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Lost Battalion: A Rescuer, a Rescuee, and a Writer      by Paul Matsuoka 

On April 18, 2015, a capacity crowd filled the Japanese 
American Museum of San Jose’s (JAMsj) community room to  
attend an outstanding panel discussion of the WWII rescue  
mission of the Lost Battalion.  This fierce battle has been called 
“one of the ten most important battles in US Army history,”  
according to the opening remarks of JAMsj’s scholar Steve Fugita. 

In October 1944, US forces were pushing eastward across 
France towards Germany.  The 36th Texas Division was making 
significantly faster progress in the push forward, compared to 
other units on their flanks.  But this division was cut off by  
German troops and isolated in a rugged area of the Vosges  
Mountains in eastern France.  This “Lost Battalion,” cut off from 
its supply lines, soon began to deplete its ammunition, medical 
supplies, food, and water.   

Nearby, the Japanese American “Nisei” soldiers of the 442nd  
Regimental Combat Team were completing a mission near the 
town of Bruyeres, an important railroad hub that supplied the 

German army. This mission involved clearing out four mountain hillsides of German forces in order to liberate the town.  The 442nd 
took many casualties in the effort at Bruyeres and was expecting to have a break from fighting after this significant battle. 

However, after only one and a half days of rest, General John E. Dahlquist, in charge of the 36th Infantry Division, ordered the 
442nd to head into the Vosges Mountains to rescue the Lost Battalion.  After nine days of fierce combat, the 442nd finally broke 
through the German lines to rescue the Lost Battalion. 

On hand to describe this historic battle was a panel comprised of: 

 Franz Steidl, author of Lost Battalions, a book that summarized five years of research, including interviews with many 
US and German survivors of the conflict 

 Al Tortolano, a member of the Lost Texas Battalion which was trapped in the mountains 

 Lawson Sakai, a member of the 442nd  who fought and was injured in the battle 

Moderating the panel was Tom Graves, author of Twice Heroes: America’s Nisei Veterans. 

After introducing the panelists, Graves began by playing a 1944 newsreel that recounted the battle for the American public 
and identified the 442nd RCT Nisei unit that played such a pivotal role.  Following the newsreel, Steidl described his research and 
the many interviews he conducted that formed the basis of his book.  He remarked that the newsreel that was shown was unique 
in that it actually identified and gave some credit to the 442nd for its efforts.  According to Steidl, most of the media accounts  
simply stated that “another US Army unit” had liberated the Lost Battalion. 

Next to speak was Tortolano.  He began by thanking Lawson Sakai and the 442nd, saying “otherwise I wouldn’t be here today.”  
Tortolano recounted how his commanders had gathered the troops and informed them that they were surrounded by the  
Germans.  Furthermore, ammunition, supplies, and food would be rationed until they could be rescued.  When asked about his 
reaction on learning that his unit was trapped, Tortolano said his first thought was, “Will I ever get home to see my family again?” 

[Continued on Page 3—Lost Battalion] 

Lawson Sakai, Franz Steidl, Al Tortolano, Tom Graves 
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I first met the vibrant Christine Aochi when she and her family volunteered at the 2014 JAMsj Winter Boutique. She, her  

husband Gary, and their children participated in street advertising for the boutique at the corner of North Fifth and Jackson 

Streets.  Their friendly faces greeted and directed J-town visitors toward the boutique, even catching the attention of Congressman 

Mike Honda, who stopped by for this snapshot.  Since then, Christine has energetically taken on the JAMsj Facebook postings, 

greatly enhancing the museum’s social media presence. 

Christine hails from Vallejo, California.  After graduating from UC Berkeley with an  

undergraduate degree in Psychology and a masters in Education from UCLA, she moved to 

Gary’s hometown of San Jose, where she taught elementary school for the Oak Grove and 

Santa Clara Unified School Districts.  When she started a family, she transitioned to become a 

full-time mother.  Today, Christine finds herself busier than ever. When she’s not shuttling 

the kids to school or their dance studios, she is working on her photography skills, cooking 

and baking for her family, and hiking the local trails. 

JAMsj is not the only recipient of Christine’s enthusiastic volunteerism.  She  

supports Ballet San Jose (BSJ), where her son is enrolled in ballet school.  Christine and her 

daughter are active members of the National Charity League (NCL), where she works with 

some of the 20 local philanthropies that partner with NCL.  She is also a co-editor of the  

Chapter’s monthly newsletter. In addition, Christine occasionally lends a hand to smaller  

charities and her children’s school. 

