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“Defense is for times of insufficiency,
attack is for times of surplus.”

—SUN TZU, The Art of War




Prologue: Silences


“My body was given back to me sprawled out, distorted, recolored, clad in mourning in that white winter day.”

—FRANTZ FANON, BLACK SKIN, WHITE MASKS





 

 

I WAS BORN on a sweltering summer day in June 1952.

Early that morning, two white MPs drove my mother the fifty miles from the South Side of Chicago to the Great Lakes Naval Training Center Hospital. My father was half a world away, stationed in Germany. Of course, he didn’t want to miss the birth of his son—he didn’t see me until I was six months old—but better to be in Germany than in Korea, that terrible forgotten Asian war.

When I think of my mother taking that drive to Great Lakes, it seems strange and poignant. She was just twenty, still a girl really. Eight years earlier she’d been living in a concentration camp in the mountains of Idaho, and here she was driving an hour and a half with two white men she’d never seen before even as her contractions sharpened and quickened, and I pushed harder to enter this world.

“I suppose I was so young,” she says now, “I didn’t really think about it. I just got in the car and went.”

The MPs drove along Lake Shore Drive, then took Sheridan Road, winding through the rich northern suburbs of Winnetka and Kenilworth. Beyond was farmland until you reached the industrial city of Waukegan. They talked about the Cubs, the heat, their pain-in-the-ass superiors. There were long lapses into silence, the boredom of the drive. Except for occasionally asking if she was all right, they didn’t talk to my mother, this tiny beautiful young Japanese American in the backseat, her stomach bloated to bursting. It was awkward for them, driving this pregnant woman; perhaps her race made it more so. My mother closed her eyes and tried to sleep. One of the MPs lit a cigar. My mother said nothing, but opened the window wider. Sweat beads slipped down her furrowed brow. Slowly, her breaths grew shorter. They were almost there.

This was her second trip to the base in a week; two days before she had taken the same drive on a false alarm. This time she knew for certain. She wondered what her husband was doing at the moment. She realized he was probably going to bed. When he wakes up, she thought, he’ll be a father.

In his letters to my Aunt Yo at the time, my father spoke of someday taking “Terry and the ‘kids’ to Europe,” now that Europe was no longer the faraway continent of wishful dreams. His sense of the future was filled with bright promise and plenty; he felt himself part of an “era of change,” of fantasies becoming reality. On his leaves, he was traveling to Munich, Bonn, and Cologne; in Paris, he gazed on Mona Lisa, rowed in the pond behind Versailles, ate bouillabaisse and coq au vin; later, he saw Buckingham Palace and the Indian temple in the British Museum, walked along the Thames beneath Big Ben. He was a gardener’s son from the streets of Los Angeles, a Nisei—second generation Japanese American—and, like my mother, just a few years from the camps, and here he was buying champagne and fine wines, buoyed by the high price of the dollar and the flush of the postwar boom. And he was going to have a child. He was certain it would be a boy, whom he’d name David, which means beloved, an old biblical name of a great king, the composer of psalms of devotion.

Still, my father worried about my mother, pregnant and alone. He wondered if her plight was some indication of his own restless ways, even though it was the draft and not his own choice which brought him to Germany: “With this letter,” he wrote my Aunt Yo, “I’m enclosing a money order for $10.00 and also a card for Terry. Will you please see that Terry does get some flowers and this card after the blessed event? How I wished that I could be there with her, but I guess I just can’t be. I do hope that everything will be perfect for Terry and that she will have an easy time. Loving Terry as much as I do, I seem to have gotten her into one predicament after another. I’ll really have to settle down and make her a good home after I get back … and you can believe me when I say, I’ll really try!”

As it turned out, things did go well for my birth, and my father’s certainty about having a firstborn son proved true. All that remained was for the six months of his tour to pass quickly, and for my parents to be reunited, so they could start their life as a family in that city beside the great lake in which my father loved to swim.

MINNEAPOLIS. Late at night, in the marriage bed. Early spring, the scent of lilacs wafting in from the backyard. The children, at last, asleep. My wife, Susie, is reading an article in Cancer, a bit of research squeezed in at day’s end. I ferret through my father’s high school yearbook—1944, Denson High, the Jerome, Arkansas, camp—and think about how, when I was younger, I wanted nothing to do with my Japanese American past.

