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In March 1942, with the evacuation of those of Japanese ancestry from the Pacific Coast, was begun the greatest concentrated forced migration of a racial minority group that the United States has ever known.  Yet this migration was only one event in a long series of related events and evacuation’s story really begins back in the middle of the last century when, as shipwrecked sailors or occasional stowaways, the first Japanese came to our shores.  Because emigration from Japan had been prohibited since 1640, few other Japanese reached the mainland of the United States until 1884.  Before this, however, Hawaiian sugar interests had been urging Japan to change its policy.  This was finally done and in 1868 the Japanese began coming across the pacific under contract as plantation laborers in Hawaii.  In 1884 some of them, again under contract, began coming to the mainland.


In general, the California growers liked them for they had the qualities desirable in itinerant farm labor–they were young, vigorous, unmarried, hard workers, satisfied with the roughest kind of accommodation and the simplest sort of food.  They were easy to hire, through a contractor who supplied as many men as were needed, and easy to fire for when they were no longer needed they went back to the “club” established by the contractor.  In these “clubs” they lived between jobs and in the winter.


Most people, though, did not share this feeling of the growers.  Almost immediately upon their arrival in California these immigrants met with anti-Oriental prejudice.  The Chinese who had preceded them had been subject to persecution both before and after passage of the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882.  As early as 1886 the slogan “the Japs Must Go” was heard even though at that time there were four hundred Japanese in the state.  Sponsored by the San Francisco labor Council, the first large mass meeting was held May 7, 1900 with people urging the exclusion of the Japanese.  In 1906, the San Francisco School Board precipitated an international situation when it ordered the segregation of all Oriental school children in San Francisco.  Such children numbered about ninety.  President [Theodore] Roosevelt intervened, neatly summing up the possible consequences by saying: “The infernal fools in California...insult the Japanese recklessly and in the event of war it will be the nation as a whole which will pay the consequences.”(1) Due to Roosevelt’s intervention the order was rescinded but only to be reissued again later in the year.


When this happened the United States Attorney General brought action against the Mayor and the School Board of San Francisco.  Following a conference in Washington a compromise was effected and the order modified.


As part of this compromise the Federal authorities undertook to limit the immigration of Japanese laborers.  In 1907, Secretary of State Elihu Root and Ambassador Tanikara drew up the so-called “Gentlemen’s Agreement”.  (This done, San Francisco repealed its school measure.)  In this agreement Japan promised “to grant passports to non-laborers only or to laborers who were going to join a parent, wife, or child, or to resume a domicile in the United States, or to take possession of a previously acquired farm.(2) This agreement contained many loopholes for further immigration and it was not the solution to the problem that many had hoped it would be.


Prior to this agreement, one woman had arrived in this country to about every five men from Japan.  The period from 1907 to 1920 was one of wife getting, particularly from 1912 to 1915 when most of the arrivals were “picture brides”.  Californians denounced their coming as subterfuge in violation of the Gentlemen’s Agreement.  For this reason, this practice was finally stopped in 1920.


Gradually, throughout the years, the crusade against the Japanese had been mounting in intensity.  Previous incidents actually had not been the result of any feeling of unanimous stand against them.  The first step in a more active campaign was the passage of the Alien Land Law, the Webb Act of 1913.  In essence this measure stated that aliens ineligible to citizenship would be unable to buy any land or to lease parcels of agricultural land for more than three years.  Ostensibly, it applied to all Orientals; practically, it applied only to the Japanese.  President Wilson protested to Governor Johnson and, while this bill was still before the legislature, sent Secretary of State William Jennings Bryan to ask for its defeat or modification.  Despite all this, Governor Johnson and the state legislature were adamant, and the bill was passed and signed.(3)


The Anti Alien Initiative Measure of 1920 tightened the restrictions on Japanese by prohibiting the owning of land by Japanese or the leasing of farmland to them.  It further forbade Japanese to have any interest in any company owning real property.


