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B o m  March 21", 1937 in Hollister", California - 

Citizen of the United States of America

Pre-war residence: farm near Hollister, California

Temporary Detention Camp: Rodeo Grounds, Salinas, C alif,, May-June 1942 

Concentration Camp: Colorado River, Poston, Ariz,, July 1942-Oct, 1943 

Segregation Camp: Pule Lake, Newell, Calif,, Nov, 1 943-Dec, 1945 

Expatriation: Hiroshima, Japanj, Jan, 1946-March 19 49 \

Repatriation: Wailuku, Maui, Hawaii, April 1949-Jul y 1955 

Reunited with family: Monterey, Calif,, August 1955

Present occupation: instructional aide', Berkeley U nified School District
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Testimony v/ritten for the "Commission on Y/artime Relocation 
and Internment of Civilians" established by Public law 96-317* 
������������� �� ���� ��������� � �� � V-raY\c\sct ��Ca ���form � � � � � August .

Testimony By

B. Taeko Sakai Gkamura 
. 1150 Park Hills Road 

Berkeley, California 94708

The following testimony is a personal account of my  child- . 

hood experiences as a member of a no-no, renunciant , expatriate, . • 

repatriate, strandee, and returnee family. Our fami ly was forcibly- 

separated as a result of the policies of the United  States 

government, and our suffering, lasted long after th e war ended.

My ordeal lasted over thirteen years: from the time  I was imprisoned 

as a child in an American concentration camp, to my  expatriation, 

to war- tom Japan and the devastation of Hiroshima, to my half-way * 

return to Hawaii; and finally to my reunification w ith my family 

in-1955. - - — - ......

When the order for our imprisonment came in May, 19 42, my • 

father was farming two hundred seventy acres of lea sed land in 

Hollister, California. The government offered a tot al of ten 

thousand dollars for the crops, lease, tractors, ir rigation 

equipment, and trucks, plus forty dollars for ail t he household 

furnishings which included six beds, five dressers*  two stoves,
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a refrigerator, and living room and dining room fur niture*

These amounts were only a tiny fraction of the tota l value hut 

due to the lack of time., he had to accept the offe r.

My parents, a younger sister, and I were first sent  to the 

Salinas Rodeo Grounds. I was five years old at the time. On - 

arrival, we were assigned to a room which was dirty  and smelly 

and not fit for habitation. There were sacks hangin g from the 

ceiling to partition off the rooms. The sewage syst em was 

leaking, creating a mess in the bathrooms and the i nadequate 

supply of hot water was a problem for bathing and l aundering.

During my short stay in Salinas, a growth was disco vered in 

my right eye and the doctors recommended surgery. I  had to go ' 

to a hospital outside of the camp for the surgery s o my mother 

pleaded with the camp authorities, to let her accom pany me. The 

request was denied and I was sent to the hospital a lone. Going 

to a hospital for surgery is a traumatic experience  in itself.

But for a young child who neither spoke nor underst ood any English 

and had very little social contact with anyone outs ide of her 

family," this was a doubly frightening experience.

On July 4, 1942 we were ordered to move to a more p ermanent 

concentration camp which turned out to be in the Ar izona desert. 

Poston, Arizona was a place of intense heat and whi rlwinds that 

kicked up the sand and dust that got into our rooms  and made our 

lives miserable.
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In early 1943, all citizens imprisoned in the concentr ation 

camps who were seventeen years of age or older were  required to fill 

out a questionnaire regarding their allegiance and willingness to 

serve in the armed forces# My.mother is a native-bo rn American#

She loved the United States and cherished her Ameri can citizenship#

She was absolutely loyal and never would have done anything against 

the United States# However, she had four children w ho were stranded 

in Japan while they were visiting their grandparent s; and her husband 

was a Japanese citizen who was prohibited by United  States law from 

becoming an American citizen. She wrote "neutral” a fter the questions 

which she felt she could not answer either way beca use of these 

circumstances. But neutrality was not acceptable to  the authorities, 

and she was called in for a personal interrogation.  She desperately 

tried to explain her reasons for not answering the questions, but 

she was forced to make a choice. Under such duress,  she had no choice 

but. to answer in the negative. There was no way sh e could, swear to 

harm her children in Japan or estrange herself from  her husband.