I pick up the newsletter for my father’s fiftieth high school reunion. In one of the articles, my father writes of his teacher Marie Cash, who prepared “all of us for ‘life after camp’ … by strengthening our faith in the principles underlying America.” She is the one who taught him how to shake hands, how to grasp firmly and look into the other person’s eyes (“Whenever I shake anyone’s hand, Marie Cash is there”). She told him that outside of camp there would be more good people than bad, and over the years, my father claims, “she proved to be right.”

“Look at this,” I say. “It’s like the whole complexity of the camps has been reduced to the fact that this woman showed him how to shake hands. The camps as a course in Dale Carnegie.”

“What do you expect?” Susie says. “It sounds like your father.”

“But it makes me feel crazy. There’s nothing here about the losses the Issei suffered, nothing about the fights between the Kibei and the JACLers and the No-No Boys. It just sounds like a public relations campaign for the camps.”

“Well, that’s what he does. He’s a professional PR man.”

Susie turns back to her magazine. She’s heard much of this before; her knowledge of the camps goes deeper than most non-Japanese Americans.

She knows that Executive Order 9066, which set up the camps in 1942, was fueled by racism, wartime hysteria, and a desire for the property of Japanese Americans. She knows some forces in the community, like the Japanese American Citizens League, urged people to go along with the order, to cooperate with the government. Others felt furious, resentful, betrayed. She knows all about the loyalty oath for Japanese Americans, with its two crucial questions: Do you forswear allegiance to the emperor and swear allegiance to the United States? And will you serve in the armed forces of the United States? She knows three of my uncles answered yes to both questions; one was wounded in Europe. She knows there were young men, No-No Boys, who answered in the negative. Some were Kibei, Nisei who’d been educated in Japan. Others saw their no as a form of protest. She knows the Issei, or first generation, my grandparents, were forbidden by law to become citizens.

In short, she knows the camps were more complicated than my parents say. She knows also how obsessive I can be about the past.

“Do you have to read that magazine?” I ask.

“I’ve got to keep up a little bit.” Pause. “What do you want to talk about?”

She senses I’m gearing up. I get like this just before we go to bed. Some train of thought pops into my head, and I’ve got to process it before I sleep. I become like a partygoer strung out on Dexedrine who won’t allow anyone around him to slip off to sleep. Usually, this is just about the time Susie has become bone-weary and wants to retire.

“You know your father is like that. All high school yearbooks are like that.”

“But not all high school yearbooks are produced in the middle of a war in a concentration camp. Listen to this: Typically American are Denson High students. We use slang, chew gum, go on dates, wear bobby socks and dirty saddles, and jitterbug. We’re almost sentimental in our honor of Old Glory.’ ”

“So write your own version.”

“That’s what I’m trying to do. But they never talked about it when I was growing up, and now, when they talk about it, it’s like the camps were nothing.”

My mother says she was too young to remember the camps. My father said he had to work in his father’s nursery in L.A. before the war; when they got to the camps, he could go out and play baseball after school.

“They have their view. You have yours. What’s the problem?”

“It’s just that I’m still concerned about writing about all this.”

“You’ll be fine. You’ve done it before.” Pause. “Now can I go back to my magazine?”

A few minutes pass. Susie looks up.

“You know what the real problem is?”

“What?”

“You’re going to write about me again, aren’t you?”

IN MY STORY of Japanese American identity, it’s hard to avoid dealing with my marriage and the fact that my wife is white. Three-quarters WASP. One-quarter Austrian Hungarian Jew. We met more than two decades ago, when she was eighteen and I was twenty. “Susie has ancestors all the way back to the Pilgrims,” my mother said to someone recently, her tone imparting both pride and astonishment at her daughter-in-law. She sees our marriage as a mark of assimilation. Sometimes I feel like that too. At other times it’s much more complicated.

In 1985, after having shunned connections with Japan for most of my life, I won a grant to live in Tokyo for a year. Susie interrupted her medical school training to be with me. After we returned to the States, I wrote Turning Japanese, a book about our year there, how Japan had forced me to confront certain questions of identity I’d long avoided, how it changed the ways Susie and I looked at ourselves and each other. In the book I was fairly candid about our various arguments during the course of the year, and I recounted the tensions that arose when I became attracted to a German woman artist there, though that attraction never crossed into infidelity.

When the book was published, Susie felt certain misgivings about it. Some readers wondered why she put up with me; one reviewer dubbed her a saint. Other readers felt from the book that they knew who she was. A friend of ours came up to her at my publication reading, leaned forward in a mock-riveting stare, and said, “I’m reading Turning Japanese.” Pause. “I just wanted to prepare you for people’s reactions.”

