t approve of his son’s artistic avocation, but Wakaji was undeterred. He saved up for cameras and film and finally enrolled in photography school in San Diego, while his wife Tei stayed on the farm in Laguna.

When Wakaji had mastered photography he was hired by the acclaimed Toyo Miyatake Studio in L.A.’s Little Tokyo, where he captured a series of stark panoramas of Japanese American farm life in early-twentieth-century California. Along the way, Wakaji met two of the celebrated photographers of his era, Ansel Adams and Edward Weston; decades later, his surviving photos, like theirs, would be collected and exhibited as essential early works of pictorialism, a school of modernist photography.

Wakaji and Tei had their first child, Hiroshi, in Los Angeles on May 1, 1913. The riverbed community of Laguna in which the youngster grew up was a scrubby district, with plenty of space to explore. It was home to some Mexican and Japanese farm workers, plus a few Caucasian farm owners and managers.

A white teacher at his school suggested that Hiroshi’s given name was a mouthful for Caucasians, so he began to go by “Roy” at school and among his non-Japanese neighbors. He didn’t mind the change, and in his case, the Americanized name stuck.

Right from the start, Roy Matsumoto had burning curiosity, facility with language, and a stubborn, powerful will. Born on American soil, he was not only a natural-born citizen but a Sansei—a third-generation American of Japanese ancestry.

During the school year, Roy and his little brother Takeshi—along with a posse of other Japanese American children in his area—would hold hands and walk across the forever-flooding L.A. River to the nearby neighborhood of Maywood, home of Fruitland Grammar School. That’s where Roy learned English, as well as a kind of Spanglish he picked up from the Mexican American children in his class. He would long remember the smell and taste of the homemade tortillas and pork rinds that one Mexican mother served the kids after school.

8
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The City of Angels of Roy’s childhood was a hodgepodge of local districts and neighborhoods crissed and crossed by endless roads, avenues, and highways—a tapestry of idiosyncratic surface streets, from the orange groves to the sundown sea.

The urban ecology of Los Angeles had made the city an archipelago of cultural, racial, and socio-economic islands, many of which were crowded with immigrants who spoke their home languages, observed their own religious and ethnic traditions, and mostly kept to themselves. Each incoming underclass was vulnerable to exploitation by those already rich or entrenched enough to wield economic power.

Nonetheless, Los Angeles is and has always been a city of newcomers; in 1930, Southern California natives made up only 20 percent of the region’s population.

Roy was a local. He was an Angeleno, born and bred, and by 1941 he knew his side of the city better than anybody. From work and play he was acquainted with every movie house, flea market, and saloon-cafeteria in Southern California.

At that time, L.A. County alone contained forty-five incorporated and sixty unincorporated communities, including the city of Los Angeles, which encompassed 450 square miles. Between 1900 and 1940, Los Angeles’ population quintupled, putting arable farmland at a premium. The salty southern L.A. County soil had long been considered inferior, which is why in the early twentieth century that opportunity fell to newcomers on the lowest rung of the American immigration ladder: the Japanese.

Thus, Roy became a child of the Southland, and of the L.A. River. The river’s headwaters are farther up in the Santa Susana Mountains, a coastal spur of the Sierra Nevada range that walls off Southern California from all points north. The urban waterway begins where the Bell and Arroyo Calabasas creeks merge in Canoga Park, in the San Fernando Valley. The bounty of this watershed was long funneled into the otherwise arid Los Angeles basin using a system of zanjas, or runoff ditches, that soon grew too extensive and complex to manage. Locals treated their zanjas as dumps and sewers, and in dry months they grew ripe with flotsam, animal corpses, and trash.

The opening of the 238-mile Los Angeles Aqueduct in 1913 did not significantly alleviate Southern California’s water woes, though the diversion of all 9hydration from Owens Valley turned that once-verdant region into sand farms and ghost towns. The aqueduct was subsequently funneled away from its namesake city, landing instead in San Fernando Valley, which enriched the conspirators in a land acquisition scheme that over the course of two decades turned the desert scrubland into some of the greenest and most valuable real estate in Southern California.

The hamlet of Laguna was built on the L.A. River’s downstream lowlands, thirty miles southeast of the emergence in Canoga Park. Roy was cut off from the bounty of L.A. Aqueduct water in Laguna, but he was still a child of the river. He crossed its bridge to Maywood every day up to age eight, and he drove a delivery truck across and along it for most of his late teens and twenties.

High water on the river repeatedly inundated the Matsumotos’ sea-level neighborhood in south Los Angeles, beginning with a flood in 1914, when Roy was a baby, that submerged twelve thousand acres and took out the 7th Street Bridge. A Los Angeles Department of Public Works photo taken on April 8, 1926, of the L.A. River at Maywood, where Roy attended grammar school, shows an expanse of floodwater almost a mile wide. (That was the same year the city completed the St. Francis Dam in Santa Clarita, which it billed as the ultimate solution to its water problems. The dam failed two years later, in 1928.)

