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THANK YOU

Thanks to Nan Catherine Kiyonaga, who rescued a lost battalion of one.





PROLOGUE

Orange County, Virginia
November 2023

Dad, Im joining the army.

Id been daydreaming in my easy chair and my 23-year-old son had interrupted my evening Scotch. He answered the question on my face. I miss being on a team.

Hed spent his college years rowing for a leading collegiate program, but the real reason hung behind him on the wall of our family room. Faded and creased, the framed photograph showed an unshaven man in filthy fatigues lighting another mans cigarette. The picture was taken in Northern Italy in 1944. It depicted my sons grandfather.

He had been one of thousands scorned by their fellow citizenssuspected, surveilled, and, in the case of some 127,000, even imprisoned by their own government, all for the sole fact of sharing the heritage of a nation that had struck the United States in a dastardly sneak attack.

These men didnt riot. They didnt sue. They didnt mount a public outcry deriding or demonizing their fellow citizens who had seconded their mistreatment. Instead, they volunteered by the thousands, many from the very camps where they had been wrongly confined, to serve those same citizens.

Most, but not all, of the characters that follow are fictitious. Their unit and its campaigns as depicted, however, are not. The 442nd Regimental Combat Team was a formation of the US Army that fought in the European Theater of the Second World War. Its soldiers lived their motto, Go for Broke, and made their regiment the most highly decorated unit, to this day, in the Armed Services.

This is their story.






PART I

ISLAND BOY







NEVER THE SAME AGAIN

Wahiawa, Hawaii
December 7, 1941

Joe was tall for a Japanese. He shook himself out, settled his feet firmly into the turf, and addressed the ball in front of him. After a pause, he coiled his arms around himself before smoothly unwinding to bring the club head back towards the ball. Torquing his hips and shoulders, he felt the satisfying snap of contact as the ball rifled out over the fairway, tiny and white against the blue Hawaiian sky.

The rest of his foursome were murmuring their admiration and envy as he turned to face them and noticed a frenzy of tiny black dots off to the West, boiling against the sky between the peaks of the Kolekole Pass.

Joe picked up his bag and the four men began to walk down the fairway. He was the best golfer, perhaps because he was the tallest. All four men were Nisei, first-born Americans of parents who had emigrated to Hawaii from Japan. All four had studied together in high school and at the University of Hawaii.

They must be the P-40s out of Hickam on a training flight, Sparky Masanobu said. Sparky was the only one who had gotten better grades than Joe. Shorter and quieter than the others, everyone tended to listen to what he said.

On Sunday? Haoles dont work on Sundays, bruddah, Joe said, using the Hawaiian pidgin for white people.

Joe was likely to win the round and his friends would buy his lunch at the Halekulani, where the boys had reserved a table under the huge heliotrope tree on the hotels terrace. Joe was excited to see Fumi, one of the girls that would be joining them. Fumi was one of the few girls to go off island for college. A prodigy from a family that was comparatively well fixed, shed studied French at Barnard. Joe found her New York sophistication intriguing, probably because she laughed at his jokes.

Joe could not usually afford the Halekulani on his high school English teachers salary, and he wanted opihi today. The small barnacles were notoriously expensive because the boys that picked them had to do so on the slippery rocks in the teeth of the oceans waves. Joe liked them the way his mother served themraw and chilled in a simple marinade of shoyu, soy sauce, with lime juice and garnished with ogo, seaweed.

He was imagining a dialogue that would charm Fumi when he noticed a far-off buzzing sound. The dots were now tiny airplane silhouettes, growing larger and louder.

Why are they here? Harry Masayoshi asked. Their bombing range is off on the other side of the North Shore.

Why are they so low? asked Franny Fukuhara.

The four of them stopped walking.

The planes appeared to be flying directly at them, their buzz becoming a drone, becoming a roar. Suddenly, they were therea thousand yards out and impossibly lowstreaking over the adjacent sugarcane fields and closing the distance to the boys in an instant. No one said a word as the planes flashed overhead at fifty feet, but the red circles under the wings were unmistakable. The pilot of the last leaned out over his fuselage and looked directly down at them. He was Japanese.

No one spoke for a moment. Joe considered the imminent demise of his lunch plans and immediately felt ashamed.

The normally scholarly Sparky spoke first. What the fuck?

Maybe theyre some sort of special training mission made up to look like them? said Franny. He was not normally the quickest on the uptake, but no one wanted to acknowledge the obvious.

