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Foreword

I’d like to begin with a confession: I was never a great student of history. Although I memorized the names, dates, and impossibly distant events with enough diligence to get me through an exam or two, I never really understood the value of it. Of course, I’d heard the adage that those who forget history are doomed to repeat it, but the idea always felt so abstract. What history? The wars, the famines, the political manifestos? They happened centuries ago, decades ago, years ago. How could they possibly matter now?

Honestly, I should’ve been paying more attention.

The first time I remember hearing about the Japanese American incarceration of World War II, I was twelve, which in retrospect seems terribly old, considering that it happened to my family.

Once Japan attacked Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941, the effect on the Japanese American community was both swift and severe. Within twenty-four hours, the FBI had begun rounding up hundreds of cultural leaders, businessmen, and fishermen like Jeanne Wakatsuki’s father, Ko. In the months that followed, Japanese Americans were subjected to increasing governmental restrictions, while also enduring abuse and attacks from their fellow citizens. Then, on February 19, 1942, President Franklin D. Roosevelt signed Executive Order 9066, which laid the groundwork for the mass eviction of Japanese Americans from the West Coast. Over the next few months, tens of thousands of Japanese American families, including Jeanne’s and my own, were uprooted and incarcerated behind barbed wire fences, far from home; and by the fall of that year, more than 120,000 people of Japanese ancestry, most of them American citizens, had been imprisoned by the U.S. government without either charges or trial.

I wasn’t aware of any of this until 1997, when the San Francisco Unified School District decided to award honorary diplomas to students, like my grandfather, who would have graduated from their schools if not for the incarceration. Although I don’t remember much from the event itself, I do remember the local newspaper interviewing my grandfather for an article on the ceremony. In it, he told them, “Where were the bleeding hearts in 1942?”

At the time, I lacked the context to fully grasp what he meant, but what I understood in my bones, without anyone having to explain it to me, was that hard edge of bitterness beneath my grandfather’s flippancy, that undercurrent of anger and hurt that had remained with him for more than half a century.

History does not let go of us. Whether we know it or not, it’s always there—an undercurrent of anger or hurt or betrayal, of joy or trauma or grief, or some other complex combination of human emotion and memory, rippling through us all.

At twelve, I was the perfect age for Farewell to Manzanar, the story of Jeanne Wakatsuki Houston’s experience of the Japanese American incarceration, from the day Pearl Harbor was attacked to her imprisonment at Manzanar and her life after camp in Long Beach and San Jose. If I had read it in 1997, I think I might’ve understood better the roots of my grandfather’s anger, the deep wounds he carried, though he often covered them up with laughter. As circumstances would have it, however, I didn’t come to this story until well into adulthood, when I was doing research for We Are Not Free, my own book about the incarceration.

Much of Farewell to Manzanar is told through Jeanne’s perspective, detailing youthful concerns such as her sense of alienation from both her Japanese American classmates at Terminal Island and her white teacher at Boyle Heights, her introduction to Catholicism and the friction it caused with her father, and her decidedly American baton-twirling both at Manzanar and after; but here and there are glimpses of the family that expand the scope of the story in fascinating, kaleidoscopic ways: her father Ko’s interrogation at Fort Lincoln, where he was imprisoned after Pearl Harbor; Jeanne’s brother-in-law Kaz out by the reservoir during the so-called “Manzanar riots”; a chapter devoted entirely to Ko as a young man enamored with the promise of America. In her 1973 foreword, Houston called the book “a web of stories . . . tracing a few paths, out of the multitude of paths that led up to and away from the experience of the internment.” This isn’t just Jeanne’s story, but her family’s. This isn’t just her family’s story, but part of a much larger network of stories—more than 120,000 stories—linked by the Japanese American incarceration.

The first time I read Farewell to Manzanar, I was more focused on absorbing the historical details than on this “web of stories,” but after years of reading and research, interviewing my own relatives and deepening my knowledge of the incarceration, I feel like I understand it differently, more profoundly, because I realize now that my own story is also a small part of this web.

