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they wore their best...

establishing rootsEstablishing Roots
apanese Americans have been in the US for over 120 years. Like most immigrants, they came to

America seeking better lives for themselves and their families. After arriving in California in the late

1880’s a laborers, farmers, and students, they worked in the fields, homes, and shops fueling the

West Coast economy. As more women arrived through the 1920s, homesteads took hold.

Through their industriousness and innovation, they adapted techniques from their homeland, applied them

to their adopted country and rooted their hopes and dreams in their American-born children, the Nisei.1

Through school and civic activities like Boy Scouts and Blue Jays, Nisei youth were introduced to the larger

community and to democratic values. The Nisei had

succumbed to American influences brought into the home

about courtship, communication, and personal freedoms. At

times, traditional parental expectations collided with their

children’s American ideals.

The greatest test for Japanese Americans, would be their

experience during World War II.

News of the bombing by the Japanese Imperial forces on the US

naval fleet at Pearl Harbor, Hawaii on December 7, 1941 shocked

America. For about 110,000 persons of Japanese ancestry living on

the West Coast of the US, and several thousand Japanese Latin

Americans, the attack at Pearl Harbor triggered actions that forever

altered the course of their lives. Years of anti-Asian hostility, and

economic competition against Japanese Americans were further

intensified by Japan’s military aggression in the Pacific.

The attack spread panic and fear. In the hysteria, everything Japanese

was linked to treachery of Japan. The public could not differentiate. The

FBI, under the Enemy Alien Program, began arresting the Issei and

other “enemy aliens” deemed as “dangerous persons.” These heads of

households, community leaders, teachers and newspaper publishers,

and clergy were imprisoned in separate Justice Department

internment camps throughout the US.3 These actions shocked the Nisei

who had grown up believing strongly in the Constitution and the Bill of

Rights taught to them in American schools.

Never charged with a crime nor afforded a trial, persons of Japanese

ancestry were subjected to arrest, frozen bank accounts, curfew,

restrictions and exclusion, and eventually uprooted from their homes

and imprisoned en masse in detention camps for long as five years.

“Journey to Tanforan” (2007), courtesy of JCCCNC & ANDY FUKUTOME. This exhibit was produced by the National Japanese American Historical Society, Inc. for the
Japanese Cultural and Community Center of Northern California.

Sources: Building A Community, the Story of Japanese Americans in San Mateo County, GAYLE K. YAMADA, DIANNE FUKAMI, San Mateo Chapter JACL. (Asian American
Curriculum Project), 2003, National Archives, Library of Congress; NJAHS Archives, Years of Infamy, the Untold Story of America’s Concentration Camps, MICHI WEGLYN.
(University of Washington Press), 1976, 1996.

Major funding has been provided by The Wallace Alexander Gerbode Foundation, The Henri and Tomoye Takahashi Charitable Foundation, The James Irvine Foundation
and The Shops at Tanforan, owned by Breevast U.S. and managed by General Growth Properties.

“It was only natural that we would
respect parental ties and follow
the decisions the Issei mapped
out…Yet, we were also American
citizens in tune with American
things, such as dances, parties,
and independence to marry
someone of our own choosing.”
—TOMIKO SUTOW 2

US Army soldier Aso visits his mother harvesting strawberries just before removal.
Florin CA, May 1942. Dorothea Lange photo, National Archives.

Pledge of Allegiance at Rafael Weill (now Rosa Parks) Elementary School, San
Francisco CA, 1942. Dorothea Lange photo, National Archives.

Signage of Wanto Grocery Store, Oakland CA, 1942. Dorothea Lange
photo. National Archives.

David Tatsuno and son Sheldon, San Francisco CA, 1942. Dorothea
Lange photo, National Archives.
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how Did this happen?

eviction

Executive Order 90666 led to the eventual forced removal of all persons of Japanese ancestry on the West

Coast in detention camps. While the order itself did not name ethnic groups, military proclamations ensued

that restricted movement in and out of specific military zones, excluded and imposed curfews for German and

Italian aliens7 and all persons of Japanese ancestry. FBI and Naval Intelligence reports found the local Japanese

American community posed no real threat, but the War Department persisted. A congressional committee

concluded it was a military necessity to force a mass eviction, despite no incidence of espionage or sabotage.