Why does she volunteer at JAMsj? "It started with my son’s fifth grade  

Heritage Project," says Christine.  "We wanted to show our kids their great-grandfather’s  

suitcase that he used at camp." Their children were fascinated with the museum, so they  

decided it would be a great opportunity for the entire family to learn more about Japanese 

American history and the community in which her husband and his extended family grew 

up. "The kids, Gary, and I started volunteering at JAMsj family events," she adds. "Our  

involvement grew from there.”   We are so glad she is on our volunteer team!  Thank you, 

Christine!   

Volunteer Spotlight: Meet Christine Aochi      by Barbara Kawamoto 

Christine with Mike Honda 
Photo courtesy of Christine Aoki 

Our board of directors meetings always start with “kudos”:  the recognition of those who go the 

extra mile for the best interests of the Japanese American Museum of San Jose (JAMsj). Kudos are at 

the top of every month’s agenda, but we are never at a loss for shout-outs of names and good deeds. 

After such announcements, heads nod in tacit recognition, while applause fills the air.   

After being recognized with a kudo at a recent board meeting, Event setup coordinator Chris 

Hioki received a written recognition in the mail. Because he is the kind of guy who never assumes 

that his work is beyond the usual, he was truly surprised and expressed deep gratitude for this  

well-deserved recognition. In addition to his “day of the event” duties, Hioki willingly takes on other 

duties as requested. For example, he takes care of details such as registration and room set-up/tear 

down, always working quietly in the background. He is well-organized, thoughtful, and takes his  

responsibilities seriously. 

JAMsj stands tall on the shoulders of such volunteers as Hioki. With dedicated, passionate team 

players, success is easily attained. Applause, applause for our team of JAMsj volunteers as well as for 

the community members and organizations who collaborate with us. Individually, we’re good.  

Together, we soar! 

Message from the President      by Aggie Idemoto 

Aggie Idemoto 
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He told of the US supply airdrops to the trapped unit, but in many cases, these supplies ended up falling in German areas or 
got hung up in trees.  Water was also scarce, with the only source being a pond between the Americans and the Germans but 
closer to the Germans.  He told of the difficulties in procuring enough water to sustain the Americans.   

Sakai then spoke about the difficulty of the Bruyeres battle and how the 442nd needed a break from fighting.  In order to  
rescue the Lost Battalion, he said that they had to march 5 to 6 miles into the mountains where “the forest was so dense that  day 
was like night, and at night it was impossible to see.”  He described the horrific German shelling:  bomb shrapnel and shattered 
tree limbs falling on the 442nd, killing and injuring many soldiers.  He told of marching through the woods so close to the enemy 
that they could hear the Germans talking and he was sure they could hear them as well. 

In the end, Tortolano said that 211 of the Lost Battalion survived out of a total of approximately 550 soldiers.  On the 442nd 
side, Sakai reported that of the roughly 250 men of his E Company, only approximately 45 soldiers were left to fight on, the rest 
having been killed or injured.  In I Company, only 8 could fight on.  Some accounts report of some 800 casualties among the 442nd 
in five days, though those statistics cannot be confirmed.  In the end, the combined 100th/442nd Regimental Combat Team was 
down to 800 soldiers. 

The panel’s presentation ended with many questions from a very appreciative audience, as well as a standing ovation to  
recognize the service of Sakai, Tortolano, and those soldiers with whom they served. 

In the face of social exclusion based on race and intense parental supervision based on cultural expectations from the old 

country, how did Nisei girls in the Los Angeles area thrive and take full advantage of local opportunities to grow up as independent 

and modern young American women? 

 About thirty people of all ages and backgrounds gathered at the Japanese American Museum of San Jose (JAMsj) on May 17 to 

listen to highly respected UCLA scholar, Dr. Valerie J. Matsumoto, talk about her new book, City Girls: the Nisei Social World in Los 

Angeles, 1920-1950.  For City Girls, Matsumoto’s penchant for conducting detailed interviews brought her into close contact with 

many Nisei women who grew up in the Los Angeles area and participated in a large and active network of social, sports, and service 

clubs.  In her presentation, she showed photos of clubs for girls of all ages and explained the social and political backdrop for these 

clubs. There were approximately 400 to 600 clubs in prewar Los Angeles. 

