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For Yuzuru John Takeshita, for the victims of every 

kind of war and every act of hate, and for the people 

who fi ght for justice. Many overlap.

Ben and Yuzuru Takeshita
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Let history record not only our successes, 
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FOREWORD

Since the story of my older brother Yuzuru John Takeshita is a main focus 

Peace Is a Chain Reaction, Tanya Lee Stone kindly sent me the manuscript 

to read prior to publication. We had corresponded several times before, 

and she was familiar with the oral history interviews I’d done through 

the organization Densho about my family’s World War II experience and 

my own postwar experiences. My conversations with Tanya provided her 

with additional family context for the larger story that my older brother 

sparked through his interactions with the groups of people you will read 

From the moment I started reading the prologue of this book, I 

couldn’t stop until I had read the entire manuscript to see how all the var-

ied pieces of this narrative would unfold. I was only eleven years old when 

World War II started for us here in America, on December 7, 1941, and my 

parents hid their worries from us younger children. As an adult, though, 

I have been quite active in thinking and talking about all that happened, 
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since being aware of the past can help us prevent future mistakes. Yet even 

quite recently, politicians have referenced what happened to Japanese 

Americans as a precedent to justify the imprisonment of undocumented 

I was very curious as to how Tanya Lee Stone was going to tell my 

brother’s interesting and complicated story for young readers. I was sur-

ple into the telling of this history. From the beginning of her book, it will 

be obvious to you how much research she has done to get this story told. 

From describing how World War II aff ected people throughout the world 

to showing how a small group of young girls in Japan was aff ected to telling 

how John brought two groups from each side of the confl ict together in 

the small town of Bly, Oregon, it is amazing to me that Tanya was able to 

narrate these various threads so delicately and with such sensitivity for the 

This story is a beautiful example of how innocent people from two dif-

ferent nations were able to show respect for each other and resolve things 

peacefully even though they had once been at war. Inspired by my older 

brother, all of these individuals chose to take action, to forgive, and to 

Without any further writing, I shall leave it up to all of you interested 

readers to learn how one seemingly small piece of history deeply aff ected 

people in both Japan and the United States. We should all strive to respect 

each other’s diff erences, understand each other, and live peaceful lives 

I want to thank Tanya Lee Stone for preserving this important history.

Ben TakeshitaBen Takeshita



PROLOGUE

From a very young age, we can be taught to hate or fear people who are 

diff erent from us. Sometimes this racism is buried so deep, it can be hard 

to see. Sometimes it is clearly visible. War is one of the more obvious ways 

in which entire nations can be taught to hate—and fear—people of other 

nations.

What you are about to read is just one small story of how one small 

group of people eventually realized their part in an enormous story of fear 

and hate called World War II. This war took the lives of hundreds of mil-

lions of people. Casualty numbers like “hundreds of millions” are diffi  cult 

to wrap our minds around. It can feel abstract, less real, less personal. But 

six? Six specifi c lives lost are easy to imagine.

Some of the people you will meet in this true story are a group of 

Japanese women who discovered, decades after World War II ended, how 

deeply responsible they felt for six lost American lives. Their feelings com-

pelled them to make amends. They didn’t have to do this. No one was 
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holding them responsible. In fact, these women were children at the time 

of those American deaths and were only following their nation’s orders. 

Still, they felt remorse.

This remorse is a testimony to the ties that connect us all as human 

beings. No matter our perceived diff erences, we are all citizens sharing 

the same home planet. We all have common needs—a safe place to live, 

enough food to eat, clean air to breathe, clean water to drink. And the free-

dom to live our lives in peace.

Fear and hatred, war—they rip those dreams of peace to shreds. Adults 

wage war, while children are unwitting victims, pulled in without any 

choice—and often with little or no knowledge.

This is a story about two groups of children on opposite sides of the 

world, forever connected by an act of war.

This is a story about the adults some of those children became, forever 

connected by acts of forgiveness, understanding, and peace.

And this is a story about one remarkable man whose heart belonged 

to both nations and who set that peace and understanding in motion for 

everyone involved.