Due to my mother’s negative answers, in October, 19 43', we were 

once again put on.a train to yet another camp. ‘Blo ck 59, Tule lake 

Segregation Camp, Hewell, California was our destin ation.

Tule lake was a very different place from either Sa linas or 
• •
Poston. Block 59 was occupied by people who had ans wered "no-no" 

to the questionnaire. People in Tule.lake were gene rally more 

outspoken about the conditions in ..the camp, our t reatment as a 

people, the questionnaire, and the draft. .
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My sister and I were enrolled in a Japanese school in . 

preparation for our eventual expatriation to Japan*  Our teachers 

were generally pro-Japan and taught us not only how  to read and 

write in Japanese hut also to he proud as Japanese*  Their goals 

were to teach us to he good Japanese so that we wou ld not he em�

barrassed when we got to Japan*

We were often asked to wear red or white headbands and do 

marching exercises. We were awakened early every mo rning to the 

sound of a bugle. We had to hurriedly get dressed a nd gather at 

one end of the block where a leader led us in tradi tional Japanese 

calisthenics. As the sun rose, we bowed oùr heads t o the east. 

This was to show our respect to the Emperor. We wer e also led 

in the clean-up of our block area before breakfast.

Our block was located on the southwest comer  of the  camp 

grounds. The double barbed wire fence was just beyo nd the next 

barrack from our compartment. A guard tower with un iformed men 

and weapons were in view at all times. Search light s were beamed, 

onto the camp grounds at night. Uniformed men with weapons 

driving around in jeeps was a common sight. As a re sult of this 

experience, I used to be afraid of any white adult male for a . 

very long time. *

.Demonstrations in protest of one thing or other wa s frequent. 

We very often locked ourselves in our room to avoid  participating 

in these demonstrations. Physical violence and verb al abuses

were common at these demonstrations where feelings ran high. And
*
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whenever a large demonstration took place, we could  always 

expect the camp authorities to send out soldiers to . search our 

rooms for contraband. These searches were very thor ough and 

everything was ransacked..

life in Tule lake Segregation Camp for children was  not 

very pleasant. There was very little to do for ente rtainment. 

Toys were scarce. We often played hopscotch using t he coal 

pieces from the pile in front of the bathroom area.  Coal was 

fed into the furnace by a man to make hot water. Ou r mothers 

gave us outdated Wards.or Sears catalogues so we co uld cut out 

the models to use as paper dolls. We also spent a g reat deal of 

time looking for tiny white shells which our mother s bleached 

and made into necklaces and pins.

The atomic bomb was dropped on Hiroshima in August,  1945# 

That was horrifying news for my parents and many of  their friends 

in camp who had relatives in Hiroshima. Many people  came to* our 

barrack and listened to the radio and cried. My par ents were 

frantic when they heard the broadcast. They had fou r children 

in Hiroshima. They had not had any communication wi th them 

since the Pacific war started. We had no way of kno wing if they 

had survived the bombing and if so where they could  be or who 

was taking care of them. .*

With the news of Japan’s surrender, Tule lake becam e a very 

busy place. People were getting ready to move out o f camp, 

either to go to Japan or move elsewhere.
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My parents decided at this time that my mother and the 

three children (another sister was horn in Tule lak e) should 

go to Japan and my father would stay in California.  My father’s 

assets were still frozen, so he wanted to stay and try to recover 

his funds. My mother had to go to Japan to see if h er children 

and in-laws were still alive* Since independent civ ilian travel 

to Japan was impossible, the only way my mother cou ld quickly 

get to Japan was to renounce her American citizensh ip and get 

on the expatriation ship. It was an agonizing decis ion but my 

. my mother renounced her citizenship.

After Christmas 1945*, we were finally allowed to l eave

Tule lake. My father left first. Then my mother, si sters,
• ' �� ��� : • �� �� ' \ .

and I were put on a train for Astoria, Oregon to ca tch our ship 

to Japan. It was during the night and raining outsi de when our 

train slowed down at the Klamath Palls station. The  window 

shades were closed", but someone told us to peek ou t. I looked 

out and there I saw my father standing in the rain,  all alone, • -1 

waving to us. I was not to see him again for nearly  ten years.

We were only allowed to take things that we could c arry by 

ourselves. My sister and I had huge knapsacks on ou r backs 

filled to the brim. My mother also had a knapsack p lus a suit- 

#case and a free hand to hold on to my little siste r.

