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The Life of the Japanese American Today:

From the Interviews in Honolulu, Hawaii
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So my paternal grandparents are from Fukuoka and my maternal
grandparents are from Miyagi-ken. My grandparents, of course, are Issei and
then my parents are second generation. My father spoke fluent Japanese. He
was in military intelligence right after the war. He was in high school when
World War II occurred. My mother speaks some Japanese but very dialect
type as my grandparents did not come from Tokyo or Osaka.
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I grew up in a household with my father’s mother, my obaachan, Baba as we
called her. She only spoke Japanese, but I could not speak Japanese. I
understood what she was saying to me, mostly scolding of course but I
responded in English. I never really spoke Japanese fluently, a few words
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here and there. From the time I was 4 years old, I was going to Japanese
language school, and back in that time, about the mid to late 60s, Japanese
language schools here in Honolulu were run by first-generation Japanese
people usually at some temple, but the Japanese school I went to was at my
elementary school, Palolo Gakuin, run by a husband and wife. But I will tell
you that the way you learn Japanese when you go to that kind of Japanese
language school is that you memorize. You memorize hiragana, memorize
katakana, memorize kanji, so I could read but I had no idea what I was
saying. I don’t know the meaning. Because I memorized the characters, I can
read it. Of course, I knew generally what I was talking about, but I could
never really converse with anyone in Japanese fluently in my whole life. I
finished Japanese school in middle school and took Japanese in high school.
Three years, the same thing, memorization, but no conversation. So I don’t
really know how to speak it and because English was spoken in the home
and our friends all spoke English, there was no real opportunity to practice
conversational Japanese. I would even venture to say, even if you went to
language lab, I think that’s not enough. You really need to immerse yourself
in a group or something that speaks Japanese. There was always something
in me that said, “I really want to speak Japanese, but I just can’t get it.” Then I
went to the University of Hawaii. I majored in Business. I wanted to be a
buyer in a store, fashion merchandising. I took Japanese in my freshman
year and after that I gave up. Japanese at that time—I don’t know if it’s like
that today—was daily, five days a week class and then there was language
lab, so it was a lot of work. I just said, “This is not working for me,” so I
stopped. That is my experience about learning Japanese as a third
generation. I would venture to say that many of my friends’ experiences are



very similar, the people that grew up with and went to college with—very
similar experience.

(BH)]) IR DRETH LD VLR TH o720 HEHIHAGHETLAEE S
¥, RIEHABEGEE o728, HEBOF ) 2 LITHR LEFHTER 7.
4IED T HH S HARFEFANE > TV 7283, 605D S BT HIT T
— AR T 5 HAFRFRASF 5 ETHR STz, FA2SE L7z HA
FESAAE Palolo Gakuin 1, # 5 TW/NERIZH o 720 FHOMATTIZTRT
WELT, OHW %, B8 h), EFEEZELTLIERLETH-720T, Gl
CLIITEDDPHAETRIHAET DI LDV TE L o720 NT A RIS
LERIIE VAR TH o7, 1FETHARFEI-RAZBEIBE LD, Z0k%
D7z, YIREMA S HIZENRDH ) TR TOMBE D LTI R bR o7z,
2 OFEIZOWTWIT R R BFEIZD RV, ZHoRDINZD
EBIEEL, EHITRPACHESTZHRDKANTZ DL KDL &9 %=#%
Bia LicoTEenhrERH.