School would be out soon. All the fun that summer promised was almost 

close enough to touch for thirteen-year-old Diane Shoemaker. But on a 

bright spring day in May 1945, in one swift instant, her world turned dark 

and dire. Soon instead of dreaming up ways to pass the lazy days ahead, 

Diane was seething with rage. It was impossible for her to imagine how she 

Her brother was gone, his life taken suddenly and violently, and she 

was gripped by a blinding desire to avenge his senseless death and set the 

She was not alone in this response to her grief. Diane’s cousin shared 

her anger. Together, the two teens contemplated carrying out a plot to 

blow up the Tule Lake Relocation Center, in California. Tule Lake, just 

CHAPTER

ONE
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across the state line, was about an hour’s drive south from their home 

in Bly, Oregon. At its peak, there were nearly nineteen thousand people 

of Japanese descent being held there by the American government. The 

United States, at war with Japan, had decided that people of Japanese 

descent posed a threat, even though many of them were American citizens. 

But Diane and her cousin weren’t aware of any of that. They were only 

imagining the faces of the people they had been taught to think of as the 

What terrible tragedy could have caused two young people to feel such 

despair, such desperation, that they might even consider committing such 



CHAPTER

TWO

To tell this story, we have to go back about three and a half years, to 

December 7, 1941. President Franklin Delano Roosevelt called this “a 

date which will live in infamy.” And indeed, it aff ected countless millions 

of people—from the laser focus of Diane Shoemaker and the people in 

her small corner of the world, to a broad camera angle that encircled the 

globe. Like the fi rst domino to fall in an infi nite chain, what happened on 

December 7, 1941, triggered events in America that had a ripple eff ect—

not only on the course of World War II but also on entire nations and, 

in fact, on the very state of our world ever since. How? Out of the devasta-

tion and destruction of World War II came our international peacekeeping 

organization, the United Nations (which created the Universal Declaration 

of Human Rights), and the roots of the World Trade Organization, estab-

lished to help avoid worldwide economic depression—another casualty of 
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HOW AMERICA GOT INVOLVED IN WORLD WHOW AMERICA GOT INVOLVED IN WORLD WAR II

In the Pacifi c region of the world, the spark of World War II In the Pacifi c region of the world, the spark of World War II was ignited 

when Japan invaded China in 1931 and started setting up a Jwhen Japan invaded China in 1931 and started setting up a Japanese state 

in that nation. By 1938, Japan occupied much of China. In 1940,in that nation. By 1938, Japan occupied much of China. In 1940, Japanese 

troops invaded French Indochina and entered into the Axis alliance troops invaded French Indochina and entered into the Axis alliance with 

Germany and Italy.

Meanwhile, in Europe, trouble began brewing in 1939.Meanwhile, in Europe, trouble began brewing in 1939. In late August 

of that year, Germany (under the dictatorship of Adolf Hitler) and of that year, Germany (under the dictatorship of Adolf Hitler) and the 

Soviet Union (under the dictatorship of Joseph Stalin) made Soviet Union (under the dictatorship of Joseph Stalin) made a pact not 

Political cartoonist Cliff ord Berryman created a recurring character named 

Miss Democracy to personify America. In this July 1941 piece, Berr

ing America’s perceived disinterest in joining the war, despite the So

call for assistance.
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to engage in war with each other—right before they waged war on their 

neighbors. Germany invaded Poland on September 1, 1939, and two days 

later, in response, Great Britain and France declared war on Germany. 

Right on Germany’s heels, the Soviet Union invaded Finland, occupied 

The war quickly escalated, with Germany invading Norway, the 

Netherlands, Denmark, Belgium, Luxembourg, and France. Then Italy 

(under the dictatorship of Benito Mussolini) declared war on Great Britain 

Where did the United States fi t into this mess? The majority of the 

American people wanted to stay out of the war; the overall feeling was one 

of isolationism. The nation was weary, having suff ered through World War I 

and the Great Depression. Americans did not want to participate in the 

war through military action. After Japan occupied the French colony of 

Indochina, though, the US government took action by stopping steel, iron, 

and aviation fuel from being sent to Japan, but they only limited (rather 

than banning) the export of oil. The United States also off ered to help 

Great Britain and France, sending supplies to both of those nations. But 

when the Germans began to use submarines to sink American ships carry-

In September 1940, Germany, Italy, and Japan signed a treaty to join 

forces against Great Britain and France. This treaty served as a warning 

to the United States to stop helping those two nations. And by March 

1941, although America was still not at war, it had increased its aid to 

England.