Roy was present as an adult for the Great Flood of 1938, when a pair of spring storms brought down thirty-two inches of rain in a week and washed out twenty bridges over the L.A. River. People still had to eat, so Roy plowed his delivery truck through that round of flooding—which killed at least 113 people, injured more than 500, and left more than 5,000 homeless, while destroying 5,600 buildings.

In response, Los Angeles Mayor Frank Shaw led an initiative for the Army Corps of Engineers to pave the L.A. River, roughly paralleling Legislative Route 167 (later to become Interstate 710, the Long Beach Freeway) from Canoga Park to San Pedro. The Corps also began that year to construct a deep-set, permanent bed for the river, with high concrete banks to prevent floods. Only three isolated stretches were left unpaved, including the river’s ultimate estuary into San Pedro Bay, which in 1941 included the still-bustling Japanese American fishing colony called Terminal Island.
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The Matsumoto patriarch headed home to Japan in 1917. Wakamatsu had lived for decades away from his wife Haru and three of his kids, and his son Wakaji didn’t want to work on the farm, so he decided to sell his equipment and move back to Jigozen, ten miles west of Hiroshima.

Wakamatsu’s departure set adrift his many relatives and friends in southern California, where he had long acted as their sage and benefactor. Roy dearly missed his grandfather, who he felt listened to him and cared for him more than his father Wakaji did. A little solace arrived the next year in the person of Wakaji’s younger brother Yoshio, known as “Frank” to his non-Japanese friends. An American citizen born in Kauai, Yoshio moved to Los Angeles in 1918. But like his brother Wakaji, he shunned farm life in favor of a new vocation created by an emerging technology: He became an automobile mechanic. Yoshio also became a loyal friend and uncle to Roy, and he helped his nephew around.

Though it was smaller than the East Coast giants, the Port of Los Angeles– Long Beach was the biggest seaport on the West Coast before the war. Still, it had benefits the big East Coast ports couldn’t offer: The roads never iced over, and you didn’t have to worry about hurricanes. Long Beach and southern L.A. County also had a large pool of affordable resident and immigrant laborers, as well as almost enough cheap housing to fill industry needs.

The port was accessible to highways, railways, and oil extraction and refinement facilities. Southern California became a major producer of oil and gasoline during World War I, and by the time a geyser drenched Signal Hill in 1921, L.A.’s energy industry overtook farming and fishing for regional economic preeminence.

Around then, another signature industry of the place and era emerged—filmmaking. In his twenties, Roy went to a movie palace whenever he could. He also liked going to the Pike, an amusement park on the Long Beach waterfront, where he could buy saltwater taffy for the girls on the Rainbow Pier and ride the famous Cyclone Racer, a wooden roller coaster built on pilings over the water.

Roy turned the key in the ignition, and his engine began to warm. After he visited Yoshio in Santa Monica that morning, he planned to drive south, to his great aunt and uncle’s barber shop in Long Beach, to get a free haircut. The Coupe had an AM tube radio installed in it, but it was turned off. Roy didn’t always want to hear the news. He was twenty-eight; he wanted to work hard and meet a girl and build a better life. But as the global order fell apart around him, he could no longer ignore it.

11
In Europe, darkness had seeped into the daylight. Nazi Germany began to blitzkrieg and occupy its continental neighbors in September 1939, and in just two years the list of the fallen included Poland, Denmark, Norway, Belgium, the Netherlands, and France. Great Britain was isolated and blitzed across the English Channel from September 1940 until May 1941. Germany conquered Yugoslavia and Greece in April 1941 and began to slaughter Soviet Ukraine that June. Restive British colonies worldwide veered toward revolution, and French and Dutch colonies came up for grabs.
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Meanwhile, the outlook for democracy in Asia was bleak. Japan withdrew from the League of Nations in 1934 after it incurred international censure for the invasion and occupation of Manchuria, which began in 1931. The Imperial Army expanded its Asia offensive into China itself in 1937, sacking Shanghai and killing millions of Chinese civilians in a campaign of terror. Bitter enemies Japan and the Soviet Union signed a neutrality agreement in 1939, which flipped the regional calculus as the Imperial military continued its bloody conquest of eastern Asia. In 1940, Japan took French Indochina (now the nations of Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia), a move which infuriated US President Franklin Roosevelt, who had warned Japan against it.

Roosevelt slapped a global embargo on goods intended for Japan in September 1940 to deprive the island nation of oil, production minerals, and other supply necessities for its conquest of East Asia. Japan’s political leaders likened the American embargo to a de facto declaration of war, and they warned of bitter consequences.

That’s when war drums began to boom ever louder and closer, until the American public could no longer ignore them. Rumor trickled out that the FBI had broken into the Japanese consulate in Los Angeles in the spring of 1941, and that agents photographed documents that laid out espionage plans along the West Coast for a prospective war with the United States. The report indicated that Japan would use Japanese Americans in Southern California, the San Francisco Bay Area, and Seattle as sleeper cells for intelligence collection and sabotage.