Susie’s standard response now is: “All the good parts are true, and the rest he made up.”

No one, of course, believes her.

We have a daughter who is four now and a son who is four months. Children for the next century. When Susie was pregnant, Samantha wanted to call her new brother Prince Charming, or Prince for short. We named him Nikko David Sencer-Mura. Nikko isn’t a common Japanese name, but is a Japanese word whose characters mean “sunlight.”

When Samantha was born, Susie had wanted to give her a Japanese middle name. I protested that this would make her seem too different from her classmates, and so we named her Samantha Lyn Sencer-Mura. In the time since, I’ve come to realize that Susie was right in wanting to mark the presence of Sam’s Japanese background in her name. Sam’s classmates are going to be children of many colors and backgrounds; as the demographics tell us, the faces of America are becoming more and more diverse. This is the world we ought to prepare our children for.

My parents had four children: me, Susan, John, and Linda. My sister Susan is two years younger than I, and we form one generation. We grew up in Chicago and Morton Grove, a middle-class suburb. John is eight years younger, Linda ten. They grew up in Northbrook, an upper-middle-class neighborhood, with parents that seemed less driven than the ones I grew up with. Once, when I was visiting home in my twenties, I was telling a friend how my father used to hit me when I was a child, and my sister Linda, twelve at the time, said indignantly, “My father would never hit anyone.”

She was right; the father she knew was quite different from the one I knew. Her father had achieved his dreams, was living in a five-bedroom house that would have seemed a mansion to him as a child; he had gone through certain battles with me he would never go through again.

On the other hand, my sister Susan probably suffered both by being a girl and by not achieving the academic success I had. Susan was the tomboy, the one who babysat the younger ones when we were on vacation. I was the dreamer, the moody, introspective one.

My Aunt Ruth and Aunt Baye think that Susan was never given room to blossom; she was always too reliable and helpful, the second fiddle. “You may have had your problems with your father,” Ruth says, “but Susan was treated like a handmaiden. Nobody fussed over her.” To them, my father’s constant pressures about grades were a form of attention, marked me as special. My sister never received such admonitions.

When my mother heard all this, she said, “They don’t have children. How do they know what it’s like to raise a child? It’s easy to do it part-time, on vacations. You’ll see when you have kids of your own.”

My aunts are probably right about my sister, but so is my mother. If you don’t have children, you can’t imagine how difficult it is to raise them, how little control you have over who they are, who they will become. You can never know what effect you’re having. You can do something that seems right at the time, then later wrong, then later it seems right again. At what age do you judge whether you’ve been successful as a parent? In high school, one child may be a star, the other engaged in constant rebellion and hell raising, sneaking drugs, staying out late, skipping school. In college, they reverse roles. Later, divorce, children, a failure in business, can change the whole picture once more.

Today, my sister works at Allstate insurance, is a whiz with computers, but her real passion is charity work, and for months at a time, she’s consumed with organizing a silent auction or a walkathon or a dinner dance for some foundation for cancer or spina bifida. She’s a born-again Christian, though quiet in her religion; she doesn’t proselytize. In many ways, she has the strongest moral sense of anyone in the family, is the best of us in the depth of her generosity. How would my parents compare her life with mine? How would they determine which of us has traveled farther from the family?

ONE NIGHT a few years ago, I was working on a poem about my daughter, trying to take in her presence, trying to link her life with the past—my father and mother, the internment camps, my grandparents. In the poem I pictured myself serving her sukiyaki, a dish I shunned as a child, and her shouting for more rice, brandishing her hashi (a word for chopsticks which I never used as a child, and only began to use after my trip to Japan). As I described her running through the garden, scattering petals, squashing tomatoes, I suddenly thought of how someone someday will call her a “gook,” that I knew this with more certainty than I knew she’ll find happiness in love.

Later, I talked to Susie about moving out to the West Coast or Hawaii, to a place where there would be more Asian Americans. Samantha, I said, would meet more children there like her (in Hawaii, almost half the children are hapa—the Hawaiian term for mixed race; she’d be the norm not the minority). I spoke of the need to spend more time living in an Asian American community. My writing comes out of that community, is addressed to that community. I can’t tell its stories if I’m not a part of it.

As I talked about moving, Susie started to feel uneasy. “I’m afraid you’ll cross this bridge and take Sam with you, and leave me here,” she said.