 Many students of history know that Japanese Americans experienced persistent racism in the form of alien land laws,  

anti-miscegenation laws, racist housing covenants, segregated seating in movie theatres, and denial of service in restaurants.  But 

one interesting point that we often overlook is that because young Nisei students were excluded from school clubs, they turned to 

their peers for recreation, socializing, and self-development in groups such as the Tartanettes, Poppy Club, and the Blue Triangle 

Girls. 

 Another interesting facet of these clubs was the opportunity that they presented 

for socializing with Nisei boys and young men, a custom that traditional Issei did not 

condone.  These clubs also kept alive a sense of belonging and American identity. They 

began anew in the concentration camps and also reformed after camp.  They played a 

vital role in the lives of young Nisei, while their parents struggled to get back on their 

feet after losing so much during the war. 

 The discussion was fascinating and included comments from members of Nisei 

girls clubs that are still meeting, decades after they were originally formed.  Matsumoto 

graciously signed copies of her book and chatted with attendees. Many Japanese 

Americans have followed her work with interest since the publication of her first book, 

Farming the Home Place: A Japanese American Community in California, 1919-1982.  

This work was an in-depth study of the JA community in Cortez, California, the  

hometown for many in the Bay Area.  

City Girls:  the Nisei Social World in Los Angeles, 1920-1950     by Susan Hayase 

Valerie Matsumoto 
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Finding Your Japanese Roots: A Genealogy Workshop Series at JAMsj     by Becky Karabatos  

What government records exists that are unique to Japanese 

Americans? How can you research your ancestry in Japan? When 

should you hire a professional to do the research for you? How do 

you organize all of your research findings? 

In February 2015, the JAMsj library hosted the first in a series 

of genealogy workshops specifically for Japanese Americans. The 

workshop sessions are being offered in two parts. In the first  

session, presenter Linda Harms Okazaki provided an overview of 

genealogical resources relevant to both the United States and to 

Japan. In the second session, participants will meet again with  

Okazaki to share what they’ve discovered and ask specific questions 

about their records and research process.   

If you’ve been thinking about working on your family tree, 

here are some genealogy tips:  

 Talk to extended family--before you begin your research--

to find out what they already know 

 Check to see what equipment, such as a digital camera, you 

can use when visiting a research library or archive 

 Document your search with detailed citations; you may 

need to retrace your steps at some point 

Because of the interest in this topic, additional workshop 

dates are planned for October 2015 and January 2016. Contact Public 

Programs for information at publicprograms@jamsj.org. 

Okazaki is also presenting “Finding Your Japanese Roots in the 

U.S. and Japan” at the California Genealogical Society on Saturday, August 29.  Go to www.californiaancestors.org for more  

information. 

In addition, the Santa Clara Historical and Genealogical Society periodically offers classes on getting started and organizing 

your documentation. Although this organization is not specifically targeted to Japanese Americans, it could be a useful resource or 

provide a way to get started.  For more information, go to www.scchgs.org. 

Becky Karabatos 

JAMsj is a 2015 Blue Star Museum  

Blue Star Museums is collaboration among the National Endowment for the Arts, 

Blue Star Families, the Department of Defense, and more than 2,000 museums 

across America which offers free admission to the nation’s active-duty military  

personnel and their families, including National Guard and Reserve, from Memorial 

Day through Labor Day.  

mailto:publicprograms@jamsj.org
http://www.californiaancestors.org/
http://www.scchgs.org/
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Eva Yamamoto: Named After Camp, Found Love at Tom & Mary’s Coffee Shop      by Stephanie Fugita 

Eva Yamamoto, one of our earliest volunteers and a significant  

contributor, shared a poignant story about how her parents, Mas and  

Tsuyako Takata, chose her name. She explained that she was born in San 

Jose, just as people were being evacuated to internment camps. During this 

era, newborns and their mothers would stay in the hospital for a long period 

of time after the birth, so her family was able to stay in the area for two 

weeks, instead of having to move immediately.  Her parents stated that they 

named her Eva as it is the first three letters of the word “evacuation.”  Eva 

stated that her husband has a similar story because his name is also related 

to the internment. His parents named him Miles, as the family was “miles 

away from home” in Santa Anita when he was born. 