Beginning in 1911 various measures designed to achieve exclusion had been introduced in Congress by California legislators.  None succeeded until 1924 when Congress was considering a general curb on immigration from all countries.  Californians urged a provision forbidding entrance to all aliens ineligible to citizenship.  This, of course, would mean all Japanese.  Secretary of State Hughes urged, as more diplomatic, the procured of applying the same quota to such people as for the people from European countries.  This would have meant admitting only 246 Japanese a year.  However, the bill was passed as the Californian legislators suggested.  Although regretting the anti-Japanese clauses, President Coolidge signed the bill and the oriental exclusion Act of 1924 became law.


Feeling against those of Japanese ancestry did not die after this exclusion act.  In the thirties, mobs in Oregon and Arizona forced them out of homes and jobs; a “Committee of 1,000" in Southern California worked to boycott all things Japanese and the Hearst press blamed the nation’s slow recovery from the depression on the Orientals.  It was against this background that events following December 7, 1941 took place–events of unprecedented discrimination leading up to the Spring of 1942, when the United States placed 100,000 persons of Japanese ancestry in “protective custody.”


At this time there were about 127,000 persons of Japanese ancestry in all of the United States.  Of this number 113,000 lived in the four states of California, Washington, Oregon and Arizona; 94,000 of them in California.  They were a small minority representing less than one tenth of one percent of the total population of the United States and less than two percent in California, the state of their heaviest concentration.


Following December 7, 1941 when Japan attacked Pearl Harbor, events occurred rapidly.  By this time Department of Justice officials were well prepared to deal with alien enemy saboteurs and fifth columnists.  A year and a half of extensive undercover work on their part preceded December 7th.  Their policy was clear cut: all dangerous enemy aliens would be immediately detained.  Dangerous citizens would also be carefully watched. 

Treatment of all was to be on an individual basis.  By the end of December 1941 more than 4,000 enemy aliens had been rounded up for investigation by the F.B.I.  Their story is an interesting one but one entirely apart from this study of evacuation.  It is mentioned here to make it known that all persons determined by this department to be in any way dangerous had already been interned before mass evacuation began.  Also, it is worthwhile to note that the Justice Department was constantly at odds with the State Department and the Army in its policy of such an evacuation.


In spite of all this, however, it was not long after December 7th that various groups (4) were clamoring for mass evacuation of all Japanese, alien and citizen alike.  On February 13, 1942 the Pacific Coast Congressional Group urged upon President Roosevelt the evacuation of all Japanese along the coast.  This action was recommended too by Lieutenant-General J. L. DeWitt, Commanding General of the Western Defence Command and the Fourth Army.  On February 19, 1942, President Roosevelt issued Executive Order 9066 authorizing:

“the Secretary of War, and the Military Commanders whom he may from time to time designate...to prescribe military areas...from which any or all persons may be excluded, and with respect to which, the right of any person to enter, remain in, or leave shall be subject to whatever restriction the Secretary of War or the appropriate Military Commander may impose in his discretion.”


The next day Secretary of War Stimson delegated to General DeWitt the authority:

“to carry out the duties and the responsibilities imposed by said Executive Order for that portion of the United States embraced in the Western Defence Command, including such changes in the prohibited and restricted areas heretofore designated by the Attorney General as you deem proper to describe.”(5).


On March 2, 1942 General DeWitt issued “Public Proclamation Number One” designating the western third of Washington and Oregon, the western half of California and the southern quarter of Arizona as Military Area No. 1.  This was an area from which, he announced, all persons of Japanese ancestry as well as German and Italian aliens would be eventually excluded.  No such action was ever taken, however, with regard to Germans and Italians.


This proclamation was one of 108 orders and directives which in the end meant the evacuation of all of Japanese ancestry in an even wider area including all of California, the western half of Washington and Oregon and the southern third of Arizona.


By the end of March, those of Japanese ancestry had already been moved from certain specific areas.  Those from Bainbridge Island in Washington and Terminal island in southern California were among the first to leave their homes.  During marc, “voluntary evacuation” of Military Area No. 1 had been going on.  By the end of the month, 10,321 persons of Japanese ancestry had moved out of restricted areas on their own initiative after the Army and the newspapers began requesting it.  Of this number, some were able to go far enough inland to be entirely free of further evacuation orders but others went to areas which, as it happened, were later declared military zones and, therefore, had to evacuate again.  By the end of March, all such “voluntary evacuations” were prohibited.