“But I’ve lived all my life on your side of the bridge. At most social gatherings, I’m constantly the only person of color in the room. What’s wrong with living a while on my side of the bridge? What keeps you from crossing?”

Susie, a pediatric oncologist, works with families of all colors. Still, having a hybrid daughter has changed her experience. When Sam was younger and Susie took her to the grocery store, someone would always come up and say, “Oh, she’s such a beautiful little girl. Where did you get her?” This happened so often, Susie swore she was going to teach Sam to say, “Fuck you, my genes came all the way over on the Mayflower, thank you.”

These incidents marked one of the first times Susie experienced something negative over race that I haven’t. When I’m with Sam, no one asks me where she came from. For Susie, the encounters were a challenge to her position as Samantha’s biological mother, a negation of an arduous pregnancy and the labor of birth and motherhood. For me, they stirred an old wound. Those who mistake Sam for an adopted child can’t picture a white woman married to an Asian man.

•   •   •

I’M SPEAKING ON MULTICULTURALISM at a conference for high school teachers. It’s a speech I give frequently, half on the psychological barriers in dealing with racism, half on the various stages of my Japanese American identity. At the end of the speech I ask for questions.

“You’ve talked about how your parents didn’t teach you much about Japanese culture,” says one of the teachers. “How are you going to change that for your children?”

I hear this question almost every time I speak.

“I’m trying to do things differently. I read them Japanese fairy tales, show them Japanese art; they’ve got some videos of Japanese folk tales, like Momotaro. I’d like them to live a while in Japan. But it isn’t easy. As a parent now, I realize how hard it would have been for my parents to teach me about Japanese culture, given the cultural climate around us. And I probably would have hated it if they had tried to send me to Japanese school.”

This answer usually suffices. But then I add, “What seems more important to me than teaching my children about Japanese culture is to teach them about what it means to be a Japanese American and a person of color in this country.”

I don’t let out, though, my misgivings toward the initial question, however sincere. I feel audiences often ask me about Japanese culture because haiku and The Tale of Genji aren’t as threatening to our images of America as the history of Japanese America. Those traditional cultural artifacts go down easier than the internment camps, the Asian exclusion laws, or the racial stereotypes perpetuated by our media.

What can I teach my daughter of the past? My Japanese American identity comes from my own experience, something I know. But I am still trying to understand that experience. I am still struggling to find languages to talk about the issues of race. It’s simpler to pretend multiculturalism means teaching her kanji and how to conjugate Japanese verbs.

I know every day my daughter will be exposed to images which tell her that Asian bodies are marginalized: The women are exotic, sensual, and submissive; the men are houseboys or Chinatown punks, kung fu warriors or Japanese businessmen, robotlike and powerful or robotlike and comic. I know that she will face constant pressures to forget she is part Japanese American, to assume a basically white middle-class identity. When she reaches adolescence there will be powerful messages for her to conform to an unspoken norm, to disassociate herself from the children of recent Asian immigrants. She may find herself wanting to assume a privilege and status which comes from not calling attention to her identity, or from playing into the stereotype that makes Asian women seem so desirable to certain white men. And I know I will have no power over these forces.

The difficulties are caused by more than a lack of knowledge; there’s the powerful wish not to know, to remain silent. How, for instance, can I talk to my daughter about sexuality and race? My own experience is so filled with shame and regret, is so filled with incidents I would rather not discuss, it seems much easier to opt for silence. Should I tell her of how, when I look at her mother, I know my desires for her cannot be separated from the way the culture has inculcated me with standards of white beauty? Should I tell her of my own desires for a “hallucinatory whiteness,” of how such a desire fueled in my twenties a rampant promiscuity and addiction to pornography, to the “beautiful” bodies of white women? These elements of my story are all too much to expect her to take it in. They should not even be written down. They should be kept hidden, unspoken. Better to claim the forces that shaped me do not exist.

In the end, what I want to give to my daughter are not my answers, but the courage to ask her own questions and to keep asking them, no matter how confusing, frightening, or threatening they may be. I keep reminding myself there is too much to know, too many questions I can’t solve. All I can give her are the tools to find her own answers.