Agricultural interests, newspaper publishers, civic groups, and West coast

officials urged removal of the entire Japanese American population from

California, Oregon & Washington.

Eviction
Gen. John L. Dewitt was given full authority to implement Order 9066.

Under the direction of Col. Karl Bendetsen, the Wartime Civil Control

Administration (WCCA) opened 66 offices on the West Coast to undertake

the removal of all people of Japanese ancestry. 

On March 2, 1942, Gen. DeWitt issued Public Proclamation No. 1, designating military areas along the West

Coast. Certain people such as German and Italian aliens or any person of Japanese ancestry, alien or citizen

alike could be excluded from those areas which included a broad strip of the coast running from the

southern part of Arizona up through the western halves of California, Oregon, and Washington. At first, the

relocation was voluntary, but failed. On April 1, 1942, instructions were posted

along the West Coast, officially ordering all persons of Japanese ancestry to

report for removal or face punishment.

The WCCA began setting up fifteen assembly and detention centers, at

racetracks and fairgrounds, twelve of them in California. Japanese Americans

were ordered to register, given a family identification number and individual tags

for family members and their luggage. Officials told families bring only what

they could carry. All property, businesses, farms, household goods were hastily

sold, disposed, stored, cared for by other non-Japanese, or simply abandoned. 

How Did This Happen?

“War hysteria,
race prejudice
and failure 
of political
leadership.”
—US COMMISSION ON THE WARTIME 

RELOCATION AND INTERNMENT OF CIVILIANS, 

1981, CITING THE CAUSES WHICH LED TO THE 

INTERNMENT OF JAPANESE AMERICANS4

1 Nisei, (Nee-say) 2nd generation Japanese American, born in America. Their parents, the Issei, (Ee-say), 1st generation Japanese immigrants of the 1880’s-1920’s.

2 Sources: Building A Community, the Story of Japanese Americans in San Mateo County, GAYLE K. YAMADA, DIANNE FUKAMI, San Mateo Chapter JACL. (Asian American
Curriculum Project), 2003.

3 Read more about the Enemy Alien Program them in Enemies: World War II Alien Internment by JOHN CHRISTGAU (iUniverse), and in Years of Infamy, the Untold Story of
America’s Concentration Camps, MICHI WEGLYN. (University of Washington Press), 1976, 1996.

4 Summary Recommendations. Commission on the Wartime Relocation and Internment of Civilians, 1981.

minimum, making practically no demands.” Dorothea Lange: A Photographer’s Life (Farrar Straus Giroux).

“As soon as the announcement came, the Japanese were forbidden to own shortwave radios, firearms, swords and cameras—as
if they were spies. The FBI came and searched for anything that was tied to Japan and confiscated the contraband.”5 FBI Search,
1942. San Francisco Public Library.

Upon escort by armed guard to Tanforan, 1942. Dorothea
Lange photo, National Archives.

“My sister comes
home with a tag
with a number on
it…I think it’s quite
traumatic…I think
it’s demeaning.”
—YONEO “YOON” KAWAKITA5

Mochida family, Hayward CA, 1942. Dorothea Lange photo, National Archives.8

Artist Hisako Hibi and daughter Ibuki await buses
to Tanforan, Hayward CA, May 8, 1942. Dorothea
Lange photo, National Archives.9
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Arrival at Tanforan

They came by the bus load, thousands

of them. Family after family of people

of Japanese ancestry, dressed in their

best clothes, arrived at what had been the

Tanforan Racetrack in San Bruno, CA., now

designated the Tanforan “Assembly” Center

in April 28, 1942. It became a temporary

home of 7,816 people of Japanese descent,

many of them American citizens. Most of its

population came from San Francisco, the

East Bay, and the Peninsula—including 891

from San Mateo County.

Tanforan became the second largest assembly center in population after Santa Anita in Southern California.

It was bordered by Noor Avenue (North), Forest Lane (South), El Camino Real (West) and the Southern

Pacific railroad (East).

As buses pulled up to the racetrack, barbed wire, watchtowers, and armed guards greeted the passengers.

