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FOREWORD

The story of Richard Sakakida, a second-generation Japanese-American from Hawaii who served as a U.S. Army undercover agent in the Philippines during the Second World War, is a remarkable tale of courage, daring, and sacrifice. It is an account of how one man, working in virtual isolation, endured torture, privation, and the perpetual threat of discovery to undertake vital intelligence operations in the heart of Japanese Army headquarters.

In contrast to his Japanese-American brethren who faced German troops in Europe as part of the fabled 100th Infantry Battalion/442d Regimental Combat Team, Sakakida confronted in the Philippines an enemy of his own race and ancestry. In this respect, his experience is similar to that of the six thousand nisei constituting the Military Intelligence Service (MIS) who provided language-based intelligence support to combat units in the Pacific theater. However, unlike members of either the 100th/442d or MIS, Sakakida fought the Japanese from within their own ranks, not across battlefield lines. Thus, Sakakida’s experience is altogether unique.

Though much has been written about Sakakida since his story was first made public at a veterans’ reunion in 1991, the work that follows is the most detailed and accurate account to date of his wartime service. Moreover, it delves deeply into the historic forces and cultural and social values that formed young Sakakida’s character in prewar Hawaii, forces and values that shaped his response to the challenge he encountered as a soldier-spy.

This book constitutes an important addition to the literature of World War II. I hope that it will generate interest in, and appreciation for, the significant, but little known contributions of Japanese-Americans to the Allied victory. Indeed, this absorbing work perfectly illustrates the truism that the strength of the nation lies in diversity—that patriotism is a state of mind, not an accident of birth.

In the end, this story is about individual courage and how pride and endurance can overcome seemingly insurmountable obstacles. Like any tale of derring-do, it reflects what we honor in our heroes. In this day of the antihero, which celebrates people’s failings rather than their achievements, we need examples like Richard Sakakida to redefine our self-imposed limitations and inspire us to greater deeds.

Daniel K. Akaka

U.S. Senator

Democrat-Hawaii


PREFACE

Secrecy is part of the craft of intelligence. Because of that, for nearly fifty years official accounts of Richard Sakakida’s mission to the Philippines as a U.S. undercover agent were confined to the classified archives of the United States Army.

In 1987, the U.S. Army Intelligence and Security Command featured his story in a book entitled Military Intelligence: Its Heroes and Legends. In 1991, Sakakida himself delivered a poignant account of his experience as the guest speaker at the fiftieth anniversary observance of the U.S. Military Intelligence Service, held in Monterey, California. Sakakida’s speech enthralled his listeners and led, ultimately, to my decision to write this book.

Richard agreed to meet with me and generously gave his time to a number of lengthy conversations. In these pages I have focused on events during the period of 1941 to 1945, but I have also woven in experiences from his other years of service that enrich this remarkable story.

It became obvious to me as I listened to Richard talk that his experience between 1941 and 1945 was significantly influenced by his upbringing. Thus, some discussion of his formative years is provided to shed light on the underlying cultural influences that he felt during his lonely pursuit of a precarious mission. His survival as a prisoner of war of the Japanese occupation force in the Philippines is an important testimony to the importance of culture in shaping a person’s character.

Sakakida’s story is unique in many respects. Most unusual of all is the fact that he was the only American intelligence agent of Japanese ancestry to be held in captivity by the Japanese. In all of World War II, only two Japanese-Americans were captured by the Japanese side. The other was Frank Fujita, a member of an artillery unit from Texas, who was captured in Java.

Before his capture, the terrifying personal consequences that Sakakida might suffer at the hands of the enemy was a concern of the American military command in the Philippines. They ordered him to depart before the American surrender, but he volunteered to remain behind. The reason for his decision is part of this story. Suffice it to say that his situation, as he awaited capture, was fraught with terrifying implications because of his Japanese ancestry.

The year 1942 was not good for Japanese-Americans in either America or Japan. In the hysteria that followed the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, even some of the most liberal thinkers in America supported the U.S. government decision to herd Japanese-Americans into what were essentially concentration camps. Thus, the threat of becoming prisoners of war was as real on the American side as it was on the side of the enemy.

Ironically, once he became a POW, some of his Japanese captors were inclined to see Sakakida as a traitor even though Japanese-Americans were regarded as no more than gaijin, or foreigners, under normal circumstances.

