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For Max




“This is a strange land and they keep telling me I am in the US, but from the time I walked off the ship I have doubted it.”


“History is being made, and although our part will never be mentioned, at least we have had a hand in it.”


—Military Censors’ Files
Hawaii, 1941–45





Prologue: December 7, 1941
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8:00 a.m., St. Augustine’s Church, Honolulu. Ten-year-old Eloise Ornelles was the first of those attending early mass that Sunday morning to hear the bombs falling. Or rather, she heard a funny rumbling sound that made her curious. Using an excuse familiar to any ten-year-old who ever sat restlessly through a church service on a sunny day, she told her father she needed to get a drink of water. Once outside, she ran across the street to Waikiki Beach and stood there in the sand, enjoying the sight of planes swooping and diving in the sky overhead. It was the best war game she’d ever seen: so many planes, such realistic sound effects. She stayed there, staring at the sky, for much longer than even the most tolerant parent would have let her get away with, but when her father found her he was upset for another reason. He pushed her into the car, shouting, “We’re being attacked by the Japanese.”1


It’s no surprise that a little girl would not recognize war when she saw it, but even seasoned military men rejected the evidence of their own eyes. Colonel William Farthing, watching the planes diving on Pearl from the control tower of nearby Hickam Field, commented to his companion, “Very realistic maneuvers. I wonder what the Marines are doing to the Navy so early Sunday.” A group of soldiers on Hickam’s Parade Ground drew the same conclusion, attributing the splashes in the harbor to Navy “water bombs.” When an oil tank blew, sending flames shooting into the air, the men agreed with wisdom born of experience that some poor Navy flier was going to catch hell for that mistake. Seconds later, one of the planes dived toward Hickam Field, a rising sun emblazoned on its fuselage. “Look,” said one of the men, “there goes one of the red team.” Then the plane dropped a bomb.2


Island residents were used to war games and drills and simulated dogfights, and many who did not live near the military installations and weren’t listening to the radio didn’t know about the enemy attack until late in the day. The first announcements on the radio came within minutes of the attack: at 8:04 a.m., KGMB interrupted its musical program to broadcast an order for all military personnel to report to duty. The station repeated the order at 8:15 and 8:30, but did not announce news of the Japanese attack until 8:40. Between announcements, the station returned to its scheduled programming, and island residents who tuned in only to hear the light-hearted popular song, “Three Little Fishes” (swimming in the “iddy biddy pool”), turned off the radio, reassured that nothing serious could be happening.3


But gradually the announcements became more urgent. Frustrated that listeners did not seem to understand that the islands were really under attack, the manager of KGMB shouted into the microphone: “This is no maneuver. This is the real McCoy!” He was to repeat these words over and over on that long day.4


Soon, the radio stations were broadcasting orders to the citizenry: “. . . stay off the streets. Do not use your telephone. The island is under enemy attack. Do not use your telephone. Stay off the streets. Keep calm. . . . In the event of an air raid, stay under cover.” Governor Poindexter came on the radio to proclaim a state of emergency, and then, at 11:41 a.m., the Army ordered all commercial radio stations off the air, fearing that Japanese planes could use the signals to navigate by. Later that day, the stations returned to the air to broadcast an announcement that Hawaii was now under martial law. The statement was broadcast three times: twice in English and once in Japanese.5


Eloise’s family—she and three of her four brothers and her sister, her parents, one set of grandparents, and an aunt—huddled by the radio like everyone else, turning the dial to try to pick up the police band, worrying, praying. But in some ways life went on as usual for the children. Late that afternoon an old Japanese man came by on his daily rounds, selling manapua from two buckets he carried on a wooden pole balanced across the back of his neck. The younger Ornelles children ran out to buy the treats; the attack had not destroyed their appetites, nor had it made them suspicious of this Japanese man who was a regular part of their lives. The Ornelles family had Japanese friends, patronized Japanese tradespeople. They didn’t confuse them with the enemy.


Many island residents made the distinction between Japan and the people of Japanese descent in Hawaii quite easily—perhaps too easily. Daniel Inouye, then a seventeen-year-old senior at McKinley High School and an instructor for a volunteer Red Cross station, headed for his post at Lunalilo School as soon as he heard the news. Fires had broken out throughout the city, including one at the Lunalilo School first aid station itself. A building next to the school caught fire and some of the residents had died, trapped behind a wall of flames. Fifty-seven civilians died on Oahu that day, and another 280 were injured.6 Dan worked for almost twenty-four hours without rest, treating the wounded and the maimed, carrying dead bodies to a makeshift morgue. Exhausted and filled with rage, he yelled out toward the vanished planes: “You dirty Japs!” Later he would hear those same words directed at him, and only then would he come to understand the look on his father’s face, “the special horror,” as they listened, together, to the first radio report of the Japanese attack on the United States.7


The sort of violent outburst against the Japanese and Japanese Americans that happened on the mainland did not come on Hawaii, though rumors of sabotage ran rampant. Elizabeth Beach Brown, a young haole wife and mother living in the town of Hilo on the Big Island, recorded the rumors in the diary she began on December 8th, but she also expressed sympathy for the plight of the Japanese. “There are so many nice Japanese here in the Islands who are feeling it all very keenly,” she wrote on December 9th. “They look very glum on the streets.” The next day’s entry notes: “Today I picked up a Japanese girl and took her downtown. She said she was carrying the whole responsibility for this awful affair. She was so sure that this could never happen, and has been preaching that it couldn’t. She had just recently come back from Japan and is decidedly pro-American.”8


Others took the rumors more seriously. Another haole woman wrote in her diary:


Well we were still in one piece, so went to Lihue R[ed] C[ross] station and made Ser. [surgical] dressings all morning—came home and worked at Koloa RC making Hospital gowns till 4 P.M. Came home exhausted with all the rumors and chit chat of the women & my Jap cook met me & asked if I’d go up to the store & get her some ant poison! Ordinarily that was a simple enough request but you see we had had stories as far back as 1940 & all through 1941 that the Japs on the Is. were all set to kill or poison every haole on the Islands the moment War struck. So I was stunned—but I didn’t let on—Only that—Oh! Oh! its come—I didn’t know what to do—If I didn’t get the ant poison she would know I was scared of her—& I was—but we could not lose face we all pretended to our citizen servants that we trusted them to be loyal Americans, She had been with the family 18 yrs. knowing very well they all weren’t—. . . .


