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For the Nisei women who embroidered their courage into silence

and trusted the future to find the thread.

 

And for my grandmother, Michiko, whose hands taught me

that cloth remembers everything.

 


 

"The needle is the tongue of the cloth. It speaks what cannot be spoken aloud."

 

— Traditional saying among Kyoto silk embroiderers
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Author's Note



My grandmother kept a small wooden box on the second shelf of her bedroom closet, above the folded winter sweaters, beside a paper envelope of letters tied with white string. The box held needles, mostly, and small wound packets of silk thread in colors she could name in both English and Japanese: gold, called kin-iro, the warm middle gold of the chrysanthemum; green, midori, the specific green of new rice in May; and a deep red that she called akane, which is the color of madder root and which English has no single word for. The colors were beautiful in themselves, but what I remember most is that she would never throw any of them away, not a length shorter than three centimeters, not a thread so tangled that hours of work would be required to straighten it. Everything was kept. Everything was preserved.

I was twelve years old the first time I asked her why.

She said: "Thread is not for wasting." She was looking at the box rather than at me. "Thread carries what hands have touched. You keep what hands have touched."

She died in 1991 without telling me anything specific about her years at Manzanar, which is where she lived from the spring of 1942 until January of 1945. I did not know, for a long time, that there was something specific to be told.

This book began with a 2009 telephone call from a professor of textile history at the University of California, Santa Cruz, named Dr. Margaret Ichikawa, who had located, in the declassified records of the Office of Strategic Services at the National Archives, a series of file entries referring to an operation code-named CHRYSANTHEMUM. The file was thin, the way files are thin when someone has been careful about what was committed to paper. It referred to a network of Japanese-American women, a method of communication involving traditional textile arts, and a series of intelligence transmissions that the OSS records credited with contributing to the Pacific Theater operations between 1943 and 1945. The specific contributions were not detailed in the declassified material; they had been redacted or had never been written down in the form that survived declassification.

Dr. Ichikawa had found something else, however, in the collection of embroidered pieces preserved at the Japanese American National Museum in Los Angeles: a set of thirteen pieces of silk embroidery that had been donated to the museum in 1988 by the estate of a Nisei woman named Haruko Tanaka-Wells, who had been interned at Manzanar from 1942 to 1945. The pieces were catalogued as examples of nuido, the traditional Japanese silk embroidery art that Haruko Tanaka-Wells had practiced all her adult life. They were, by the assessment of the museum's textile curator, exceptional examples of the form. They were also, as Dr. Ichikawa had come to believe, something more.

I am the granddaughter of Michiko Fujimoto, who was Haruko Tanaka-Wells's cousin and closest companion during the years at Manzanar. The wooden box of threads on my grandmother's closet shelf contained, I now believe, threads that had served purposes that I did not understand as a child and that my grandmother had never fully explained.

The thread carried what hands had touched. She was right about that. What she did not say, and what I have spent twelve years trying to understand, is what the hands had done.

This book is built from four categories of source material. The first is the OSS records at the National Archives, including the CHRYSANTHEMUM file and the surrounding documentation that provides context for its brief entries. The second is the textile collection at the Japanese American National Museum and the analysis of those pieces conducted by Dr. Ichikawa and her colleague Dr. James Nakamura, a specialist in textile-based encoding systems, whose published work forms the scholarly foundation of my reconstruction of the embroidery code. The third is the collection of oral histories conducted with former Manzanar internees by the Densho Digital Repository, whose archive of interviews and documents is the most comprehensive available resource on the Japanese-American internment experience. The fourth is the family archive: my grandmother's box of threads, her letters, the private papers of the Tanaka-Wells estate, and the seventeen days of recorded conversation I conducted with Haruko Tanaka-Wells's daughter, Emiko Wells-Okafor, in San Francisco in 2011 and 2012, before Emiko's death in 2014.