Sakakida’s story also magnifies the improbability of achieving a consistent definition of what has popularly been trumpeted as “internationalization” whenever national interests have come into conflict between the United States and Japan. It is a reminder of the importance of enlightened diplomacy in heading off armed conflicts. Whenever serious disagreements have arisen between the United States and Japan, the Japanese-Americans and other Asian-Americans who have had the misfortune to be mistakenly identified as Japanese have borne the onus of scapegoats. The reason is that they are “different,” an idea familiar to some Japan specialists today who call for measures against Japan because it is different.

There is another bit of irony to this story. A cardinal principle embodied in the thoughts of the great Chinese military strategist Sun Tzu is that in war, one must know oneself as well as the enemy. Sakakida probably survived unspeakable mental and physical torture because he understood his captors as well as himself. Simply put, it took a Japanese frame of mind to survive Japanese methods of punishment. As a young man, Sakakida almost entered the Buddhist priesthood, the education for which would have entailed long years of ascetic training in physical and mental endurance. In many respects, he understood the transcendental aspects of mind and body better than some of his tormentors in prison.

In order to understand the extraordinary willpower of Sakakida and the men of the legendary Japanese-American 100th Infantry Battalion and 442d Regimental Combat Team, and the Military Intelligence Service (MIS) as American soldiers, one must take into account a rather unique process of Americanization that was occurring in Hawaii.

The process was led by the first generation of Japanese immigrants whose only hope for a stake in American life lay with their American-born children. They were mostly laborers, poor and lacking in much formal education. They were philosophical about the harsh realities of life without even knowing what philosophy was about. But they brought to the islands a compelling work ethic and fierce pride in their cultural, ehtical, and historical heritage.

They had learned from Buddhism to accept fate, from Confucianism the importance of filial piety and loyalty, and from Shintoism an abiding faith in the transcendental quality of nature. Thus, being poor was not bad; it was the starting point for hope. Personal and material aggrandizement were discouraged in favor of family and group needs, and the gifts of nature were revered and cultivated so that gardens filled with flowers and greenery could stay the ravages of social blight. Responsibility started with the family and radiated out.

Out of this simple framework of values, they succeeded in forging a network of close-knit families tied to communities that emphasized self-help and cooperative ventures. There were protests against inequities, the most glaring of which was the brutally suppressed sugar strike of 1920. But there was really no time for revolutionary prescriptions even in ghettos where a secure environment and a thriving sense of personal and community identity provided important symbols of belongingness as hedges against outside hostility.

Perhaps there was nothing special about these people. Among other immigrants, they appeared quiet and quite ordinary. There were hoodlums, cheaters, and criminals among them. There was even a sprinkling of ultranationalists who believed that Japan could do no wrong. But somehow, the system obligated and compelled families and communities to take care of their own kind.

It was from just such an environment that Richard Sakakida and the others—members of the Japanese-American 100th Infantry Battalion, the 442d Regimental Combat Team, and the MIS—emerged to serve the United States during World War II.

To a man, they were sent off to war by parents who, in the spirit of their Japanese forebears, insisted that they die together or march home together after the war. Neither family nor community would tolerate anything less. For parents whose hopes for the future depended on their children, it was a matter of fate and duty, and their children understood.

Surprising as it may be, Sakakida received no medals or commendations for any of his heroic efforts as an undercover agent. He has accepted that as a consequence of being in undercover work and he has never complained. Perhaps he felt that was his fate.

The all-Japanese-American 100th Infantry Battalion and the 442d Regimental Combat Team, which later merged into one unit, fought in Europe and became the most decorated unit of its size in U.S. military history. The unit earned seven Presidential Unit Citations, thirty-six Army Commendations, and eighty-seven Division Commendations. Included among the 18,143 individual decorations awarded to these men were 9,486 Purple Hearts, 52 Distinguished Service Crosses, 4,000 Bronze Stars, 560 Silver Stars, and one Congressional Medal of Honor.

This story is therefore more than a story of one man. It is the history of a number of Americans who were raised in an obscure corner of America. It is a story of a small part of an American democracy in the making at a critical juncture of history.

For Lt. Col. Richard Sakakida, USAF, Retired, there will never be a full escape from the physical and emotional trauma that he suffered as a POW. In spite of that, he hopes that this story will somehow convey a message of forgiveness.