Tokyo had a deep pool of Japanese expatriates in the United States to target with such a pitch. The 1940 US Census counted 284,731 people of Japanese descent, 12with more than 90 percent living on the West Coast or in Hawaii. What the stats didn’t encompass, however, was these Japanese Americans had chosen to make the United States their home, instead of Japan. They were Americans by choice. They were also potential scapegoats.

Roy was well aware. He read the L.A. Times and local Japanese American papers, and sometimes he picked up a Japanese government station on the short-wave radio in his apartment. He had absorbed the increasingly shrill tones of both sides’ propaganda. But as of the bright morning of December 7, 1941, he had no idea what to expect from an unpredictable world.

Roy turned on his car’s AM radio. What he heard next meant that nothing in his life would ever be the same.

“We interrupt this broadcast to bring you this most important bulletin,” the United Press reported. “The White House announced today that Japanese airplanes have attacked Pearl Harbor and all naval and military activities on the island of Oahu.”
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Chapter Two
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The Brothers Matsumoto

Roy and Takeshi had no inkling that they were being set up.

When school let out for the summer of 1921, Tei and Wakaji Matsumoto and their two oldest sons boarded the steamship Burajiru Maru for a vacation to Japan. It was the boys’ first experience of their ancestral homeland. Roy had just turned eight.

After an ocean voyage of more than five thousand nautical miles, they arrived in the fan-shaped port city of Hiroshima, on Japan’s central and largest island, Honshu. The city is built on six slats of terra firma created by the seven estuarial branches of the Ota River, which flows south into a protected harbor on Hiroshima Bay and the Seto Inland Sea. The Seto drains to the open Pacific, but it also has direct water access to mainland East Asia via the Kanmon Straits—a winding waterway between Japan’s Fukuoka and Honshu islands that lets out just 120 miles from Busan, Korea. The straits put Hiroshima within naval striking distance of not only Korea but the long-disputed Liaotung Peninsula, a strategically important Chinese coastal region capped by Port Arthur (now Dalian), where the Russian Navy kept its Pacific fleet.

Hiroshima’s naturally protected deepwater harbor made it a useful military port. The warlord Môri Terumoto had a castle and fortress built on the Otagawa delta in 1589 that came to anchor a prosperous economy based on fishing, farming, 14and trade with other parts of Japan. Hiroshima was ruled by the Asano clan from 1619 until 1871, when the Meiji Restoration’s abolition of the rigid Han system of estate lineage began to shift the Japanese economy from rural to urban, and from agricultural to industrial. Emperor Meiji himself lived in and ruled from Hiroshima for nine months in 1894 and 1895, adding to the region’s rising status as it was named an official prefecture and opened its own state-run English language school—a sure sign of Western-style modernity. From his castle, the emperor watched ships pull into the Gaisenkan, or Hall of Triumphal Return, after they defeated China and took the island of Formosa (now Taiwan) in the country’s first overseas war.

A decade later, their glory was doubled. On February 8, 1904, the Imperial Navy surprise-attacked and sank the Russian fleet in the Battle of Port Arthur, which caused only 150 Russian casualties but damaged seven key warships. In March 1905, Japanese troops slaughtered roughly a hundred thousand Russian soldiers in the nearby city of Mukden (now Shenyang), the capital of China’s Liaoning province. The Russo-Japanese war ended in Russia’s humiliation, codified by the Treaty of Portsmouth, which made Japan a great power on the world stage. US President Teddy Roosevelt, Franklin’s distant cousin, took an anti-Russian position in this conflict, for which he was fondly remembered in Japan. All told, the war was Japan’s greatest international triumph and Russia’s gravest defeat.

Hiroshima became the base for the Imperial Army’s 5th Division in 1888, as well as a main stopover point for local troops heading or returning from action against Russia in Manchuria in 1904 and 1905, when as many as forty thousand Japanese soldiers and sailors crowded into the town at a given time. When it was not housing emperors or assembling troops for sea passage, the fortress functioned as the home of the local daimyo, or warlord, who from there administered government, law, and patronage. The castle had a five-level white tower, stone parapets flanked by three concentric moats, an outer ring of ramparts and palace buildings, and verdant grounds descending to the sea.

While there were several Imperial Navy installations in and around Hiroshima in the early 1930s, it was not a significant military port before World War II. The majority of the city’s residents were focused on fishing and farming. The hills around Hiroshima and in most of Japan are steep, rocky, and forested, all of which made agriculture a challenge even as domestic demand for food was high. Generations of Hiroshima farmers had made a living by terracing or sculpting the 15Ota delta’s slopes and planting on every inch of its river valley plains. Those who couldn’t make it work set sail for California, where there was more space, soil, and sunshine.

Like much of the world, Hiroshima foundered during the Great Depression. The global shock arrived late there, in 1930 and 1931, but economic malaise lasted for many years. Acute shortages of food, oil, and coal prompted an increasingly dysfunctional and militaristic government in Tokyo to paper over its failures with propaganda, radical xenophobia, and the looting of first Korean, then Manchurian, then Chinese human and material resources.