By May 31, 1942, some 110,000 Japanese had been moved from their homes to a series of Assembly Centers–usually race tracks, parks or fair ground–scattered up and down the West Coast.  Of this group, some 45,000 had been born in Japan, and were known as Issei or first generation immigrants.  Ninety-nine percent of the Issei had come to the United States prior to the oriental Exclusion Act of 1924, almost half of them had been in this country more than thirty years.  With few exceptions they were ineligible to American citizenship.  The rest of them, 70,000 in all, were citizens because of having been born in the United States.  The term Nisei, which literally means “second generation”, soon came to be the term applied to all American citizens of Japanese ancestry.


By the fall of 1943, evacuation was completed.(6) All those of Japanese ancestry had been moved from the temporary Assembly Centers into ten permanent inland Relocation Centers(7) under the control of the War Relocation Authority established March 18, 1942, by President Roosevelt.


To show how thorough this evacuation was, General DeWitt reported: “The Public Proclamations and Restrictive Orders provided for the immediate evacuation of all persons of Japanese ancestry...110,000 of them.   Among the evacuees were persons who were only part Japanese, some of them with as little as one-sixteenth Japanese blood; others who, prior to evacuation, were unaware of their Japanese ancestry; and many who had married Caucasians, Chinese, Filipinos, Negroes, Hawaiians, or Eskimos.”(8)


At first it was planned that these Relocation Centers be the “war time homes” of the evacuees.  This policy was soon deemed unwise and on May 14, 1943 Dillon S. Meyer, Director of W.R.A. stated: “After many months of operating Relocation Centers, the War Relocation Authority is convinced that they are undesirable institutions and should be removed from the American scene as soon as possible.  Life in a Relocation Center is an unnatural and un-American sort of life.  Keep in mind that the evacuees were charged with nothing except having Japanese ancestors; yet the very fact of their confinement in Relocation Centers fosters suspicion of their loyalties and adds to their discouragement.  It has added weight to the contentions of the enemy that we are fighting a race war; that this nation preaches democracy and practices racial discrimination.  Many of the evacuees are now living in Japanese communities for the first time, and the small group of pro-Japanese which entered the Relocation Centers has gained converts.”(9)


Even before this statement was released, relocation of the evacuees had been in progress.  During the summer of 1942, a Student Relocation Council had been organized to help make it possible for Nisei students to continue with their education.  Largely through this committee’s efforts, 4,300 students were relocated to continue their studies in inland schools and colleges.


Sugar beet growers requested labor for their fields from the Relocation Centers nearby.  This was granted as were other requests for seasonal labor of various sorts.


Soon a definite policy of resettlement inland was adopted by W.R.A.  Resettlement Offices were established throughout the country to assist in this.  Such a policy was continued until the time of the Mitsuyo Endo case in which the Supreme Court ruled it was unconstitutional to detain these people without charge and without trial.  In anticipation of this decision, the War Department declared the West Coast no longer closed to evacuees.  On January 2, 1945, W.R.A. announced its plans for closing all centers except Tule Lake (which in the Fall of 1943 had been designated as a Segregation Center) by December 15, 1945.  Tule Lake, to be administered for the last three months of its existence by the Department of Justice, was finally closed by this department March 20, 1946.


When all the centers had closed, there were about 57,000 evacuees back on the Pacific Coast; about 52,000 had relocated inland.  The remainder, at their own request, were sent to Japan.  Since March 1946 some of those relocated in the East have returned to the West Coast.  Best estimates at present [1951] indicate more than 70,000 are now living on the Pacific Coast.


As to the reception the evacuees received upon their return to the coast, one case can be used to best exemplify both extremes of attitudes displayed.  Mr. and Mrs. S. Sakamoto remained in the Granada Relocation Center until near its close.  Early in Relocation Center days, all their children had relocated inland.  Their fur sons had volunteered for the army and one of them had been killed shortly after getting into combat.  This aging couple, left alone, felt they dare not risk the uncertainties of relocating inland where, in some instances, hostility had been rampant.  Instead, in Granada, they waited hopefully for the day when they could return to their home in Loomis where, except for evacuation years, they had lived since 1904.  The coast was opened up, the day came.  They returned to their home only to find that it had been burned down the night before by people who did not want any “Japs” to return to their neighborhood.  One of the Loomis churches, incensed over this, collected a purse of $300 which they presented to Mr. and Mrs. Sakamoto.  The goodwill this expressed meant much to them.  And this church’s action started enough contributions coming in from all over the state and country to enable the Sakamotos to rebuild on their original site.  This they did and there they have lived ever since.