Finally, it should be noted that the word issei used throughout the book refers to the first generation of immigrants to arrive from Japan. The word nisei refers to the second generation of Japanese-Americans in America. The word haole, which is commonly used in Hawaii, refers to anyone who is Caucasian. It has come to mean that even though the generic meaning of the word in the Hawaiian language is “foreigner.”
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Never in military history did an army know so much about the enemy prior to actual engagement.

Gen. Douglas MacArthur

The Nisei saved countless lives and shortened the war by two years.

Maj. Gen. Charles Willoughby

If you Japanese-Americans are ever questioned as to your loyalty, don’t even bother to reply.

Maj. Gen. Clayton Bissell


Chapter 1

BRINGING UP THE PAST

It was a typical fall day in Fremont, California. The sun shone, casting its bright rays over our entire back yard. Leaves rustled in the breeze, flowers flourished in sunlit splendor, and our manicured lawn was a pleasure to behold. As Hildi, our pet dachshund, returned from her periodic inspection of our premises, a cool breeze wafted into the screened patio where we were seated.

On that fall day, we sat on our sun-drenched patio enjoying our ritual midafternoon break with snacks and cold drinks. The languid midafternoon lull of a warm fall day in California was something to be savored. It was a time when things slowed to a crawl.

Suddenly, the quiet spell was broken, as Hildi leaped onto the floor and began pacing restlessly as if in fear of some impending event. Little did we realize that we were soon to be visited by an echo from the past.

The telephone rang, and my wife, Cherry, quickly rose to get it. Soon, I heard her say, “Dick, it’s for you. A man named Tom Sakamoto wants to speak to you.”

As I passed her on the way to the phone, I said, “Gee, I don’t know anyone by that name.”

My caller identified himself as a friend of a friend. He had heard about my contributions to American intelligence during World War II and he was calling me on behalf of an organization of Japanese-American veterans representing the Military Intelligence Service (MIS). He explained that the organization was made up of veterans who had served in the Pacific and China-Burma-India theaters of war during World War II.

He wasted no time in getting to the point. “Would you be willing to be the featured speaker at the fiftieth anniversary observance of the founding of the MIS?” he inquired.

Instinctively, I demurred. I don’t like giving speeches, and as a former prisoner of war (POW), I was wary of being roped into anything involving unfamiliar people and organizations. I backed off at the outset by telling him that I had never served in the MIS, and I thought an MIS member would be better qualified to deliver the speech. But that didn’t seem to deter him, so I did the next best thing: I told him that I would think about it and get back to him.

After hanging up, I wondered, “Do I need this?” Retirement had been good for me. After thirty-five years of military service, my wife and I had settled on Fremont as our place of retirement because of its proximity to San Francisco, military hospitals, commissaries, base exchanges, a veteran’s hospital, and, yes, good sushi. Many of my former colleagues had doubted that I could leave work behind and settle down to a life of leisure. They were wrong. I had spent many exciting years first with the U.S. Army and then with the Office of Special Investigation of the U.S. Air Force, but that was a thing of the past. Besides, much of the trauma from my years as a prisoner of war had receded into a zone of tolerance in my memory bank during retirement, and I was very grateful for that. The call did trigger a sense of uncertainty but it had nothing to do with conventional fear. I had faced fear often enough to be sure of that. The uncertainty had to do with recalling a painful time that was buried in my subconscious, and I wanted to keep it there. There were things that even Cherry was unaware of.

Why? Because I had always kept my vow of secrecy and it was part of my heritage to keep personal feelings to myself and be a good soldier about it. Fifty years ago, that was the way things were done.

When I returned to the patio, Hildi had stopped pacing and was back in Cherry’s lap.

I told Cherry about the invitation to speak at the MIS convention. “Oh, that’s nice,” she replied, which was her way of being noncommittal until she was sure about how I really felt. More than anyone else, she knew the implications of accepting such an invitation—there was more to it than just a simple yes or no.

I hadn’t spoken publicly about my past because until 1972, information about my mission was classified. Even after that, getting the story out with all of its associated trauma and facing up to all of that seemed overwhelming. So, it was not just a matter of talking about the past. Could I and should I do it?

