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AUTHOR’S NOTE [image: ] Terminology


WORDS MATTER, AND often the words used to describe the wartime experiences of 120,000 people of Japanese descent in the 1940s are inadequate. “Japanese internment” is the most common inadequacy; both words are incorrect.

As this book attempts, in part, to explain, the mass removal known colloquially as “Japanese internment” was forced mostly upon Americans of Japanese descent. And the Japanese who were removed had been in the United States for decades but barred from naturalization.

“Internment,” according to the Japanese American Citizens League, refers to the detention of enemy aliens during wartime. This applies to a smaller group imprisoned in U.S. Army and Justice Department camps—approximately eight thousand Japanese and smaller numbers of Germans and Italians—but not to the majority imprisoned in War Relocation Authority camps. The word “internment” was not widely used by scholars as a synonym for the incarceration of all Japanese Americans until the 1950s, according to UCLA Asian American Studies professor emeritus Lane Ryo Hirabayashi. In replacing “internment” I’ve followed the lead of Densho—a Seattle-based nonprofit dedicated to preserving and sharing the story of Japanese American incarceration—and called it just that: “incarceration.” It’s an imperfect solution, implying that those imprisoned had committed crimes, but it is the best option.

Following Densho’s lead, I called the sites of imprisonment “concentration camps” or simply “camps.” This usage is not meant to conflate the histories of Japanese American incarceration and the Holocaust in any way. Those imprisoned are “incarcerees.” Other government terminology, such as “relocation center,” “evacuation,” and “colonists,” is used only when referring to the formal name of a camp or in direct quotes; that reasoning is explained later.

One final primer on a few Japanese expressions used. Nikkei refers to the Japanese diaspora (to those emigrants from Japan and their descendants), and I use it in this book to encompass Japanese Americans and their Japanese families in America. Issei refers to the first generation of Japanese immigrants; nisei refers to their children, the first Japanese Americans. Though used much less, sansei (third generation) is also employed.




PART 1
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CHAPTER ONE [image: ] City of Good Neighbors


DO YOU KNOW what your people did?”

George Yoshinaga spent the Sunday morning of December 7, 1941, the same way he spent most Sunday mornings: with 10 cents in his pocket and his feet trained to Knight’s Pharmacy. Since George was a little boy, his father or one of his older brothers would press a dime into his palm and send him on the five-minute journey to pick up the San Francisco Chronicle. The Yoshinagas subscribed to the Japanese-language Nichi Bei Times, but they made it a point to buy the Chronicle on Sundays.

Sixteen-year-old George had padded his way out of their Mountain View home and down the three blocks of Dana Street until he hit Castro, the main street of the farming community. He picked up the newspaper and paid, and then, as he was making his way to the door, his classmate Chuck entered and posed that question. Do you know what your people did?

“What do you mean my people?” George replied.

A popular if unmotivated student, George was one of only a handful of Japanese Americans in his class at Mountain View High School. His peers, recognizing his charm, had elected him class president that year, which had helped boost his otherwise dubious standing as a boy with only a C average.

“They bombed Hawai’i,” Chuck said.

Hawai’i, George thought as his mind whirled. Where is Hawai’i?

Chuck scoffed and suggested that George listen to the radio when he got home. Sure enough, when George stepped back through the doorway of 267 Bush Street, his brother Kay informed him of the news: the fire, the deaths. The fighter planes lined up neatly along Oahu’s Hickam Field, half-burned and bombed and destroyed. The eight battleships, three cruisers, and three destroyers damaged. Within a few days, the death toll would be 2,403.

The next morning, George walked into Mountain View High School as he typically did. But nothing was typical anymore.



Usaburo Yoshinaga was born in 1867 on Kyushu, the southernmost of Japan’s main islands. A rugged and rain-soaked wonderland covered in mountains and sulfuric hot springs, its most ominous feature was Mount Aso. One of the world’s largest active volcanoes, it had the unsettling distinction of producing more explosive eruptions than any other.

Usaburo had grown up in a rice-farming family, well-off enough to own land, but not so well-off to prevent him from seeking opportunity elsewhere. By his early twenties he was on a boat headed for Seattle, for a job with the railroad. Usaburo owned a dead smile and an anvil of a haircut; the outsides of his eyebrows sat a half-inch higher on his face than the insides, creating the appearance of a permanent glower. He posed for photos with clenched fists, their veins bulging.

In 1910, and decades behind most men of his generation, Usaburo began his search for a wife. For an overwhelming number of Japanese men in America at that time, this meant a search for a picture bride. It was a crude form of matchmaking: men in America would flip through pictures of selected women and pick one, and the bride would arrive by boat months later. The men often put a thumb on the scale of the process, sending photos of their younger selves—or of entirely different men—to the women’s parents. They’d lean on cars they didn’t own or borrow suits just for the photo. Once the inevitably disappointed woman arrived from Japan, she and the man would be married in a mass ceremony along with the dozens of other couples meeting for the first time. The ceremonies took place right on the dock, some just minutes after the bride fainted upon seeing her husband.

Tsuru Fukuda was twenty-one years old and had smooth skin and dark black hair, parted at an angle that triangulated her hairline back and to the right. She had wide-set eyes and a third-grade education. Tsuru and Usaburo were married upon her arrival in San Francisco, and the two quickly began the work of starting a family. Seeing little opportunity to advance in the railroad, mining, or lumber fields in which Japanese immigrants often initially worked, many struck out on their own as merchants or farmers. Usaburo had already abandoned railroad work, so the couple moved south to California’s Santa Clara Valley and began farming once again. Usaburo recognized that his ancestral skills in the rice fields would translate well to California’s strawberry market, so he set his sights there.

By 1910 Japanese farmers were producing nearly 70 percent of the state’s strawberries while cultivating less than one percent of the total farm acreage, an astounding efficiency that drew the jealous ire of white farmers. There was one problem with the model, though: after three or four years of harvests, the fruit would sap the land of its nutrients. So the Yoshinagas bounced around the lower San Francisco Bay area: San Jose to Redwood City, Redwood City to Gilroy, Gilroy to Sunnyvale, Sunnyvale to Mountain View.

This last city sat three miles inland from the southern wash of San Francisco Bay, squatting at the foot of the Santa Cruz range. Its name was self-explanatory. It had been founded as a forgettable stop on the stagecoach line between San Francisco and San Jose. By the time George entered high school, the Southern Pacific train stopped fifty-six times each day in downtown Mountain View, delivering travelers and commuters to San Francisco.

In 1931, the citizens of Santa Clara County raised $480,000 and purchased one thousand acres of farmland that lined San Francisco Bay. The land was then sold, for $1, to the United States government. The hope was that the government would improve the land and convert it into a military base, driving up property values and bringing even more jobs to the growing area. The parcel was ideal for an airport, as the Santa Cruz Mountains to the west blocked the fog that blanketed northern parts of the bay. Soon the government announced that the land would be turned into a naval air station to house the USS Macon. The Macon was the world’s largest helium-filled rigid airship, and served the Navy as a flying aircraft carrier. The building constructed to house the airship, Hangar One, is still one of the largest freestanding buildings in the world. Large enough to fit six football fields, the aerodynamic, galvanized-steel wonder makes planes and cars appear like toys from above. Later renamed Moffett Field in honor of Rear Admiral William A. Moffett—the “architect of naval aviation,” who died when the Macon’s sister dirigible, the USS Akron, crashed off the coast of New Jersey in 1933—the station was a boon for the economy, drawing more and more residents to the former hinterland.

The fields outside the small city were among the most fertile on earth. Nearly three hundred days of annual sunshine ensured robust numbers of apricots, pears, cherries, peaches, and plums. A 1936 municipal project brought six reservoirs to the Santa Clara Valley, enough to hold 16 billion gallons of water. Tomatoes and cucumbers were processed by the California Supply Company of San Francisco, which built one of the world’s largest canneries two miles outside town. Two hundred 5,000-gallon salt brine vats cured hundreds of pounds of pickles a day, and the smell of tomatoes cooking into ketchup washed through the town.

Crime was nonexistent: the city spent only 25 cents a year per resident on police protection, the equivalent of less than $4 today. It dubbed itself “the City of Good Neighbors.” “All creeds and races of people with almost every type of diverse interests [sic] are molded into a homogenous population,” reads a 1944 pamphlet produced by the city’s chamber of commerce. “A feeling of warmth and friendship is felt by the newcomers and long remembered by the visitor.”

The jewel of the city was Mountain View Union High School. Built in 1926, the Mission-style structure could hold 650 students and was designed by famed California architect William Henry Weeks, whose aesthetic legacy persists in hundreds of schools and libraries across Northern California. In less than twenty years after its construction, Mountain View was rated as the third-best high school in California. Throughout the gymnasium the words of the alma mater rang during pep rallies and sporting events: “In a valley rimmed with mountains, covered by a sky of blue, stands our Alma Mater high school, with her colors brave and true. May her standards never waver, as we onward go each day, we’ll fight for dear old Mountain View, and her colors blue and gray.” The school’s mascot was an eagle.

In class pictures, Yoshinagas and Yamijis and Okamotos stood next to Gruenebaums and Popoviches and Mendozas. The one place in the school where racial fault lines were most clear was the football team: of the twenty-eight players on the 1940–41 Mountain View Eagles squad, twenty-six were white. One was another Japanese American player, and the last was George. In a team photo, he can be seen in the lower left corner, almost slipping out of view.

George was the youngest of Usaburo and Tsuru’s five children, and the only one with an English name. He was never told why his parents picked that name for him, but from birth it was immediately clear: George was different. As with his four siblings, George’s mother sent him to Japanese-language school, but unlike them he was promptly thrown out for inattentiveness. When his family spoke at home, George would sit in confused silence, waiting to speak in English. His parents would return the silence. He was envious of the relationship others had with their parents and the easy way they communicated. His Japanese ability, he’d later say, was “zero.” In elementary school, he was sent to the principal’s office after hitting a bully with a two-by-four. There he was greeted by his sister, who was two grades ahead of him. She would serve as interpreter for her parents and the principal; all George remembers from the meeting is his father cursing in Japanese.