At the entrance, they underwent an induction process that included registering all family members and

undergoing searches for contraband items such as knives, cameras, and liquor. After the search, each

person was subjected to a medical examination.10

5 Source: Building A Community, the Story of Japanese Americans in San Mateo County, GAYLE K. YAMADA, DIANNE FUKAMI, San Mateo Chapter JACL. (Asian American
Curriculum Project), 2003.

6 On February 19, 1942, President Franklin Delano Roosevelt signed Executive Order 9066 transferring the authority to handle all persons, citizens and aliens to the War
Department.

7 By recent accounts, Italians and Germans were under siege by the very fact that the selection became a subjective and arbitrary process of identifying whose was
“dangerous.” Hundreds of innocent civilians of German and Italian immigrants and their citizen children were affected by the exclusion, detention, restrictions and even
incarceration by unsubstantiated evidence, often reported by fearful neighbors or jealous rivals and without formal charges revealed. Their silence is broken only after
their citizen children share their family’s ordeal Read more in Fear Itself by STEPHEN FOX (iUniverse). Una Storia Segreta: The Secret History of Italian American
Evacuation and Internment During World War II by LARRY DISTASTI (Heyday Books), Here in America? ed. By HELEN ZIA (National Japanese American Historical Society).

“I felt like a prisoner. Because you felt the
barbed wire fences, the guard towers, you
felt like being in a prison camp.”
—YOSHIO “YO” KASAI

“My first impression
was, ‘This is
terrible.’ After we
got settled, I just
walked away and
walked to the
grandstand and 
I cried...”
—JIM KAJIWARA

“ Everyone goes early to stand in line, if you don’t, you don’t get a table or your share of food. So the meals get earlier
every day and you get hungry before you go to bed.” —ISABEL MIYATA.  Lines for mess hall, Tanforan “Assembly”
Center, April 29, 1942. Dorothea Lange photo, National Archives.

San Bruno Mountains, Tanforan “Assembly” Center, 1942. San Francisco Public Library.

Internees received cots and little else. For mattresses, they were given canvas bags of ticking and told to
go to the hay pile to fill them up. Illustration: MINÉ OKUBO, Citizen 13660 (Columbia University Press), 1946.

Tanforan, 1942.  Dorothea Lange photo, National Archives. 

They Wore Their Best...
The Japanese-American Evacuation and After: 

Photographs by Dorothea Lange and Paul Kitagaki, Jr.

they wore their best...

housingHousing

The conditions were deplorable and

dehumanizing. Hastily constructed barracks

were built in the center of the track and some

still under construction. Communal washrooms,

laundry rooms, and latrines not yet completed,

sewage and drainage prevailed. For this reason,

many families had to live in converted horse stalls;

half housed the house, the other half the tack and

fodder. Although the stalls were white-washed prior

to arrival, cleaning had been minimal. Hay, horsehair

and manure were embedded in the newly whitewashed walls. Some developed severe allergies. The stench

was overwhelming. Efforts to scrub the floor and walls with warm water and soap only made the smell worse. 

Tanforan “Assembly” Center administration spent an average of only 37¢ per person of the 50¢ allotment.

Basic army rations were served. Cases of mass diarrhea often broke out. Medical care was understaffed

and untrained. Only one registered nurse handled 3,000 people.

8 Read a child’s story The Bracelet by YOSHIKO UCHIDA, Only What You Can Carry ed. PATRICIA WAKIDA (Heyday Books).

9 In early April 1942, photographer Dorothea Lange began shooting the eviction and incarceration of Japanese Americans for the War Relocation Authority. She was
assigned to cover Northern California. “What I wanted to photograph was the procedure, the process of processing,” she said. “Everything they could possible do for
themselves, they did, asking the 

10Source: Building A Community, the Story of Japanese Americans in San Mateo County, GAYLE K. YAMADA, DIANNE FUKAMI, San Mateo Chapter JACL. (Asian American
Curriculum Project), 2003.

11 Source: Building A Community, the Story of Japanese Americans in San Mateo County, GAYLE K. YAMADA, DIANNE FUKAMI, San Mateo Chapter JACL. (Asian American
Curriculum Project), 2003.