I let the decision of the MIS convention percolate in my mind for a few days. The issue bobbed to the surface intermittently at first. But in time, it took on an urgency of its own, welling up with increasing frequency. The speech began to appeal to me.

Cherry began to sense I was ready to reexamine the past. She encouraged me, “Why don’t you give it a try?” The decision was finally made, and I called Tom Sakamoto to accept the invitation to speak.

To help me along, Cherry bought me a word processor. I am not much at divining metaphors, and, the computer itself presented a huge obstacle for a man who had spent his entire working life communicating with pencils and typewriters. But I had one thing going for me: military life had taught me to follow instructions. Before long, I had the hang of the word processor.

The technical problems were nothing compared to the mind games that followed. It was tough just organizing an outline as a myriad of thoughts raced through my mind vying for attention. It was like a dialectic without end.

So I retreated to my personal military file. I was a real GI when it came to keeping those things in order. One thought, one sentence at a time. “Keep it simple,” I thought to myself, but it wasn’t that easy. I was out of practice with writing and composing and, somehow, my mind kept wandering. I had to get back to a more disciplined frame of mind.

Soon I had a system. As I examined the file more carefully, each piece of the record began to evoke memories that had lain dormant over the years. Before long, emotions associated with each episode came back. I proceded carefully, and it wasn’t so bad.

The first draft was a jumble of thoughts in search of some kind of order, and it was the size of a book. The first time around, I learned that coherent thoughts flashing through my mind had a way of disappearing when committed to the word processor. It’s tough to write as fast as one thinks. The situation is worse on a small screen computer that scrolls sentences away as fast as they appear. But by the time I began condensing my book of thoughts and events into a concise speech, I was on a roll.

I had about a year to get ready. By the end of summer, I had a viable draft in hand but it was still too long. I spent the final month trimming and refining it. I also had to prime myself to deliver the speech to an unfamiliar audience. Meanwhile, the pressure mounted.

Composing the speech that I finally delivered was far more complex and difficult than I had ever imagined. But it was a liberating experience. It forced me to unburden myself of thoughts and emotions that had long festered inside of me. In coming to terms with the events and trauma, I had developed a new perspective.

However, the stress of what I was doing had begun to show. Cherry began to notice that I was waking up, trembling and perspiring in the middle of the night. Actually, it had happened all along, but it had not been as obvious before the call.

Growing up in Hawaii, I had learned about gaman, or the need to endure even the seemingly unendurable. I was proud of that trait, since it made me a better American in the process. It brought me closer to an understanding of who I am as a nisei American and what I stand for.

The joggers had it right when they used the phrase, “No pain, no gain.” Over fifty years after the fact, pain and trauma were transformed into self-realization. And I was grateful for that.


Chapter 2

GROWING UP IN HAWAII

It all began 19 November 1920, in Puunene, Maui. I was born into the plantation life typical of the islands at that time. My father was employed in the boiler room of the sugar mill. Times were hard, but a newborn was a reaffirmation of life, hope, and continuance even in the hardest of times. In my family, my arrival mattered and that in itself was to make all the difference in the world.

I was the third son of Isoji and Kiku Sakakida, natives of Hiroshima, Japan, who immigrated to Hawaii in early 1900. When I was three, my family moved to Honolulu on the island of Oahu, where my father went to work for the Interisland Steamship Company. For my parents, the lure was economic betterment and a more comfortable life for all of us. Since I left Puunene as an infant, I had almost no recollection of what life was like there. But the connection to life on the plantation is important because the plantations provided the setting for the creation of the issei culture, which impacted on so many of us. So it was that I came to the city, and it was there that I was raised and educated.

I attended Kaiulani Elementary School, Kalakaua Junior High, Central Intermediate School, and McKinley High School. At the same time, like many other nisei children, I attended Japanese language schools.

In those days, Honolulu was a vastly different place from what it is today. It was essentially a sleepy town even though it was regarded as the “big town” by people residing in the outlying islands. Downtown Honolulu was dominated by landmarks such as the Aloha Tower, Honolulu Harbor where luxury liners docked, Bishop Street with imposing office buildings, pleasing public parks, and imposing public buildings. For the tourists on the beaches of Waikiki, there was Diamond Head, a promontory towering above the ocean on the south side of the island. Restaurants, theaters, and small businesses abounded; and the Alexander Young Hotel, where managers of sugar, pineapple, and ranching operations on other islands stayed for their business meetings in Honolulu, and a more diverse blend of people on the streets gave the place a cosmopolitan feeling lacking in towns on the other islands.