Fortunately, not all the evacuees returning to the coast were subjected to such experiences.  Other homes were found to have been destroyed or pilfered during the evacuation years but, on the whole, reception was good.  Perhaps this was due in part to the fact that the war had ended and Japan had been badly beaten.  However, many church groups, “The Committee for Fair Play” and others had become aroused over the injustices of evacuation and they stood by ready to help in any way they could when the evacuees first returned to their homes where they once more became a part of the life of the state in which they reside.


However, many problems in connection with evacuation and anti-Japanese measures are still to be settled.  For instance, the remaining five Masaoka sons (one had been killed in action during World War II) decided soon after the war to buy their mother, an alien ineligible to citizenship, a piece of property on which she could build herself a home.  Upon her death, title to the land is to return to the sons, all of whom are American citizens.  Under the Alien land law, any land the sons might give to their mother could be taken from her, as scores of homes and farms had been taken.  The sons could have evaded the law by buying property in their own names and allowing their mother to live on it.  Instead they filed a disclaimer suit against the State of California in order to quiet title.  In March 1950, Judge Thurman Clarke of the Los Angeles Superior Court declared the law unconstitutional in that it denied the equal protection of the laws.  The Attorney General appealed the case to the State Supreme Court January 2, 1951.  There the real test will come, for this court is now faced with the past decisions of its own upholding the law’s constitutionality.


Heard in the State Supreme Court at the same time was the case of Sei Fujii, an Issei, in which the question of the right of an alien Japanese to own real property is involved.  Mr. Fujii had purchased a lot and had filed a disclaimer suit against the State of California, declaring that the State could not escheat the lot because the Alien Land Law was unconstitutional.  Judge Curtis of the Los Angeles Superior Court ruled the Alien Land Law was constitutional and Fujii then appealed to the District Court of Appeals where the three justices, although not touching on the constitutionality of the Alien Land Law, declared unanimously that this law was no longer enforceable and tenable since it was in conflict with the Declaration of Human Rights of the United Nations.


The State Supreme Court is not expected to hand down its decision on these two cases for several months.  It will be interesting to see what will happen.


Until the Oyama decision from the Supreme Court of the United States, in which the escheat program was condemned as a denial of citizen rights, the State of California had been busy collecting $490,000 from the Nisei in its wartime escheat program.  Last month, on July 23, 1951, Governor Earl Warren signed an escheat repayment bill to return this money paid by Nisei as cash settlement in return for clear title to property and to reimburse Nisei whose land had been confiscated outright under the Alien Land Act.


Last month also marked the passage of two other bills favoring those of Japanese ancestry.  On July 19th, Governor Warren signed a bill reducing alien sport fishing licenses from $25 to $10 which is the same as is required for non-residents.  Heretofore, the law, in practice, had meant discrimination against the Japanese.  At the same time, Governor Warren signed another bill which restored liquor sales licenses to Japanese Americans whose permits had been revoked after the start of World War II because the licensees were of “the Japanese race.”


On the national scene, August 17, 1951, President Truman signed the Evacuation Claims Compromise Settlement Bill.  By January 2, 1951, all claims for damage or loss sustained because of evacuation were to be presented by the evacuees.  By that date, 24,409 claims had been filed totaling $131,949,176.68.  The original act stated that claims up to $2,500 were to be paid out of funds appropriated by Congress to the Attorney General.  Each case claiming more than $2,500 damages was to have formal court hearings.  Because settlement of claims thus far had been slow, the Compromise Settlement Bill was proposed and passed this month.  This bill authorizes the Attorney General to offer settlement on smaller claims up to three-fourts of the amount on such items as are compensatable, or $2,500, whichever is less.