“When I saw the horse
stables, it was so grim…
I remember saying right
out loud, ‘Well, if you had
any doubts as to what
they think of us, this is it.
This filthy horse stable…”
—JANET MIYATA, as an 11 year old internee11

• 26 horse stalls

• 180 barracks 

• Living quarters were divided into “blocks”, each

consisting of 600 to 800 people

• Each “block” eventually had restroom facilities,

washroom, and when possible, a mess hall

Camp barracks were converted horse stalls adjacent to open drainage ditches, April 29, 1942. Dorothea
Lange photo, National Archives.

Life behind barbed wire disrupted traditional family life. Elderly man
(Mr. Kondo) and daughter in horsestall living quarters which was shared
with son-in-law and three grandchildren. Tanforan, June 16, 1942.
Dorothea Lange photo, National Archives.

Map of Tanforan “Assembly” Center by District Regional Engineer Office, April 23, 1942. Courtesy of Mitzie Tarver

“ My classmate wrote to me saying ‘I can no longer write you to because my father has told
me I cannot do so.’ It was because I was Japanese and in this camp, I was devastated.” 
—MITZIE TARVER.  Post Office, Tanforan “Assembly” Center, 1942. Library of Congress.
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12Read about it in Art of Gaman by DELPHINE HIRASUNA (Ten Speed Press).

13For children: read about it in Journey to Topaz by YOSHIKO UCHIDA and A Place Where the Sunflowers Grow by AMY LEE-TAI (Childrens Book Press).

14Source: Building A Community, the Story of Japanese Americans in San Mateo County, (Asian American Curriculum Project), 2003.

15Read about Chiura Obata in Topaz Moon: Art of the Internment by KIMI KODANI HILL (Heyday Books).

16Read about it in Citizen 13660 by MINÉ OKUBO (University of Washington Press; Reprint edition), June 1983.

“It’s a sinful waste of human energy, ability,
brains, and productivity to lock up thousands
of people and force them to do nothing.”
—TOMOYE “TAMI” (NOZAWA) TAKAHASHI14

tanforan camp life
Tanforan Camp Life 

Within the confines of barbed-wire

encampments, deprived of their freedom,

internees managed the responsibilities of

daily life. In a move toward normalcy, the internees,

under the sanction of the administration, set up

classes to teach sports, sewing, arts and crafts in an

attempt to make their desolate surroundings more

habitable. For practical purposes, they sewed their

stow-away seeds to build victory gardens, wrote and

edited newsletters, built furniture from scrap lumber,

carved bird pins from desert twigs, handcrafted

baskets, and flower bouquets from crepe paper to be used in gift exchanges. In spite of their imprisonment,

they still managed to see beauty and create art. In only recent times, with the passage of legislation to

preserve these World War II incarceration sites, has public attention and historic validation been afforded to

these seemingly mundane handcrafted items under the genre of “prison art.”12

In dealing with their imprisonment, most

of the Tanforan internees adopted the

attitude of “Shikataganai”—an often used

expression meaning, “it can’t be helped.”

It embodied the Japanese cultural trait of

making the best of a bad situation. 

Tanforan became well known for the

quality of its art classes, which were

taught by a prestigious faculty of artists,

among them, UC Berkeley art professor

Chiura Obata, Matsusaburo “George” Hibi,

and his wife Hisako, and Mine’ Okubo,

who preserved her text and illustration 

in her book Citizen 13660.

Tanforan Totalizer publication. Tomoye and Henri Takahashi helped start up the Tanforan Totalizer,which
not only printed censor-approved notices like births, deaths, meetings, new rules and regulations, but
also recorded those that gave a feel for the times.  Tanforan, 1942. Library of Congress photo.

Vegetable gardens sprung up between quarters. Yoshiye Fujita who was married to community leader Tad Fujita, tends to her
garden, June 16, 1942.13 Dorothea Lange photo, National Archives.

Camp internee Professor Chiura Obata teaches art class at barrack at Tanforan, 1942. Library of Congress.15

Family life was lacking. Everyone ate wherever he or she pleased. Mothers had lost all control
over their children. Illustration: MINÉ OKUBO16
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