His relationship with his mother was warm, if quiet. In high school, he once baked a lemon meringue pie in home economics. Proud of his work, he brought the dessert home, excited to share it with his mother and sister. He tripped. The three scooped the pie off the floor and ate it anyway. His father was more volatile. When George was a boy the man stayed up one night with a baseball bat, waiting for George’s older brother. When Kay pulled up to the house, Usaburo took the bat and circled the car, beating it. Kay had missed curfew. As George aged, he drew his father’s attention both verbally and physically. He took judo and boxing lessons to defend himself from the abuse, and as he grew older, he found the football field. By the time he entered high school, George had grown bigger than the rest of his family. Standing at 5 feet, 10 inches, and weighing 170 pounds, he played tackle for the Mountain View Eagles. He wasn’t first-string, but earned his letter when the team took back-to-back Santa Clara Valley Athletic League titles in 1940 and 1941. In an award from the Mountain View Kiwanis Club, the group honored “Yosh” for “fine spirit, good sportsmanship, team work, and athletic supremacy.”

In between classes and practice he’d help manage the family farm, coordinating transportation and housing for its Mexican laborers. Usaburo died when George was thirteen, and Kay, then twenty-five, became the head of the household. As the grades ticked by, George saw his life spread before him. His father was a farmer, his brother was a farmer, and he too, would become a farmer.



Below the idyllic mist of Mountain View, the temper of the times quietly boiled. On the second floor of the Mockbee Building, right above Parkinson’s Hardware, was the local chapter of the Native Sons of the Golden West. Founded in 1875 by General A. M. Winn, the organization had been created to honor the legacy of the Gold Rush. Hundreds of parlors popped up throughout the state. Membership was limited to “only the sons of those sturdy pioneers who arrived on this coast prior to the admission of California as a state.” By the 1920s the purpose of the organization had shifted from nostalgia to that of virulent anti-immigration efforts. (It wasn’t difficult to foresee the shift. The man of the “sturdy pioneers” language was Willard B. Farwell, who, in 1885, wrote The Chinese at Home and Abroad. Chapter three of the book is simply titled “The Inhumanity of the Race.”) Mexican, Chinese, and Japanese immigration was to be banned, the group argued.

“California was given by God to a white people,” said Native Sons grand president William P. Canbu in 1920, “and with God’s strength we want to keep it as He gave it to us.”






CHAPTER TWO [image: ] Twinkletoes


THE BOARDINGHOUSE SAT one block north of the intersection of Santa Monica and Cahuenga Boulevards, across from Cole Field. The front steps of the low redbrick building were guarded by two cypress trees imported from Japan, their branches twisted and slanted. Hydrangeas perfumed the north and south sides of the building, popping into purples and whites and pinks at the first sign of summer. If you walked seventeen paces out the front door, into the middle of Cahuenga Boulevard, and craned your neck to the right, the Hollywood sign loomed over your shoulder.

Six bathrooms served the thirty-two units, each of which held a bed, a washbasin, and a single male Japanese immigrant. Behind the building was an eight-hundred-square-foot, two-bedroom space that the seven members of the Nomura family called home.

On June 12, 1907, the Tosa Maru docked in Victoria, British Columbia. Among the passengers disembarking was a stocky twenty-three-year-old with $75 to his name. Like every other passenger, Hyohei Nomura was perfunctorily registered by the United States Department of Commerce and Labor’s Immigration Service as possessing a dark complexion, black hair, and brown eyes.

Two thousand five hundred miles across the Pacific sat Hyohei’s village, Osatsu. The isolated fishing community—not until 1962, fifty-five years after Hyohei’s departure, would electricity creep its way there—was known for one thing: kachido ama, the town’s famed female divers. For three thousand years the village’s women would walk across the pebbled beach, weigh themselves down with stones, gulp in as much air as their lungs allowed, and plunge beneath the ocean surface. They’d hunt for abalone and sea urchin and snails; pearls were a side benefit.

That was an ocean away now. Hyohei listed his profession as student and soon crossed into the United States, bound for San Francisco. Along the way the plan changed, and he kept traveling down past the Bay until settling in the lemon groves that would soon become Hollywood. He worked in the nursery business for four years, when he finally saved enough money to call for his wife, Ise.

Soon came a son, Minoru, in 1914, then Michiko in 1916, Miyoko in 1918, Ryohei in 1920, Takashi in 1922, and finally, in 1924, Tamotsu. The name of that youngest boy, though, didn’t stick or fit quite well. Instead he’d just be known as Babe.

The earliest surviving photo of Babe hints at future promise. Dressed in shorts with knee-high socks and a baseball hat resting crooked on his head, he has his arm cocked back, clutching a ball. In the other hand, a mitt. Babe is smiling and staring directly at the camera; it’s not difficult to imagine him throwing a dead strike through the lens. It wouldn’t be long before the mitt was a permanent fixture on his left hand, and curiosity a fixture everywhere else. Babe and his brothers would drop cats off the landing of the stairwell in the back of the boardinghouse, just to see if the felines actually landed on their feet. Hyohei bought the boys a dilapidated Ford Model T, which the three set to restoring. In their teenage years they’d spend their nights in the car, cruising Hollywood Boulevard. At home, Babe befriended the boarders, all single men thousands of miles of ocean away from any family. He was drawn to loners and the lonely from an early age, widening his group of friends to anyone who needed it. The trait would follow him the rest of his life.

Hyohei and Ise, like most other Japanese parents, hoped their children would assimilate into American life. For the Nomura boys, the best entryway was sports. Cole Field, the baseball diamond across the street, was full nearly every day, with teams from Paramount Studios, the Screen Actors Guild, and RKO Pictures squaring off as crowds of up to 3,500 spectators cheered. The boys soon took to the game themselves.

The Japanese Athletic Union served the athletic needs of nikkei teens and twenty-somethings throughout California. Created in 1929 in San Francisco as a basketball league, the union soon spread across the state, eventually creating north and south divisions in communities with large concentrations of Japanese families, and expanded its sports roster to include baseball, softball, swimming, track, and weightlifting. In Los Angeles, leagues were often associated with Christian or Buddhist churches (church was the term used by American Buddhists as well as Christians). Games sponsored by the Young Buddhist Association served as an olive branch to parents wary of their nisei children’s Americans habits. The thinking was: If it’s through a church, can it be all that bad?

Babe dove headfirst into both leagues. By the spring of 1939, just after his fifteenth birthday, he was named a second-team all-star outfielder in the JAU by the Japanese daily Kashu Mainichi newspaper, often playing men ten years his senior. Two years later, while playing JAU softball against teams from across Southern California—Pasadena to Long Beach to Glendale and every Japanese neighborhood in between—he was once again named an all-star. He was a decathlete in middle school, adept as much at shot put as the mile. At fifteen he tried basketball, and was immediately picked as one of the city’s best Japanese American forwards by the Rafu Shimpo newspaper.

These leagues, however, were isolating. As much as they introduced the young Japanese Americans to sports, they kept them sheltered, playing only within their own community. Much of this was out of their hands—most other youth leagues discouraged or outright barred their participation. Still, in order to prove himself, Babe would need to compete against the rest of the city. He’d need to play high school football.



Rain showers flooded the infield at Oakland’s Freeman’s Park as four hundred football fans packed onto the wooden bleachers, far less than the stadium’s seven-thousand-seat capacity but still enough to bear witness to a historic first. On the morning of January 3, 1909, the Imperials and the Fujis slid, slipped, and plowed their way across the sodden field in what the San Francisco Call dubbed “the first contest of the kind on this coast between Chinese and Japanese.” Call reporter T. P. Magilligan referred to one player as an “ocher youth,” while the crowd, entirely Chinese fans, featured “many pretty little maids of the celestial empire with the soft tinkle of the orient in their voices.” When a Fuji kicked the Imperial quarterback, Magilligan referred to the strike as “jiu jitsu tactics.” In unison Imperial fans coaxed on their team:


Bow wow wow

Ching-a-lucka, ching-a-lucka,

Buma-lucka, ching-a-lucka,

Who are we?



The Imperials won 10–0; the next morning the Call ran two large photos of the game on the front page of the sports section. The game may—or may not, depending on the veracity of Magilligan’s statement—have been a first between football-playing Chinese and Japanese on the U.S. mainland, but it wouldn’t be the last. The following December the two teams renewed their rivalry, with the Fujis taking the win under a cloud of fury. “Slit-Eye Game Ends in Riots,” the Associated Press story read. Police arrived to a melee of umbrellas, sticks, stones, and knives, with both teams fighting among the nearly one thousand fans in attendance. One Japanese player was stabbed five times, and another fractured his skull. Following the brawl, captains from both teams announced they would abandon the violence of football and take up rugby. The promise went unkept.

Football was growing in America, leaking out from the colleges and universities of the East, and teams of Chinese, Japanese, and soon Filipino and Korean players popped up along the West Coast. In 1919, the Asahis and Mikados—baseball rivals in Seattle—traded in their bats and took to the gridiron. Issei football leagues launched in Portland, Seattle, and the rest of the Pacific Northwest, with teams even crossing the border to compete against Vancouver squads. By 1931 the all-Chinese Yoke Choy Club played against Chinese, Japanese, and white teams, earning an invitation to the all-white McNamara Grid League in San Francisco’s Golden Gate Park. The game spread to Southern California, where it flourished as nisei children rooted for USC or UCLA. Soon they took to the field themselves. In Los Angeles, Japanese American teens dotted the rosters at Poly High and Santa Monica High as early as 1920. Up the coast at Mountain View High School, in the early 1930s Toshi Hirabayashi and Harry Hamasaki paved the way for George Yoshinaga’s arrival later that decade. In 1938, in Los Angeles, Phineas Banning High School quarterback James Okura and Venice High School back Izumi Itsuki were named all-league; both were described as “fast and shifty,” the latter an adjective—along with “clever” and “sneaky”—that would come to define the way white journalists viewed Asian American athletes. Football, in their eyes, was a head-to-head sport, a combat to be indulged, not avoided. Any deviation around that confrontation was seen as less-than. Often undersized, nisei players “employed a variety of tactics viewed as clever by white observers,” writes Asian American sports historian Joel Franks. “Called clever might be seen as a compliment but in the masculine and radicalized world of early twentieth-century sport it might be another way of accusing a team of being underhanded, of engaging in the equivalent of guerrilla warfare.”