IN HER AUTOBIOGRAPHY, the daughter of Marlene Dietrich writes that one day in 1942, a few months after Pearl Harbor, the lawns and gardens in Hollywood began to wilt and fester, and the intricate symmetry brought to them by the Japanese gardeners was no more. This vanishing seemed mysterious to her; she knew nothing about the internment camps. Afterward, the Japanese gardeners were replaced by Mexican gardeners, but the landscaping was not the same. It was for her the end of an era of magic in childhood in Hollywood. I see this child, lonely, forlorn, less lovely than her mother, standing at the veranda out back, saddened like the little girl in Hopkins’ poem over “Goldengrove unleaving,” mourning “the things of man” and the mortality of Hollywood and herself. I see her quickly turning the page to some other, more glamorous matter.

History is a matter of perspective. There are at least as many tales as there are participants. Some do the telling, some the listening; some hold center stage, some are walk-ons or stagehands behind the wings or, like the kurokata in Kabuki or No, black-hooded figures without faces, whom no one is to notice or acknowledge.

FIFTY YEARS AFTER THE CAMPS, Susie and I come out of a darkened theater where, in Rising Sun, Wesley Snipes and Sean Connery have just been chased through Los Angeles by Japanese thugs. Snipes eases to a corner, calls out the homeboys, who recognize him as a former high school basketball star from the ’hood. A few frames later, the Japanese thugs are surrounded by black faces and chattering in terror. The audience cheers. To the homeboys, the white cop, Connery, sitting with Snipes, isn’t nearly the enemy that the Japanese are.

Michael Crichton and this movie would have us believe the Japanese are buying up America, worming their way into our economy with their robotlike precision and amoral cunning; they are behind the scenes controlling the politicians and businesspeople, the police, even the universities. They accuse Americans of racism to thwart any attempt to stop them. They cheat at business, blackmail, murder, and expect not to be caught or called to account because they are the superior race, they are Japanese.

Such portrayals work like shell games or three-card monte; they divert our critical attention from the workings of our own economy and government. Of course, American businesspeople never engage in such dubious practices, just as Americans never take over property and resources elsewhere on the globe. It’s the Japanese who are running this country into the ground, not Americans.

Susie and I went to see Rising Sun on Cape Cod, where we vacation every year with my in-laws. After the movie, on the drive home, she waited apprehensively. Often, after films with racist stereotypes of Asians or Asian Americans, I begin to bubble up wave after wave of anger and diatribe, resentment and analysis, a roiling ride of emotions that will strike at the nearest target, which is often her. Rambo, Sweet 16, Year of the Dragon, Showdown in Little Tokyo, it’s a familiar list to many Asian Americans.

“It was better than the book in certain ways, but it was still awful,” I tell her.

“That’s all?”

“You’re expecting something more?”

“Yes. Usually after films like this you go ballistic. And you hated the book.”

“I don’t know. These days I just feel less inclination to go around picketing and yelling and screaming. It takes too much energy, and where does it get you? I’d rather just write about it.”

I pull the car into the driveway of our cottage, shut off the engine. “Actually, I’d rather not have to write about it. And I’m angry about that, as much as the movie itself. I feel I always end up focusing on what whites are doing, they’re setting the agenda. That’s one reason why protest art is so boring after a while, even if I do it myself, even if I do think it’s necessary. It’s just responding to stupidity and ignorance, the callousness of people with power.”

“You’re just getting old,” Susie says. “Old and mellow.”

THE NEXT DAY at the Cape, Susie’s sister Annie and her husband, Frank, told us they fell asleep during Rising Sun. They preferred Clint Eastwood’s In the Line of Fire.

“There just wasn’t anything happening in Rising Sun,” said Frank. “The book was more interesting.”

I thought for a moment about saying something, but didn’t. I’m on vacation, I said to myself. Frank’s on vacation. We’re all on vacation. This is family. I don’t want to get up on a soapbox. I’d rather hit the beach and look for shells with Samantha.

In Minnesota, where I’ve lived for some twenty years, I’m sometimes perceived as a hard-liner about issues of race, quick to anger, part of the PC crowd. One critic has written, “To white liberals other than his wife, he is unforgiving.” This is not, of course, how I see myself. Though I may be fueled by a certain moral earnestness, I’m much less rigid than the caricatures created by conservative critics. I may sometimes think I ought to be on unstinting vigilance, but that’s hardly the way I live my life or want to live my life. There are times I just need to let go, to let things rest.