® NI A DOIALIFFHIEIZ DT
Hawaii is unique and special to me. I know that if you go to San Francisco or
L.A., I don’t know about New York so much, but there are Japantowns and
Chinatowns and people live more diverse. But here we all kind of live
together. We learn how to live with each other’s cultural differences. It’s
really and truly a melting pot. In terms of being Japanese-American here in
Hawaii, I hear all the time from native Japanese friends and acquaintances
how shocked, how surprised they are at how much of our Japanese traditions
and culture is so strong here in Hawaii, the kind of holidays we celebrate, the
kind of food we eat, like Hina Matsuri. We celebrate those things. We have
Obon season. There is Bon dance. There are several Bon dances, every
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weekend from end of June to August here. My Japanese friends from Japan
are shocked. They say, we don’t even do these kind of things in Japan. But
these traditions, we hold it close to our heart, because that is our connection
—maybe more so because we don’t speak Japanese—that is our connection
to our heritage. So I think even more so, we hold it very close to us and we
try to uphold those traditions. I do believe—my son is fourth generation and
there is probably fifth and sixth generation Japanese here already—it does
get wanted down, so our generation, all the 20-plus Japanese organizations
here in Hawaii are really hard to maintain the traditions and culture of Japan
and passing it on to our children and helping them to understand the
importance of holding on to those things and not losing them. Those
customs and heritage become generalized with community. So that is more
like a natural event for not only Japanese but also for other people.
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Last year we celebrate the 150™ anniversary of the first Japanese immigrants



to Hawaii—Gannenmono—so, we see funding from the state to put the
celebration on. In June last year we had a 1-day symposium to celebrate
Gannenmono. The association of Nikkei & Japanese Abroad (ANJA) which is
based in Japan, they have a yearly conference. Usually it is in Japan to bring
Nikkei from all around the world. Last year they decided to have their
conference in Honolulu so that it would be together with our Gannenmono
celebration. What we did was actually to reach out and found descendants of
the original 150. Now they are fourth, fifth, sixth generation. They are all
mixed, because the first 150 came, and there were no Japanese women, so
they married Hawaiian. So today’s descendants have very little Japanese, but
they are Hawaiian, Portuguese, Chinese—all mixed. That was 1868 when
they first came. About twenty years later, the Kanyaku-imin, that was the big
wave of immigrants, most like my great-grandparents. Maybe on one side I'm
fourth generation. One hundred fifty came from Yokohama. One-year
contract. After the one-year contract, roughly 50 went to mainland U.S., 50
went back to Japan because it was very difficult working on the plantation
and I think most of the 150 weren’t farmers by background. In Japan they
weren't farmers. Some were samurai, because that’s when Meiji took over
right that happened, so samurai class became no longer. Too hard work, so
they went back. And roughly 50 stayed in Hawaii—Big Island, Kauai, some
Honolulu, some Maui, but I think mostly Big Island and Kauai. Then they all
married Hawaiian women, had children and as the generations went on, they
all married Portuguese, Chinese, so all cosmopolitan. Now today they are
cosmopolitan. So I will tell you, the 150 that came, they came illegally
because the American captain of the ship, I think his name was Van Reed,
went to Japan to bring 150 people to Hawaii, but they did not have Meiji
— 94 —
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Emperor’s approval. So the story was told to us last year that he left at night
secretly. He stole 150 Japanese people and took them to Hawaii.
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My perspective is different from somebody even in California, because our
experience here is very different from California. We have the same fourth,
fifth, sixth generation, both sides. Their perspective is heavily influenced by
what their families went through during the war. For my parents, they
weren't affected in the same way. They weren’t interned. My grandmother
was widowed at a very young age, so my father and my grandmother were
displaced. The American military wanted the land they were living on
because they were living on plantation land, so they were just told to get out,
and they had to, but they weren’t interned. They were forcibly removed from
their living quarters. My mother’s story is different. My grandparents had a
farm in Kahala, because Kahala at that time had all farmers. They were
farmers, so they weren't affected. They weren’t thought of like teachers and
Buddhist priests. Those people were sent to internment camps, because they