If you picked up the October 25, 1940, Los Angeles Times, you’d be forgiven if you missed Babe’s first appearance in the metropolitan daily. The article was just two sentences and a headline—“Redshirts Win, 19–0.” Squeezed among the Thursday results of the Santa Anita Open golf tournament, a column about the previous week’s Tennessee-Alabama game, and the week’s college football predictions, the story was nothing more than a space filler.

“A slight case of too much Nomura hit the Wilson High Class B football team yesterday as the Hollywood lighties walked off with a 19–0 victory on the Mule field. Babe Nomura registered two touchdowns, one on a 70-yard pass interception, and his brother, Tad, an end, scored another on a pass.”

Tad was Tak, Takashi on his birth certificate—scan the Times archives from the first half of the twentieth century and you’ll find a staff struggling to accurately spell the names of a variety of ethnicities. Eighteen years old and still on the Hollywood High junior varsity football team, Tak was outshined in every way by his younger brother. A week after his arrival in the Times, Babe appeared again, this time without Tak. The write-up was just as brief. “Sheik Lightweights Trip Marshall, 6–0,” the headline read. Just one sentence followed: “A 14-yard aerial from Dick Kildy to Babe Nomura provided Hollywood High’s Class B football squad with a 6–0 victory over Marshall yesterday on the Sheiks’ turf.”

Babe was one of the Sheiks’ smallest players. The sleeves on his maroon and cream jersey would’ve extended to his fingers if he hadn’t kept them scrunched over his elbows. He had moody eyes, and a dark mop that he flipped and styled in front, with a curl sometimes falling onto his forehead. His smile, if you could call it that, was nearly always as flat as a table. That served a purpose. For his entire life he’d be embarrassed by his teeth; pursed lips would shield them from the camera or wandering eyes.

The team was coached by Ed Warner, who had replaced Boris “Doc” Pash when Pash was called for active duty with the Army. A lumbering man, Pash was the son of a Russian Orthodox priest sent to California by the church in 1894. Pash was born in San Francisco in 1900 but moved to his father’s homeland in his early teens, eventually serving as a translator for the British during the Russian Revolution. In 1924, after receiving a bachelor’s degree in physical education from Springfield College in Massachusetts, he made his way to Hollywood, where he taught gym and coached football, baseball, and swimming until 1941, when he was called to the Army.

On Christmas Eve 1933, Pash traveled from Hollywood to Kezar Stadium, a fifty-thousand-seat arena in the southeast corner of San Francisco’s Golden Gate Park. He visited at the request of his cousin, a local high school football coach, and he would spend his day coaching an all-star team of Japanese American players against one constructed of Chinese American players. “Orientals Set for Grid Test,” the San Francisco Examiner proclaimed. The game was a precursor of things to come for Pash. His backs barely tipped the scales at 155 pounds, a hindrance he’d have to wrestle with in the years to come at Hollywood High as well.

After leaving Hollywood for active duty, Pash had his language and intelligence skills put to work immediately: his first assignment was investigating the rumor of a secret military base that the Japanese were building in Baja California, Mexico. Soon he was chief of counterintelligence for the Army’s San Francisco–based Ninth Corps Area, which oversaw nine Western states. (In this capacity, Pash later investigated the communist sympathies of Robert Oppenheimer, the father of the atomic bomb; he recommended Oppenheimer be monitored but didn’t believe he was a spy.)

Back in Hollywood, the 1940 season had stumbled out of the gates for the Sheiks in Pash’s absence. In the team’s first practice game, it fumbled its way to a 19–6 loss against Los Angeles High School. The following week, in a second preseason game, the team lost a tight 14–12 contest to North Hollywood High. In addition to anything resembling inspired play, there was another factor missing from the Hollywood eleven: Babe hadn’t even touched the ball.

That changed the following week. The Sheiks eked out a 6–0 win over Lincoln in the last 15 seconds of the game, with Babe leading the rushing. Every game after—first Wilson High, then Marshall, then Belmont, then Franklin—he pounded the ball across Hollywood High’s dirt field. With the Hollywood Roosevelt Hotel’s twelve stories rising behind him, he led the Sheiks’ junior varsity team to an undefeated, untied, unscored-upon season.

Next to Babe’s photo in his 1941 Hollywood High yearbook, a white teammate scrawled, with an arrow to Nomura’s face, “The biggest shit in Hollywood.” Babe crossed out “shit” and wrote “shot.”



Hollywood High School is the Los Angeles public high school that serves arguably the world’s most famous neighborhood. When not busy filming, an incandescent Judy Garland would walk the halls in the late 1930s, while Jason Robards’s mile time on the track team—a foot-numbing 4:18—was enough to draw interest from multiple universities. In 1936, a seventeen-year-old Mickey Rooney would drive his blue Ford convertible onto the schoolyard grass, park, and pass through a throng of teenage girls on his way to class. Actors James Garner and Richard Long and Gloria Grahame, future U.S. secretary of state Warren Christopher—all called Hollywood High home with Babe.

Even the high school mascot, the Sheik, had been taken from the screen. It was borrowed from the 1921 Rudolph Valentino silent film The Sheik, which had shot some of its scenes less than a mile from campus. During the premiere at Grauman’s Rialto theater on Broadway, women allegedly passed out when Valentino appeared on-screen. “When an Arab sees a woman he wants, he takes her,” the movie poster read. It’s not unsolvable what honor high school officials believed they were bestowing upon their athletes by adopting “sheik” as their mascot.

While the school was filled with movie stars, its glory was still reserved for athletes. As far back as 1920 it was clear that football, not film, was the quickest way to the top of the social heap. “A football hero sure is he / what greater glory can there be?” wrote center Adam Walsh in the 1920 yearbook. After Walsh left Hollywood High he went on to captain Knute Rockne’s legendary “Four Horsemen” teams at Notre Dame, among the most dominant teams in college football history. Before a 1924 game against Army, Walsh pulled the tape off a broken hand, then bandaged his good one as though it were the broken one. His gambit was dubiously conceived: he figured Army would try to reinjure his broken hand, knocking the star center out of the game. Army tried its best, stomping and smashing what it thought to be the broken hand the entire game. Walsh carried on, snapping the ball for every Irish down en route to a 13–7 victory.

The plan didn’t pay off completely: he finished the game with two broken hands.



Football is barely recognizable today from its roots, and even from the style of play through the mid-twentieth century. While the bones of the game are the same—a field, a ball, eleven men on each side of that ball—what it took to win a hundred years ago was much different from what it takes today.

For example, take the evening of August 8, 1932, at Los Angeles Memorial Stadium. Football was a demonstration sport in that summer’s Olympic Games; no medals were awarded. But in an effort to expand the game to an international audience, all-star teams of college players from the East and West Coasts—Harvard, Yale, and Princeton, and Cal, Stanford, and USC, respectively—were created. It was a one-game sales pitch to the world.

“90,000 Expected to Witness Grid Battle at Olympic Stadium Tonight,” pronounced the morning’s San Francisco Examiner in a headline that spanned the entire width of the newspaper.

By the time the lights flickered off at the stadium, the Western All-Stars had defeated the East 7–6. All the points had been scored in the final quarter. The next morning’s Los Angeles Times described the game as a “struggle.” Nearly every game was like that: a grinding slog, with players mashing together in hopes that eventually one of their bodies would miraculously plop into the end zone. And Hollywood High School was no exception.

At the start of the 1941 season, Babe was promoted to varsity as the team’s starting halfback. Branded with a new nickname—Twinkletoes, after his burning speed—he was ready to pick up where his undefeated JV team had left off the year before. He’d have to do it away from Hollywood: the school’s Snyder Field was completely void of grass. Local press dubbed it the Dust Bowl, and coach Meb Schroeder refused to allow his team to risk injury on this surface. With the field’s usual government-employed WPA caretakers now reassigned to construction projects started in preparation for a seemingly inevitable war, all games would have to be played at the opposing school.

The varsity team used an offensive scheme known as the Notre Dame Box, named after the Fighting Irish’s variation on the single-wing formation. An offense based much on deception, it was often used when the team lacked a true triple-threat tailback: a player who was adept at running, passing, and kicking. (Footballers played both offense and defense in the 1940s, and true specialization was still decades away.) In Hollywood High’s case, it was used because neither of its starting tailbacks—Babe and Jerry McClellan—tipped 160 pounds on the scale.

The first game of the season was a warm-up game against Lincoln. Babe opened the scoring with a first-quarter, 10-yard rushing touchdown, only to have the Tigers tie it up minutes later. An uninspiring second half would foreshadow the rest of the Sheiks’ season; the game ended 7–7.

A week later, the speed of the Fairfax High eleven overpowered Hollywood, and the home team blazed to a 13–0 lead on two breakaway runs. Fairfax and Hollywood were archrivals, sitting only a few dozen blocks from each other. Late in the game, as victory seemed to be slipping away, Babe drove the Sheiks 60 yards down the field, connecting with McClellan for a touchdown. But it would be the final score of the game, and the Sheiks fell again, 13–6.

The rest of the season was equally dismal, with low-scoring losses to Hamilton and University High Schools, and a 20–0 thrashing by the Venice High Gondoliers. Of the fifty-five boys who dressed for the Sheiks that fall, Babe was the only Japanese American player. For the team’s yearbook photo, he sat on the ground in the first row, far left, same as George Yoshinaga had, three hundred miles north in Mountain View. And just like George, Babe was almost cropped off the page.



“There is one thing I’m going to see as far as it is in my power, and that is that every boy and girl in Hollywood High School is going to know the words to ‘America,’ ‘The Star-Spangled Banner,’ and ‘The Loyalty Song,’ ” said Hollywood principal Louis Foley, at an assembly just weeks before Pearl Harbor.

While the United States was not yet formally at war, the writing was on the wall. Since the Japanese invasion of Manchuria in 1931, that likelihood had grown year by year. Diplomatic attempts to squelch Japan’s incursions into China and French Indochina had stalled, and President Roosevelt’s decision to move the United States’ Pacific Fleet from San Diego to Pearl Harbor had achieved none of the foreboding effect he believed it would. In a Gallup survey conducted the day before Pearl Harbor, 52 percent of Americans polled expected war with the Japanese “in the near future,” while only 27 percent didn’t.