In the book, Boyle Heights is but a brief stop on the Wakatsukis’ journey from Ocean Park to Terminal Island to Manzanar, occupying only a few pages, a few weeks in Jeanne’s life; but on my most recent rereading, this section was one of the most meaningful, because Boyle Heights is where my step-grandparents lived after the war. As in Jeanne’s life, this neighborhood marked a transition period for my family. After being discharged from MIS—the Military Intelligence Service, in which Jeanne’s brother Woody also served—my step-grandfather returned from service in Japan to settle with his new bride in Los Angeles, where they eventually found a small apartment in Boyle Heights. They lived there for less than a year before moving on, but for me, the connection still glimmers, like a link in a chain. I doubt the Wakatsukis lived in the same apartment complex or even on the same street that they did, but I can’t help imagining their paths, separated by only a handful of years, crossing and overlapping along those L.A. streets, connecting our stories in some small, almost esoteric way.

This is what I wish I had understood when I was a kid. History is not just a collection of names and dates and distant events but an interwoven tapestry of people’s lives, and the more I learn about my personal family history, as well as American history more broadly, the more threads I find. They range from tiny intersections like Boyle Heights to vast, sweeping movements like the anti-Asian racism of the 1800s, which led to early-twentieth-century laws preventing Japanese immigrants from owning property or becoming naturalized citizens, which later, in the aftermath of Pearl Harbor, made them even easier targets for xenophobia and persecution.

As Houston says, there are threads leading out of the incarceration too: heirlooms and cultural traditions lost; a decades-long movement for redress and reparations; a spike in anti-Asian hate incidents amid the COVID-19 pandemic of the early 2020s; the stories of hundreds of thousands of people who were touched by this history, in ways big and small, and the stories of their descendants, who are still grappling with it to this day.

In Farewell to Manzanar, when Woody returns to Japan with MIS and travels to Hiroshima, where his father Ko was born and raised, he is welcomed as a long-lost relative. He visits Ko’s empty grave, erected nine years after his departure when the family presumed him dead. He stays in the family home, stripped bare by the war but echoing with the grandeur Ko always took so much pride in. Finally, overcome by the experience, Woody has a vision of his father . . . and in it he sees himself.

This, I think, is why history matters, whether it happened years or decades or centuries ago. It’s active. It’s alive. There’s something so powerful about delving into the past, discovering new connections in our collective web of stories, because, as Woody experiences, knowing where we come from means knowing who we are. It means understanding the forces that shaped us and delivered us here, to this moment, right now. And if we know who we are—our deep-seated prejudices, our mistakes, our broken promises, our outdated beliefs, the things we tried and the ways we failed and the ideals to which we aspired—then it means we can make informed decisions about who we want to be, as individuals, as a community, as a country. We may not get to choose our past, but we can certainly choose which paths we take into the future and what that future—our web of stories—will look like for all of us in the years, the decades, and the centuries to come.

—Traci Chee

Northern California, January 2023




A Chronology

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

November 21, 1945 Manzanar Camp officially closes.

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




Terms Used in This Book

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

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

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




A note on language:

The events in this memoir were lived in the 1940s and written down for the world to read in the 1970s. The conversation about them, and the way we talk about them, continues to evolve to this day. During WWII, inaccurate words like “evacuation” and “internment” were used to portray the actions the U.S. Government took toward residents of Japanese descent. In the intervening decades, the conversation has turned toward language that calls these events what they were: “incarceration,” “detention,” and “imprisonment.” It is important for contemporary readers to think critically about how even words can be a kind of prison.




    
      Epigraphs


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

      —Henry Steele Commager, Harper’s Magazine, 1947

      

      Life has left her footprints on my forehead

      But I have become a child again this morning

      The smile, seen through leaves and flowers, is back, to smooth

      Away the wrinkles

      As the rains wipe away footprints on the beach. Again a

      Cycle of birth and death begins.