Joe took a tentative step down the fairway toward his ball, but Sparky and Harry stood still while Franny took a half step after Joe.

I dont think were going to finish this round, Harry said, shaking his head.

They were on the ninth hole.

Lets play through this hole to the half shack and listen to the radio there, Joe said.

This made sense. That was the nearest radio, and their car was not too far away. Something was definitely amiss, but no one was willing to accept that their island was actually under attack from a foreign powerparticularly the one where their grandparents lived.

Japan wouldnt attack us, ventured Franny. Were not at war.

How many Nisei know how to fly, Franny? countered Sparky. The only ones in the army are infantry, and theyre only one battalion.

Joe was about to correct Sparky that the 100th Battalion was actually part of the National Guard when a sound like a huge steel door slamming at the end of a long corridor hit them like a body blow. As one, they turned toward the sound to see a geyser of black smoke erupting over the horizon from the direction of the navy base at Pearl Harbor. Balls forgotten, they started to run toward their car on the edge of the course.

At 8:00 on a Sunday morning, the road was nearly empty, and the car hit seventy on the way back to Honolulu. The boys said little. Each was consumed with his own questions and concerns. Joes folks were on Molokai, but almost all his friends, including Fumi, lived in Honolulu. Had a bomb fallen prematurely on her civilian neighborhood? As the car drew closer, they could hear the attack over the Chevys V-8 engine, an almost uninterrupted growl broken by sporadic explosions.

When they crested the last ridge in Mililani, Pearl Harbor and Honolulu beyond stretched out before them. Plumes of dense black smoke were everywhere, roiling out of the water in the harbor, the hangars at Ford Island, and even spots throughout the city. Planes careened above the harbor with smoky tracer rounds arcing lazily toward them from hundreds of points below. Boatsthose that werent burningmade wakes across the harbor. Sirens and staccato gunfire filled the ears and acrid smoke stung the nostrils and eyes. The planes seemed to be alone and wheeling almost leisurely in the sky while the scene beneath shuddered with chaos.

The boys were transfixed as the car drew steadily closer. Torpedoes lanced the water in rooster tails of spray as bombs detonated with a flash and the planes rolled and cut overhead with apparent impunity. Suddenly, a lone plane appeared from directly behind them, streaking straight into the maelstrom. They recognized the red and white sharks mouth prow of a Curtiss P-40 Warhawk, the workhorse pursuit plane of the Army Air Corps and avenger of the China skies of Chennaults Flying Tigers. The P-40 made straight for center mass of the attacking Japanese planes. As the boys watched, one of these started to trail black smoke and lose altitude. The P-40 continued unabated for several seconds until it, too, began to trail smoke. Joe found himself tearing up as the plane continued to descend and disappeared behind Diamond Head.

By now the boys were on the edge of Honolulu. No one was standing still. People ran this way and that. Cars sped by in all directions. A cacophony of machines, gunfire, and shouting roared in the background. As the car slowed for the traffic, Joe took in the houses around him on McCulley Street, just outside downtown. One of the houses had been hit. Its front had been blown out into the street and what remained was still burning.

A knot of people stood before a row of four oblong forms covered in blankets. The closest was small. A tiny hand clutching a kokeshi doll protruded from under the blanket.

The car had come to a stop now. Joe turned to his friends.

Nothing will ever be the same again.





EXECUTIVE ORDER 9066

Washington, D.C.
2 Months After Pearl Harbor

Someone had opened a window, but the cigarette smoke still hung over everyone in the room. As the presidents closest advisor, Harry Hopkins had drawn the grandest conference room in the Old Executive Office Building across from the White House for his exclusive use. Hopkins now sat at the head of the table, lighting one cigarette with the butt of the last and casting his curiously bright eyes from one side of the room to the other. Gaunt almost to cadaverous, he held his listeners attention as he spoke quietly.

Uprooting and relocating every last one of them would be a mammoth undertaking, he said.

The Attorney General of California Earl Warren stirred in his seat to protest but stopped himself as Hopkins fixed him wordlessly with his eyes before continuing.

Especially for them.

General George Marshall, Chief of Staff of the Army, nodded his head. No question, Harry.

At this, Earl Warren broke in. Would you disagree, General Marshall, that the entire West Coast, from the top of Washington to the bottom of California, is vulnerable to Japanese attack?

The attorney general suggested the image of a Shakespearian-trained lumberjack. He would later reconstitute American race relations as the Chief Justice of the Supreme Court that outlawed segregation. This day, however, the former prosecutor was channeling the howls of his constituents, especially the California Chamber of Commerce, calling for the removal from California of all residents of Japanese descent.