So, a nation prepared.

In lieu of social studies, graduating Hollywood High seniors were required to take a class entitled “National Defense,” which included, among other lessons, the drawing of battlefield maps. A recruitment center was erected in the lobby of the school auditorium, biology students tended victory gardens, and art classes designed war posters. Warren Christopher, the future secretary of state, would spend his lunch period relaying the day’s war news to his classmates over the loudspeakers.

The school was mostly white and middle-class, with virtually no African American or Latino students until after the war, but the school’s Japanese American population was large enough by the early 1940s for a sizable student club. The numbers were still minuscule: of the 654 graduates of the class of 1940, just 26 were Japanese American.

Then, on November 26, 1941, six aircraft carriers bearing 414 airplanes departed Hittokapu Bay in the far northern reaches of Japan and pointed southeast for the ten-day journey to Hawai’i. Twelve days later, at 12:30 p.m., President Franklin Delano Roosevelt gingerly climbed the marble rostrum of the U.S. House of Representatives chamber. Gripping the podium for balance, he waited until the standing ovation of senators and representatives ebbed before speaking.

“Mr. Vice President, Mr. Speaker, Members of the Senate, and of the House of Representatives,” he spoke in his prep-school drone. “Yesterday, December 7th, 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.”

Without the aid of speechwriters, Roosevelt had dictated the address the night before to his secretary, Grace Tully. Against the advice of his secretary of state, Cordell Hull, Roosevelt kept the speech brief. (Hull advised Roosevelt to explain the diplomatic lengths to which the American government had gone to avoid war; Roosevelt overruled him in favor of “dramatic effect.”) Over the next seven minutes, the president made his case for war against Japan.

“Hostilities exist,” he said. “There is no blinking at the fact that our people, our territory, and our interests are in grave danger. With confidence in our armed forces, with the unbounding determination of our people, we will gain the inevitable triumph—so help us God.”

Two thousand three hundred miles west, the message filtered out of the speakers at Hollywood High, trickling down hallways and snaking into locker rooms. The speech attracted the largest radio audience in American history, with 81 percent of U.S. households tuning in. Thirty-three minutes after the address, Congress declared war on Japan. Only one representative, Jeannette Rankin, the first woman ever to hold federal office, voted no. As her colleagues booed and begged her to vote “present” instead of “no,” she stood her ground, eventually seeking shelter from throngs of reporters in a phone booth while waiting for Capitol Police to escort her to her office.

The Japanese club was abruptly shuttered. Soon the Japanese American faces disappeared altogether. And two days later, the Hollywood High School News’s lead story was “Senior Glee Clubs to Sing Yule Songs.”






CHAPTER THREE [image: ] Furusato


BY THE AFTERNOON of December 8, the Federal Bureau of Investigation had detained 736 Japanese nationals on the United States mainland and in Hawai’i. Within four days that number grew to 1,370, and, eventually, to 2,192. The FBI’s authority came via presidential warrant, signed by U.S. attorney general Francis Biddle. It authorized the arrest of enemy aliens considered “dangerous to the public peace and safety of the United States.” The issei—shopkeepers, gardeners, farmers, dry cleaners, all charged with nothing—were loaded into police cars as their American sons and daughters looked on. In a statement two days later, Biddle halfheartedly attempted to assuage the American public—or, more specifically, the Japanese American public.


So long as aliens in this country conduct themselves in accordance with law, they need fear no interference by the Department of Justice or by any other agency of the Federal Government. They may be assured, indeed that every effort will be made to protect them from any discrimination or abuse.… Inevitably, there are some among our alien population who are disloyal. The Federal Government is fully aware of the dangers presented not only by such persons but also by disloyal citizens. The government has control of the activities of these elements.



Biddle was the great-great-grandson of the first attorney general of the United States under President George Washington, and a distant relative of James Madison. His family traced its heritage in the United States to more than one hundred years prior to the country’s founding. Born in Paris and raised partly in Switzerland, the Groton and Harvard Law graduate later abandoned his family’s Republican roots and became a fervent Democrat, serving as head of the National Labor Relations Board under President Roosevelt. Soon came stints as a judge on the U.S. Court of Appeals (1939), as solicitor general (1940), and finally, like his great-great-grandfather 152 years earlier, attorney general. He was in office only three months before the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor.

The seeds of the arrests Biddle oversaw had been planted years earlier. Under the shield of the Alien Enemies Act of 1798, the federal government had arrested 6,400 mostly German nationals residing in the United States during World War I. Nearly 2,400 were interned for some or all of the war. In the decades that followed, the Department of the Navy’s Office of Naval Intelligence, the War Department’s Military Intelligence Division, the FBI, and the State Department continued counterintelligence measures aimed at thwarting potential acts of espionage. In the 1920s and 1930s, this meant monitoring Japan’s growing naval influence in the Pacific. On August 10, 1936, Roosevelt expressed his concern in a letter to his chief of naval operations.

“Every Japanese citizen or non-citizen on the Island of Oahu who meets these Japanese ships [arriving in Hawai’i] or has any connection with their officers or men should be secretly but definitely identified and his or her name be placed on a special list of those who would be the first to be placed in a concentration camp in the event of trouble,” he wrote.

This surveillance was far from limited to Japanese nationals. A confidential State Department memo from late 1934 highlights some of the earliest signs of the federal government’s surveillance (and hysteria) of its own Japanese American citizens.

“The Imperial Japanese Government has agents in every large city in this country and on the West Coast,” the communiqué reads. “These people, who pass as civilians and laborers, are being drilled in military maneuvers.… When war breaks out, the entire Japanese population on the West Coast will rise and commit sabotage. They will endeavor by every means to neutralize the West Coast and render her defenseless.”

By June 1940 there were so many different arms of the federal government monitoring the Japanese American community that Roosevelt had to designate the duties to avoid overlap; memos were sent to the secretaries of state, war, treasury, navy, and commerce, and to the attorney general. The Army’s Military Intelligence Division handled the investigation of cases that originated in the military, including civilians employed by it. The Office of Naval Intelligence investigated cases within the Navy and its civilian employees. The FBI was responsible for all investigations of espionage, counterespionage, and sabotage involving civilians in the United States and its territories, and its duties included one other critical obligation: the discovery of fifth column activity, defined by Military Intelligence as “previous, secret, and intelligent planning… coordinated in time and space with those of the uniformed forces of the enemy.”

Their marching orders presented, the agencies ratcheted up their efforts. As the war in Europe churned, the American defense industry readied itself. Munitions, aircraft, and warship production skyrocketed as an essential hedge in case of U.S. involvement; the FBI secured more than eleven thousand informants in the plants by the end of 1940. Convinced that, due to their racial distinctions, Japanese spies would not be able to infiltrate those factories, counterintelligence concocted a convoluted fantasy: Japan was recruiting African American workers as spies.

In a justification that would crop up again and again both before and after Pearl Harbor, intelligence officers posited that the lack of Japanese American faces in the factories proved that the spies were, in fact, very good. In early 1941, Military Intelligence warned of this possibility, saying “the Japanese plan to utilize American Negroes for subversion and espionage.… The Japanese figure that as long as the Negro is dependent upon the whites for livelihood, the political strength can be used to their advantage.”

The hypothesis couldn’t have been further from the truth, for one reason in particular: black Americans mostly didn’t work in the defense industry. Whites sucked up the majority of these jobs, backed by the United States Employment Service, which happily filled “whites only” requests from defense contractors. State Department investigators went so far as to speculate that Japanese Americans had infiltrated A. Philip Randolph’s March on Washington movement, which sought the desegregation of the armed forces and fair working practices for African Americans. In May 1941, in an effort to head off the march, Roosevelt signed Executive Order 8802, which prohibited discrimination in federal job programs and for defense companies contracting with the government; the armed forces, however, were not desegregated until 1948, three years after the war.

No corner of Japanese American life was safe from prying eyes.

Driven by special travel rates and promises of reduced hotel costs upon arrival, more than one hundred cruises had left the United States for Japan between 1938 and 1941. Intelligence officers pored over the itineraries; most involved little more than visits to parents’ graves or ceremonies at Buddhist and Shinto shrines. Buddhist priests and organizations like the Young Buddhist Association were added to Naval Intelligence’s list of subversive groups. The priests were disparaged for their lengthy training in Japan and for “developing Japanese spirit and for holding before their adherents Japanese ideas.”

Monitoring wasn’t limited to the FBI’s rank-and-file. J. Edgar Hoover, then already head of the bureau for more than a decade and a half, wrote in a November 15, 1940, memo that the majority of issei would be loyal to the United States in the event of war, but that a tiny minority of “Buddhist and Shintoist priests, the Japanese-language schoolteachers, the consular agents, and a small percentage of prominent Japanese alien businessmen” may not have been inclined to do so. Two months before Pearl Harbor, in October 1941, he sent a plea to his field agents.


Japanese espionage activities… have been and are being conducted regarding various subjects whose activities have caused them to be looked upon with suspicion. Nevertheless, the practical results have been very meager. It is believed that a specific reason for this undesirable situation is the dearth of confidential informants among members of the Japanese race. Accordingly, you are instructed to take immediate steps to secure and develop confidential informants of the Japanese race.



Hoover’s instructions had a very specific effect: they splintered the Japanese community along generational lines. The FBI believed Japan was using only issei as saboteurs, not their American children, so the FBI began recruiting informants from the younger generation. The most prominent of these came from the Japanese American Citizens League, a predominantly nisei and sansei organization. While the results were limited—it’s impossible to inform on a spy when no spying is actually occurring—they were something. “With the help of the J.A.C.L., which got to be very much on our side… we were able to pinpoint practically every agent that had any potential for mischief,” reads one Naval Intelligence report. The boasts, however, were just that. Most FBI agents found loyal employees and, even more so, loyal Americans. In a note sent to Hoover from the FBI’s San Francisco office, agents surmised that although Japanese Americans were “asked to furnish information of espionage activities, they all vehemently state that they have no information to give because the Japanese are not engaged in such activity.… It is my opinion that these individuals say one thing and think another, and would not cooperate if they knew of such activities.” Nowhere was this misconception more evident than the docks of San Pedro Bay.