The ship we took to Japan was the General Gordon. W e were 

in steerage where we were packed like sardines. The re were 

rows upon rows of bunks, and just about everyone go t seasick.
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There was no privacy* The ocean was very rough and I was 

drenched every time I went on deck* It took us appr oximately 

ten days to get to Uraga, Japan*

We were once again herded into barracks in Uraga an d kept 

there for approximately two weeks* The food in the American 

concentration camps was bad but the food in Uraga w as worse. - 

One of the things we were given was a hard biscuit called 

,fkatapanM The dog biscuits advertised on television  remind 

me of them* Uraga in January was very cold but ther e was no 

heat in the building.

After what seemed like a long time, we were put on trains 

to be taken to our destination. The train was so cr owded that 

one could not get up to even use the bathroom. And every time 

the train made a stop at a station, there were Japa nese soldiers 

pounding on the windows with their shoe to let them  in. These 

soldiers had no way of getting home since the Japan ese railway * 

system was not -in operation at that time. Our trai n was run by 

the occupation forces and we were told to keep the windows closed. 

I»ly sister used to have horrible nightmares about this experience.

• My mother sent a telegram to my grandparents as s oon as 

she found out when we would get to Hiroshima. But w hen we got 

to Hiroshima, no one was there to meet us. My mothe r knew where 

my grandparents lived so she decided we should walk  there since 

there were no buses or taxis. .

There is a large river that runs through Hiroshima.  There



were some damaged and partly burned houses standing  on the side 

of the river where we walked* But on the other side  of the river 

all I could see for miles and miles was charred, bl ack, flat 

land with hardly a structure standing*

When we got to my grandparents* house, we were glad  to find 

my grandparents and brother and three sisters safe.  Their home 

was far enough away from the bombed area to escape any major 

damage* But we were not welcome in Japan* Y/e were scornfully 

asked, **Why did you come here?” Pood was scarce an d life was 

very difficult. I broke out with boils all over the  palms of 

both' my hands. The doctor said it was malnutrition  and I needed 

penicillin. PeniciHin was very scarce and my mother  was only 

able to get it through the black market*

X attended a school that was damaged but still stan ding* 

There were no glass in the windrows. The winters we re cold with 

no heating and my hands were frost bitten every win ter. They 

turned purple and swelled till the skin could not s tretch any 

more and burst*

My mother did not like Japan when she first went th ere in

1926 as a teenager* She liked it even less this tim e* She

Wanted to return to the United States as soon as sh e knew her

•family was safe. My grandparents were quite old so  the burden

of doing most of the hard labor on the farm fell on  my mother’s 
* * • .

shoulders* There were no animals or machinery to he lp her 

lessen the burden. v



Occupation forces were just arriving in Japan when we got ** 

there. My mother used to stop anybody in a United S tates army 

uniform with an Asian, face to beg them to help her  to get back 

to the United States. Someone told her that there i s a Japanese 

American Citizens League (JACL) office in Hiroshima . She went 

there on numerous occasions to ask for help in retu rning to the 

United States. A man purporting to represent the JA CL told her 

to bribe certain Japanese government officials with  specific 

amounts of money or sugar or other American goods t hat my father 

sent her. She. paid the bribes to no avail (no doub t the pro�

fessed 11 JACL representative” was a fraud). My mot her was an easy 

target for any con artist who gave her any hope of getting back 

to the United States. She knew she was being victim ized but she 

persisted in her efforts to leave Japan at almost a ny cost.

By 1949,*my father had re-established himself in Mo nterey, 

California and asked my brother and oldest sister t o return to * 

the United States. My mother wrote to her brother i n Hawaii 

to ask if he. would take two of her children. She f elt that 

anything would be-better for the children than stay ing in Japan. 

So in April, 1949, my brother, two sisters and I le ft Japan.

My brother and oldest sister went on to California while my 

second sister and I stopped in Hawaii to live with my uncle and 

aunt. Now our family was split in three ways, Japan , Hawaii, 

and California. I  cried when I left Japan. I thought I would 

never see either of my parents again. I suffered a terrible
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stomach upset on the day of my departure and X was to suffer 

with, this ailment often while in Hawaii* The docto rs were never 

able to diagnose the cause of this pain* The myster ious stomach 

aches disappeared when I came back to California an d re joined 

my family.