If General Marshall was offended at the cross examination, he didnt show it. He responded evenly, We are not in a position to fortify the entire coast, and never will be.

Earl Warren began to nod with satisfaction.

But there is absolutely no indication the Japanese will ever be in a position to invade our Pacific Coast, Marshall continued.

Warren pounced. Is that what you said before the Japs destroyed Pearl Harbor?

Neither the generals expression nor his voice changed.

Mr. Attorney General, theres no comparison between a two-hour air strike and an invasion across the entire Pacific with the logistical support that would entail.

Harry Hopkins looked around the room. Aides to each of the attendees sat along the walls. Two graying FBI agents sat without expression directly behind their boss, J. Edgar Hoover, who sat opposite him.

Edgar, Hopkins said, youre in the best position to know. Are the Japanese Americans a threat?

The FBI director was a diminutive man with wide-set eyes that took up too much of his face. He pushed his hands across the table in front of him.

Harry, my people have queried local law enforcement across the entire West Coast. No one reports any suspicious activitynor, in fact, any reason at all to suspect disloyalty among the Japanese there.

Earl Warren didnt give Harry Hopkins time to respond.

Of course, the Japs didnt advertise their intention to sneak attack our boys at Pearl Harbor, either, he sneered.

Hoover was unfazed.

Thats not entirely true, General, Hoover said. Theyd cabled their embassy to sever diplomatic relations the day before, but the cable was misplaced.

Earl Warren had missed World War I after being rejected from officer training for hemorrhoids. Harry Hopkins secretary, Philip Royster, thought he saw a slight smile cross General Marshalls face when Hoover addressed the California politician with military rank.

Royster was a 25-year-old graduate of the University of Pennsylvania from Roystertown, Pennsylvania. His mother and Harry Hopkins had been friends since working together for the New York City Bureau of Child Welfare earlier in the century. Phils father thought he needed a little seasoning before joining the family investment bank in Philadelphia, so Phil had followed his father into the First Troopa Pennsylvania National Guard unit dating back to the Revolution with its own stable of hunters and polo poniesand signed on to public service at the feet of the presidents closest adviser.

Phil sat now behind his boss, taking in the fencing across the table. He knew his boss did not particularly like Hoover; in fact, Hopkins suspected Hoover of being attracted to other men. The FBI director shared a suite at the Shoreham Hotel with his patrician second in command, Clyde Tolson, and the two had a dedicated lunch table at Columbia Country Club just outside Washington in suburban Maryland. But Hoovers apparently unerring success at gang-busting had subsumed any questions about his personal life.

The attorney general of California was not finished. His words rolled orotund down his nose at his audience.

The people of California, the people of this nation, cannot live with a snake slithering freely in their midst.

Harry Hopkins restored order. General Marshall, where is the army on this?

The general spoke as if he were describing the stocking of a fuel depot.

Harry, the army has identified no pressing threat from the coastal Japanese, but Iweserve at the pleasure of the president.

Warren smiled thinly. Of course, internal security is not the armys bailiwick, is it? he said.

Of course not, Hoover interjected. Its the Federal Bureau of Investigations.

He paused for a moment before continuing.

If we expel the West Coast Japanese, it will not be for reasons of security.

Harry Hopkins slapped the arms of his chair lightly and stood.

Thank you, gentlemen.

As the others gathered themselves to leave, Phil helped his boss into his overcoat against the damp February air of the former swamp that was official Washington. The charcoal herringbone was as heavy as a horse blanket and enveloped Hopkins, leaving his gaunt head perched like a lollipop on his impossibly narrow neck. Hopkins nodded his thanks and exhaled smoke as he spoke.

The president expects me in the Oval Office. Come along.

Phil recognized a signal change in his fortunes. He had never before met the president. Suddenly, he regretted wearing the stylish striped shirt with his First Troop tie instead of the bright white shirt his father favored. His boss paused just before leaving the building to light another cigarette from the ember of the one in his mouth.

The wind on 17th Street went right through Phils overcoat, but Hopkins seemed not to notice, spilling ashes across the front of his coat as he buried his hands in his hip pockets and expelled streams of dense white smoke into the icy air.

After the doorman had taken their coats, Phil was more than a little concerned when his boss sailed into the Oval Office without discarding his cigaretteuntil he saw the man waiting for them behind the Endurance desk with an ebony holder and smoldering cigarette held firmly between his teeth.