Terminal Island is a misnomer, implying a single piece of land. It is, in fact, a man-made amalgam of the former Rattlesnake and Deadman’s Islands, the first named for its animal inhabitants, the second for its once human inhabitants. The first Japanese settled in the San Pedro Bay area in 1899, skimming the water of its abalone and lobster. By 1910 the men had shifted their eyes to tuna and sardines, and their homes to the newly created Terminal Island. While Filipinos, Mexicans, Portuguese, Sicilians, and Slovenians occupied the eastern part of the island, by 1930 the western stretch was indistinguishable from any fishing village in Japan. Three thousand issei called the island home, a cheap oasis from the growing prices of a booming Los Angeles. They built a labyrinthine town, with wild bamboo, rabbit pens, chicken coops, and Buddhist and Shinto temples mixing with banks, restaurants, and pool halls. A staccato blend of Japanese and English developed there, one honed in short sentences over bulging nets on the Pacific. They called the dialect kii-shu ben, named after the Kii district in Wakayama, the town from which many of the residents had emigrated. They came to refer affectionately to Terminal Island as furusato: home.

Nearly every resident was connected to the fishing industry, whether as a fisherman, a cannery worker, or a boat operator. They also, by nature of their industry, were in boats, floating alone, in the Pacific Ocean all day—excuse enough for U.S. intelligence services to monitor their daily activities. Hoover saw the fishermen as little more than sardine-scented spies. “There is a [Japanese] fishing fleet of approximately 500 boats on the Pacific Coast whose masters are more thoroughly acquainted with the waters than any other person,” he wrote in an August 1941 memo to the director of Naval Intelligence. “The boats are adaptable for use as mine layers, patrol boats, and service in other capacities.”

The year prior, Naval Intelligence purchased 105 acres of land along San Pedro Bay, surrounding the community. If they couldn’t eliminate them, they could at least watch them.

On the day of Pearl Harbor, 40,869 Japanese nationals lived on the West Coast. By comparison, there were 51,923 Italian nationals in California alone. While the intelligence agencies spent their days monitoring every movement of Los Angeles’s 8,726 Japanese nationals, 17,528 German-born residents walked the streets, virtually unharassed. Throughout the 1930s, pro-Nazi groups proliferated in the United States, with the Amerika-Deutscher Volksbund boasting members in every state save for Louisiana. Campgrounds and public parks filled with marching bands and sympathizers with their arms raised high in honor of the führer. The group’s 1939 Madison Square Garden rally stands as the most visible marker of this period, but American Nazis raised swastikas in Los Angeles parks as well, hoping to draw support from the 150,000 members of Southern California’s fifty German American organizations. Despite this, Roosevelt made only a glancing effort to monitor the activities of Americans of German or Italian descent. Years later John DeWitt, commanding general of the Western Defense Command, would defend that exclusion.

“You needn’t worry about the Italians at all except in certain cases,” he said during an April 1943 hearing before the House Naval Affairs Subcommittee. “Also, the same for the Germans except in individual cases. But we must worry about the Japanese all the time until he is wiped off the map. Sabotage and espionage will make problems as long as he is allowed in this area—problems which I don’t want to have to worry about.”



In October 1940, the FBI received a tip from a neighbor that a fifty-four-year-old Japanese man living in Hollywood was raising carrier pigeons. The pigeons, the tip implied, were being trained to transport messages to Japanese intelligence. Upon inspection, the FBI determined that while it was true that the man was breeding pigeons, they were used for food, not for sending clandestine messages. Feed prices had climbed so high, the man explained, that he winnowed down his usual flock of forty or so to four. Satisfied with his response, the FBI closed the investigation, and Hyohei Nomura went back to running his boardinghouse alongside his wife and five children, its front dotted with cypress trees.



Forty years into the twentieth century, Los Angeles had become the epicenter of Japanese life in the United States. “Los Angeles is to the Japanese what Harlem is to the Negro, San Francisco is to the Chinese, Stockton to the Filipino, and Hollywood to the Mid-Western girl,” wrote Joe Oyama in an April 1936 edition of the Kashu Mainichi.

By 1930 the nikkei in America had grown to 138,834, still just 0.1 percent of the country’s population. If you placed every man, woman, and child of Japanese descent into one city, that city would’ve been just the sixtieth-largest in America, only slightly bigger than Paterson, New Jersey. Of those a full quarter—35,000—lived in Los Angeles County. The rest were scattered mostly across the Western United States, from Seattle, Spokane, and Yakima, down through Sacramento, San Francisco, and Fresno, and finally to San Diego and southern Arizona. Though the number of Japanese and Japanese Americans was alarming to white Californians, it was the rate of growth that worried them more. From 1910 to 1930, the number of nisei spiked from 4,502 to 68,357—a fifteenfold increase.

Five years after Roosevelt’s warning about Hawai’i, on December 7, 1941, the federal government had on hand a ranked list of Japanese nationals, separated into three categories. Much of the credit for the list was given in retrospect to Naval Intelligence staff officer Lieutenant Commander Kenneth Ringle, who, in March of that year, led a covert break-in of the Japanese consulate in Los Angeles. With the aid of police, the FBI, and a safecracker the group had somehow wrangled out of prison, Ringle photographed the contents of the consulate’s safe, which yielded lists of agents, contacts, and codes. It also provided unexpected returns. Documents showed that the consulate viewed most issei and nisei not as potential spies, but as the opposite—traitors to Japan.

Category A comprised members of the Kokuryu Kai—a far-right, ultranationalist paramilitary group—and Sokoku Kai, which translates into “fatherland society.” (The first in a long line of dubious claims by the federal government regarding the imprisonment of Japanese nationals and Japanese Americans: there is contemporary doubt whether the Kokuryu Kai or Sokoku Kai even existed in the American issei community. Sokoku, however, was a Japanese nationalist magazine; it’s likely intelligence officials conflated the two, as anyone found on the subscription list was taken in.) The B and C categories included Shinto temple leaders, flower-arranging society members, judo experts, and Japanese-language newspaper editors. The only thing that those arrested had in common was their ancestry. In some particularly depressing instances, issei men packed their suitcases and waited to be arrested. When the FBI never showed, the men hung their heads, left wondering if they’d lost a place of importance in their communities.

The stated purpose of the list may have been to isolate Japanese nationals that the intelligence community deemed dangerous, but the reality was that it sought to exterminate every strand of Japanese culture in the United States. Leaders of both the Nippon Bunka Kyokai (the Japanese Cultural Society) and Nichibei Kinema (the Japanese American Theatrical Arts Association) were arrested. The Nippon Bunka Kyokai promoted American-Japanese relations by hosting lectures, meetings, and exhibits, introducing Japanese culture to a new American audience; the Nichibei Kinema sponsored West Coast tours of visiting Japanese movie stars and operated Japanese movie houses.

As news of the arrests traveled, Japanese nationals and Japanese Americans began to destroy any items that might be used as evidence against their loyalty. Letters, photographs, and books were burned; family heirlooms broken and discarded. One Los Angeles resident walked into his home and found his father removing two samurai swords from a dresser. One was long and needed two hands to hold, while the other was short. His father opened the inlaid cases the swords rested in and walked into the backyard. He drove the swords into the ground and buried the handles.

FBI agents fanned out across the West Coast and Hawai’i. Justice Department orders allowed for the confiscation of radio transmitters, shortwave radio receiving sets, and cameras from anyone considered suspicious. Guns were also up for removal. By the end of December the FBI had confiscated 1,458 radios, 2,114 cameras, 1,652 sticks of dynamite, 2,592 guns, and 199,000 rounds of ammunition. The agency boasted about its totals, while failing to admit that most of the guns were shotguns and hunting rifles, and most of the ammunition was purchased at sporting goods stores. The dynamite was used by farmers to blow up stubborn tree stumps.

It wasn’t until months later that Biddle admitted the fallacy of the searches.

“We have not uncovered through these searches any dangerous persons that we could not otherwise know about,” he wrote in a Justice Department memo. “We have not found among all the sticks of dynamite and gunpowder any evidence that any of it was to be used in bombs. We have not found a single machine gun nor have we found any gun in any circumstances indicating that it was to be used in a manner helpful to our enemies. We have not found a camera which we have reason to believe was for use in espionage.”

Of all the people with Roosevelt’s ear, his wife, Eleanor, was the most sympathetic to the plight of the nikkei. On December 3, four days before Pearl Harbor, she attempted to calm the nerves of Japanese Americans and other immigrant groups.

“I see absolutely no reason why anyone who has had a good record—that is, who has no criminal nor anti-American record—should have any anxiety about his position,” she said from the dais of an immigration symposium held on New York City’s Upper West Side. “This is equally applicable to the Japanese who cannot become citizens but have lived here for 30 or 40 years and to those newcomers who have not yet had time to become citizens.”

She went out of her way to tell the crowd that she was making this statement not only personally, but with the blessing of the departments of State and Justice.

On overnight flights west, Mrs. Roosevelt liked waking with the dawn, watching the sun paint reds and purples across the sky and exploring the shadows stretching from mountains. Two days after Pearl Harbor, she made this trip with New York mayor Fiorello La Guardia, who had just been named by her husband the first director of the Office of Civilian Defense, the office that managed blackouts, air raid wardens, sirens, and shelters in the event of an aerial attack. La Guardia and Mrs. Roosevelt landed in a rainy Burbank on Tuesday, December 9; he drove north to San Francisco, and she south to San Diego. In between civilian defense meetings, she met with groups of nisei women up and down the coast, traveling by train. When she discovered that Department of Treasury orders freezing issei bank accounts were causing irreparable harm to farmers, she immediately contacted department officials. (The orders were relaxed, allowing issei to withdraw $100 per month to pay living expenses.)

A week later, in the December 16 iteration of her nationally syndicated daily column, My Day, she urged unity among her readers.