The writer, Helen Knudsen, did go to the store, and was greatly relieved to find there was no ant poison available. Her peace of mind evaporated the next day when her maid reported triumphantly that she’d found the poison at another store. “When I went to bed,” she wrote of that evening, “I laid myself out in my best nitie [sic]—I’d be beautiful in death! I kept waiting for the agonizing death of poison but finally went to sleep. . . .”9


Of course, rumors flew among the Japanese and Japanese-American population as well. Col. V. S. Burton noted in his war diary, “Rumors of mass deportation to the island of Kahoolawe [sic], where they would be left to starve, were rife,”10 and fears of deportation or internment had much more truth than any of the rumors of sabotage. In the end, though, Hawaii’s nisei and issei population would not suffer the fate of their counterparts on the mainland. Despite strong pressure from the Secretary of the Navy, Frank Knox, Military Governor General Emmons refused to allow mass internment. In a radio broadcast on December 21st, he attempted to set the rumor mill to rest. He stated emphatically:


There is no intention or desire on the part of the federal authorities to operate mass concentration camps. No person, be he citizen or alien, need worry, provided he is not connected to subversive elements. . . . While we have been subjected to a serious attack by a ruthless and treacherous enemy, we must remember that this is America and we must do things the American Way. We must distinguish between loyalty and disloyalty among our people.11


Emmons’ power as military governor came from the federal government, and here he was playing a complicated hand, trying to circumvent federal intentions. He stalled, he dragged his feet, he made practical arguments and created bureaucratic complications. In the end, he won a limited victory. Only 1,444 people of Japanese ancestry from the islands were interned—not, as the Secretary of War had requested, “all of the Japs.”12


Emmons’ actions were possible in large part because the people of Hawaii opposed mass internment. One reason was certainly economic: resettling 37 percent of the islands’ population would wreak havoc on the economy. While a few extremists in the business community saw the war as an opportunity to prevent “the sure political and economic domination by the Japanese” in the future, most of the powerful kamaaina (old-timer) haoles agreed with the head of the Honolulu Chamber of Commerce, who wrote: “There are 160,000 of these people who want to live here because they like the country and like the American way of life. . . . The citizens of Japanese blood would fight as loyally for America as any other citizen.”13


The crucial difference between Hawaii and the mainland did not lie in the actions of the most powerful, either Emmons or the haole elite, but in the place the Japanese had made for themselves in the complicated ethnic and racial community of the islands. In California, people of Japanese ancestry made up only one percent of the population; in Hawaii, the Japanese were the largest ethnic group and Asians made up the majority of the islands’ population. The Japanese were not competing for work with a white working class—there was no such thing in Hawaii. Having largely passed out of the plantation system, they were not isolated in one sector of the economy, nor were they completely segregated into ethnic enclaves. They had become an integral part of Hawaii’s culture. Writing on the history of Asian Americans, historian Ronald Takaki explains: “While the Japanese in the islands had become ‘locals,’ members of the community in Hawaii, their brethren on the mainland had been forced to remain ‘strangers.’ Different histories were coming home to roost in Hawaii and in California.”14


Of course, the actions of Americans of Japanese ancestry or AJAs, as they were called, did much to convince Hawaii’s citizens of their loyalty. In the tense hours following the attack, Hawaii’s Japanese, nisei and issei alike, worked to shore up Hawaii’s defense. Like the rest of Hawaii’s people, men and women of Japanese ancestry stood in the long lines to donate blood for the wounded and volunteered in Red Cross stations or as truck drivers for the Citizen’s Defense Committee. Two thousand nisei young men, members of the Hawaii Territorial Guard, stood guard that frightening first night when everyone expected the enemy to return. The Japanese contributed heavily to war-bond drives and, in a clearly intended declaration of loyalty, presented the U.S. government with a check to be used for “bombs on Tokyo.”


Furthermore, Japanese leaders urged their community to downplay any signs of loyalty—even cultural loyalty—to Japan. They closed the Japanese language schools and launched a “Speak English” campaign. Traditional Japanese dress became rare on the streets of Honolulu, the Japanese language signs were taken down. People dismantled household shrines, burned Japanese-language magazines and books, even personal records and photographs. Immigrant Japanese stopped celebrating Girl’s Day and Boy’s Day; religious ceremonies such as bon dances ceased. Japanese bakeries even substituted Army Counter-intelligence mottoes for the traditional Japanese sayings baked inside rice cakes. One new motto read: “The sun rises but always sets,” a pointed reference to Japan’s rising sun.15


When a call was issued for nisei volunteers, Governor Emmons asked for 1,500; 9,507 men came forward. Many of Hawaii’s AJA volunteers served in the 100th Battalion, which eventually was merged with the “Fighting 442nd” Regimental Combat Team. These nisei soldiers fought some of the bloodiest battles of the war. In 1943, one of Hawaii’s Japanese wrote to an AJA soldier in training at Camp Shelby: “The tension of the Hawaiian people has been relaxed and life in Honolulu is coming back to normal . . . With you and the rest doing a good job there [Camp Shelby] we in Hawaii are receiving the same treatment as pre-war days.”16 Of course, while war raged with Japan, the lives of Hawaii’s people of Japanese descent could never completely return to normal.17