      —Thich Nhat Hanh, Viet Nam Poems, 1967
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One

“What is Pearl Harbor?”

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

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

Through one of the big canneries he had made a deal to pay for The Nereid with percentages of each catch, and he was anxious to get it paid off. He didn’t much like working for someone else if he could help it. A lot of fishermen around San Pedro Harbor had similar contracts with the canneries. In typical Japanese fashion, they all wanted to be independent commercial fishermen, yet they almost always fished together. They would take off from Terminal Island, help each other find the schools of sardine, share nets and radio equipment—competing and cooperating at the same time.

You never knew how long they’d be gone, a couple of days, sometimes a week, sometimes a month, depending on the fish. From the wharf we waved goodbye—my mother, Bill’s wife, Woody’s wife Chizu, and me. We yelled at them to have a good trip, and after they were out of earshot and the sea had swallowed their engine noises, we kept waving. Then we just stood there with the other women, watching. It was a kind of duty, perhaps a way of adding a little good luck to the voyage, or warding off the bad. It was also marvelously warm, almost summery, the way December days can be sometimes in southern California. When the boats came back, the women who lived on Terminal Island would be rushing to the canneries. But for the moment there wasn’t much else to do. We watched until the boats became a row of tiny white gulls on the horizon. Our vigil would end when they slipped over the edge and disappeared. You had to squint against the glare to keep them sighted, and with every blink you expected the last white speck to be gone.

But this time they didn’t disappear. They kept floating out there, suspended, as if the horizon had finally become what it always seemed to be from shore: the sea’s limit, beyond which no man could sail. They floated a while, then they began to grow, tiny gulls becoming boats again, a white armada cruising toward us.

“They’re coming back,” my mother said.

“Why would they be coming back?” Chizu said.

“Something with the engine.”

“Maybe somebody got hurt.”

“But they wouldn’t all come back,” Mama said, bewildered.

Another woman said, “Maybe there’s a storm coming.”

They all glanced at the sky, scanning the unmarred horizon. Mama shook her head. There was no explanation. No one had ever seen anything like this before. We watched and waited, and when the boats were still about half a mile off the lighthouse, a fellow from the cannery came running down to the wharf shouting that the Japanese had just bombed Pearl Harbor.

Chizu said to Mama, “What does he mean? What is Pearl Harbor?”

Mama yelled at him, “What is Pearl Harbor?”

But he was running along the docks, like Paul Revere, bringing the news, and didn’t have time to explain.

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

They got him two weeks later, when we were staying overnight at Woody’s place, on Terminal Island. Five hundred Japanese families lived there then, and FBI deputies had been questioning everyone, ransacking houses for anything that could conceivably be used for signaling planes or ships or that indicated loyalty to the Emperor. Most of the houses had radios with a short-wave band and a high aerial on the roof so that wives could make contact with the fishing boats during these long cruises. To the FBI every radio owner was a potential saboteur. The confiscators were often deputies sworn in hastily during the turbulent days right after Pearl Harbor, and these men seemed to be acting out the general panic, seeing sinister possibilities in the most ordinary household items: flashlights, kitchen knives, cameras, lanterns, toy swords.

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

About all he had left at this point was his tremendous dignity. He was tall for a Japanese man, nearly six feet, lean and hard and healthy-skinned from the sea. He was over fifty. Ten children and a lot of hard luck had worn him down, had worn away most of the arrogance he came to this country with. But he still had dignity, and he would not let those deputies push him out the door. He led them.

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

What had they charged him with? We didn’t know that either, until an article appeared the next day in the Santa Monica paper, saying he had been arrested for delivering oil to Japanese submarines offshore.

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




Two

Shikata Ga Nai

IN DECEMBER OF 1941 PAPA’S DISAPPEARANCE didn’t bother me nearly so much as the world I soon found myself in.

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

This was partly Papa’s fault. One of his threats to keep us younger kids in line was “I’m going to sell you to the Chinaman.” When I had entered kindergarten two years earlier, I was the only Asian in the class
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