were influential.
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After college, I moved to New York City and I did work in the fashion
industry for a men’s outwear company. That was great because we imported
everything and purchase fabrics from Japan. When this position, President of
Japanese-American Society of Hawaii became available, I was working for
another non-profit, not Japanese related, Girl Scouts of Hawaii actually, and
my friends told me to apply for this job. As a Japanese-American, something
in me just said, this really should be my next step. I get myself back close to
my roots again and am able to work in the Japanese community here locally
but also meet and work with Japanese people too. It is fascinating and mind-
boggling to me the many different ways that Japanese people and Japan work
so hard to maintain this relationship with Hawaii and with Japan. How can we
keep building these bridges? That’s our little mantra here—we are the
bridge. We have to build bridges. That is what our mission is. Small, big,
whatever—if we help one student to go to Japan to study in Japan, or we have
one Japanese student to come to Hawaii to study, we are building bridges.
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I am Sansei, third generation. My grandparents emigrated from Fukuoka and
Hiroshima, although I found out more recently that my grandfather was from
Nara and I believe he came to the United States as a college student. And my
grandfather on my mother’s side, who was a Yamamoto from Fukuoka, came
here as a young boy with his father. My parents are Nisei, they were born
and raised in California, and I was also born and raised in California. I was
born in Stockton, California, which is near Sacrament.
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I always believed that my grandparents were incarcerated during WWII, my
parents were incarcerated during WWII, and that their experience had a
tremendous impact upon me growing up. My grandfather was picked up
soon after the bombing of Pearl Harbor on December 7" 1941, a few days
— 97 —



after December 7" . He was picked up by the local police authorities, the
sheriff came to the house, and they searched the house. My father told me
they found like a keybag, my father’s keybag, and they found some little
Japanese military cap or something, and it was just some toy. They found that
and then they arrested him and took him in to county jail. My father was a
first-year college student, so he was just starting college in Stockton. He had
just graduated in June of 1941, was going to college and eventually was to go
to the University of the Pacific in Stockton. But my father at that time was the
oldest in the family, he had two younger sisters and then my grandmother,
my father’s mother, was pregnant with another child. So he felt responsible
for the family; he told me stories of visiting his father in the county jail,
bringing him cigarettes and knowing that he never got any of whatever he
brought, any of the supplies, but they did try to visit him in jail. My
grandfather was eventually sent to the Department of Justice camps, in Santa
Fe, New Mexico, and they were separated for at least two or three years. In
the meantime the family, my grandmother, my father, aunts and uncles, were
sent away, first to temporary detention camp in the county and then sent to
Rohwer Arkansas, before they would see the father again.
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My mother was younger; I think she was twelve, so she was much younger
when WWII broke out. She was the oldest of five children, and her father, my
maternal grandfather, was in agriculture, he was a farmer. He worked the
agricultural fields of what’s known as Delta Highlands, and actually he
worked for a very nice man who said, “I will take care of your house and
when you come back you can come back to this house and to your job.” They
didn’t know what was going to happen and they thought they were all going
to be separated. So my grandfather had them all dressed up in their best
clothes, and they took a family picture, and he gave each child this family
picture and he said, “If we ever get separated, you know, you try to find us,
remember the family.”

(EH) B 9P LEEL, 2KTHo72E ) I H). b AoFLEbn—
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My grandparents and my father talked a lot what happened during WWII.



After the war, they eventually returned to California, and everyone returned.
It was very difficult because they didn’t have a home. They allowed their
neighbor to take care of their house. And the neighbor moved into the house
and wouldn’t leave, so they had to throw them out. My grandfather had a
business, a movie theater, and he signed the movie theater over to the
insurance man. The insurance man sold the business and took the money. I
think they lived in the Buddhist church; the Buddhist church became home
for many Japanese moving back to California, so they stayed and lived in the
church for many years until they were able to get back their home and
re-establish themselves. My mother’s side, they were able to move back to
the Delta Highlands and they moved back into their home. That was very
fortunate. I remember the family name of the owner, but they grew potatoes
and asparagus and had many Japanese workers, and the owner treated them
very well. He provided homes and paid them well. Actually my grandfather
and the owner were very close friends.