Most of Hawaii’s residents accepted the loyalty of AJAs and behaved more or less as before. This does not mean that there was no anti-Japanese sentiment. Such feelings were of long standing in the islands, and had grown stronger as the nisei began to increase their economic and political power. A man could write, “I presently plan to move [upon retirement] to California and let the damned Japs have the place. They will be in full control of things here by then . . . they are getting so blamed cocky, especially the 2nd generation, that I feel as though I am living on top of a boiling seething kettle, the poor white people are taking it on the chin,” and still not question the loyalty of Hawaii’s AJAs.18


It is also important that racial/ethnic tensions in Hawaii were never simply bipolar. There were existing tensions among Hawaii’s many ethnic groups, and the war exacerbated them. For example, island residents complained bitterly about the Chinese and Chinese Americans who, according to wartime stereotypes, were only interested in “stay[ing] out of the Services, bond booths, & blood banks & to purchase real estate as fast as their incomes allow.”19


The progress of the war in the Pacific certainly made tensions worse between the Japanese Americans and Korean Americans or Filipinos. Elizabeth Beach Brown wrote in her diary on April 12, 1942:


Bataan fell today, which made us all sick at heart. The men have surely fought gallantly. The Filipinos in the Hawaiian Islands are restless over the turn of affairs in the Philippines. Most have mothers, fathers, sisters, brothers, uncles and aunts, and some even wives over there. Most of them here do not like the Japanese, and it was feared at first that they would get out their cane knives and sharpen them for a new business. Because of the large Filipino population, many have said that if the Japanese here ever started any trouble, the Filipinos would take care of the situation in no time.20


Hawaii’s people of Japanese ancestry also had to contend with a constant influx of people from the mainland—people who looked in Japanese faces (or Chinese or Filipino, for that matter; many could not tell the difference) and saw “the enemy.” “When we wanted some meat or fish,” recalls one man, “we had to go to the market disguised as Chinese or another nationality.” What particularly disturbed him, somehow, was having to dress his one-year-old daughter in a Chinese dress.21 And the larger problem was that too many people from the mainland could not tell the Japanese from the Chinese anyway. One old Chinese man put a sign in the back window of his car that read: “I am not Japanese.” His granddaughter, who was a little girl at the time, explains: “He was afraid of bein’ attacked or lock up cause mebbe some haole don’t know that he’s Chinese. I tink you gotta be pretty lolo (stupid) fo mix em up ya? We don’t look anyt’ing like da Japanese.”22


An apocryphal story circulated among the kamaaina in the early days of the war: a soldier disembarking from his transport sees a nisei member of the Home Guard in his uniform, guarding the port, and gasps, “My God, we’re too late.”23 The story was funny in this version, but the consequences of such misunderstandings usually were not at all funny. There was a fair amount of anger directed at Hawaii’s Japanese, and violence occasionally broke out. One event showed the full horror of the Pacific war: Marines who had survived Tarawa were shipped back to Hawaii to “recover”; many lost control at the sight of Japanese faces. “We civilians especially the Japanese, are afraid to go to town,” wrote one resident of the Big Island in a private letter. “They think they have to take this island over too. There has been street fights, stabbings and killings.” One AJA wrote: “Back home is terrible. Plenty of rape and assault cases . . . The Marines & soldiers are doing many trouble for the Japanese. They even kill them on sight. Nobody bothers about it.” It seems that no one was killed in fact, but there was a great deal of violence and people believed murders had taken place. One man wrote: “I saw a sailor on the street the other day with the scalp of a Jap, he was waving it around in the face of a Japanese girl on the street.” Both verbal attacks and physical beatings happened with alarming frequency.24


Despite the attacks, many AJAs tried to understand what the Marines had been through, and even—in private letters—refused to condemn them for their actions. One AJA wrote of recent attacks, moving rapidly from fear to gratitude: “. . . the marines who have returned from battle areas are rough and we are afraid of them. After all they are the powerful men who had seen action and we can’t blame them, and probably we should be thankful to them.”25 Another struggled more directly with the issue that tormented all Americans of Japanese descent:


They are a desperate bunch of whom all the civilians fear them. We find them very rough and nasty. But then, I guess they are not to be blamed after all the life of going through the hardship at Tarawa and the south seas. . . . They certainly hate the Japs which is the right attitude to all us Americans but many times they have the wrong impression of us.26


Yet another set aside the question of Japanese identity, focusing on the tragedy of war: “Their actions, upon hitting shore on civilized land, was something terrible. It seemed that many had lost their standards of morals, manners and good judgment. . . . War did terrible things to these boys. I hope that our boys in Italy will keep their good standards.”27 Following the violence of the survivors of Tarawa, the military command tried not to let men who had seen the worst of the fighting near Hawaii’s AJAs.


Hawaii’s Americans of Japanese ancestry endured a “special horror” in what one called a “war with our ancestors.”28 But though their experiences in Hawaii were difficult, their experience was not that of the Japanese on the mainland. One AJA wrote in a private letter in 1944: “I am happy to be living in Hawaii and not in Calif. Here I am proud to be an American & more than willing to do my share . . . I would have turned bitter if I were living in Calif. . . . A place where many people are trying to desecrate the very principles for which we are fighting. . . .” Another wrote: “In Hawaii we have lived through this test—a beautiful reality that some mainlanders will never believe.”29


But on the night of December 7th, 1941, all those struggles lay in the future. The people of Hawaii, divided by so much, were joined in fear, waiting for the Japanese planes to return. Commercial radio stations returned to the air in the late afternoon, announcing:


Please turn out your lights . . . Hawaii is observing a complete blackout. Turn out your lights. This means the whole Territory. Turn out your lights and do not turn them on for any purpose whatsoever. Turn off your lights and keep them off.30