After its invasion and occupation of Manchuria in 1931, the western world turned on Japan. In the spring of 1932, Henry Stimson, the American secretary of state in the Hoover administration, articulated a policy of nonrecognition of states acquired by conquest. The Stimson Doctrine was a political declaration to protect American treaties and rights in China and East Asia, and it was aimed squarely at Japan. The League of Nations soon took up this nonrecognition cause, adopting a resolution in March 1932 for collective nonrecognition of countries taken by force, such as Manchuria—which Japan had by then renamed Manchukuo.

Facing global criticism, Japan withdrew from the League of Nations in March 1933. A return to isolationism curtailed trade in the Pacific at an inopportune time for the country, as Japan starved itself of capital and trade when its hungry economy needed them the most. The following year, 1934, Japan’s poverty became obvious to the world as a devastating famine swept the islands, killing thousands and prompting ever more propaganda about external causes.
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Roy and Takeshi first arrived in Hiroshima thirteen years earlier, in 1921. They took in every image and sensation of the foreign landscape on their way to Jigozen to meet their large extended family for the first time—including their grandparents Wakamatsu and Haru, and their grandmother Tomi.

The port faced south, toward the protected waters of Hiroshima Bay and the Seto Sea. The weather could be crisp in spring, but by early summer a stubborn marine layer hovered over the “city of wide islands,” making its rivers steam and its bridges shimmer. Five of those bridges crossed the Enko River to access 16Hiroshima from the east, which was the direction of Japan’s largest cities, including Nagoya, Osaka, and the metropolis of Tokyo.

Roy and Takeshi were in wonder as they took it all in. Hiroshima’s waterways were well-traveled by wasen, small boats used for fishing and transportation. The city’s downtown, called the Nakajima Honmachi district or Naka Ward, was several miles inland, but an extensive system of canals and rivers made the whole place accessible by water. Visitors said the architecture and views made Hiroshima’s waterfront promenades feel almost European, and so many cherry blossoms dropped each spring that the streets were blanketed in pink.

The Naka Ward, relatively small at four square miles, occupies the slat island where the Motoyasu and Honkawa rivers meet. Centered in a flat basin with a horseshoe of green hills around it, the ward has long bustled with entertainment and commerce—theaters, tea shops, temples, brothels, and a public swimming pool and arcade. Most schools were in or within a mile of the ward, where in the afternoons, after school let out, children would head to the rivers to swim and comb the banks for shellfish.

Hiroshima was anchored by the ancient fortress on the Otagawa River; the distinctive, T-shaped Aioi Bridge, visible for miles from the air; Shima Hospital, bustling with patients and medical staff; and the distinctive Genbaku Dome, then called the Hiroshima Prefectural Industrial Promotion Hall, which was designed by a Czech architect as the city’s exhibition center. This metal-frameworked, nineteenth-century dome in the European style had walls of brick and stone topped by a crown of greening copper. Its architecture was intended as a symbol of Japan’s technological progress and modernity—and at least by implication, of its embrace of Western culture.
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Hiroshima was the seventh-largest city in Japan. It was a two-day train trip from Tokyo, some five hundred miles to the east, which was home to twenty times as many people as Hiroshima. And though the port city was, literally, a backwater, it was nonetheless prosperous and charming, with busy railways and a solid industrial base. Bordering the central district were thousands of small homes made of 17bamboo or cedar lumber, with heavy paper screens for walls and tatami mats on the floors.

General Henry “Hap” Arnold, commander of the US Army Air Forces during the war, issued his airmen a leaflet on bomb targeting which compared Japanese cities to American counterparts. The leaflet likened Hiroshima to Seattle, which was apt enough; Seattle’s 1940 population was 368,000, and its seaport, like Hiroshima’s, was booming with military and government contracts. (Arnold’s leaflet likened Los Angeles to Nagoya, a Japanese manufacturing hub of 1.3 million people, which is east of Hiroshima, halfway to Tokyo.)

The city on the Seto Sea was so well sheltered that it had never been attacked by foreigners. And due to Hiroshima’s network of rivers and waterways, it was not considered highly vulnerable to fire, at least compared to Tokyo. The disasters that residents feared most were natural in origin. The region’s most devastating earthquake, soon followed by a tsunami, occurred in 1923—a 7.9-magnitude city-killer that was centered thirty miles south of Tokyo in Sagami Bay. That quake took the lives of 140,000 people, flattened or burned most of the capital city’s buildings, and left at least two million people homeless.

Hiroshima had tried to prepare for a similar catastrophe, but much of their disaster response was antiquated. They had sirens, but they were not on a master system; instead they were activated by hand, one at a time, and their sound only carried for a mile or so. The city had two fire stations and forty-five fire trucks, including one with a ladder. There were eighty water tanks, though the city government said they needed twice as many, and residents complained that the water mains were badly cracked on the west side. Hiroshima had few underground shelters, and its rescue services were staffed by volunteers from local police departments without disaster training or heavy equipment.
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Roy spent that summer at his grandparents’ home in Jigozen, where his grandfather Wakamatsu took him fishing on the Seto seacoast and taught him Japanese history and culture.