Our citizens come from all the nations of the world. Some of us have said from time to time, that we were the only proof that different nationalities could live together in peace and understanding, each bringing his own contribution, different though it may be, to the final unity which is the United States.… Perhaps, on us today, lies the obligation to prove that such a vision may be a practical possibility. If we cannot meet the challenge of fairness to our citizens of every nationality, of really believing in the Bill of Rights and making it a reality for all loyal American citizens, regardless of race, creed or color; if we cannot keep in check anti-semitism, anti-racial feelings as well as anti-religious feelings, then we shall have removed from the world, the one real hope for the future on which all humanity must now rely.





Despite a long-boiling animus between white Californians and their neighbors of Japanese descent, the days following Pearl Harbor were defined by cautious yet supportive editorials and headlines from the state’s newspapers. On December 9, the San Francisco Chronicle reminded readers that “the roundup of Japanese citizens in various parts of the country… is not a call for volunteer spy hunters to go into action. Neither is it a reason to lift an eyebrow at a Japanese, whether American-born or not.… There is no excuse to wound the sensibilities of any persons in America by showing suspicion or prejudice.… An American-born Nazi would like nothing better than to set the dogs of prejudice on a first-class American Japanese.” Rural newspapers defended their neighbors as well. In the December 8 edition of the Brawley News—which served a small agricultural community twenty miles north of the Mexican border—editors cautioned, “In this community we have many Japanese neighbors and citizens and nothing should occur to cause embarrassment to those whose loyalty to their adopted country remains steadfast during this time of crisis.”

It didn’t take long for the détente to end. Decades later, University of Chicago political scientist Morton Grodzins analyzed the editorial responses to Pearl Harbor, and, specifically, the calls for incarceration of Japanese Americans. Grodzins studied the editorials of 112 California newspapers from December 8, 1941—the day after Pearl Harbor—to March 8, 1942. During the first four weeks of the war, he found no fewer than 62.5 editorials favorable to Japanese Americans, compared to 4.5 unfavorable ones. But between January 5 and 25 editorial interest slackened, and unfavorable views begin to poke their heads through: 20.5 favorable versus 11.5 unfavorable. From January 26 on, he wrote, “favorable editorial comment was completely lost in the barrage of allegations of disloyalty, demands for a strict control program, and expressions of dissatisfaction over the government’s assumption over an evacuation program.”

The immediacy of the shift was most evident in the Los Angeles Times, the hometown newspaper of the largest nikkei community in the country. In a January 23 editorial, the paper, originally tepid in developing a response, dipped a hesitant toe: “Many of our Japanese, whether born here or not, are fully loyal and deserve sympathy over suspicion. Others, in both categories, hold to a foreign allegiance and are dangerous, at least potentially. To be sure it would sometimes stump an expert to tell which is which and mistakes, if made, should be on the side of caution.”

Five days later, that call for caution was rescinded: “The rigors of war demand proper detention of Japanese and their immediate removal from the most acute danger spots.”

On January 2, Hearst columnist Damon Runyon claimed incorrectly that Los Angeles health inspectors “looking over a Japanese rooming house came upon a powerful transmitter, and it is reasonable to assume that menace of a similar character must be constantly guarded against throughout the war.” No transmitter was ever found in Japanese American hands. Three days after Runyon’s misreport, a radio broadcaster by the name of John B. Hughes began near-daily attacks on the nikkei community, claiming that 90 percent of U.S.-born nisei were “primarily loyal to Japan.” (He also presented the same dubious statistic to Attorney General Biddle in a letter later that month.) In his study of the press, Grodzins said Justice Department officials claimed Hughes’s broadcasts were “responsible for arousing public opinion and flooding the California Congressional delegation with protests which had the tendency to push the government into hasty and ill-considered action.”

If Hughes’s broadcasts worked from the bottom up inflaming the masses, then a column by Walter Lippmann worked from the top down. A future Presidential Medal of Freedom recipient and two-time Pulitzer Prize winner, Lippmann was the country’s preeminent newspaperman, with his column syndicated in 250 newspapers across the United States and twenty-five countries. His February 12, 1942, column, entitled “The Fifth Column on the Coast,” laid out the most widely read argument for the incarceration of Japanese Americans, then or ever. The column was read by Roosevelt chief of staff George C. Marshall, who passed it on to Secretary of War Henry Stimson. Stimson in turn shared it with Assistant Secretary of War John McCloy; it was almost certainly read within the walls of the Oval Office.

Without ever mentioning Japanese Americans by name, Lippmann laid out his plan:


The Pacific Coast is in imminent danger of a combined attack from within and without.… I am sure I appreciate fully and understand thoroughly the unwillingness of Washington to adopt a policy of mass evacuation and mass internment of all those who are technically enemy aliens… [but] the Pacific Coast is officially a combat zone… and nobody ought to be on a battlefield who has no good reason for being there. There is plenty of room elsewhere for him to exercise his rights.



Hearst columnist Henry McLemore made explicit what Lippmann left implicit:


Herd ’em up, pack ’em off and give ’em the inside room in the Badlands. Let ’em be pinched, hurt, hungry, and dead up against it.… Let us have no patience with the enemy or with anyone whose veins carry his blood.… If making one million innocent Japanese uncomfortable would prevent one scheming Japanese from costing the life of one American boy, then let the million innocents suffer.



“Personally, I hate the Japanese,” he concluded. “And that goes for all of them.”






CHAPTER FOUR [image: ] How to Make It in America


THE WESTERNMOST TRACT of the North Pacific gyre is the Kuroshio Current, known colloquially as the Black Stream. It flows along Japan’s eastern seaboard, dragging warm, tropical air from the south up to subarctic regions of eastern Russia and Alaska’s Aleutian Islands. There it crashes into the North Pacific Current, which tumbles down into the California Current before continuing its journey west to the Philippines and, finally, back to Japan. On the fifth day of the first month of 1841, that current dragged fourteen-year-old Manjiro into the middle of the Pacific Ocean and left him later on an island to die.

Unable to afford schooling in Japan, Manjiro had taken to the sea at thirteen, unhooking fish from their lines. On that January morning, he and four others shoved off, hoping to meet a school of sea bass arriving with the New Year’s tide. They spent the next week hungry, their nets empty. A storm approached on that seventh day and the fishermen made for shore. But the water beneath them turned a deep purple, the sea bream and mackerel so plentiful that their skins darkened the water. As the storm grew, the men cast their nets, eager not to let their fortune slip away. Terror soon overpowered the prospect of profit, though, and the men rowed furiously. Five days passed before the boat ended its drift on Tori-shima Island, 450 miles from home, their only neighbors the island’s albatrosses. For almost six months they survived on birds, seaweed, and shellfish. On June 27, 1841, a black dot appeared in the distance.

Manjiro tied his tattered, bleached clothes around his head and swam toward the ship. It must’ve seemed like a mirage: three masts laced with ten sails and jibs, crewed by more than thirty men, black and white. It was unlikely, if not impossible, that Manjiro had ever seen a man of another race. Once safely aboard, he knelt down and worshipped the strangers.

“Could not understand anything from them more than that they were hungry,” William H. Whitfield, captain of the John Howland, wrote in the ship’s logbook. “Made the latitude of the Isle 30 deg. 31 min. N.”

The John Howland was a whaler out of New Bedford, Massachusetts. Two days before Manjiro took to the sea in Japan, Herman Melville left New Bedford on the Acushnet, a nearly five-year journey that would eventually become the basis for Moby-Dick. The men’s journeys, half a world apart, would each have historic implications. Once the five castaways had regained their strength, they took to whaling with fervor, manning the slings and tackles, cleaning the oil-smeared decks, and spotting. For six months the men traced a course south-southeast on the Howland, spearing fifteen whales before finally settling into a sheltered harbor the locals called Honolulu.

Upon arrival, and impressed with Manjiro’s eagerness to learn, Whitfield made him an offer: stay with me. Having lost his own father at the age of eight, Manjiro had grown attached to the captain. Despite his hesitations—and the fact that the two men could barely communicate—he left his four comrades on Oahu and continued with the whaler. On May 7, 1843, the Howland passed the islands of Martha’s Vineyard and Nantucket, and crossed into the calm waters of Buzzards Bay.

Thirty ships lined the docks of the Acushnet River that morning, and Manjiro watched the city’s wharves, customhouses, and church steeples appear from the bulwarks. Two years and four months after pushing off from his homeland, the sixteen-year-old climbed down and stepped into America.



Though he didn’t know it, Manjiro arrived in the New World 233 years after Japan’s first North American colonists, who had landed in Acapulco, Mexico, in the fall of 1610, a decade before the Mayflower reached Plymouth Rock.

“They seem bold, not gentle and meek people, going about like eagles,” Nahua historian Chimalpahin wrote of the encounter in his journal.

A second Japanese party traveled to Mexico in 1614, but the land held no interest for Japan, and, soon, neither did any people of the West. By 1623, British traders found themselves driven out of the Japanese archipelago, followed by Spaniards a year later. The Portuguese were the next to go, and by 1641, the Dutch were limited to Dejima, a man-made island so tiny it would fit inside an average Walmart. For the next two hundred years, this island in the bay of Nagasaki would serve as Japan’s only window to the West.

Then, seventeen days after Leland Stanford drove the golden spike into the Transcontinental Railroad, twenty-two families landed in San Francisco. They staked their destiny on their cargo: six million tea seeds, fifty thousand mulberry trees, and an untold number of silkworm cocoons. It was twenty-six years after Manjiro’s arrival when the Wakamatsu Tea and Silk Farm was founded in the summer of 1869 outside Sacramento, California, the unlikely result of a political uprising five thousand miles across the Pacific. In an effort to ward off Western imperialism, the 1868 Meiji Restoration, as the event was to become known, disassembled Japan’s feudal system. Economic turmoil and a complete restructuring of the country’s social order followed, effectively destroying the samurai class and driving some to leave the country altogether in search of opportunity.

The émigrés purchased a plot on a particularly American-named outcrop—Gold Hill. However, the colony was no match for the state’s miners, who diverted creeks away from the Wakamatsu clan. Whether purposely or not, the miners’ actions, combined with labor disputes and financial difficulties, drove the farm to collapse within two years. But the seeds of a new American immigration had been planted.