That night the people of Hawaii sat in darkness. Around seven o’clock Elizabeth Brown heard “a squadron of planes going quite fast and traveling quite high” pass over Hilo headed in the direction of Honolulu.31 At 7:14 p.m., the police radio in Honolulu announced that Pearl Harbor was being bombed again. All over Honolulu, people looked out into darkness broken by tracer bullets and the flames of falling planes. Very few people went to bed that night. It was much later that they learned that the Japanese had not returned, but that the planes shot down had been American planes from the Enterprise, which had been searching the seas for Japanese aircraft carriers.32 This tragic accident might have seemed yet another omen of the horrible loss of life to come, but those who sought omens found a more encouraging sign. “Shortly before midnight,” wrote one who sat in the darkness that night, “the moon began to rise, and a vivid lunar rainbow, the old Hawaiian omen of victory, arched over the dark city.”33


Fearing the return of the Japanese, people did what they could. Eloise Ornelles’ family followed the directions published in the newspaper and built a bomb shelter in their yard. They struck water long before the shelter was deep enough, but they rounded the top off “like a giant mushroom that had just grown there” and stocked it with food and blankets and first-aid supplies. The air raid alarms went off with regularity in the early days of war, and the Ornelles family piled into the shelter. For the younger children, it was an adventure. Eloise’s twin brothers would begin to eat as soon as the shelter door was secured. “If I’m going to go, at least I’m going to go with a full stomach!” one or the other would say. It wasn’t an adventure to Eloise’s mother, who knew that each alarm might be real. She was grateful as each alarm proved false, and restocked the food without complaint.


Gas masks were distributed to everyone on the islands, and Eloise’s father assembled his family for a timed drill. Lined up in the back yard, masks in hand, the children thought it a game. “At the word ‘go’ we all flipped open the snap and got our masks out and on our faces in just a few seconds,” Eloise recalled. “But poor Grandpa became confused. Instead of whipping his mask out of the case and onto his face, he started to unwind the cording on the case. My brother, Axel, teased him. ‘Grandpa, you’d be dead and buried before you got your mask on!’ Suddenly it wasn’t funny anymore.”34


It never was funny to most of the adults, though many tried to keep their fear from the children. Far from the carnage on Oahu, Elizabeth Brown worried about her infant daughter and tried to make plans for her family’s safety. “We have been boiling water although at every intake to the city water supply there are guards with drawn bayonets so that no one could poison it,” she wrote in the first days of war. “Bombing is an awful thing to think of here as most roofs are just tin which wouldn’t even slow down a bomb, and the ground is solid lava rock which would explode any bomb and send the fragments flying in all directions.” Four months later she wrote:


We have so much practice firing of big guns around here, that if and when the real thing occurs I think we won’t be so panicky. Round metal disks painted yellow have been put up in each block to be struck in case of a gas attack. We have been told that some of the gases smell like flowers. The other morning I was in the yard and smelled a perfectly gorgeous odor, took several deep breaths of it, and then suddenly felt that it might be poison gas. It made me sick and weak all over. It took several seconds before I figured out that gases could not be distributed unless there were planes overhead.35


Elizabeth looked to the sky in fear; others had more vivid images of invasion. Americans knew what had happened in Shanghai and elsewhere. Some Army Nurses, thinking of stories they had heard about the “rape of Burma,” made the doctors promise to kill them if the islands were overrun by the Japanese.36


Some decided to evacuate. The first ship with evacuees from Hawaii reached San Francisco on Christmas Day. It had been a grim and frightening crossing; the ship was carrying badly wounded survivors of the Pearl Harbor attack, and the civilian passengers spent many hours of those tense days rolling bandages for the wounded. Those offered the option of evacuation faced a difficult decision. The trip itself might be more dangerous than remaining in Hawaii. Leaving behind husbands, parents, and friends could not be easy. Agonizing over her decision, another kamaaina woman wrote in April 1942:


Some days are so serene—happy children, normal busyness. Others are punctuated by unexplained noises, lights, and the recurring wondering whether the things might happen here which have happened in Hong Kong, Singapore, Mandalay. God only can guide us as to what to do and whether to go to California or stay.37


In the end, about 20,000 military dependents and 10,000 women and children from the islands—mostly haole—evacuated to the mainland. The Ornelles family was Portuguese; the childrens’ greatgrandparents had come to work in the cane. Eloise Ornelles, with a child’s certainty, believed those who left were cowards.


But the people who were afraid had reason to be. Hawaii was not secure. The Japanese planes did not return, but Japanese submarines shelled outer islands several times during December. Several ships were torpedoed and sunk near the Hawaiian Islands. Air-raid sirens screamed in the dark stillness of the blackout, or emptied busy daytime streets. The air-raid alarms began to come more frequently in March of 1942. Hospital ships unloaded wounded men. The war news was grim: Guam, the Philippines, Wake Island, Burma, Bataan. People made plans, devised codes for communication. They watched the movements of the fleet, trying to see patterns and judge danger. For the first six months of war, Hawaii was at risk.


On June 4, 1942, Elizabeth Brown wrote in her diary: “We are again on a special alert. The rumor is that Midway is having an attack.” Her husband convinced her to take their baby daughter away from Hilo and wait at their cottage near the volcano until it was safe to return. The cottage was remote, in a way, but not remote from war. Just seventy-five yards from the cottage was a machine-gun nest, manned twenty-four hours a day. Waiting at the cottage, she wrote on June 6th: “The news began to come over the radio of the tremendous battle taking place at Midway. We listened to every broadcast we could get, as we knew that the failure of our fleet to stop them would mean trouble for Hawaii.”38 The Battle of Midway was a major turning point in the Pacific war. It was especially significant for Hawaii, for it signaled that the islands were no longer in immediate danger. Nonetheless, the islands were officially designated as a combat zone until April 1944.39


In the weeks and months that followed Pearl Harbor, new patterns emerged day by day. People who had lain awake all night waiting for the bombs to fall eventually began to sleep. People grew used to the nightly blackout, which left them in a darkness that extended for a 2,100-mile radius. Gas masks and ID tags, martial law, lines, and rationing were simply facts of life in wartime Hawaii.40


The war was a constant and threatening presence in Hawaii more than in any other part of the United States. Civilians in Hawaii felt the burdens of war and saw its horrors more intimately than most Americans. But there was a certain irony in their experience. The citizens of Hawaii feared an enemy invasion. That never happened. What would actually change their lives and their world was a friendly invasion.





