Tule Lake Internment Camp

Use this reading to answer the appropriate question in the “Japanese American Internment” section of your packet.

Tule Lake opened May 26, 1942, detaining persons of Japanese descent removed from western Washington, Oregon and Northern California. With a peak population of 18,700, Tule Lake was the largest of the camps - the only one turned into a high-security segregation center, ruled under martial law and occupied by the Army.  Due to turmoil and strife, Tule Lake was the last to close, on March 28, 1946.

Tule Lake Becomes a High-Security Segregation Center 
             Tule Lake became a Segregation Center to detain Japanese-Americans who were deemed potential enemies of America because of their response to an infamous, confusing loyalty questionnaire intended to distinguish loyal American citizens from enemy alien supporters of Japan:


“No-Nos” gave negative responses to Questions 27 and 28 or refused to answer them. Some answered “No” to protest their incarceration; others were confused about what the questions meant. Refusal to answer or “No” answers were viewed as proof of disloyalty, and resulted in removal to Tule Lake, which became the Segregation Center because it had the highest proportion of persons who answered “No” to 27 and 28. The Japanese American Citizens League harshly condemned “No-Nos” as troublemakers, believing the situation demanded a strong show of loyalty to America. 

Martial Law Declared at Tule Lake
Squalid housing and sanitation, unsafe working conditions, and inadequate food and medical care at the Tule Lake Segregation Center led to increasing dissatisfaction.  The Center was soon wracked by work stoppages, labor disputes and demonstrations. On November 1, 1943, a crowd estimated at 5,000 to 10,000 inmates gathered near the administration area to show interest and support for Japanese American camp leaders meeting with WRA (War Relocation Authority) administrators. The mass gathering of Japanese Americans alarmed the Caucasian staff and led to construction of a barbed wire fence to separate the colony from the WRA administrative staff.  The Army was poised to take over the camp in case of trouble. On November 4, 1943, disputes over truckloads of food taken from the warehouse led to the Army takeover of the camp using machine guns and tanks. Martial law was imposed and was continued until January 15, 1944. 

Motives for Renouncing Complex 

Perhaps the most tragic and divisive issue was created when Public Law 405 was passed by Congress and signed by President Roosevelt on July 1, 1944. This law, directed at Japanese Americans in Tule Lake, permitted an American citizen to renounce their citizenship in wartime.

Passage of the renunciation law began one of the saddest and least known chapters of Japanese American history. Of the 5,589 Japanese Americans who renounced their U.S. citizenship, 5,461 were detained at Tule Lake, where 70% of all adult American citizens there renounced.  At Tule Lake, 73% of families had at least one member who gave up their citizenship.  Of that group, 1,327 of them, including young children, were expatriated to Japan. Most renunciants remained in the U.S. stripped of their citizenship, as powerless Native American Aliens.

The stampede to renounce took place in late December 1944, after it was announced detention was ending and the camps would be closing. The prison-like Segregation Center was swept up in panic, anger and confusion. 

Motives for renouncing varied widely.  Many inmates feared they would be forced into hostile American communities with no money, no promise of income and no place to live.  Army personnel told them they could remain safe in Tule Lake until the war ended if they renounced their U.S. citizenship.  

Second generation Nisei and Kibei, both children and adults, described intense pressure from their non-citizen Issei parents to renounce U.S. citizenship as a strategy to keep the family together in case the Issei were deported to Japan after the war. 

Rumors, speculation, and the lack of trusted sources of information gave inmates little basis for making an informed decision about the future.  Some believed propaganda heard over contraband short-wave radios; they dismissed news of Allied victories as lies and thought that they needed to renounce U.S. citizenship to prepare for life in a victorious Japan.  Some remembered pro-Japan extremists who behaved like agent provocateurs, pressuring others to renounce but not doing so themselves.  Teenagers and young adults who were classified by the Army as 4-C, enemy aliens, renounced to avoid being drafted by the country that imprisoned them and their families. For people with no legal forums available to them, renouncing was a way to protest America’s shabby treatment of them and their families. 

The Tragic Aftermath
When the war ended, the tragedy of the renunciants became apparent when the Justice Department prepared for mass deportation of the thousands who renounced.  The renunciants had little understanding of what they gave up, or that they would become enemy aliens who could be legally expelled. Nearly all of the renunciants eventually sought restoration of their citizenship, including those who expatriated to Japan. 
Most regained their citizenship primarily due to the heroic but little-known efforts of Wayne Mortimer Collins, a civil rights attorney who convinced the federal courts that the renunciants citizenship should be restored because the renunciations took place under extreme duress and amidst impossibly difficult circumstances. Collins wound up fighting the Department of Justice over 20 years to help former renunciants reclaim their citizenship. Congress and President Nixon repealed the renunciation law in 1971.

Although absolved by the government, Japanese Americans who answered the loyalty questionnaire “No” and those who renounced their U.S. citizenship were stigmatized and ostracized for their choices.  The renunciants, along with draft resisters, were condemned at the 1946 National JACL convention, which led to decades of them being marginalized for wartime choices.  Consequently, they speak little about their life in the Segregation Center, a topic filled with powerful feelings of stigma and shame. 

Manzanar  - Primary Source Account of Haruko Niwa

Use this reading to answer the appropriate question in the “Japanese American Internment” section of your packet.