The Meiji Restoration brought with it industrialization, centralization of Japanese culture and language, and, most important to the story of the United States, emigration. Prompted by Commodore Matthew Perry’s 1853 expedition to Japan and a subsequent treaty the following year, American-Japanese trade developed quickly. Direct shipping between Japan and San Francisco was established by 1855, and diplomatic relations were cemented by 1860, but the flow of people was tepid: by 1880 the Japanese population in the United States was only 148. A confluence of internal Japanese events, including industrialization’s impact on farming, would change that, but there was no greater boon to Japanese emigration than the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882.

Chinese workers had arrived in the United States a generation prior to Japanese workers; there were close to four thousand Chinese immigrants in the country by 1850, and within thirty years that number had skyrocketed to 105,000. They laid the West’s railroads, gored its mines, and packed its canneries. At first the Chinese were seen as a necessary if despised minority. But following the end of the Civil War, when unemployment skyrocketed, white workers began to finger the new immigrants for their own economic misfortunes. Wall Street manipulation wasn’t to blame, they reasoned; it had to be cheap “Mongolian” labor.

Chinese workers were perceived as a dual threat: they threatened the white workers both economically and racially. In 1880, the United States was predominantly a black and white society: only three-tenths of one percent of respondents to that year’s census classified themselves as Hispanic, Asian, Pacific Islander, or American Indian. (The numbers are stark but don’t reflect the true diversity, as Mexican respondents counted as “white” until 1930.) For years the country’s Chinese population had been isolated in the West, but that was changing. Following the abolition of slavery, Chinese workers trickled into the sugarcane fields of the coastal South. Seventy-five boarded a train in San Francisco and headed to North Adams, Massachusetts, where they were hired by Calvin T. Sampson to replace striking workers at his shoemaking factory. (Some of those same men eventually moved to Boston, where they established the city’s Chinatown.) Cotton fields in Arkansas, railroad lines in Tennessee—the influx of Chinese workers forced white Americans to reconsider their prejudicial hierarchies. Presented with that opportunity, most chose white supremacy.

Less than a year after Stanford drove the golden spike—literally and figuratively ending the need for Chinese workers in many white workers’ eyes—anti-Chinese sentiment became one of the most dominant political issues in California. On July 8, 1870, the first anti-Asian mass meeting in America was held in San Francisco. Prior to the event, the men marched en masse to Platt’s Hall, carrying lit flares. After each speech the room filled with manic applause, and the gathered men passed a resolution calling for the end of Chinese immigration.

Their sentiment soon adopted a tagline. “The Chinese Must Go!” was championed by Irish immigrant Denis Kearney, the head of the new Workingmen’s Party, a group focused in theory on the rights of workers, but in practice solely on the deportation of Chinese workers. The state’s Republican and Democratic parties added anti-Chinese language to their platforms, and Chinese immigrants felt the weight of the movement. On October 24, 1871, a mob of five hundred white men, women, and children descended on Los Angeles’s Chinatown, beating or shooting fifteen Chinese cooks, shopkeepers, and cigar-makers before hanging their bodies. The men were hung from stagecoaches and from the gate of a lumberyard. Eight assailants were convicted of manslaughter; their convictions were later overturned on appeal.

With zero political representation or public support, Chinese residents didn’t stand a chance. In 1875, President Ulysses S. Grant signed the Page Act, the first restrictive federal immigration policy in U.S. history, barring the immigration of East Asian women who had entered into contracts for “lewd and immoral purposes.” Among other restrictions, the act also made it a felony to import women into the United States for purposes of prostitution. While the law now seems narrow in scope, its underlying goal was more sinister. Complete restriction of Chinese immigration was still politically untenable in 1875. But by limiting the flow of women to the country, it limited the possibility of a second generation—a generation of Chinese Americans.

Page Act enforcement led to the near-total exclusion of new Chinese women in the United States. In 1882, 39,579 Chinese immigrants entered the country; only 136 were women. During a six month span in 1878 and 1879, Kearney and his Workingmen’s Party tried to commandeer the California Constitutional Convention, gathered in Sacramento to amend the organizing law of the state. Article XIX added four new provisions to the state constitution, each concerning California’s Chinese population. Though each was groundbreaking in its codification of racism, the second provision was the harshest: No corporation now existing or hereafter formed under the laws of this state shall, after adoption of this Constitution, employ, directly or indirectly, in any capacity, any Chinese or Mongolian. The additions were paper tigers, with no means of regulation. Even so, they provided a nudge for federal politicians to revisit the issue. In 1882, the Chinese Exclusion Act was passed despite protestations by President Chester A. Arthur. He assuaged his unease with a provision that the bill would last only ten years. Ninety days later, the ban on immigration of Chinese laborers was put into effect; it would be on the books for more than sixty years.

Anti-Chinese sentiment was now approved and state-sanctioned. And, of course, after a law is passed, its consequences are not far behind. When railroad work dried up in the early 1870s, many Chinese workers in Wyoming had transitioned into coal mines, replacing striking Cornish, Irish, Swedish, and Welsh immigrants. In August 1885, notices popped up around the Wyoming mining community of Rock Springs, demanding the expulsion of those Chinese miners and other workers. On September 2, a decade of tension spilled over. Irked by a disagreement in a coal room that morning, 150 white men descended onto the Chinese camp, armed with Winchester rifles. By the end of the afternoon at least twenty-eight Chinese men would be killed—shot to death or burned alive in their own homes. Miners were scalped, decapitated, and hanged. One man, too sick to leave his home, died while the flames collapsed around him. Another’s penis and testicles were cut off and later toasted and feted by the attackers as “a trophy of the hunt.” Women cheered, then hustled in to rob jewelry and handkerchiefs from the dead. Seventy-nine homes burned to the ground. Survivors fled a hundred miles west, to Evanston. By daybreak Governor Francis Warren was in Rock Springs to survey the destruction, and within a week the federal government sent six companies of men to oversee the safe return of the survivors to the scorched camp. They returned to dogs and hogs eating the remains of the dead.

Sixteen men were arrested. A grand jury later refused to indict them, claiming “though we have examined a large number of witnesses, no one has been able to testify to a single criminal act committed by any known white person that day.” The federal government made sure that no more Chinese workers would arrive in the United States; its citizens took it upon themselves to purge the land of those already here.

Within just a few years, the playbook would be pulled down from the shelf, dusted off, and opened. The names would change from Chung and Ling to Sato and Suzuki, and a new campaign would begin.



After the relaxation of Japanese emigration laws in 1868, a trickle of new arrivals appeared on the United States mainland. The first wave, mostly from elite families, headed to the universities of the East: of the 3,475 U.S.-bound passports issued by Japan between 1882 and 1890, 44 percent were for students. Those without wealth stayed in the West and found work in the sawmills, restaurants, and more lascivious trades. Japanese immigrants didn’t surpass 1,000 per year until 1891, and even those numbers represent just a blip within the 560,319 immigrants who moved to the United States that year.

As Japanese immigration inched up on the mainland, arrivals in the Hawaiian Islands were exploding. The first Japanese immigrants had arrived in the current-day United States in 1868, a year before the Wakamatsu clan arrived in California, when 141 contract workers, six women, and one child boarded the HMS Scioto and left Yokohama for the sugarcane fields of Hawai’i. (The islands were still thirty years away from American annexation.) Of those arrivals, ninety or so stayed on the islands after the expiration of their contracts, disappearing into the populace and never forming their own community. (Due to complicated diplomatic reasons, these were the only Japanese immigrants to the islands for fifteen years.) At the same time, Hawai’i’s population was dwindling, while the demand for its sugarcane was soaring. An estimated 700,000 native Hawaiians lived on the islands when Captain James Cook arrived in 1778; by 1860, measles, polio, chicken pox, and tuberculosis had scythed that number to less than 70,000. As white farmers from the United States moved onto the islands, seeking fortune in the tropical climate, they demanded more from the soil. In only thirty years, from 1837 to 1868, the sugar harvest increased 4,000 percent. The tension between declining populations and climbing production had an obvious solution: immigrant labor.

Like the mainland, the first wave came from China, and by 1884 nearly eighteen thousand Chinese contract workers lived on the islands. As those contracts expired, however, many of the Chinese eschewed the fields and built their own businesses. In Japan, rampant inflation led to high unemployment and bankruptcy. Recognizing an opportunity, the Hawaiian government subsidized the emigration of Japanese to fix their sugar production issues.

The SS City of Tokio was the largest ship ever constructed in the United States, and the second-biggest in world history after the British Great Eastern. Built in 1874 in Chester, Pennsylvania, the iron steamship stretched well beyond the length of a football field and weighed more than five thousand tons. At 9 a.m., February 8, 1885, it arrived in Honolulu with 311 men, 67 women, and 42 children from Yamaguchi Prefecture; 140 men, 43 women, and 39 children from Hiroshima prefecture; 99 people from Tokyo; and 203 more from Kanagawa, Okayama, and Wakayama Prefectures. Three days later, the group, led by Hawaiian minister to Japan Robert Walker Irwin and Japan’s first consul to Hawai’i, Nakamura Jiro, hosted a reception for King Kalãkaua and other Hawaiian officials. Large vats of sake lubricated the proceedings, which featured sumo wrestling and kendo demonstrations. Within days, the 944 immigrants—who would come to be known as ikkaisen, “first ship”—were dispersed across the islands. Ten became servants and cooks, two worked in the royal palace, and the remaining 932 found themselves in the sugar plantations of Maui, Kauai, and the Big Island of Hawai’i.

Between the ikkaisen’s 1885 arrival and 1894, more than 28,000 others joined them. While the majority of the new arrivals were farmers, the workload on the plantations was unimaginable. Normal contracts stipulated three-year commitments, for twenty-six days a month. If workers claimed to be sick but were found able to work by the plantation owners, they were fined; if they couldn’t pay the fine, they were jailed. The fines were onerous, and applied to every possible infraction: smoking, making noise after 9 p.m., taking a single stalk of sugarcane, accidentally breaking a tool. For every ten minutes a worker was late, they were fined one-fourth of their day’s pay. Foremen on horseback held whips to discourage idleness while women sang to pass the time: “Kane wa Kachiken. Washa horehore yo. Ase to namida no. Tomokasegi.” My husband cuts the cane stalks and I trim their leaves. With sweat and tears we both work for our means.