The elder Matsumoto also let his grandson in on a trade secret from when he was working as a commercial fisherman: Whenever he caught a lot of fish, he would 18keep most of them alive in a pen underwater, rather than harvesting them. Then, on a cold or rainy day when no one else was fishing, he’d bring the penned fish to market and sell them at a premium.

Wakamatsu followed a similar strategy as a farmer in California. He planted novel crops and harvested on a different schedule than his competitors, zagging against convention, forever flexible in his timing. He tried to outfox his opponents, and that’s what he taught Roy—who would heed his grandfather’s advice and cultivate timing, foresight, and patience.

Back to being called “Hiroshi” in Japan, Roy stood out from the local school kids. But the Hiroshima of 1921 was a relatively diverse region of Japan, with a handful of Japanese Christian churches and small communities of immigrants from East Asia and the Americas. About a third of his classmates were foreign-born, most of them from the western United States. During his time in both Jigozen and Hiroshima itself, Roy met Japanese American kids from Hawaii, Washington, and California, some of whom spoke very little Japanese. One new friend, Hiroshi Nagamoto, was a fluent English speaker from Oakland, California.

The village of Jigozen had about five hundred people. It was wooded and isolated from Hiroshima, which would later absorb it. Extended family members stopped by Wakamatsu’s house on weekends to fish on the seacoast and play the Japanese card game karuta.

But the trap snapped shut on Roy and Takeshi at summer’s end. As they packed to return to the United States, their parents informed the boys that they would not be leaving Japan after all. Wakaji and Tei had not purchased them any return tickets. Instead, they were to keep living at their grandparents’ house in Jigozen and attend a nearby elementary school.

The boys were shocked. Roy felt he had been betrayed and abandoned, and it burned him up. In some ways he would never really get over that moment, but back then, he had no recourse.

Japan felt less welcoming when Roy and Takeshi were there to stay. They lived with Wakamatsu and Haru in Jigozen, and they attended both a Buddhist church and a Japanese Christian Sunday school. Roy walked to his elementary school every weekday morning. He was expected to contribute to the household financially, so after school he delivered newspapers by bicycle, which took most of his free time. “I was so busy supporting myself,” he said.

19
At the house in Jigozen, his paternal grandmother Haru, who Roy had never met before his trip to Japan, seemed to detest him and outwardly favor his brother Takeshi. Roy said that for small perceived offenses, Haru often sent him away from the Matsumoto house for days, saying, “Go to Kimura’s.” That meant heading for Roy’s beloved maternal grandmother Tomi (Kido) Kimura, up in the hills. Her house became Roy’s briar patch, and he later called Tomi “the nicest person I’d ever met.”

The Japanese-born kids in Hiroshima called Roy imin no ko and bakayaro, slurs for immigrants. He was teased and mocked for his comparatively clumsy Japanese language skills and his general American-ness. Xenophobia was on the rise in Japan, as in the United States, as military and political leaders realized they could harness it to increase their power and advance their interests. The Japanese government indoctrinated teens with their supposed racial superiority among the Asian nations, and they were taught how sweet and fitting it was to die for one’s country.

Roy’s resentment came to a head one morning when he was playing with Hiroshi Nagamoto, his Japanese American friend from Oakland, and Nagamoto’s cousin Tanaka Shizuo, who was born and raised in Hiroshima. At some point, Shizuo called Roy imin no ko—an immigrant to Japan who is not truly Japanese—which was something he had heard before. But this time, for Roy, the dam broke. All the pain and anger of being deceived and abandoned by his family, harassed by his schoolmates, and hated by his own grandmother came rushing out of him.

He picked up a baseball bat.

“I swung the bat and hit his head and this boy was unconscious for two days,” Roy said. “I thought I killed him.” He was suspended and sent home, facing possible prosecution if Shizuo had permanent injuries.

But Roy was in luck: The boy fully recovered, and his assailant was permitted back in school. From that day on, Roy was determined to keep his rage in check, as well as his violence. “My type, I always get upset and a short fuse,” he said. “That was why people couldn’t figure [me] out. But I was always quiet, take it, count to ten, then calm down and see.”

Over time, in Jigozen, Roy improved his Japanese and became friends with Tanaka Shizuo and his other former tormentors. The turning point was when they realized that Roy was a Kimura on his mother’s side, meaning he was descended 20from associates of the Asano samurai clan. This made him something of a legend at his next stop, Shudo Middle School, and Roy said it later smoothed his admission into the high school he would attend in Hiroshima.