And yet, even as I chose to say nothing to my brother-in-law, images in Rising Sun began to crop up in my mind. In one scene, the Japanese playboy Eddie Sakumura cavorts with two white party girls; he picks up a sushi off the belly of one, then drips sake over the nipple of the other and licks her clean. Harvey Keitel, a cop, peers in at the window and mutters, “He’s plundering our natural resources.” I thought of how my wife and I made love earlier that morning, when the children were with their grandparents. I thought of how her body looked in the mirror beside the bed, her skin contrasting with the darker tan of my own, how the images and phrases, the movies and my desires, have melded into each other, despite any attempts I make to keep them separate. What would the Harvey Keitel character say if he were to see me with my wife? What did the other people who saw the movie with us—Caucasians all, this was Cape Cod—think of us? Why did I feel this vague sense of anxiety as I left the theater? What part of that anxiety had to do with Japan bashing and what part with the specter of miscegenation, the proof of which lies in the faces of our daughter and son? What will our daughter and son make of movies like this? What images will form the backdrop for their questions of identity?

IT IS EASIER FOR MEN to express anger than grief. That’s one of the problems with men. When something hurts or insults us, when we’re punished or pushed aside by more powerful forces, when our humanity has been assaulted, we don’t feel anger and sadness; all our feelings convert to anger, which then becomes rage. We don’t know how to grieve, to cave in, to allow another person to enter what we’re feeling. Sadness threatens our image of ourselves as males. And there are so many threats. Which ones are real? It’s too difficult, too dangerous to assess.

And what if you are a man of color? You begin to think you can never let down your guard. Whatever my anger can accomplish, it can never destroy what the world around me is telling me: there are those with more power than I who say I am not a man, who can enforce this message in myriad ways. Most often, as an individual, I’m helpless against this power. And my helplessness evokes a towering rage. Not thought. Not strategy. Not avenues of coalition. But rage. Visions of revenge.

Do I keep these emotions in check? Or do I change the structures through which I define myself as a male? Do I say to myself, who cares if I am a man according to the definitions of the culture? And if I try to alter the ways I see myself as a man, will that change the forces which say I am not a man? Or those voices which tell me such forces do not exist, that I am hallucinating, that what I see arrayed against me is only my paranoia, my failure to adjust?

A friend, the Japanese American actor Marc Hayashi, once said to me, “Every culture needs its eunuchs. And we’re it. Asian American men are the eunuchs of America.”

When he said this, I felt this instant shock of recognition. I knew I’d been fueled by a fury over this my whole life. It’s part of what led me into so much trouble.

WHEN I VISIT MY PARENTS in the suburbs of Chicago, it’s often in the summer. I walk in, I’m greeted by modest hugs, and we go to the living room to talk. In years past, our talk was usually about my brother in L.A. and his newest girlfriend, his searches to get a film script produced or to make it as a rock-and-roll star; it was about my sister in Boston and her poor-paying job at a public relations firm, her newest boyfriend; or my other sister’s search for a new job. Rarely does the conversation float to my writing, a silence which is both comfortable and discomfiting. I look out the back window at the immaculate lawn, and beyond to the golf course where men in plaid pants and white shirts stalk off into the early evening sun, irons flashing in their hands, their bags trailing behind them, a world made more silent and peaceful by the pneumatic seal of the glass. I listen to the air conditioner’s hum and long for the hot and sticky summer air, the city streets my parents escaped from years ago.

And if I search in this image of my parents for a story? There seems to be none. Their calm suburban world is without history. Time is refused admittance at the entrance to this subdivision; nothing happens here. Sometimes the past, their past, seems to have existed on a plane so eccentric it has nothing to do with the present. It involved fictional creatures who have no connection to my mother or father.

I am left with this split: there’s the sense of some almost legendary long ago, where real events occurred, where people argued, lost homes, had accidents, lost lives, and there’s the sense of my parents’ suburban life, inhabited by golf courses and tennis games, watching the Masters or Wimbledon on television, the latest video from Blockbuster, shopping at the mall.

Where would I start investigating the past? I have so many questions. What was it like for my father after he got out of the camps and made his way back into American society? How did he carry out his high school teacher’s admonition in the camps to be two hundred percent American?

And what was it like for my mother in the camps? She says even less than my father about that time. I can at least picture my father as a young boy, a young man. Whenever I think of her younger self, she vanishes a moment later. It’s as if she never existed before I knew her. Who am I to challenge her silence?

I know there are connections from my parents’ past to mine, to my childhood and who I’ve become. Our stories can’t be separated really. We are mirrors for each other.

Like a bricoleur—a handyman—I must make do with the tools I have left: a few anecdotes from my aunts, some stray remarks from my parents, history books, a few works of literature by Japanese Americans, my own guesses and intuitions. In the end I can’t vouch for the truth of my version of the past. All I can say is it’s mine. It’s all I have.