Introduction: Wartime Hawaii and American Identity



[image: images]


It’s hard not to begin with Pearl Harbor—the Japanese planes streaming across the island early that Sunday morning, a little girl dressed for church, her eyes raised suddenly to the sky, the plumes of smoke and screams of men in pain, rumbling thunder that bespoke torpedoed ships and grounded planes. Confusion and death. War had come to Hawaii. Wartime Hawaii and American Identity Wartime Hawaii and American Identity


War came to the mainland differently. War came to the mainland as news, the breaking story of the Japanese attack conveyed to a transfixed nation in the shocked tones of radio announcers. It was already afternoon in most of the rest of America, the six-hour time difference to the east coast only underscoring how far away Hawaii was. A hundred years earlier it would have taken weeks for news of such a distant place to reach the President and the public, but World War II was being fought in a world increasingly connected and torn apart by the miracles of technology.


All over the mainland, people stopped, still. To say that war came to the mainland with less immediacy does not mean that it came with less weight. The news fused Americans into a people joined, in those first hours, by the understanding that their world had changed.


Not everyone who heard the earliest broadcasts knew where Pearl Harbor was, or even that it was part of the United States. Hawaii was a distant territory of the U.S., the fruit of one of the nation’s relatively few successful imperial ventures in the late nineteenth century. But it was the Japanese attack on American soil that justified—even demanded—war, and President Roosevelt drew the connection firmly in his address to the joint houses of Congress on December 8th. He offered no fine distinctions of distance or territorial status, but began: “Yesterday, December 7, 1941—a date which will live in infamy—the United States of America was suddenly and deliberately attacked by naval and air forces of the Empire of Japan.” The attack on the Territory of Hawaii propelled the United States into war; it also served to define Hawaii, in newly emphatic terms, as part of America.


In neither history nor memory does President Roosevelt’s summoning of the nation displace Pearl Harbor itself. The attack on Pearl Harbor—which was also an attack on the air bases at Hickam, Wheeler, Kaneohe, and Ewa and on Schofield Barracks—maintained its symbolic centrality as the moment of genesis, the act that established the “perfidy,” “treachery,” and “savagery” of the Japanese. In the sunken tomb that had been the Arizona, alone, 1,177 men lay dead.


But Hawaii would play much more than a symbolic role in America’s war effort. The islands were already home to America’s Pacific Fleet; Japan was not just trying to hit something identifiably “American,” but a crucial military target. The U.S. military presence in Hawaii had already begun to grow in the preceding decade as the situation in Asia and the Pacific had worsened. Following the attack on Pearl Harbor, the islands were overwhelmed by a flood of servicemen and war workers, for Hawaii served as staging ground for a war that had to be waged across vast expanses of ocean.


President Roosevelt’s declaration of war, ratified by Congress in less than an hour, only one vote short of unanimity, launched Americans into motion. Men went into the service, whether by choice or by draft, and were sent around the nation and around the world. Over 12 million Americans served in the military during the war years. Some of the moves Americans made were insignificant geographically but important socially, as in the case of women who took previously undreamed-of positions as war workers in defense factories. Other moves covered great distances, as people flocked to well-paid defense jobs in other parts of the country or followed loved ones to their military postings. More than 15 million civilians moved across county lines. The farm population dropped by 17 percent, but 2.5 million Americans moved to farms. Southerners moved north, northerners moved south, and 1.5 million people moved to California.1 Of these Americans on the move, a huge number of men and a much smaller number of women spent time in Hawaii during the war.


This book is about those men and women, and also about the people of Hawaii, on whom the war placed great demands.2 It is about their heroism and struggle, their ambition, pettiness, garden-variety decency, racism, meanness, generosity, anger, cynicism, sorrow, pain, love. It is about people living through a difficult time as best they could.


But even more fundamentally, it is about cultural contact—not only between the people from the mainland and the people of Hawaii, though that encounter is of central importance, but between all the men and women whose lives were disrupted by war. The phrase “cultural contact” may sound strange, for we are talking about contact between Americans, in America. Shared identities, however, do not necessarily mean identical cultures. Americans, while joined by common nationality, were divided by other identities—those of region, religion, gender, class, of race and ethnicity. These other identities mediated the claims of nation, but the special wartime truth of the statement, “we are all Americans,” made the contacts we trace extraordinarily complex.


As for being “in America”—Hawaii was more properly a territory of the United States, a colonial possession.3 Metaphorically, Hawaii was our border of war, an ultimate frontier, the edge of our world. Hawaii, where Americans came together in the common national cause of waging war, was therefore a liminal place. That liminality, combined with Hawaii’s specific society and culture and the ever-present fact of war, created a highly charged arena in which the individual dramas of cultural contact were played out. In Hawaii during World War II, people of different backgrounds were brought together in a common cause. This contact—collision, even—of cultures led to struggle and contestation, and sometimes to negotiation, improved understanding, or change.


In these stories of cultural contact, we are attempting a kind of multicultural history. We are not looking at groups in isolation, nor do we presume the overriding importance of one category of definition. Instead we are looking at people who, by choice or otherwise, were thrust into uncertain and ill-defined contact with others who were different in important ways. We are writing about the ways people meet, act, interact, and thereby form the warp and woof of American history. We are trying to understand how Americans, within a given set of structural constraints and power relations, understood themselves and interpreted their experiences.


In recent decades Americans have come to focus, almost obsessively, on the differences that divide us, especially those of gender and race. This focus has helped us to see the inequality and oppression that have compromised America’s promise for millions of its citizens. But this concern about difference has also, all too often, led us to view our social constructs of gender and race as timeless, transhistorical facts. This is not simply historically inaccurate, it is dangerous. It denies the complexity of individual and group identities, and in a fundamental way, it denies the possibility of change.