The Omnibus Immigration and Naturalization Bill containing sections repealing the Japanese Exclusion Act of 1924 and authorizing the naturalization of alien Japanese legally in this country for permanent residence is, at present, before Congress but a news report dated August 18 says it is very doubtful that action will be taken on it before Congress closes its session on October 1.


What has probably done more than anything else to identify the Nisei as an integral part of our people was the formation in Januiary, 1943, of a Japanese-American Combat Team.  This included the 442nd Regimental Team and the 100th Infantry Battalion (Later, the 100th became the first battalion of the 442nd).  In the movie “Go For Broke,” Hollywood gives recognition to the 442nd which, as it happened was activated in Hawaii where “Go For Broke” is pidgin for “Shoot the works.”  And “shoot the works” they did.  During the war, this unit won 18,143 individual decorations, 123 divisional and army citations, 6 distinguished unit citations and many other decorations and honors.  Their record shows 9,486 men killed or wounded in action, meaning replacements of 314 percent of their original strength.  Theirs was the most decorated unit of its size in the war.  Such was the record of these men, all of whom had to ask to fight and many of them volunteering from the Relocation Centers while their families were still detained.


At the beginning of the war, most Nisei then in service were immediately discharged.  With few exceptions, none were able to serve again until January 29, 1943, when President Roosevelt announced that volunteers would be accepted for a Japanese-American combat unit.  Following this announcement, an army recruiting team went to each of the Relocation Centers and submitted to all men of military age a form entitled “Statement of United States Citizen of Japanese Ancestry.”  This form contained twenty-eight questions designed to determine loyalty and willingness to fight.  Especially crucial were the following questions:

Question 27: Are you willing to serve in the armed forces of the United States on combat duty, wherever ordered?

Question 28: Will you swear unqualified allegiance to the United States of America and faithfully defend the United States from any or all attack by foreign or domestic forces, and forswear any form of allegiance or obedience to the Japanese emperor, or any other foreign government, power, or organization?


To ask such questions did not show much forethought by W.R.A.  It was more ludicrous than serious, however, to ask elderly aliens, especially males, whether they would be willing to serve in the Army Nurse Corps or the Women’s Auxiliary Corps.  Very serious, however, was the fact that answering “yes” to Question 28 meant the Issei would thereby become stateless persons.  Many no longer felt any loyalty whatsoever to Japan but they hesitated to take a step that would make them entirely stateless.  Other questions, though not as serious in consequence, were difficult to understand and answer.  Some centers, realizing the predicament Issei were in, delayed registration until a new directive was ordered from headquarters in Washington.  Others tried to carry on registration with the original questions.  Consequently, in these centers there was much agitation, center-wide meetings were held, anti-administration forces fanned existing fears and misunderstandings, the few pro-Japanese in the group were able to win over some “fence sitters,” consternation was rife and general resistance became great.


Finally a substitute Question 28 was offered.  It read:

Will you swear to abide by the law of the United States and to take no action which would in any way interfere with the war effort of the United States?


To this there was no real objection.  However, unfavorable answers resulted especially in the centers where misunderstanding had been so rampant and in instances where people feared “War Relocation Application for Leave Clearance” meant being forced out into a world that, in many instances, had proved hostile to them.


The extreme variation among the Relocation Centers soon made it apparent that negative answers to Questions 27 and 28 to test loyalty were motivated by many factors other than political allegiance.  However, registration having happened, it was inevitable that segregation take place–the separation of the so-called “loyal” and “disloyal” and, strangely enough, the answers given to Questions 27 and 28 formed the bases for determining this.


However, realizing some of its faults during registration, W.R.A. gave many evacuees the opportunity to alter their answers before actual segregation began.  In segregation, as in registration, the decisions to be made by individuals and families were the source of serious mental disturbance.  Decisions once more were often made for reasons highly irrelevant to the matter of political allegiance.  The most seemingly irrelevant of these reasons and the one having the greatest influence was their fear of eventual forced resettlement.  Residents of the segregation center were to be denied leave clearance and, therefore, could not resettle for the duration of the war; whereas residents of the relocation centers were to be given leave clearance and many had already been subjected to intensive W.R.A. pressure to resettle.  To such people, the choice offered was not between Japan and America, in a political sense, but between Tule Lake and the rest of America, in a security sense.