The writer Garrett Hongo says that those of us who come from marginalized cultures are often bequeathed fragments, brief bits of the past, and nothing more. There are few unbroken threads, no fully developed tales or histories. There are too many secrets and occlusions, too many reasons to forget the past. And there are forces which do not want us to remember, do not want us to take those fragments and complete them, to restore them to some fuller life. In the mainstream culture, in the popular media, in our educational systems, the stories and histories of people of color are deemed irrelevant at best; for the most part they do not exist; they’ve been wiped away.

When Hongo said this, I realized that I had always thought my situation was personal, a result of my parents’ silence and my own paltry imagination. As a writer, I lacked the powers of storytelling, the ability to enter and re-create the past. I let myself be defeated even before I started writing. And in that way, our story would disappear.

I did not think about how strongly the culture may not want it to reappear.

I am not a storyteller who grew up among storytellers, dramatic and detailed retellings of the past. I am not the son of those who believed in and practiced talk-story. I never heard exploits of what happened during the war or before the war in L.A., in Seattle, nor did my family members ever admonish me, “Never, never forget.” The gulf I write against is not just my parents’ silence, but the political and historical and cultural silence induced by the camps, a generational wound and amnesia buried in so many of the bodies and psyches of Japanese America. That condition was not created simply by my parents or their generation. America did not want to hear their tale, and told them in so many ways it was unimportant, shameful, something to be forgotten. In entering my parents’ lives and the lives of their families, I enter more deeply my own life, the silences inside me and inside America. The secrets of my family, the secrets of this country, the secrets of race in our history, are all intertwined, and there are powerful forces arrayed against remembering and telling, unraveling the truths that have shaped our lives. In my writing, I am trying to make central what is marginal, to re-create and reveal what others say should not be spoken of.

Imagination is intervention, an act of defiance. It alters belief.


A Nisei Daughter


“This is a race war … The white man’s civilization has come into conflict with Japanese barbarism … I say it is of vital importance that we get rid of every Japanese, whether in Hawaii or on the mainland … Damn them. Let’s get rid of them now.”

MISSISSIPPI CONGRESSMAN
JOHN RANKIN, 1942

“You say with the few words and the silences: No stories. No past … I’ll tell you what I suppose from your silences and few words, and you can tell me that I’m mistaken. You’ll just have to speak up with the real stories if I’ve got you wrong.”

—MAXINE HONG KINGSTON, CHINA MEN




 

 

1.

BY THE EARLY AUTUMN the landscape had already impressed itself upon us. We could see the rows of barracks, their dust-brown sides, and just beyond the fences, a small river, with black and white stones, like a Go board, where the water ran clear and cold, with a surprising swiftness. Beyond the river lay grassy fields the color of wheat, and foothills, like loaves, and then the mountains, blue in the early light, gray at daylight, and purple on into evening. Trucks wound into camp, bringing with them clouds of dust, and everywhere you saw children scampering, their feet drawing up tiny puffs, and little whirlwinds creating their own swirls in the gaps between the barracks. The children called out to the soldiers in the towers and ran away, giggling. Inside the barracks you brushed away the dust from the table, swept it from the floors, hauled the blankets out and beat them in the open air. You caulked the seams of the rickety boards and the knotholes with scraps and cloth and even wads of clay, and the dust still seeped through, settling in the fine hairs of your nostrils as you slept, silting down on the overcooked, soggy rice, made soggier by syrup and peaches, an indigestible mess. Late in the afternoon, the air seemed golden, thicker, reflecting off the clouds of particles that hovered around us like fog. The days were growing shorter and endless, and it was hard to remember how we had gotten there or where we had come from.

It was said somewhere beyond the fences were beet fields and farms, a town with a bar and a church and houses with gardens and even a movie theater. We knew it could have been worse, that far beyond the mountains there was fighting, unimaginable heaps of corpses, trainloads of the injured, cities in rubble, but all we could see were streaks of heat lightning in the hills or the dark rumor of storm clouds high up in the mountains. There were rumors, too, that some of the men would be called on to fight, but there were so many rumors then, we’d lived so long with rumors, that nothing and everything seemed true, and what seemed most real was the gossip about the crack-up of the marriage in Block 13, the pregnancy of the young Oshima girl, the fights that took place behind the barracks, the card games that went on into the night.