I want to say clearly what this book is and what it is not. It is a work of narrative nonfiction based on documented sources and on reconstruction from those sources. The core facts, the existence of the CHRYSANTHEMUM network, the use of embroidery as a transmission medium, the general nature of what was communicated, the women who participated, the OSS officer who served as the receiving end, are drawn from documented sources and are, to the best of my research, accurate. The specific conversations, the interior experiences, the moment-by-moment texture of the women's lives in the camp and during the operation, are my reconstruction, based on the oral histories and the family papers and the specific knowledge of the period that twelve years of research has produced. I have tried throughout to distinguish between what is documented and what is reconstructed, and I have tried to be honest about the difference.

I have not been entirely able to distinguish them in the texture of the narrative, because that is the nature of narrative: the documented and the reconstructed exist in the same prose, and the prose makes them feel continuous in a way that the footnotes cannot fully interrupt. Readers who want to follow the specific sourcing for specific claims should consult the Historical Notes, where I have tried to be precise about what comes from where.

What I know beyond any doubt: the women existed. The art they practiced was real. The courage they deployed in deploying it was real. What they did in the years of their imprisonment, working under conditions that had stripped them of almost everything, using the one tool that the American government had failed to take from them, the needle and the silk, was real.

The thread carries what hands have touched.

This is what their hands did.

 


A Note on Sources



This book describes a fictional intelligence operation, CHRYSANTHEMUM, embedded within the fully documented historical context of the Japanese-American internment, the Office of Strategic Services, and the nuido silk embroidery tradition. The history of the internment, including the specific camps, the exclusion orders, the civil rights cases, and the redress movement, is drawn from the primary and secondary sources listed in the Bibliography. The history of the OSS, including its organizational structure, operational culture, and the nature of its Pacific Division activities, is similarly grounded in documented sources.

The CHRYSANTHEMUM operation itself is a fictional construction built on the following real foundations: the OSS did recruit and use Japanese-American civilian sources during the war, primarily through the networks of the Japanese-American community in neutral countries, though the specific operation described here is the author's invention. The nuido tradition's historical encoding practices are documented in the textile history literature; the specific technical system described in Chapter Four is a plausible but fictional extension of those practices. The Japanese American National Museum holds a genuine collection of Nisei textile arts, and the Densho Digital Repository holds genuine oral history recordings, both of which are accessible to researchers at the addresses provided.

The seven women of the network are fictional characters, though they are drawn from the documented social history of the Manzanar internment, and the specific details of their lives, their occupations, their families, their daily experience in the camp, are based on the oral history record of the internment period. The author's family connection to the narrative, through her grandmother Michiko Fujimoto, is itself a fictional device, though the author is genuinely descended from Japanese-American women who were interned during the war.

Henry Lowell is a fictional character. The Freer Gallery of Art is a real institution; the author apologizes to the Freer for assigning a fictional curator to its staff.

The historical data used in this book, the numbers of internees, the dates of legal decisions, the record of the 442nd Regimental Combat Team, the structure of the OSS, are all accurate to the best of the author's research. Readers who want to follow any of these facts to their sources should consult the Historical Notes and the Bibliography.

 


Prologue


In the spring of 1943, a package arrived at the office of Captain Henry Lowell of the Office of Strategic Services, Section IV, Pacific Division, at an address in Washington DC that did not appear in any telephone directory. The package had been mailed from the town of Lone Pine, California, the small desert community closest to the Manzanar War Relocation Authority Center, and it contained, wrapped in brown paper and tied with plain string, a piece of silk embroidery approximately thirty centimeters square.

The embroidery was a traditional Japanese design: a cluster of chrysanthemums executed in the nuido style, with the individual petals worked in graduated satin stitch that created a subtle dimensional effect, the colors moving from deep gold at the center of each flower to pale cream at the outer tips in the specific technique that the Kyoto silk embroiderers had refined over three centuries. It was, by any objective assessment, beautiful work. The needle control was exceptional, the color transitions were clean, and the compositional balance of the flower cluster against the cream silk ground had the assured quality of someone who had been practicing this art for a long time.

Henry Lowell was not an expert in Japanese silk embroidery, but he was the person to whom this package had been directed, and he had been expecting something.

He held the embroidery up to the window light and looked at it for a long time, the way a person looks at something when they are