Phils family were not fans of the president. They regarded the New Deal as a threat to the social order. Phils fathers denunciations were forgotten, however, the instant the presidents eyes set on Phil and his face lit up in a smile. He leaned forward in his chair to extend his hand.

You must be the bright young Phil that Harrys been bragging about.

Phils first commander had spoken to the men about the importance of inspiring personal loyalty, and for the first time, Phil realized what he meant. As the president beamed at him, Phil felt like he was back in the Cub Scouts, his father gripping his shoulders and congratulating him for coming in first on the obstacle course. At seven, the warmth in his chest had filled his entire being as hed looked up at his father smiling down at him. Now, despite the war on, Phil honestly felt as if the man seated before him cared about nothing in the world more than meeting him.

Phil couldnt speak, so he just shook the presidents hand. After a moment, he let go and the president motioned him into a chair.

Join us please, Phil.

Phil still couldnt breathe as he took his seat. His boss smiled quietly as he settled into his own chair.

The president did the same, raising his voice to say, Alonzo, the provisions, if you dont mind.

At this, he turned to Harry, the smile leaving his face. These West Coast Japanese are a sticky wicket, eh?

Perhaps because he was crippled by polio, the president was fond of sports analogies.

Harry Hopkins nodded unhappily. The Army is indifferent, he said, and FBI sees no threat at all.

The president started to raise his eyebrows in happy surprise before Phils boss continued.

California is implacable, though.

At this moment, the presidents butler, Alonzo Fields, came into the room with a rolling bar cart. Tall, black, and wearing a bright white jacket and gloves, the butler bore through the room like a sloop on a gentle winda war chief greeting his guests. The president, who had grown up sailing on Oyster Bay, smiled. The suns over the yardarm.

He turned to the cart the butler had left next to his wheelchair. Three frosted Martini glasses stood on a silver platter next to a bucket of ice, a silver cocktail shaker, and frosted bottles of Beefeater gin and Noilly Prat vermouth. Without a word, the president used his hand to drop ice into the shaker and then filled it nearly to the top with the frigid gin. He filled the cap of the Noilly Prat bottle with vermouth and added this to the mix.

He didnt touch the shaker. Instead, he turned to the plate of garnishes and asked Phil, Will an olive suit, Phil?

Phil had finally found his voice. Yes, Mr. President.

The president speared three olives on toothpicks and dropped each one into a glass. He took the crystal cocktail stirrer and turned it once, slowly, in the shaker and poured the contents into each glass. Alonzo Fields placed one glass before the president and then gave one to Phil and one to his boss. The crystal neck of Phils glass was numbingly cold and the chandelier lights played off the surface of the drink.

Phil was savoring the sharp scent of the gin when the president spoke.

What are we drinking to, men?

Phil looked up to see both men looking at him. Without thinking, he stood, grateful for not spilling his drink, and held out his glass.

He was still searching for words when he heard himself say, To my Commander in Chief.

Phil took his first sip while still on his feet. Suddenly, his customary beer was insufficient. The icy gin cleansed and filled his whole head. As he resumed his seat, Phil saw the president lean back in his chair, close his eyes, and take a long pull on his creation. Replacing his glass on his desk, he removed his cigarette from its holder and inserted a new one. Phil noticed a gold ring before the filter and surmised the cigarette had been made for the president. Before realizing it, he was back on his feet extending his lighter.

The president accepted the light and smiled. No dope, this one, Harry.

The president alternated between his drink and his smoke in silence until each was half gone. Then he turned to Harry Hopkins again.

You know, Harry, Im sensitive to mistreating Orientals. My grandfather Warren made the Delano fortune shipping opium from Turkey to the Chinese on his sailing clippers.

Theres nothing for it, Mr. President, Harry Hopkins responded. Warren is out for their blood. We leave the California Japanese in place and the entire state will fester against you.

No other state will take themnot at liberty anyway, the president said thoughtfully.

Harry Hopkins nodded. The Governor of Idaho promises a Jap hanging from every pine tree if theyre released into his state.

Were he not dizzy with regard for him, Phil would have heard the colliding beads of the anthracite abacus that was his presidents political compass.

The president finished his martini and shook his head sadly.

California is too important, he said. Prepare an executive order relocating the West Coast Japanese to internment camps in the interior.

Harry Hopkins had prepared.

The exclusion order has already been drafted, Hopkins replied. Ill have Ickes select sites for the construction of the camps.

The president said nothing.

Ill bring Executive Order 9066 by for your signature within the week, Hopkins said.
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