The local boys were curious about American movies, and in return they taught Roy more about the language and culture of Japan. In high school they all took a class together on American history, a subject the group’s third-generation Sansei was able to ace, while tutoring his friends from memory. The boys also attended compulsory judo training, studied the Imperial Army’s field manual, and went to soldier-in-training sessions akin to American ROTC, where they participated in required military drills conducted by Imperial Army officers. These sessions, held over several years, taught Roy basic infantry commands and actions, such as how to march, when to prepare to advance, and when to actually charge.

Roy began to drill in his sleep and to dream in Japanese. He and some friends attended a non-required training program for Imperial officer candidates. And he used his middle and high school English classes to refine his Japanese skills, which became closer to native every day.

But Roy also carried one big secret with him, all over Jigozen and Hiroshima: In his heart, life in Japan just made him feel more alien—more American—than ever.
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The Matsumoto family in Southern California grew fast. Wakaji and Tei had Roy in 1913, Takeshi in 1914, Tsutomu (Tom) in 1916, and another son, Noboru, in 1917. The couple then went on to have four more children in Southern California over the following decade: older daughter Harue, sons Satoru and Isao, and younger daughter Shizue.

Satoru died at only nine months old.

“While I was in Japan, I had a younger brother born, but he suffocated in a washtub and drowned,” Roy said. Their father Wakaji was broken up by this tragedy and found solace in religion: He joined the Japanese Christian community, frequently attending services, and he also practiced Buddhism and Shintoism. Roy never forgot the little brother he never met, and years later, as an American spy in Tokyo, he would use Satoru’s name as his alias.

21
Wakaji, Tei, and the kids moved back to Hiroshima in 1927, reuniting with Takeshi and Roy (at age fourteen) in an apartment above Wakaji’s photography studio. The family lived and worked just a few blocks from the famous T-shaped Aioi Bridge in the Naka Ward. Now a somewhat acclaimed photographer, Wakaji equipped his new studio, which he called Hiroshima Shashinkan, with the latest American cameras and film.

While he was making a living with commercial and military photography, Wakaji also took pictures of Hiroshima’s people and architecture. A rare cache of his pre- and early-war photos and negatives would survive multiple bombings and be left undisturbed until 2008, when Wakaji’s grandson, the photographer Hitoshi Ohuchi, rediscovered them and contributed them to the Hiroshima City Archive.

After six years away from their parents and siblings, Roy and Takeshi moved into their family’s Hiroshima apartment and helped out in the studio. Roy also got to know the city as a local would. Hiroshima was then a light and airy place, and he tunneled into its warren of shops and parks, humming with commerce and life. Hiroshima was a working class city but it was rich with immigrants, which gave it livelier commerce, food, and conversation.

Roy met his female second cousin at his grandparents house. Fumiko was born in the United States but returned to Hiroshima as a baby after her father died in an accident. She went to an all-girls academy in Hiroshima, and when school was out, she and Roy began to take walks together. Through Fumiko, Roy perfected his Japanese and even sounded like a local.

Though he sensed it could be scandalous, Roy began to spend more and more time with his cousin, whom he described as a tomboy who felt out of place at her all-girls school. They explored Hiroshima’s wide promenades and river-walks as their friendship evolved into a mutual crush—and then, perhaps too quickly, into something more serious. Roy said that even though they were both only fifteen years old, they would have soon become engaged if no one had stepped in.

But then someone did. Roy’s grandmother Haru heard whispers of the star-crossed lovers. She foresaw the disaster in motion and forbade the pair from courting. Roy was devastated by his Romeo turn. He realized that he had failed to really understand Japanese social culture in seven years living there, and now he had failed to meet his extended family’s expectations, while also forsaking his young love. His relationship with Fumiko was cut off.

22
Roy’s mother Tei was the only person he could really talk to about the whole mess, though he had yet to forgive her for abandoning him and Takeshi in Japan. But since she had returned, he had begun to let her back into his confidence slowly. Now he feared he had worn out his welcome, and with it, his mother’s patience.

But Tei still believed in her eldest son. And she now saw his predicament with uncommon clarity.

“You are an American,” she told him, by Roy’s telling. “Born there. Loyal, too. … You’re an American. If you want to go back, do it, but you gotta be loyal, too.”

These words rang true to Roy. “I’m an American,” he said.

Tei gave her teen son enough money for a one-way train ticket to Kobe and then a one-way boat ride across the Pacific Ocean to the Port of Los Angeles. When Roy stepped onto the dock at Long Beach Harbor in late 1928, he felt he was finally back home.
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Just south and west of said harbor, Japanese Americans maintained a bracelet of lucrative farms on a peninsula of coastal hills salted by a Pacific mist. Their sparkling fields stretched from Riverside to San Pedro. Not far from Long Beach harbor was the village of White Point, another cliffside Japanese American fishing enclave that grew into successful abalone and cannery operations.

Developer Tomiji Tagami opened White Point Hot Springs in 1922 as a full service resort catering to a mainly Japanese American clientele. Guests there swam in a series of hot-spring pools set into the base of the cliffs, where they could watch the dissipation of wave energy propelled east across the world’s greatest ocean.