After the hospital stay, the family first moved to Auburn, which was  

supposedly in a zone where you were exempt from going to camp. But the 

family was eventually forced to move to the Tule Lake WRA camp, then to the 

Amache WRA camp in Colorado. Her mother and brother stayed in camp with 

her, while her father left to find employment.  After opening a radio repair 

business in Denver, the family moved and lived behind his store. Eva has vivid 

memories of the bunk beds, tiny tub, and basic stove. As her relatives left 

camp, many spent time in her family’s house before returning to California. In 

1954, Eva’s mother passed away; the family then returned to San Jose. Eva 

said that it was “like coming home” as the community was very familiar with her family and welcomed them back with open arms.  

In fact, before moving to their own house, the family stayed with her father’s brother’s family.   

Eva attended Orchard School, Roosevelt Junior High School, and San Jose High School.   She then received her degree in social  

work from San Jose State. She worked for Alameda County as a social worker for children, families, and the elderly. She explained 

that Child Protective Services did not exist in southern Alameda County at that time, so her caseload was particularly challenging. 

After she had her second son, she became a stay-at-home Mom, obtained her childcare license, and cared for six children. She also 

helped her husband Miles (who is a CPA and has his own business) with some accounting tasks. 

She eventually started a gift-basket business with a friend. They opened a gift basket store and had Apple as one of their  

largest customers. Eva stated that they did Apple’s five-year employee baskets in the 1980s, when gift baskets were very trendy.  

She then took a free class that taught Word and Excel, enabling her to attain a job at Samsung in administration, then at Quantum 

in marketing and administration. She eventually moved to a startup with an engineer from Samsung, then retired.  

Eva shared that she continued to work on “art stuff,” such as repurposing kimonos and making them into purses, scarves, and 

vests. She has exhibited her craft at art shows, such as the one in Saratoga and with the Japanese antique store in South San  

Francisco. While Eva continues to create bracelets and sew, she stated that she “sticks to doing art projects with (her)  

grandchildren now.” 

Eva met her husband Miles at Tom and Mary’s coffee shop, where she was employed for the summer. The two were  

introduced by her friends, who played baseball with Miles. He played with the San Jose Nisei Tigers baseball team when Roy  

Matsuzaki was a player/manager.  They have been married for 50 years. Eva has two grown sons, Kirk and Eric, a granddaughter 

(10 years) and two grandsons (4 years and 5 months).  

Eva has been a volunteer at JAMsj since 2005. She explained how she was recruited by board member (and friend since  

college) Aggie Idemoto on the elliptical machine at the YMCA. Eva had been working on creating an art piece representing the  

internment camps that included the tags that had been attached to the internees’ suitcases. She visited the museum to find out 

what the tags looked like, and members informed Aggie that Eva had been there. She was asked to attend a meeting and become a 

[Continued on page 6—Eva] 

Eva organizing JAMsj booth 
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Happenings Around the Museum 

docent when JAMsj was still located in the Ishikawa house. She conducted tours and eventually attended a board meeting, where 

she met Joe Yasutake, who excitedly recruited her to become a board member.  

Aggie asked Eva to start a museum store when JAMsj moved into the new building. At the store, Eva was a policymaker,  

troubleshooter and problem solver.  She worked behind the counter, organized volunteers, helped organize the online store, sold 

books, did four off-site events a year, helped with product-related exhibits, prepared the items for sale, took inventory, and wrote 

reports. The store is divided into several departments, including scheduling/training volunteers, creating purchase orders, pricing, 

receiving orders, book buying, and back-office accounting. She appreciates the leadership of Reiko Itamura, Bobbie Shiraki, Sharon 

Kanimoto, Danny Yamada, Cheryl Koshiro, and Joyce Yamamoto, all of whom have taken over many of the duties in the store.   

Eva is leaving her position at the museum store, but will “still be around and involved” with JAMsj. She is looking forward to 

spending even more time with her grandchildren, attending soccer games and watching the Giants. She is even putting on a  

summer camp experience for them with a friend, where they will teach the kids cooking and sewing. 