I walked with a limp when I got to Hawaii. The Shri ner’s 

Hospital doctors found that one of my legs was an i nch shorter 

than the other and diagnosed it to be caused by mal nutrition*

After several years of care and proper diet the doc tors were 

amazed to see my legs even out. I lived in Hawaii f or six and 

a half years* Life in Hawaii was much easier than i n Japan but 

I missed my parents very much. —

I was twelve years old when I got to Hawaii. I did not 

speak a word of English. I sat in a first grade cla ssroom for 

three months. I did not graduate from high school u ntil I was 

twenty years old. '• . v  -

In 1952, the racial restrictions for naturalization  was eli�

minated and my father was able to become an America n citizen, but 

my mother was still struggling to get back to the U nited States.

Her numerous applications to the American consulate  went ■ unanswered# 

She says there were many times when she.wanted to e nd her life 

in frustration. By 1954, my brother was in the Unit ed States 

army stationed in Japan, and he v/as trying without  much success 

to get my mother repatriated to the United States. My father 

then.by chance told someone in Carmel, California a bout the
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plight of liis wife and the difficulty she was havi ng in getting 

hack to this country. This person evidently knew Se nator William. 

Knowland and related the story to him. Senator Know land kindly 

sent a letter on behalf of my mother to the America n Embassy 

in Japan saying he had a special interest in her ca se. Magically, 

the doors opened and my mother and two remaining si sters were 

authorized to take the next ship headed for the Uni ted States.

E\ren at the last minute, some unscrupulous person sent a false 

telegram telling her not to come to the port-»becau se there was 

no space on the ship (possibly for an impostor to t ake her place), 

but my mother was so determined to leave that nothi ng could 

stop her from boarding the shipv

My mother says she cried with joy when the ship lef t Japan. 

Her long exile was over and she was finally on her way home. She 

says she cannot express in words the elation she fe lt when she 

first saw the coast of California once again. Event ually, my 

mother’s American citizenship was restored due to t he efforts 

of attorney Wayne,Collins. My parents were reunited  after almost 

^1^6 yecirs of separation. My own ordeal was to con tinue for 

another year. I was finally reunited with my family  in August, 

1955. I had not seen my mother for six and a half y ears and my 

.father for nine and a half years. I left the Unite d States for 

Japan when I was eight years old and went to Hawaii  when I was 

twelve. I was eighteen yeas old by the time I was r eunited with 

my family. ‘ , ’ *
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My parents are celebrating their fiftieth wedding a nniversary 

this year* I think it is a miracle that both my par ents have 

survived the ordeal of all those years of separatio n and struggle.

. My mother still suffers both physically and emoti onally 

from those years of ordeal* She has had several ope rations on 

her right leg in the last ten years which I am sure  are due to 

the physical hardships she went through in Japan. S he seems to 

have a compulsion to talk about her experiences whe never I visit 

her. This is very emotionally upsetting to her, but  it seems a 

very necessary thing for her to do. I don*t think m y mother will 

ever fully recover from her ordeals. -

No monetary sum could ever compensate us fully for all the 

years of suffering. However, X think some token amo unt should Vv 

be paid us in restitution. Fifty thousand dollars p er person 

is the minimum amount that would be acceptable cons idering the 

length and severity of our suffering. I would like the resti�

tution to be paid very soon so my parents can gain some benefit 

from it. ' * • C' • • "/*•••■



■ Year,

/ / : 1940 

1941

1942-1945

1946-1943

1949-1951

1952-1953

1954

' 1955 *

Appendix

Summary of Our Family Odyssey 

In American

in California Concentration Camps In Japan In Hawai i

self,Father,MotherJ 
brother, 4 sisters :

' — - - V . ' - -----

self, Father,Mother ̂ 
sister

. - ---- ; brother“, 3 sisters ' — --

■ ■----- - ■ self,Father,Mother 
2 sisters brother, 3 sisters •

• • -

Father
self, Mother, 

brother, 5 sisters
— — -

Father, brotherJ 
sister

y .  " V Mother, 3 sisters self, sister

FatherJ brother*, 
2 sisters

■ — — — : ' MotherJ 2 sisters self, sister

Father, Mother, 
brother, 4 sisters

•
self, sister

self,Father,Mother,
brother, 5 sisters