While Roy had been away, his hometown of Los Angeles—including its Japanese American community—had continued to boom, despite the legal impediments. But by the time of his return in 1929, Southern California was on the leading edge of a global bust. It felt like a different place than he had left.

Roy stayed at his great uncle’s Long Beach farmhouse that first night back. He had just turned sixteen years old. He left there the following day to visit his uncle Yoshio, who had worked as an auto mechanic while Roy was gone until debris fell in his eye while he was beneath a car, impairing his sight. Then Yoshio had become a 23landscape gardener, which was less lucrative work that faced greater competition. Roy’s uncle was left with only a boarding house to sleep in as the economy began to crumble, so there was no room for Roy to crash with him. And as for the old Matsumoto farmhouse in Laguna, it had new tenants.

Yoshio recommended that Roy stay with his great aunt and uncle to help out on their struggling family farm in Long Beach. But Roy hated farm work, and he shunned the offer. Instead he was itinerant: He slept on floors, couches, and in the beds of trucks. He went three days without food in one stretch as he struggled to find work in a rapidly deteriorating Southern California economy. He tried to enroll at Long Beach Polytechnic for high school, but the administrators sent him back to George Washington Junior High instead, where he was three years older than his peers.

Mishaps and worse plagued the people around him. A middle school classmate set Roy up with a job working on a produce farm, where he would catch a few hours of sleep on his employer’s model-A truck bed in his garage and wake up at 3:00 a.m. for work before heading to school. But the produce farm was failing, and one night the two brothers at its helm had a heated argument about money. Roy found his boss in the garage, unconscious, with his lips around the truck’s tailpipe. He called an ambulance and the man survived, but Roy was too embarrassed to work there anymore.

A neighbor named Tom Izumi saw the commotion that night and noticed Roy was calm in a crisis. On the spot, he offered him a job in his produce business. Roy had no other way of making a living, so he accepted, and in the ensuing months he came to deeply respect Izumi.

Then he lost him. It happened on a foggy, marine-layered night, as Roy’s boss delivered a produce order to a customer on Alameda Street. Izumi slammed into the rear end of a slow-moving truck, and he was thrown through his windshield. He stayed alive for several days in the hospital before he died of internal injuries. Roy then felt responsible for Izumi’s family, though he had nothing to give them but time and sympathy.

Roy obtained his next job, working at a fruit stand, through a keian, a Japanese American temporary employment consortium. Things were going well at the fruit stand, where he learned to stack vegetables like a pro, until the boss’s teenage niece—“a pretty high school girl,” Roy admitted—began to hang around after school. He became aware that she was struggling with her algebra, so he offered to 24tutor her for free, which he did. The girl’s math grade quickly improved. But when another worker told their boss that Roy was trying to seduce his niece, the suspect was dismissed before he could sputter a defense.

Once again, Roy was in need of work and shelter. A friend and dry cleaner named Yamaguchi noticed his plight and offered him a free place to stay and a small wage if he watched the family’s three young girls after school. “I was saved by the family,” Roy said. “I didn’t have to work, because [I] just go to school, come back, watch the kids learn. At the time there were three girls, Laura, Grace, and Dorothy.” Roy was deeply grateful for the Yamaguchis’ generosity that year. A decade down the line he would have a chance to repay them, with interest.

Before his first year in middle school was up, Roy was leapfrogged into Long Beach Poly, which was more appropriate for his age and academic level. Still, he was a couple years older than his classmates and he didn’t really fit in. Roy graduated in 1933, the same year he met a local grocery store owner, a Mr. Itabashi, with three Los Angeles markets—one in the Kenmore district, one on Olympic Boulevard, and one in Long Beach, called Hinode (“Sunrise”) Grocery. When he learned Roy had a commercial driver’s license and was fluent in Japanese, Itabashi hired him as his delivery boy for all of Los Angeles County.

As a delivery boy, Roy began to make enough money to rent an apartment in Laguna, which he shared with his younger brother Tom—a natural-born American citizen who grew up in Los Angeles and Hiroshima, and who moved back to the United States in 1937. Tom had enrolled in Los Angeles High School and then L.A. City College, graduating in the spring of 1940 just in time to be inducted by the US Army in its first-ever peacetime draft. The Army sent him to officer candidate school in early 1941, after which he became 2nd Lt. Tom Matsumoto, working as a clerk at Camp Snelling, a training base in Minnesota.

By then, Roy had been driving Itabashi’s Reo truck around Southern California for seven years. One of his closest friends was his dual-citizen cousin Hashi Yoro Omoto (nicknamed “Harry” in the US and “Yo” in Japan), who was born in Compton and later slept on a couch in Roy’s and Tom’s apartment. For a while, he borrowed Roy’s Coupe to get to his classes in Westwood. But after Harry graduated from UCLA in 1940, he accepted an offer from the Japanese government for paid graduate study in Tokyo.