Eva explained that the JAMsj store has the “best volunteers in the world.” She stated that many of the people working there 

are retired teachers, who in general are very flexible and have great attitudes. She shared that her favorite part of JAMsj is working 

with exemplary people who care about the community and the Japanese American experience. She said that the volunteers are 

passionate about informing people about the internment in a positive way.  Eva enjoys all of the JAMsj events and feels that the 

museum can be even more progressive by including exhibits which appeal to a wider audience, with themes such as sporting 

events and diverse JA experiences. She feels that it is important to “do something outside of yourself and your family and connect 

to the community.”  Thank you so much, Eva for all your hard work and wise counsel!  There will never be another volunteer like 

you. 

New Congressional Gold Medal Tribute Exhibit 

           Shirley Matsumoto playing koto                 Hidden Legacy guests enjoying the food 

Glenn Tsutsumi’s Construction Gang 
Ken Hirano, Jimi Yamaichi, Steve Miura 



“Not Your Typical Nisei,” a Discussion of Japanese American Female Identity      by Frederick Liang 

Omori sisters in regard to their experience growing up in a  

Japanese household and JA community. Before WWII, Emiko 

Omori felt that Japanese Americans had a thriving farming  

community and personally didn’t experience much racism. It was 

only during the mass internment of Japanese Americans that she 

began to question their place in American society. A clip of Chizu 

Omori from Rabbit in the Moon was played, where she relates an 

incident that highlighted the division of identities between family 

members. During internment, the Omori sisters’ father signed a 

document to request his family to repatriate to Japan. Young 

Chizu protested because she strongly identified herself as  

American and felt she wouldn’t fit into Japanese society. She  

explained how her outspoken personality would clash with that of 

her Issei mother, who embodied more traditional domestic roles.  

This particular story demonstrates the division between  

traditional Japanese parents (Issei) and their American-born  

children (Nisei). Although there were expectations of Nisei to  

retain their Japanese values and traditions, they may have felt 

otherwise, wanting to have an identity of their own. After  

incarceration, the Omori sisters took their own independent 

paths in life and established careers in activism and filmmaking. 

By not conforming to the traditional roles of a Japanese woman, 

the Omori sisters can be considered not typical Nisei. 

It seemed like nothing was off-topic throughout this  

discussion. With the participation of the audience, we learned 

about the unique experiences and memories of JA women and 

men. What we uncovered is that time, place, and gender played a 

significant role in shaping the identity and representation of  

individual JA women and men. Audience member Jimi Yamaichi 

faced blatant discrimination in his attempts to find work from 

local unions right after WWII. Emiko Omori was able to find a 

news station job as a minority female due to affirmative action 

during the progressive times of the 1960s. Hayase faced racism in 

her predominantly white neighborhood in Orange County but was 

encouraged by her parents to assimilate into American culture. 

The dialogue between panelists and audience members explored 

the diverse experiences of individual Japanese Americans. 

The discussion allowed the members of the JA community in 

the greater Bay Area to share the experiences and memories that 

helped form the individual identities of Nisei women. It became 

clear that time, place, and familial situation played a significant 

role in developing the identity of JA women, making their identity 

incredibly multifaceted. 

A recording of the discussion can be found on the J-Town 

Community page on YouTube.  
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On March 14, 2015, the Japanese American Museum of 

San Jose (JAMsj) celebrated Women's History Month by  

presenting a more "offbeat" discussion of the female  

Japanese American (JA) identity: Not Your Typical Nisei:  

Japanese American Women and Adventures in Identity.  It 

was a refreshing discussion that explored the identity of JA 

women and featured two sisters, filmmaker Emiko Omori and 

writer Chizu Omori, who have both made significant  

contributions to the development of the JA experience and 

social activism. Susan Hayase, long-time activist of the San 

Jose JA community and past vice chair of the Civil Liberties 

Public Education Fund board, served as the moderator of this 

discussion. Not Your Typical Nisei was an open discussion 

where both panelists and audience members contributed 

their experiences and thoughts of what defines and shapes 

the identity of women in the JA community. 

After an introduction from advisory board member Tom 

Izu, Hayase began the dialogue by stating the purpose of the 

discussion and explaining the title, Not Your Typical Nisei. She 

said that the purpose of the discussion was to explore the 

hidden factors that had helped build the identity of JA 

women. The title stems from the early days of the Redress 

Movement, when the JA community filed a class-action  

lawsuit for reparations for its incarceration during WWII.  

Nisei apologetically refer to themselves as “atypical," for they 

“violated the norm” and didn’t fit the stereotypical mold. 

Ironically, Hayase stated that it was typical for Nisei to be 

“atypical,” which was the central point of this discussion. 