(ER) BRI RR k%, BRI A 7+ V=T IR o720 R
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I have my own feeling as a Sansei, I and some of my friends went to Japanese
language school. They had Japanese language school on Saturdays. So some
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of them would go, but my father would say no. You can’t learn Japanese just
going once a week. You have to learn every day, so you just learn at home.
But he never taught and they used language as a way to keep information
from us. If they didn’t want us to know something they would speak in
Japanese.
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When they knew they were going to be sent away from California, they knew
they had to leave. They packed everything in their garage, and they also
buried a lot of money. They put a lot of money in cans and they put it into the
ground in the yard. When they came back, the garage was robbed and
someone broke into it. They took everything in the garage, so they lost a lot.
My father and grandfather went and dug up the cans of money. They had a
lot of money, so he was able to go to the bank. I think the bank was
suspicious of them having so much money, but they did have that money.
They had lost their home to their neighbor and also lost their business. So
they had very difficult, menial jobs. I cannot imagine my grandfather doing
any menial work. I grew up knowing my grandfather every day, even though
he was retired, every day he wore a white shirt and the tie. He always wore a
suit, so he was very well-dressed. I cannot imagine my grandfather and my
father sweeping the sidewalk of Stockton because they had no money. My
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father or my grandparents were angry or bitter about what happened. I
didn’t feel that, but I grew up knowing that it was wrong that what happened
to them was wrong. But it’s kind of shikataganai. You can’t do anything about
it. I sensed how deep whatever my grandfather was feeling. I had finished my
four-year degree and was going to go into law school. My grandfather said
no. He said, “No, lawyers, policemen, FBI, they're all crooked.”
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In San Francisco, for example, there is a Japanese cultural Community
Center of North California, so we are similar, but they have a basketball
court. We do more cultural activities. There is a Japanese-American Cultural
Center in Los Angeles, there’s another organization in San Francisco and one
in Seattle. Here is different. I think because of the number of Japanese
immigrants to Hawaii and close Hawaii-Japan relations. I think we are much
closer, you can get more involved in US-Japan relations. I think there’s more
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Japanese traditional cultural arts practiced here, more odori, Tea Ceremony,
Ura Senke, Omote Senke. We have a dojo here, so there’s kendo several
times a week. There is Ikenobo, Sogetsu and there are several flower
arrangement schools. I mean I just feel like there’re more cultural activities.
This community is very close and there is more collaboration. In San
Francisco and Los Angeles they just disperse and they are just living all over.
We have a stronger bonds among people here.
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1 was always taught to be proud of my Japanese ancestry. My father was
telling me to be proud of who you are; and he would say, “If you want
something or you want to do something, you go for it! Go and do it. Don’t let
anyone stop you.” And he would say, “Don’t enryo! If you want that, you go to
get it!” That’s what he taught me, and I think that’s spirit of being. Always
remember you're Japanese; be proud of your Japanese ancestry. Don’t let
anyone stop you from achieving what you want to achieve. I think that helped
me succeed in my job at the university. I learned to speak up, I learned inner
strength. My father would make me read a book like Miyamoto Musashi
when I was a high school student. I didn’t understand everything, but I think
he was trying to teach me Japanese values. You sometimes have to just
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gaman, you know? My father had a very deep influence on me. And those
values, I think from the family values, the cultural values, the pride of your
ancestry, and being thankful and grateful for what you have. My
grandparents had sacrificed so much so that I could go to college, so I could
succeed. I know the direction of my life was heavily influenced by my
grandparents and my parents.
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I am retiring from my job, but there are things that I carry with me that
move me forward. I have now three grandchildren; I have one grandson
who’s five years old. I have two granddaughters. My granddaughters are two
years old and six months old. That’s why I want to retire so I can spend time
with my grandchildren. I want them to have the same values. I want them to
be proud of their Japanese ancestry; I want them to grow up with the kind of
family values that I learned. That’s one thing I want to do. I still am active in
many of the Japanese community organizations, and I will continue to do that
as a volunteer. I'm very interested in preserving a lot of the history; the
Japanese history in Hawaii, the Japanese history in California, so I want to
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continue to do that. There are so many more stories and experiences I want
to pass on, not only to my grandchildren but to future generations. At this
point, I always think, like one hundred years from now. What do I want the
young Japanese-American kids who won’t even look Japanese. What do I
want them to know about their immigrant families? So that’s what I want to
document many stories and experiences, so that future generations can
learn. Last year was 150" anniversary of the Gannenmono; and I had a
chance to meet and interview many descendants. They are fifth, sixth,
seventh, eighth generation in Hawaii, and they look Hawaiian, they look
Caucasian, some do not look Japanese at all. I want that we can keep, we can
still be proud of who we are and keep that Japanese language and many of
the cultural practices. They are very much a part of Hawaiian life.
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