The offer was a ruse. When he arrived in Japan, Harry was inducted into the Kwantung Army and stationed in Manchuria for the rest of the conflict. Roy would 25next encounter his UCLA Bruin cousin years later, in a Chinese camp for Japanese prisoners of war.

The rest of Roy’s family was no less at risk in 1941. Roy’s younger brother Takeshi, then twenty-seven, had completed industrial engineering school and now worked at the Imperial Navy’s shipyard at Kure, modeling torpedoes. His brother Noboru, twenty-four, was an Imperial soldier stationed in the Pacific and headed for the Solomon Island of Guadalcanal. And Roy’s youngest brother, Isao, twenty-one, worked for the Imperial Army’s clothing department at the Ujina clothing depot in Hiroshima until he became head clerk at the Imperial Army’s divisional headquarters in central China. Roy’s two younger sisters worked in war-related industries as well.

Sixteen million American men between the ages of twenty-one and thirty-six registered at local draft boards starting in September 1940, and the actual induction notices were sent out starting in early December.

Issei parents whose children received the notices had profoundly mixed feelings. They were aware of the rise of tensions between the United States and Japan, and they didn’t want their Nisei sons to get hurt or killed in a war. But they also yearned to be accepted and trusted in their home communities as patriotic American citizens. Many Issei threw draft-notice parties for their kids as a way to demonstrate their loyalty to their neighbors.

A few months later, when those second-generation Nisei sons began to report for duty, their Issei parents came to the train stations to see them off, shouting “No bring shame!” in English, and then shifting to Japanese for calls of “Banzai!—an Imperial battle cry which translates to “Ten thousand years!”

For Roy, the job of delivering groceries was a higher education. His customers hailed from all over Japan, speaking distinctive regional dialects. Roy couldn’t always decipher their accents or idioms, for he had mastered only standard and Hiroshima-dialect Japanese, but as he practiced, earning his customers’ laughter at times, he memorized their linguistics.

As always, Roy was loyal to his employer. He also remained grateful to his old friend Yamaguchi, who had saved him while he was in high school. By 1941, Yamaguchi had become a successful dry cleaner and leader in Southern California’s Japanese American community. Yamaguchi even headed an association of Japanese parents in Los Angeles—a level of influence which had turned him into a suspect.

26
Like more than a thousand other influential Japanese Americans on the West Coast, Roy’s benefactor was under surveillance by the Federal Bureau of Investigation in 1941 on suspicion of anti-American activities. His name was on a priority list.

Then came the morning of December 7, 1941.
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Three
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Ten Thousand Years!

When he heard the Pearl Harbor news on the radio, Roy took a moment to regain his composure. Then he began to drive. Instead of heading west to see Yoshio in Santa Monica, he drove south along the L.A. River, passing through Lynwood, Compton, Carson, and the oil derricks of Signal Hill on his way into Long Beach and his great aunt’s place.

He parked and knocked on her door. She had yet to turn on her radio that day, so Roy had to break the news. Their homeland had attacked their home country.

The implications were dreadful. But the inexorable forces that coalesced around Roy and the Matsumotos in December 1941 were rooted far away and long before, in an island kingdom with a samurai past. A country whose leaders had come to believe they were entitled to the labors and resources of their neighbors.

After sporadic contact with Portuguese Christians and Dutch traders in the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, modern Japan met the Western world in 1852, with the arrival of the Perry Expedition, a US Navy fleet that offered its Pacific Rim neighbor a choice of trade or war. Between 1867 and 1912, during the Meiji Restoration, Japan adopted a new constitution and modernized its industries, studying foreign nations to better compete on the world stage. It reformed its feudal structure of government and turned away from its longtime policy of sakoku, or xenophobic isolationism. Instead, Japan dispatched dignitaries and young people 28around the globe and welcomed in visiting military officers, students, and academics. The country’s primary international concern in this period was to develop a robust military and industrial base with which to defend itself from its one true enemy—Russia.

Japanese animosity toward Russia was based in history. Mistrust of the “Tsarists” also ran deep across China, Manchuria, and Korea—the lands separating Russia from Japan, which also had a significant presence there. Russian forces bent on conquest had been invading East Asia since the sixteenth-century reign of Ivan the Terrible, and Manchuria and Korea had the misfortune of possessing deepwater seaports, plenty of timber, oil, and key minerals, and a large, perpetually underfed population of laborers. Furthermore, both Russia and Japan viewed the region as a buffer zone that was necessary to protect them from the other.

Korea was loosely administered by the warlords of northern China and Manchuria until 1894, when a native-born rebellion prompted late-Manchu-era China to send in troops. Japan responded by dispatching to the region its highly mobile Imperial Navy, which departed from Hiroshima Bay via the Kanmon Straits and quickly seized the Liaotung Peninsula in northern China. Hemmed in by two unpredictable military powers in Russia and Japan, China sued for armistice and—in a move with enormous historical implications—ceded all of Korea, the Liaotung, and the island of Formosa (now Taiwan) to Japan.

Russia was put on notice. Japan had sailed to glory in its first overseas war and was beginning to see itself as
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