After the title’s explanation, she introduced the two  

panelists, Emiko Omori and Chizu Omori. 

Having started her career in 1968, Emiko Omori is one of 

the first female Asian American cinematographers. Before 

working freelance, she worked as an editor for KQED. Omori 

is most well known for her documentaries, such as Rabbit in 

the Moon (1999), Passion & Power: The Technology of  

Orgasm (2007), and Ed Hardy: Tattoo the World (2010).  

Chizu Omori, the older sister, is a graduate of UC  

Berkeley and one of the plaintiffs of the JA redress class  

action lawsuit. She is a freelance writer and has written for 

the International Examiner and currently writes for the  

NichiBei Times. Omori co-produced her sister’s documentary, 

Rabbit in the Moon (1999), which won an Emmy Award in 

2000 for Outstanding Historical Programming. The two sisters 

led the discussion and used their documentary, Rabbit in the 

Moon, to help answer questions arising from the discussion. 

The discussion began with a question from Hayase to the 
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Kids Have a Blast at Kodomo no Hi      by Linda Kuromi and Margie Oyama  

On April 26, 2015, the Japanese American Museum of San Jose (JAMsj) held a Kodomo no Hi craft and fun day to  

commemorate Children’s Day, celebrated in Japan on May 5. Thanks to May Matsuzaki and her hard working volunteers, the  

formerly-named Boy’s Day celebration was a huge success. Teenage volunteers from Los Gatos schools, the Harker Academy, and 

the Wesley United Methodist Church came to assist the children with crafts and games. We had a special visit from members of 

the Fresno Buddhist Japanese Language School.  They especially enjoyed the museum exhibits and crafts projects upstairs in the 

multipurpose room. 

The crafts included: 

 Hachimachi (headband) decorating 

 Origami-folded kabuto (warrior helmet) which the children folded, decorated, and wore 

 Koinobori printout displaying a koi flagpole, which represented the family. From the top: a large koi for the father,  
a second large koi for the mother, and smaller ones to represent each child in the house. Children colored these in 
bright hues. These were originally called tongo no seku. 

 Another koi activity which used a folded-paper koi which the children colored, attached a string to, and glued to  
a hashi (chopstick) 

 Button making 

 Photo shoot of the children so that they could have their picture printed on a card which they could then color  

 Fuku warai, a pin-the-tail-on-the-donkey-type game which used facial parts of a panda or Mario. Prizes were awarded 

upon completion. 

It was a rewarding and fun-filled day. As a finale, two baskets with Japanese food and toys were awarded to lucky raffle-ticket 

holders.  

Bk: Kara Melosh, Bryn Ichinaga,  
Dylan Ichinaga 

Ft: Kai Melosh, Myles Melosh 
Photo courtesy May Matsuzaki Toshiki Tahara 

Photo courtesy May Matsuzaki 

Allison & Joseph Yeager 
Photo courtesy May Matsuzaki 
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The Japanese American Museum of San Jose (JAMsj) celebrated National Poetry Month on April 12 with a special poetry  

reading, Perspectives on Camp, illuminating the incarceration experience of Japanese Americans during WWII.  This reading 

brought together five poets to share insights and experiences they gained through their literary explorations:  

 Mitsuye Yamada--Host, Nisei poet, author of Camp Notes 

 Nellie Wong--Friend of War Relocation Authority (WRA) incarceree, author of Dreams in Harrison Railroad Park and 

Stolen Moments 

 Mariko Nagai--Novelist, author of Dust of Eden 

 Brian Komei Dempster--Son of WRA incarceree, author of Topaz 

 Brynn Saito--Granddaughter of WRA incarcerees, author of The Palace of Contemplating Departure 

Mitsue Yamada hosted the panel and was the only member who personally underwent the relocation experience (camp)  

during WWII.  She recalled being told not to include politics or emotions in her writing, yet her poem “In the Outhouse” conveys 

more than just the inconvenience of the outhouse: 

Our collective wastebin 

where the air sticks 

in my craw 

burns my eyes 

I have this place to hide 

the excreta and 

the blood which 

do not flush down 

nor seep away. 

They pile up 

fill the earth. 

I am drowning. 