The main artery through town was King Street over which buses and street cars traveled. And just as Bishop Street symbolized the mercantile interests in Hawaii, Fort Street was the mecca of shopping. Stores like Liberty House, Mclnernys, Watamull’s, Kramers, and Sato Clothiers beckoned shoppers from all over the island. Along the waterfront, where fishing boats docked and fish markets thrived, the air was scented with the riches of the sea. There was also Chinatown, a colorful and vibrant area that was always teeming with people and entrepreneurial vigor. The aroma of Chinatown was a heady blend of exotic produce and imaginative cooking. The drab buildings masked a dynamic that set the Chinese communities apart from the Japanese. Early on, the Chinese established themselves as investors, and the Japanese were seen as conservative savers.

I grew up in a neighborhood of Honolulu called Palama, located inland from the coastal beach area and just a few miles from the central downtown area. It was a community of blue- and white-collar family homes with a scattering of mom-and-pop stores. The community boasted an outdoor movie theater that was enclosed on fall sides with sheets of corrugated iron. When it rained, everyone got wet. It was a time when status symbols meant little, at least as far as the kids were concerned. We felt that everyone was in the same boat. As a result, it was not just a place where we lived. Palama also provided a state of mind; a home turf that we could identify with. Whatever its faults, it was a good place to grow up.

Although residential mobility was far more fluid in Honolulu than in the outlying areas, youngsters tended to identify themselves in terms of their home districts and schools. Turf boundaries defined one’s circle of friends or gang affiliations. The gangs in Palama were tough and street rules were strictly observed. One had to grow up tough in the neighborhood; it was taken for granted. The gym at Palama Settlement spawned some of the best amateur boxers in the islands. At an early age, I identified with and drew upon a community pride that was intense.

The homes in Palama were modest but comfortable and quite substantial for all family needs. Our home was always kept spick-and-span; the whole family seemed to thrive on that. Everyone contributed to family chores. Our house was more than just a home. It was a sanctuary where we learned social responsibility, family responsibility, and accountability.

The neighborhood was lush with greenery and tropical plants. But most of the children tended to take the hibiscus, bougainvillea, and plumeria for granted because they grew in such profusion all over the island. However, our interaction with nature was intimate. Mangoes, guavas, papayas, and other fruits grew on trees in our yards. In some places on the island, fruits grew wild and were there for the taking. Now and then we secretly helped ourselves to fruits off of our neighbors’ tree. Sometimes, we got caught and were punished, but that, too, was part of growing up in Palama.

Palama was a predominantly Japanese community, but there were Chinese, Hawaiian, Filipino, Portuguese and Puerto Rican families living there too. Ethnic groups tended to stay among their own kind, especially when it involved intimate family matters. There was very little intermarriage. Economic survival and progress necessitated a pooling of resources and the family served as the single most important economic unit to do that.

People got along very well and even though most of the first-generation parents from the various ethnic groups did not speak much English, they managed to communicate with bits of English and words drawn from their own native languages. In the process, a pidgin language evolved, which was English mixed with all kinds of ethnic words and expressions. There was no formal grammatical structure to the language, and it was rich in nuances. Pidgin was the street language; it brought the kids from different ethnic groups closer together, and eventually, it became a badge of identity that all Hawaiian children shared. In school, the children used standard English but out of the classroom, pidgin was the medium of communication. English teachers used to regard pidgin English as a curse on the communication skills of the children of Hawaii. It didn’t matter to us; we still persisted in “talking pidgin.”

As a child, I walked to school every day with the other children in the neighborhood. There were few cars and it was safe. We walked several miles but nobody seemed to mind. There was no school busing as we know it today. All of the children carried lunches to school. However, among the boys, the lunches never lasted until lunchtime. By midmorning recess, most of the lunches were eaten, which allowed us to spend more time playing during the regular lunch hour. For most of the kids, there was not much time to play after school, so lunch hours were precious. The girls suffered because we asked them to give us part of their lunches so we wouldn’t go hungry all afternoon.

My parents were typical of their generation. They thought of themselves as Japanese. Most of the first-generation Japanese
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