Whatever decisions were made, families suffered deeply.  Young children had to be segregated if their parents chose to be but adolescents often resented the label “disloyal” and fought bitterly against it.


To others, abrogation of rights or severe economic losses incurred by evacuation resulted in a declaration of “disloyalty” to America without any element of sympathy for or interest in Japan.


Contrasted with the great number of irrelevant “disloyals,” there was a very small minority of politically conscious adherents of Japan who were now willing to take a stand in favor of Japan, and a small number of Issei who were still unwilling to accept the stateless existence that any taint of “disloyalty” to Japan, or “loyalty” to America, would imply, or were unwilling to take a stand that would jeopardize plans they might have had before the war to return to Japan for one reason or another entirely apart from any feeling of loyalty.


The Tule Lake Center in northern California was named the Segregation Center and on September 18, 1943, the first train reached Tule Lake with its load of segregees from another center.  Before the trains stopped rolling, Tule Lake’s population numbered 18,000.


The final accounting for Tule Lake as a segregation center showed the denationalization of 6,000 Nisei, which meant seven out of every ten citizens, representing about seventy-three percent of the families at Tule Lake.  Renunciation of any member was viewed as a protection for the whole family from forced resettlement, and the renunciation of all Nisei members was often considered necessary to avoid separation of families.


Dr. Thomas says of this: “With mass renunciation of citizenship by Nisei and Kibei (those born in the United States but educated in Japan), the cycle which began with evacuation was complete.  Their parents had lost their hard-won foothold in the economic structure of America.  They, themselves, had been deprived of rights which indoctrination in American schools had led them to believe inviolable.  Charged with no offense, but victims of a military misconception, they had suffered confinement behind barbed wire.  They had been stigmatized as disloyal on grounds often far removed from any criterion of political allegiance.  They had been at the mercy of administrative agencies working at cross purposes.  They had yielded to parental compulsion in order to hold the family intact.  (Almost twenty-five percent of the renunciants were under twenty-one years of age.)  They had been intimidated by the ruthless tactics of pressure groups in camp.  They had become terrified by reports of continuing hostility of the American public, and they had finally renounced their irreparably depreciated American citizenship.”(10)


Since the close of the centers, the status of this group of “aliens ineligible for citizenship,” even though born in this country, has been a problem for the courts.


In February, 1949, Federal Judge Louis E. Goodman declared that some 1,525 Nisei who had been sent to Japan after renunciation of their United States citizenship were still American citizens and, as such, the United States Consuls in Japan should give them the same passport consideration they give other United States nationals.  He, therefore, issued an injunction restraining the Attorney General and the Secretary of State from interfering with Nisei who wanted to return to America.  At another time, Judge Goodman ordered the United States government to show cause why 4,287 American-born Japanese should be forced to appear in court to regain their American citizenship.  Should these cases be heard individually, as the Department of Justice had asked, the Federal Courts would, in all likelihood, be clogged for many years.


In September 1949, the United States Circuit Court of Appeals affirmed citizenship restoration of three Japanese Americans who had renounced it under duress during their “incarceration in wartime evacuation centers.”  The three Nisei had brought suit against the government for restoration in connection with applications for passports.  The Court of Appeals decision, written by Chief Judge William Denman, cited General DeWitt’s “Nazi-like doctrine of inherited racial enmity”(11) as the major reason for evacuation and went on to denounce the “unnecessarily cruel and inhuman treatment” of American’born Japanese.  This court found the three Nisei involved were not renunciants because of “free and intelligent choice but rather because of mental fear, intimidation and coercion depriving them of the free exercise of their will”; therefore, the judgment held “the appellees’ renunciations null, void and cancelled...and the Secretary of State is to treat the appellees as citizens of the United States.”


The case of these three has been the first such citizenship case to reach the higher courts, and Judge Denman’s decision is expected to be precedent for the others coming up.  However, in all probability, this case or other cases dealing with the question of renunciation, will be appealed, sooner or later, to the United States Supreme Court where the matter will be definitely decided.


Such is the story of evacuation and some of its most important aspects up to the present time [1951].  In many respects, it is up to the future to write finis to the tale.
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