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Japanese-Americans and World War II:
Internment Camp Experiences and the Transmission of Memories

moopE 4 XX
Yoshifumi Kato

One hundred and fifty years have passed since friendly relations between Japan and the United States began in 1860,
but during World War II (1941-45), Japanese living in the US and Japanese-Americans experienced a violation of their
human rights through forced internment. Following the war, this tragedy had wide repercussions in American society and is
imprinted in the country ’s history as a negative legacy that cannot be ignored by individuals or by the nation as a whole. In
this presentation I will consider how the sites of internment camps have been preserved and how their stories have been
passed on, focusing on the site of the Manzanar internment camp in California.

During a period of six years (2004-2010) I visited the site of the Manzanar camp on three occasions and observed
that the site is gradually being improved and buildings from internment days are being restored. In addition, on viewing the

memorial monuments, plaques, and exhibits, I could feel the reality of the lives of the approximately 10,000 people interned
 in this desert area and could understand how this wasa special place” where 150 people died from disease and other causes.

The conclusion I have drawn is that the sites of forced internment of Japanese-Americans, as represented by the
Manzanar camp, have three major meanings - as memorials, as places for confirming national ideals, and as places for
learning history. In the first instance, from a personal standpoint, they are places for commemorating the people interned and
their lives, as well as the dead, but at the same time they are places for people to heal and to confirm their identities. In the
second instance, these are places to examine “justice” in a democratic American society that takes “freedom” and “equality”
as fundamental principles. Thirdly, as familiar historical and sightseeing spots, these sites are places where American
children can experience the past and learn about history. In short, the internment camp sites are sacred spaces with the
power to cause visitors (pilgrims) to commit the place to memory and tell others about it, and on occasion to stir people to
protest. They are truly American “sacred places.” It is the responsibility of all of us living today to preserve and improve

these sorts of valuable historical legacy and to transmit their history and memories to future generations.
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Life at Manzanar was uncertain, but the prospect of dying behind barbed wire, far from home, may
have been unthinkable. On May 16, 1942, Matsunosuke Murakami, 62, became the first of 150 men,
women, and children to die in camp. He and 14 others, most infants and older men without families,
were laid to rest in this cemetery outside the barbed wire fence in an old peach orchard from
Manzanar s farming era. Here, in the shadow of majestic Mt. Williamson, their somber funerals and
memorials were attended by hundreds of mourners. While some deceased were sent to hometown
cemeteries, most were cremated and their ashes held in camp until their families left Manzanar ... .
Today, only six graves here, including Matsunosuke Murakami ’s, contain remains; families requested

the removal of others after the war.
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The men of our block had spent the entire day planting willow saplings that had been transported into
camp from somewhere beyond the desert. The young trees looked too frail to survive in the alkaline
soil, but we all felt anything was worth trying. We longed desperately for something green, some trees
or shrubs or plants so we might have something to look forward to with the approach of spring.

There existed a master plan that called for the planting of one large tree in front of every mess hall
and the lining of the two-hundred-foot-wide firebreaks between each block with trees as well. It was a
nice thought, and efforts to make it a reality got under way in December, but were eventually defeated
by the harsh climate and the unfriendly soil. Our desert remained a desert, and not even the industrious

Japanese Americans could transform it into anything else. (Desert Exile 125)
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Over the years, this monument has become an icon, inspiring a grass-roots movement to preserve
Manzanar and remember the sacrifices of 120,313 Japanese Americans confined by their own
government.

Buddhist minister Sentoku Mayeda and Christian minister Shoichi Wakahiro first returned here on
Memorial Day 1946. For the next 30 years, they made “pilgrimages” to honor Manzanar’s dead.

Amid the 1960s civil rights struggles, younger Japanese Americans spoke out, shattering their elders’
silence and shame about the camps. On a cold December day in 1969, 150 people journeyed here on
the first organized pilgrimage. An annual event ever since, Manzanar Pilgrimage attracts hundreds of
people of all ages from diverse backgrounds. On the last Saturday of April, they gather here for a
day of remembrance with speeches, a memorial service, and a traditional ondo dance.

Visiting the cemetery anytime can be a personal pilgrimage — of reflection, worship, remembrance, or
protest. Some people leave offerings — coins, personal mementos, paper cranes, water and sake, and
religious items — as outward expressions of the ongoing, unspoken conversations about America’s past

and its future.
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Tule Lake was one of ten American concentration camps established during World War II to
incarcerate 110,000 persons of Japanese ancestry, of whom the majority were American citizens, behind

barbed wire and guard towers without charge, trial or establishment of guilt. These camps are reminders

of how racism, economic and political exploitation, and expediency can undermine the constitutional

guarantees of United States citizens and aliens alike. May the injustices and humiliation suffered here
never recur.
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Designation in the 1970s could lead to sanctification now that the Civil Liberties Act has been passed.
It could be argued that some of these sites, such as Manzanar and Topaz, are already well on their
way. At both sites the commemorative markers spell out exactly why the sites are significant....Even
if the powerful messages already inscribed on the relocation centers are amplified in coming years, they

will be exceptions to the rule that seems to consign such sites to invisibility; few other great



miscarriages of American justice are marked in the landscape. (Shadowed Ground 305-8)
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