“The Hawaiian plantation was a Japanese frontier, but it was not like the great western frontier of the United States, which Americans have come to think of as synonymous with the word ‘frontier,’ ” wrote historian F. Hilary Conroy in his 1953 book, The Japanese Frontier in Hawaii, 1868–1898. “It had some of the ingredients, the roughness, the crudeness, and the drabness, but none of the freedom, and little of the opportunity. The Japanese frontier was one controlled by other men.”

Despite the conditions, more and more Japanese stayed beyond their three-year contracts. Of that first arrival, records suggest that 75 percent returned to Japan; by the fifteenth boat of migrants, only 25 percent chose to return. Hawai’i was becoming home.

While the relationship between the workers and plantation owners remained strained—within the first month of the City of Tokio’s arrival, workers on the Paia plantation refused to work when a plantation supervisor beat a Japanese laborer, and sixteen workers on the Papaikou plantation went on strike after not being paid for overtime work, disputes that foreshadowed years of labor resistance—the one place where the frustrations of the workers were permitted was the football field. The sport was introduced in the islands in 1875 by Amasa Pratt, principal at the exclusive, missionary-founded Punahou School. (A century later, future U.S. president Barack Obama would become the school’s most famous graduate.) Just six years after the first intercollegiate game between Rutgers and Princeton, Pratt taught the students a rudimentary form of the sport that was then played with a rounded ball, compared to the prolate spheroid of today. Within a decade, football was popular in the streets of Honolulu and, more importantly, in the fields. Teams of native Hawaiians and Chinese and Japanese immigrants would face off against squads of haole, the white plantation class. The games showcased the assimilability of Asians and Pacific Islanders while also allowing the groups to physically express their anger and deny white authority. In December 1890, a Honolulu team took on a team of sailors from the USS Charleston, docked in Pearl Harbor. Held at the Makiki grounds at Punahou, the Navy men beat the locals 18–0 before a crowd of “many who had never seen a game before.” The sailors had just returned from San Francisco, where they had transported Hawaiian king David Kalākaua, who sought medical treatment in California. He’d die there a month later, the last king of Hawai’i.



The next decade in the islands and along the West Coast would change the course of American history. By 1890, 85,716 Japanese had immigrated to Hawai’i and the United States, two entwined entities soon to become one when President William McKinley annexed the island nation during the Spanish-American War. That new political status afforded Japanese workers a new right, one of their few: the ability to travel to the mainland United States without a passport. In 1899, 2,844 Japanese had entered the mainland United States; just a year later, that number more than quadrupled to 12,635.

The first Japanese on the mainland mostly settled adjacent to established Chinatowns, and, over the next decade, built Japantowns in Sacramento and Fresno, California; Portland, Oregon; Seattle and Tacoma, Washington; and Salt Lake City. In 1890 the only city with a sizable enough Japanese population for census takers to take note of was San Francisco; that quickly changed. Hotels and boardinghouses opened to service new arrivals, and were soon operated by Japanese managers. Barbershops, restaurants, markets, and laundries followed, while Christian churches began to offer English lessons for their new neighbors. The Chinese and Japanese lived competitive but overlapping existences, and would continue to do so for decades. Chinese gambling dens up and down the coast—along with more carnal businesses—attracted issei men, and Chinese restaurants served as the first stop after many Japanese funerals. During disease outbreaks the two groups often shared the collective indignity of mandatory inoculation, no matter the cause. As the issei grew as competitors, however, that symbiosis was strained. Political tensions between the two countries jumped the ocean in 1895 following Japan’s victory over China in the First Sino-Japanese War, with seven hundred of Sacramento’s issei celebrating in the street. Farther south, some of San Francisco’s issei ran military drills in preparation for any retaliation on the part of the city’s Chinese residents. Despite their differences, a newspaper editor in San Francisco summed up their collective foothold in America with the adage Tusi hubei, wushang qilei: even foxes sympathize with the deaths of rabbits as both are the prey of human beings.

Thousands of Japanese workers, freed from their contracts due to the mainland United States’ ban on contract workers in 1900, moved to the Pacific Northwest, plugging a labor gap as a result of the Alaskan Gold Rush. The Great Northern Railway and the Northern Pacific Railway welcomed the new workers, then shipped them throughout the West. Five hundred Japanese men moved across desert stretches of Idaho and Wyoming rail, while up to nine hundred worked in Oregon, connecting that corner of the continent to the rest of the United States.

Often erroneously described as a people bound by passivity and deference to authority, the historical truth about Japan is more complicated. Between 1590 and 1867, more than 2,800 peasant uprisings took place in the empire; ten thousand farmers in the Chichibu area of the Kanto Plain formed a “poor people’s army” in 1884, attacking the municipal officers, moneylenders, and others profiting off the industrial revolution, which was brought in to Japan during the Meiji Restoration era. While the expressions Shikata ga nai (“It can’t be helped”) and gaman suru (“endure”) are repeated when telling the story of Japanese American incarceration, the traits those expressions embodied were promoted by the nationalist political elites in Japan, who profited off the concept of a united nation. In Hawai’i, those Japanese who remained on the islands struck for better wages and conditions, and successfully forced changes upon the plantation system, nudging incrementally toward (the admittedly still subservient) sharecropping. Between 1900 and 1906, twenty-one thousand Japanese workers struck on thirty-nine different plantations.

While economic possibilities abounded on the U.S. mainland, arrivals from Hawai’i and Japan faced a renewed effort by white politicians and labor unions to close the door there. On May 7, 1900, the labor groups of San Francisco called a meeting. The agenda was restricted to one topic: the protesting of Japanese immigrants in California. Most speakers aimed their words not at the immigrants’ race, but at their economic impact—“We keep out pauper-made goods but let in the pauper,” said one Stanford professor. The rally’s main attraction was James Phelan, mayor of the city at the epicenter of anti-Japanese and anti-Chinese bigotry, San Francisco. Phelan was born into privilege there, the son of an Irish Catholic immigrant who found wealth as a trader and merchant during the state’s gold rush. After law school Phelan spent two years traveling Europe before returning home and doubling his family’s fortune through shrewd real estate investment. While in office, Phelan’s San Francisco experienced unrivaled prosperity; the same forces that shifted the fortunes of Japanese immigrants—the annexation of Hawai’i, the Spanish-American War, and the Alaskan Gold Rush—were a boon to the city’s business community. Phelan’s political beliefs led him to corruption battles and, most famously, the fight for the beautification of San Francisco. He envisioned the growing city as a Paris or Vienna of California, modeling his plan after Pericles’s beautification of Athens, which “render[ed] the citizens cheerful, content, yielding, self-sacrificing, and capable of enthusiasm.”

As Phelan took to the dais, his city was under siege from the bubonic plague, the first outbreak of its kind in the continental United States. On March 6, the body of Chick Gin, a Chinese immigrant, was found dead in a basement along Dupont Street in the city’s Chinatown; an autopsy revealed the plague as its cause. The Phelan administration quarantined all Chinese and Japanese immigrants, and no “Asiatics” were permitted to leave the state of California unless cleared by health officials. Police boats patrolled the harbor at night, trawling for barred residents, and Chinese and Japanese from around the state were banned from entering the city limits. White residents were free to come and go; a white San Franciscan could walk in one side of Chinatown and out the other without hassle. City officials proposed a temporary detention center for all Asian immigrants on a rocky island in Mission Bay, but the idea was killed by a federal judge who declared both it and the quarantine as racially discriminatory and too drastic. Though Phelan’s remarks came a month before the judge’s decision, his argument reads as a defense of his position both broadly and specifically.

“The Japanese are starting the same tide of immigration which we thought we had checked twenty years ago,” Phelan said to the crowd, in a call that would become familiar to Californians over the next thirty years. “The Chinese and Japanese are not bona fide citizens. They are not the stuff of which American citizens can be made.… Personally we have nothing against Japanese, but as they will not assimilate with us and their social life is so different from ours, let them keep at a respectful distance.”

The Chinese and Japanese, of course, were restricted from becoming citizens; that was not their choice. Their inability to “assimilate,” in Phelan’s words, was due to California’s segregationist policies, which drove them from schools and forced them from their land. Their social life was different because they were, once again, not allowed to socialize with other races. These were circumstances created not by choice, but statute.

The California of 1900 was a clannish hodgepodge, an unstable, heterogeneous state populated mostly by newcomers. Despite this diversity, every wave of new outsiders was almost always viewed unfavorably. And, inasmuch as 41 percent of Japanese immigrants on the mainland United States lived in the state, that hostility led California to once again becoming ground zero for anti-Asian sentiment and action. Not that this was limited to the state: during the year’s presidential race, Republican, Democratic, and Populist party platforms all specifically or ambiguously expressed anti-Japanese rhetoric. Reflecting the political alignments of the time, the Democrats, behind anti-imperialist William Jennings Bryan, supported “the continuance and strict enforcement of the Chinese exclusion law, and its application to the same classes of all Asiatic races,” while the Populist Party demanded a halt to “the importation of Japanese labor.” The Republican Party—seeking the reelection of William McKinley, the man responsible for annexing much of the country’s Japanese population to begin with—allowed its members interpretation, stating only a desire for “a more effective restriction of the immigration of cheap labor from foreign lands.”

New drives were stoked by the unexpected victory of Japan in the Russo-Japanese War of 1904 and 1905, the modern era’s first major military victory of an Asian nation over a European one. In rhetoric that would echo less than forty years later, the victory stoked anti-Japanese accusations that Japanese immigrants in the United States were merely “agents of the emperor.” Others surmised that Japanese peasants, tired of war and the economic hardships it placed on them, would seek aid on the eastern edge of the Pacific instead.

On February 23, 1905, the West Coast’s most read and most influential newspaper, the San Francisco Chronicle, introduced readers to “The Japanese Invasion, the Problem of the Hour for the United States.” The nine-column story, splayed across two pages, familiarized readers with the 100,000 “little brown men” poised to take over. It promised “the brown stream of immigration is likely to become an inundating torrent” following the end of the Russo-Japanese War, and then recycled the well-worn clichés of the days of the Chinese Exclusion Act.

“The Japanese is no more assimilable than the Chinese and he is no less adaptable in learning quickly how to do the white man’s work and how to get the job for himself by offering his labor for less than a white man can live on,” the story reads.
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