Nellie Wong and her family navigated the tricky circumstance of being Asian (Chinese American) during WW II. Her poem 

“Topaz” is rooted in the interview of an incarceree’s personal experience, who says: “I want to forget / Those lost years. The  

Japanese should forget / those lost years. Shikataganai.”  At the same time she asks, after years of keeping silent: “Topaz, Topaz.  

Must you live to free us?”. 

Mariko Nagai, born in Tokyo but has lived in Belgium and the United States, interviewed internees in order to write her poetic 

novel about the incarceration. Through her main character Mina Tagawa and her family, the audience felt what it was like to leave 

“their home as the enemy.” She movingly portrays the humiliation her grandfather endured: “They pry open / Grandpa’s mouth/ 

and ask him/to remove / his dentures, which Grandpa / does without / a word, /  his face collapsing / like a withering rose / as soon 

as / his teeth lie / on the palm / of the soldier’s hand.”   

Brian Komei Dempster and Brynn Saito sorted through both spoken and unspoken snippets of information gathered from  

family members, then sifted through these images to deepen their understanding of that time in history.  In his poem “Crossing,” 

Dempster says: “Maybe Topaz in the desert was long / gone, but it lingered in letters, photos, fragments / of stories.”  Driv ing 

through Utah, Dempster experienced the “simmering heat” of the desert all the while wondering:  “If I can find it, how much can/ I 

really know?”   

In her poem “Stone in the Desert Camp 1942,” Saito spoke from the perspective of a rock that bore witness in Manzanar: “One 

day above me men with bony / shoulders came and built the barracks.” It gave voice to the unspoken anguish: “Some days no one  

heard the tears / but I felt them: they coated me like evidence / of a prior sea.”  One was left to wonder who was also speak ing 

when the rock introduces itself: “I was shining and smooth and silent about my secrets.”   

Through their poems and their personal accounts, these artists invoked a spell on the gathering of forty people.  The “camp” 

experience seen and felt through the eyes and voices of grandparents, parents, children, and even stones became almost palpable 

in the room.   

Camp Poetry Feted      by Ann Muto 

Nellie Wong, Brynn Saito, Mitsuye Yamada, 
Mariko Nagai, Brian Komai Dempster 
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J-Town Community TV Seeks Volunteers to Video Record Museum Events 

J-Town Community TV seeks volunteers to video record Museum events and activities for playback on its channel:  Youtube/J-Town 

Community TV.  If you shoot video of your family or community, you can shoot events for the Museum.  Equipment not necessary, 

and experience preferred, but the main things are that you are prompt, organized and not disruptive of the program. 

Please contact Duane Kubo at duanekubo@gmail.com or (831) 566-0679. 

 

JAMsj Recruiting Volunteers to be Docents 

Want to learn about Japanese American history and share it with our visitors? We offer a no-cost docent training program which 

includes an orientation and “shadowing” an experienced docent until you are comfortable leading tours on your own. There is no 

minimum number of shifts but we encourage you to volunteer at least twice a month. Help us collect, preserve and share Japanese 

American history. 

Please contact Leslie Kim at volunteercoord@jamsj.org 

 

Bookstore Looking for Book Reviewers 

Interested in reading the latest books on Japanese Americans? The bookstore is sent many new books by publishers and authors. In 
order to winnow down the number to ones that we can stock, we need people to evaluate these books.  You can specify what type 
of publications  you would like to review:  children’s publications, fiction, biographies, historical pieces or art books.  
 
Please contact Leslie Kim at volunteercoord@jamsj.org or Steve Fugita at ssfugita@yahoo.com 

Help Needed To Identify Heart Mountain Photos      by Patti Hirahara 

Patti Hirahara, administrator of the Hirahara Family Collection, is looking for 

help in identifying babies, individuals, and family photographs taken by her 

grandfather, George Hirahara, and her father, Frank C. Hirahara, during WWII.  

These remarkable photographs were taken and processed in the Heart  

Mountain relocation camp from 1943 to 1945. The Hirahara family collection, 

consisting of more than 2,000 Heart Mountain photos, has been donated to 

her father's alma mater, Washington State University.  

Hirahara has left two, 3-ring binders of photos with identification sheets of 

a small portion of the collection here at JAMsj for people to look through. She 

lives in Anaheim, California, and would be happy to talk with anyone who 

might have an idea who the photo subjects might be. She can be contacted by 

email at hiraharacollect@aol.com or by phone at (714) 392-2103 for more  

information. If you happen to be in the area, please stop by to see if you  

recognize anyone in the photos. To be able to put names to as many faces as possible would  personalize the devastating  

experience that more than 120,000 Japanese Americans endured as a result of Executive Order 9066. 