This book offers, in its focus on World War II Hawaii, a piece of the prehistory of our understanding of difference. World War II initiated a series of changes that had crucial consequences for American society. The demands of war upset existing patterns. The war forced people into motion and created openings for an increasingly powerful and active federal government. The war fostered nationalism and encouraged the emergence of a national culture. It laid bare social problems. America’s wartime experience demonstrated both the possibilities and the limits of a unifying national identity, and it forged the conditions for struggle and for change.


In the years following World War II, Americans struggled with the meaning of American identity—not just in intellectual debates about “the American character,” but also in the everyday actions of millions of Americans. In the postwar mass migration to the suburbs and the celebration of a booming middle class, Americans were recasting the meaning of difference. The suburbs (and the middle-class ethos they often stood for) offered a meeting place for people of rural and urban backgrounds, for people of different class origins newly re-classed into the expanding middle (often boosted by a VA loan or a GI Bill education), for people of different ethnic origins newly recast as “white.” (The fact that large-scale immigration to the U.S. had been halted in the 1920s and would not resume until the Immigration Act of 1965 is crucial to this story.)


Because the ugliness of racial segregation is so clear to us, we underestimate the ways old identities were being reshaped or discarded, old categories of definition redefined. People in the 1950s who called on notions of a virtually universal middle class and moved to the suburbs were not simply fleeing those unlike themselves, nor were they rejecting the importance of categories of difference. They were recasting difference; perhaps they were calibrating it more carefully according to the new demands of postwar American society and economy.


But just as the focus on a singular “American culture” and “American character” in the 1950s helped strip away some of the definitions that had divided the American people, it left others in stark relief. As claims of class and ethnicity and region were attenuated, the always crucial categories of race and gender seemed more fundamental than ever.


In some ways, World War II Hawaii is an odd focus for this set of concerns and questions about American identity. Hawaii was a strange place—strange to the newcomers, made strange to its residents by the facts of war. Hawaii is about as far from “representative” as one can get in 1940s America. Hawaii was at the margin of American life as well as of the war. But sometimes it is at the margins that the messy definitions and complicated interactions are pushed to extremes and made visible; far-reaching changes sometimes germinate in marginal places.


This book explores the significance of cultural contact among Americans in a series of five fairly discrete essays, unified by intertwining questions and concerns. First, we consider what categories of identity mattered during the war years, and how those categories structured both individual interactions and large-scale social change. Second, we analyze the role of the wartime state in managing the contacts and confrontations brought about by the war. The federal government took on immense power in its effort to win the war, often riding roughshod over local authorities, local customs, individual rights, and traditional ways of life. In both its civilian and military forms, the federal government used wartime powers to force Americans to put their common interest above the differences that otherwise divided them.


Finally, we try never to lose sight of Hawaii itself—not only its social organization or even its weather and landscape, but also its image as inscribed in popular culture and mainland myth. We pay careful attention to the complexity of individual actions, decisions, and emotions, for we are trying to explore the connections between large-scale historical events and individual lives. Individuals do not act in a vacuum. Their choices are constrained by both structural imperatives and cultural ideas of what is normal or acceptable. Within those limits, however, difference does exist—among groups, among individuals. From an awareness of the complexity of these differences, as in Hawaii during the war, change may be born.


——


How did Americans define themselves and one another in the war years? First, to 1940s Americans, region was crucial. It is hard to appreciate the degree of hatred many southerners still felt at that time toward “damn yankees,” or how impossibly alien a Brooklyn kid was then to a farm boy from Iowa. There was no bicoastal culture. Harlem was a vast distance from rural Georgia; Texas was a world away from Minnesota; California, equally remote from both. Many of the people set into motion by the war had never traveled to another part of the country; this was particularly true of the people who lived in the Hawaiian Islands.


Even though radio and mass-circulation magazines and the increasing ease of train and automobile travel had done much to vitiate regional boundaries, for most Americans local origin was still an essential part of one’s identity, Most looked at people from other regions with suspicion, if not hostility. The ways of signaling class status or “respectability” differed from region to region. Ways of expressing friendliness, deference, anger—all differed. The outward signs—of speech and accent, of dress, of manners—that seemed so natural at home did not always translate. People from different regions often could not read each other’s backgrounds or even their intentional signals.


Gender differences were crucial as well. The human sciences in the first half of the twentieth century stressed the differences between the sexes, and most people “knew” that men and women were fundamentally different creatures. The ideal spheres of male and female activity were certainly separate in 1941, though the Depression and then the war did much to disturb the casual equation of women with home and men with work. But gender difference was more than an ideological stance during World War II. The war brought the differences between men’s lives and women’s lives into sharp contrast. Men fought. Women didn’t.


Of course, nowhere near half of American men of draftable age saw actual combat in World War 11, and many American women served their country, whether in the armed forces or in defense jobs. But women were not drafted, nor were they expected to serve. The experience of war created a very specific gulf between men and women. These different experiences would have important consequences after the war.


The importance of race—and to a lesser extent, ethnicity—in 1940s America cannot be overstated. For those not classified as “Caucasian,” race was the fundamental fact of life. Legal Jim Crow flourished in the South and discriminatory conditions existed throughout the country. While discrimination against blacks was most institutionalized, Hispanics, Asian Americans, and Native Americans were profoundly affected by the meanings attached to the color of their skin. Race is undeniably still important, but its role in today’s society comes nowhere near the blatant and inescapable force of racialism and racism in the 1940s.


Most white Americans, on the other hand, gave little thought to race. Whiteness was the “natural” condition, not something of which one had to be aware. Beyond that unvoiced assumption about their own normality, many white Americans gave little thought to the issue of race as it had to do with others. Many Americans of European ancestry had never even spoken to an African American, a Hispanic, or to someone of Asian ancestry. They rarely encountered nonwhites in their daily lives and almost never on the public stage of national events. And many of those who did regularly encounter black people or Asian Americans did not think about race as an issue, for they interacted within structures of hierarchy and deference. All of this, of course, was experienced and understood in different ways in different regions. White southerners, by and large, were more accustomed to being around black people, but were also the quickest to take offense at any mixing of the races on grounds of implied equality.