Then the rains came, and the trucks, entering the camp, ground their gears in the thick mud, and unloaded their cargo of rice sacks and boxes of cans, and left them sitting in the mud, as the workers rushed to bring them inside. To the north the grove of poplars spilled yellow soggy leaves, each day the branches barer, stark against the horizon, melding with the wires of the fences. You could see the stray leaves in the current of the river, floating their shadows over the stones. The rains increased. People tried wearing geta, which helped, but the mud became so thick and deep, it was useless, it was like moving through a swamp, the pools like tiny lakes.

There were problems with sanitation, though everyone was thankful the stench of summer was gone. There was the fear of cholera, of how the war was going, of never leaving. There was boredom, more palpable and heavier than fear. It surrounded us like the mud, it annulled our dreams. The first of us died, a pair of old Issei, a man and a woman. A baby was born, then another, and another. The young men grew restless, the old men lost. The women saw their children growing stranger, further away. Up in the rifle towers, the guards longed for another duty. One morning the camp awoke, covered in this immense white blanket which stretched to the mountains. The children romped through the small drifts as in a magical playground, made fluted angels in the icy down.

•   •   •

MOTHER, is this what the camps were like?

I see you at ten, entering the gates of the Minidoka internment camp, staring at the empty wooden barracks and dusty grounds, the mountains in the distance marking the edges of that Idaho valley. You are wearing a sailor’s dress; there’s a ribbon in your hair. Your face still shows the soft curves of a child. Your mother’s face looks worn and gray; your father shouts at the children to keep moving.

Your oldest sister, Sachi, pushes you along. Is this our home? you think. You brush Sachi’s hand away, edge toward Miwako, who’s closer to your age. You skip and mark your footprints in the dust. You feel anxious, but aren’t quite sure why. Of course, it’s this strange place, but there’s something more, a look in your parents’ eyes, a certain drained expression, and the muttering of the young people, those your sister Sachi’s age, who complain of the surroundings in ways your parents do not. You wish you still had the dolls from your old house, your old bedroom. You wonder what has happened to them, what the little girl whose father bought them in the garage sale will do with them. You tell yourself you are too old for dolls now anyway. Will you go to school here? Who will your fellow students be? Your friend Keiko Nakashima was on the train with her family, but many others are strangers.

As you climb the steps and peer into the dusty, cramped room where your family is to live, the wind whistles in little streams of dust. Cobwebs in the corner, a couple of barren cots pushed against the wall. You turn to your mother. “I don’t like this place, Okaa-san. Is this what Japan is like?” Your mother says nothing, sits on the edge of the cot, staring blankly ahead. “Shō ga nai,” she mutters. “Shō ga nai.”

YOUR FATHER WAS NOT A LEADER in the community. Otherwise, he would have been taken earlier like some of the Issei men, sent to a special detention camp, grilled by the FBI. Still, he lost the produce store he owned in the heart of Seattle, and his business before the war had been booming, about to expand.

He came from Kochi on Shikoku, not the mainland island of Honshu. In the pictures he is a thin, balding man, with wire-rim glasses; he looks almost Hispanic, and a bit dapper, though only a hint. He wore a suit each day to work, rising early to hustle down to the farmer’s market and pick out the best lots of produce. Apples and peaches, asparagus, lettuce, beans, watermelon and cantaloupe, corn, squash—he brought home bags full at the end of the day, his arms brimming with the bounty of America, the place he had come to as a young boy, back in 1908.

He was a quiet man, though not shy; there was about him a formal reserve. Some of this perhaps was due to his being Japanese, some perhaps that he had been educated and came from a family of teachers. Certainly, he told his children that they must study hard, they must keep the family tradition. There was a sternness in his voice when he did this, like that of a schoolmaster. This was about the only time he spoke to them. Nights, he would sit in his chair, smoking his pipe, reading the Japanese-language papers. From time to time, he’d take a sip of sake or beer, sometimes shō chū. He had this nervous habit of constantly fingering his waxed mustache. Your one distinct memory is of him tripping over you in the living room. Perhaps he had been drinking too much, perhaps he didn’t see you. You were only six at the time.

Your mother in the pictures is delicate, frail, already old. Her life is circumscribed like the other Issei women’s, she lives only in the island of the Japanese community. She knows no English, cannot barter or haggle like her husband with hakujin farmers (though mostly his suppliers are other Issei). She meets every other week with her ikebana club. The women sip tea, gossip, giggle, and you drink this in. You’re the littlest child, the one your mother
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