[After Pearl Harbor] We just stayed within our own neighborhood, and the immediate neighbors were not bad, but we heard there were other people that were harassed.  Our neighbors were good to us.  In fact, they felt sorry for us when they heard about the evacuation.


…When the evacuation came, we were renting a home and had four kids.  It was terrible because you had to sell everything.  We were just limited to what we could take with us, and so everything was just sold for whatever we could get.  Our furniture was rather new at that time because we had just bought a living-room and dining-room set.  I just finished paying for a refrigerator when I had to sell that.  Of course, we got nothing for it, because we had such a limited time.  I don’t remember how much notice we got, but it seems it was two weeks or something because we had to rush to sell everything.  I don’t remember how much time we had, but it wasn’t very long.  Otherwise, we wouldn’t be selling at such low prices.

The day of the evacuation was April 26.  The day before, we had to sleep on the floor because all the furniture was gone.  We all slept on the floor, ate on the floor, and cooked what we could with what few utensils we had.  I recall we had to get up very early in the morning, and I think we all walked to the Japanese school because no one had a car then.  And everybody was just all over the place; the whole Japanese community was there, the West L.A. community.  The Westwood Methodist Church had some hot coffee and doughnuts for us that morning, which helped a lot, and we were loaded in a bus.


Just about the time we were ready to load, my youngest son broke out with measles that morning, and I had him covered up, and then a nurse came up to me and said, “May I see your baby?”  He was almost three, but I was carrying him, and she said, “I’m sorry but I’m going to have to take him away.”  Of course, I thought, he would be sleeping at that time so he wouldn’t know, but I thought also that he would wake up in a strange place, he wouldn’t know anybody; and he probably would cry all day and all night.  But the neighbors said that they would go and check him, so that kind of relieved me.  If he were awake, maybe we would have been able to tell him something, but he was asleep.  I don’t know.  But when I thought about how he might wake up and be in a strange place, with strange people, I just really broke down and cried.  I cried all morning over it, but there was nothing we could do but leave him.  He stayed at the general hospital and joined us at Manzanar in three weeks.


When we got to Manzanar, it was getting dark and we were given numbers first.  We went to the mess hall, and I remember the first meal we were given in those tin cups.  It was canned wieners and canned spinach.  It was all the food we had, and then after finishing that we were taken to our barracks.  It was dark and trenches were here and there.  You’d fall in and get up and finally got to the barracks.  The floors were boarded, but they were about a quarter to a half-inch apart, and the next morning you could see the ground below.  What hurt most I think was seeing those hay mattresses.  We were used to a regular home atmosphere, and seeing those hay mattresses—so makeshift, with hay sticking out—a barren room with nothing but those hay mattresses.  It was depressing, such a primitive feeling.  We were given army blankets and army cots.  Our family was large enough that we didn’t have to share our barrack with another family but all seven of us were in one room.


The next morning was very cold.  I went out to brush my teeth.  There was a faucet at the front of each building, and it was so cold, so painful it was so cold.  You felt like a prisoner.  You know, you have to stay inside and you have a certain amount of freedom within the camp I suppose, but, I don’t know, it’s not a comfortable feeling.  You had to stay within the confines of that camp, not in the sense that you’re in a jail or anything, but you’re kept inside a barbed-wire fence, and you know you can’t go out.


And you don’t know what your future is, going into a camp with four children.  You just have to trust God that you will be taken care of somehow.  It’s scary—not in the sense that you would be hurt or anything but not knowing what your future will be.  You don’t know what the education for the children will be or what type of housing or anything like that.  Of course, you don’t know how you’re going to be able to raise children.


After we had been in Manzanar for about a year, as I understood it, someone by the name of Mr. Ueno was treated unfairly and was taken out of the camp to jail, and some of the men felt that they should try to get him released.  They didn’t think it was right that they should take him, and a few men were chosen.  My husband was one of them, and these men went to the administration to negotiate this man’s release, but while they were negotiating a crowd gathered, and it got larger and larger and it just got out of control.  The men came out of the meeting and told the crowd to quiet down and go home, but they just wouldn’t listen, and that’s when the trouble started outside.  Well, somebody got shot.  The people that were negotiating were taken.  They were kept at the jail in Independence, and then after that they were transferred to Lone Pine and then sent to Utah.  They stayed there quite a while, and then they were transferred from one place to another.


When my husband was arrested, someone came and told me, but I didn’t try to go see him because there was no chance of seeing him.  They had already taken him.  I didn’t think I’d have a chance; I don’t think they ever would have given me the chance.  It wasn’t that kind of a situation.  I hoped that he would be released soon but, again, you really didn’t know what was going to happen.  It occurred to me that I might not ever see him again.  He wrote letters, but they were all censored.  He came back, I think eight months later.


When I think back on the evacuation, that’s something you’d like to erase if you can, but it’s a fact; we went through it.  I’m unhappy about it, but I don’t think I was really bitter.  You feel like you can’t do anything against the government.  They tell you, you go or else.  You just had to go.


You hurt.  You give up everything that you worked for that far, and I think everybody was at the point of just having gotten out of the Depression and was just getting on his feet.  And then all that happens!  You have to throw everything away.  You feel you were betrayed.

Source:  Tateishi, John, And Justice For All:  An Oral History of the Japanese American Detention Camps.  Random House, New York, 1984, pgs. 27-31