Though one might well imagine this society in terms of a simple division between “whites” and “nonwhites,” that bipolar model is too simple. There were enormous differences between blacks from the urban north and the rural south. Asian Americans were not a single, unified group by any means, and few people of Asian ancestry saw themselves as somehow the same as African Americans or Hispanics. And though white men and women (with the exception of Jews) did not encounter the sorts of institutional and personal racism that characterized the experience of Asian and African Americans during the war, “white” was not a coherent category either. Just as they were divided by region, whites were also split by ethnic origin and by what was often its most central expression, religion. The all-white worlds of much of the military and some defense workplaces during the war were therefore not homogeneous. There was the lone Jew in a company of Italian Catholics; Scandinavian Lutherans mixed with Scotch-Irish Baptists; Irish mixed with Poles and WASPs. People readily defined themselves as Polish or Irish or Italian. Ethnicity was a basic part of who one was, and served as often to bind strangers together as it did to divide them.


What made the already crucial categories of race and ethnicity doubly important was Hawaii itself. Hawaii’s population was a mixture of racial and ethnic groups unlike anywhere else in the United States. In Hawaii, white Americans were not in the majority, and though racial and ethnic hierarchies undeniably existed, they differed from those on the mainland. In Hawaii, “whiteness” was not the natural condition. Here, white men were suddenly made to feel that they were the ones who were different. Such a reversal of “normality” was all the more disconcerting because it took place in what was, after all, America. Few of the white mainlanders really understood the complexities of Hawaii’s racial system. Some praised what they saw as unprecedented racial equality; others were upset by it; still others, just confused. But no one could come to Hawaii and fail to notice race. The issue suffused wartime Hawaii. It could not be avoided.


Region, gender, race/ethnicity—these, of course, are not the only sources of identity. Class is undeniably important, as are age and education.4 So is marital status and sexual preference. Occupation or profession also matters—though many of the people we describe were too young to have embarked upon careers before the war. In time of war, the distinction between military and civilian may be the central distinction for men. For women, then as now, it mattered quite a lot what they looked like.


None of these categories can be considered absolute. Within certain very important limits, people juggled the categories, constructing shifting and complex identities for themselves in the specific historical and social circumstances of wartime Hawaii. And in Hawaii, as people from a wide variety of backgrounds came together, they operated by different sets of rules, and they often misunderstood the rules of others. Thus, for virtually everyone who came from the mainland, Hawaii was a strange place. And for the people of Hawaii, the “malihini,” or newcomers, were quite literally strangers. But the difference was never a simple bipolar one. All the categories entered in, often unpredictably, making Hawaii an exceedingly strange place for all concerned.


——


Hawaii is not a neutral environment. Its landscapes are striking, vivid, extreme: the blues and greens of sky and sea and mountain foliage, the red dirt, the white sand, the sometimes overwhelming fragrance of flowers, the awe-inspiring vistas. Hawaii is one of the most beautiful places in the world. Some of the men and women who came to the islands saw it that way. But the vista from the pali (cliff) trail is not necessarily beautiful to men on a forced march with forty-pound packs. Hawaii is not “paradise” to a man on his way to war who longs to be back home in North Dakota.


Furthermore, Hawaii is not uniform. On the leeward side of Oahu, men choked on the dry red dust. Up in the mountainous jungle training camp, men shivered through the torrential winter rains. Rainfall in Honolulu, where most of the servicemen and war workers were based, hit a low of 10.3 inches and a high of 27.4 inches during the war years. In Hilo, on the Big Island, it rained 143.42 inches in 1942 alone. While the temperate climate (Honolulu’s temperature ranged from 62 to 85 degrees in 1944) might seem a blessing, for many of the malihini the lack of perceptible seasons increased the strangeness of Hawaii.5


Part of our task, in portraying Hawaii, is to restore its historicity—to banish the image of Waikiki tourist hotels and streets crowded with Japanese and American tourists in aloha wear. Hawaii in 1940 was a vastly different place. War dawned on the Hawaii of From Here to Eternity—a small world of rough men and prostitutes, of drinking, gambling, sex, violence, and despair. War dawned on the “Paradise of the Pacific,” on Waikiki’s three major hotels, the Royal Hawaiian, the Moana, and the Halekulani, exclusive establishments for the glamorous and wealthy people who were Hawaii’s tourists in the 1930s. War dawned on a plantation society—sugar cane, pineapple, coffee. Close to one-quarter of the islands’ population lived on plantations in 1940.6 And war dawned on what was still, in many ways, a colonial society.


Hawaii’s economy and politics were controlled in 1940 by a white elite, led by a group known locally as the “Big Five.” Hawaiians had called the first white foreigners who came to the islands “haoles,” which literally means “stranger,” and the term came to be used by all island residents, including the white population. Many of the haole elite were the descendants of (primarily American) missionaries, merchants, and sea captains who had come to Hawaii in the early nineteenth century and gradually gained political power over the Hawaiian people and control of approximately three-fourths of Hawaii’s land. The Big Five—the corporations of Castle & Cooke, Ltd.; Theo. H. Davies, Ltd.; H. Hackfeld & Co. (later, American Factors); C. Brewer & Co.; and Alexander and Baldwin, Ltd.—had consolidated power by the end of the century, culminating in their ouster in 1893 of Queen Liliuokalani, who had attempted to break their control.7


The white revolutionaries tried to have Hawaii annexed by the United States. American public opinion was in favor: “Liliuokalani give us your little brown hannie!” was the rallying cry in the forty-four states. But the newly elected President Cleveland was anti-imperialist. He sent an agent to investigate and, based on his delegate’s report that the majority of Hawaiians opposed the measure, killed the treaty of annexation that had been negotiated by the prior administration of President Harrison. Cleveland attempted to restore Liliuokalani to the throne, but the former queen insisted that if returned to power she would, “as the law directs,” behead the revolutionaries; and in any case, the Big Five would not budge. Hawaii thus existed as an independent republic until 1898, when it was annexed by the American government under President McKinley.8