 The photo binders of the yet-to-be-identified Heart Mountain incarcerees will be kept in the JAMsj library.  Viewing hours 

will be on Fridays, from 12 noon to 4 p.m. Viewing is also available on an appointment basis by emailing jamsjlibrary@gmail.com or 

by calling (408) 294-3138. Thank you! 

Hirahara photo albums 

mailto:duanekubo@gmail.com
mailto:volunteercoord@jamsj.org
mailto:volunteercoord@jamsj.org
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Shop at Amazon? Support JAMsj at No Cost with Amazon Smile 

Amazon has come up with a new program called Amazon Smile, which makes a donation to your favorite non-
profit organization automatically with every Amazon purchase you make. All you have to do is to log onto 
smile.amazon.com instead of amazon.com.  

On your first shopping trip, you’ll be asked which nonprofit organization you want to support. Simply type  
Japanese American Museum of San Jose. You only have to do this once. On your next visit, Amazon will remember 

that you want to support JAMsj. That’s it--everything else remains the same, including cost, products, your Prime 
membership (if you joined), etc. 

JAMsj will receive 0.5% of the price of your purchases. Almost every physical product sold is eligible. However, digital goods, as well 
as Subscribe & Save subscriptions, are not covered.  

Welcome to our Newest JAMsj Members      by Kristin Okimoto 

We would like to welcome our new Japanese American Museum of San Jose (JAMsj) members as of June 4, 2015: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Thank you for becoming a part of the museum. Your support is greatly appreciated. 

We apologize for any errors or omissions.  Please contact us if any of the above information is incorrect: 

We hope that you will take advantage of your new membership by coming to our activities soon and as often as possible.  See you  
at JAMsj!   

 Susan Amrhein & Family 
 Lauren Azeka 
 Dario Della Maggiore 
 Tom Graves 
 Sangye Hawke 
 Jene Anna Hawthorne 
 Tara Hirose & Jeffrey & Nathan Wu 
 Kazuko Hishida 
 Alan, Junko & Jacklyn Hiura 
 Judy Ikebe 
 Roy Ito 
 Masashi & Teruko Itano 
 Japanese American National Museum 

 Yoshiko & Kay Kanazawa 
 Michael Kim 
 Ken Kitajima 
 John Landry & Robbie Sung 
 Abelardo Morales 
 Helen Nakano 
 Reiko Nakayama 
 Paul Okimoto 
 Mark & Seiko O’Malley 
 James Orr & Family 
 Leyla & Alan Ota 
 Nancy Ukai Russell 
 Chieko Shikuma 

 Cory Shiozaki 
 Jason Silva & Family 
 Julie Sousa 
 Cathy Stonie 
 Jane Sugidono 
 Grant Takamoto & Family 
 Janice Tao 
 Mitsuye Tao 
 Yuki Watanabe 
 Kim Watkins 
 Greg & Joan Yamamoto 
 Toshiko Yamashita 
 David & Anna Yee 

JAMsj Officers and Board of Directors 
President .............................................................................................................................................................. Aggie Idemoto, Ed.D. 

Vice President ....................................................................................................................................................... Joe Yasutake, Ph.D. 

Financial Director ................................................................................................................................................. Rev. Byron Ishiwata 

Secretary .............................................................................................................................................................. Barbara Uchiyama 

Director/Curator ................................................................................................................................................... Jimi Yamaichi 

Development Director .......................................................................................................................................... Bob McKibbin 

Paul DeWitt,  Steve Fugita, Ph.D., Amy Halcrow, Warren Hayashi,  Barbara Kawamoto, Kristin Okimoto,  Roy Matsuzaki,   
Joyce Yuri Oyama,  Michael Sera,  Eva  Yamamoto 

Advisory Board 

Alida Bray, Jerry Hiura DDS,  Hon. Mike Honda, US House of Representatives, Rev. Keith Inouye, Tom Izu,  Karen Matsuoka, D. Phil., 

Carolyn Sakauye, MD, Jimi Yamaichi 
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Happenings—page 6 

JAMsj Board and Advisory Board Hard at Work on a Saturday UCLA Nikkei Student Union visits Museum and Japantown 