——


The oligarchy of haole families that had built an empire dominated Hawaii for the next forty years. Yet their economic expansion and extension of political control changed Hawaii’s social structure, sometimes in unintended ways. Having dispossessed the Hawaiian people, they initiated a decline in the economic status, power, and even population of people of Hawaiian ancestry. By the 1880s, Hawaiians were no longer the majority in their own islands. By 1900, Hawaiians were no longer the largest ethnic group in Hawaii, as the haole owners brought successive waves of immigrants to Hawaii’s shores to work on the growing plantations. While Hawaiians had worked on plantations in substantial numbers in the nineteenth century (one in four in 1887), as a group they disliked this work; and, by 1932, Hawaiians made up only 1 percent of plantation laborers. Most Europeans brought over as laborers didn’t like the work, either; few stuck it out, and most of those who did were given preferential treatment and promoted very quickly.


Workers came or were brought in large numbers from Portugal, China, Japan, Puerto Rico, and the Philippines. Decade by decade, statistics show the changes clearly, as when the Japanese population jumped from 116 to 12,610 in six years (1884–1890) or the Filipino population increased from a little more than 2,000 to over 21,000 in the ten years between 1910 and 1920.9 As new immigrant groups moved into plantation work, other groups moved on, finding other sorts of work, often moving up in status as a new group took the bottom rung.


In 1940, no ethnic group claimed a majority in Hawaii. The largest group were those of Japanese ancestry, who made up more than one-third of the islands’ population. The next largest group, according to census data, were Caucasians, at 24.5 percent.10 That number, however, meant little to residents of the islands. The categories established by the U.S. census office did not correspond to Hawaii’s racial/social designations. The more important category in Hawaii was haole, a term which did not apply to all “Caucasians,” but only to those ethnic groups who had not originally come to the islands as plantation laborers.11 This designation ruled out the Caucasian Portuguese and Puerto Ricans. Less than 15 percent of the islands’ population was haole; and here, race and class were closely linked. Other than the enlisted men in the armed forces, who were not considered part of the islands’ real population, there was no haole working class on the islands. The term “local” covered the rest of the islands’ people, the majority of whom were, in today’s language, people of color.


Though the haole elite still controlled the islands’ politics and economy in 1940, their power increasingly rested on a very delicate balance. Sheer numbers conferred electoral power. And the social structure was changing as well. Even though the plantation system still flourished, Hawaii was becoming less and less divided into owners/managers and plantation workers. Several groups, particularly people of Chinese and Japanese ancestry, had left the work in the cane fields. In and around Honolulu, a middle class of Asian business and professional people was emerging. More haoles were coming from the mainland, and not all of them fit into the traditional elite. From the 1920s on, the haole elite itself had become increasingly divided on political and social issues, especially those concerning education.12 Those who came from the mainland did not usually understand the complexity of Hawaii’s social and racial hierarchy. But by entering this world—all the more so without understanding it—they further upset the delicate balance that had favored the haole elite.


——


Hawaii was a war front for only a few hours, but it was not ever quite the home front either. Hawaii was too intimately connected to the war, both from its brief experience as a war zone and because it was so clearly a military zone throughout the war. Hawaii—Honolulu in particular—was overcrowded and tense. While their difficulties were insignificant compared to the disruptions, dangers, and deprivations faced by the civilian populations of countries like Great Britain and the Soviet Union, Hawaii’s people felt the effects of war more directly than any other American community. They lived with what they, at the time, called “war nerves.”


The civilian men and women who came as war workers (82,000 were present in Hawaii at one point) often did not find what they expected. Lured by the promise of high wages and important war work, many discovered that recruiters had embroidered the facts. Those who came early found chaotic conditions, crowded and substandard housing, few recreational facilities, and a populace that eyed them with suspicion. Hawaii’s war workers, many of whom saw their labor as a form of patriotic service, were crucial in winning the war. The excellence of Hawaii’s war workers was recognized with the Army and Navy “E,” which was awarded to defense plants (including the Pearl Harbor Naval Yard) seventeen times during the war. Still, the life of a defense worker was often not a happy one.


The rawest emotions, perhaps, were those of the men who actually fought in the Pacific war. Paul Fussell, in Wartime, makes us confront the horror and obscenity of this war. In a voice of outrage, he shows us the bodies of the dead—bodies that have been blown to bits, dismembered, eviscerated. He tells of the madness induced by the sights and sounds of combat, of a coxswain at the helm of a landing vessel in the assault on Tarawa who “went quite mad, perhaps at the shock of steering through all the severed heads and limbs near the shore.” He also tells of madness induced by unrelenting fear, by the “slowly dawning and dreadful realization that there was no way out, that . . . it was only a matter of time before they got killed or maimed or broke down completely.”13 Hawaii was the place where men waited to be shipped into this terrible combat; it was also where, having experienced the unspeakable, they were sent to rest and regroup before being sent back.


Compared to the words of those who fought—Fussell included—words of hope, love, patriotism, and idealism sound hopelessly compromised. That does not mean they are not also true in some important way. In giving voice to these emotions, we are not trying to draw a moral equivalency. Granting the primacy of Fussell’s emotional landscape, we write about the other side of war, the world outside the combat zone. Men who had survived the slaughter on Tarawa did come face to face with young volunteers mouthing what seemed so clearly to be platitudes about honor and sacrifice. Men who could not talk about the horrors they had lived did have to talk, somehow, to young women who wanted to call them “heroes.” They had to communicate to their families and loved ones, to all the people far behind the lines who survived their war of waiting by cultivating feelings of love, hope, pride, patriotism. Emotion ran high in wartime Hawaii, and as much as anything else, it shaped the experience of cultural contact and conflict.
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