Three months later, Germany broke its nonaggression pact with the 

Soviet Union, invading that nation. And although the Germans had sunk 

unarmed American supply ships already, in October 1941 the situation 
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grew even more volatile when a German submarine torpedoed a US Navy 

warship—sinking it and killing 115 crew members. Then Japan, with its 

military-led government, got a new prime minister: former war minister 

General Hideki Tojo. The following month, the United States called on 

Japan to withdraw from China and Indochina and stopped all American oil 

sales to Japan. The friction between Japan and the United States had roots 

that stretched back decades and had to do with competing for resources in 

China and other parts of Asia. The two countries had managed to navigate 

a careful dance around these competing interests for a long time, but now 

the tension between Japan and the United States was increasing by the 

“ THE SKY WAS JUST 

BLACK WITH SMOKE”

Ted Tsukiyama was born and raised in 

Honolulu, Hawaii. In December 1941, 

he was a student at the University of 

Hawaii and a member of the Reserve 

Pearl Harbor, near Honolulu, is 

home to a US naval base where war-

ships and military personnel were in 

position, readying for war, if or when 

it became necessary to mobilize. The 

Japanese knew that if they destroyed 

the US fl eet sitting in Pearl Harbor, it 

would severely limit America’s ability 
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to engage in the war in the Pacifi c. But the United States, even though it 

was fairly certain Japan was planning an attack of some kind, fi rmly believed 

that Japan would most likely strike the Philippines (then a commonwealth 

of the United States), as it was much closer (half the distance) to Japan 

than Hawaii was.

That was why, at a little before 8:00 a.m. on December 7, 1941, 

Pearl Harbor was thrown into a frenzied chaos when nearly two hundred 

Japanese fi ghter planes began roaring overhead, one wave after another, in 

a full-blown surprise attack. Sailors and soldiers scrambled to defend the 

base. Tsukiyama’s group was the fi rst ROTC unit called to respond. “The 

sky was just black with smoke . . . and just rumbling thunder,” he recalled. 

“They issued us bullets and put fi ring pins in the rifl es and we were ready; 

we were at war.”

This map shows the relative distances between Japan, the Philippines, Hawaii, and 

the western coast of the United States.





West Virginia
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But the damage Japan infl icted was swift and devastating. Within two 

hours, the Japanese pilots had destroyed 188 US aircraft, sunk four out of 

eight American battleships positioned in Pearl Harbor, and disabled the 

rest. More than 2,400 Americans were killed.

Japan, however, had miscalculated. Instead of keeping the United 

States out of the war, its attack on Pearl Harbor had the exact opposite out of the war, its attack on Pearl Harbor had the exact opposite 

eff ect. It was the tipping point. America could no longer avoid entering 

World War II. The next day, President Roosevelt—in an address later 

known as his “Day of Infamy” speech, which was broadcast on the radio 

to the American public—called upon Congress to declare that since “the 

unprovoked and dastardly attack by Japan on Sunday, December 7, 1941, 

a state of war has existed between the United States and the Japanese 

Empire.” The anger in the president’s voice could be heard loud and clear.

Roosevelt urged Americans to “remember the character of the 

onslaught against us.” His address was met with thunderous applause, as 

the assembled Congress rose to its feet. This was the fi rst formal action 

the United States took against the Japanese. The cause and eff ect seemed 

straightforward.

But another action was about to be carried out by the United States, 

and this time it was on its own soil and against its own citizens—those of 

Japanese descent. There was nothing straightforward about it.nothing

“WE HAD THE FACE OF THE ENEMY”

The animosity and suspicion toward people who looked Japanese was imme-

diate. Without any regard toward rights of citizenship, they became targets. 

One American serviceman recalled the treatment he got while responding 

to the Pearl Harbor attack. “The radio said, ‘This is the real thing; report 
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to Post,’ ” recounted Jesse Hirata, a later member of the 100th Infantry 

Battalion, which was made up mostly of Japanese Americans from Hawaii. 

“So, we jumped in my cousin’s car, three of us, and we got stuck right in 

front of Pearl Harbor . . . the bombers were still coming. . . . I jumped out to 

look at all the smoke and the bombs going off .” His comment was punctu-

ated with nervous laughter. “Then the SP [Shore Patrol] comes to me with 

a pistol and sticks it in my side, and says ‘This is a Jap.’ ” Ted Tsukiyama 

remembered feeling uneasy that day as well. “There was suddenly the con-

cern, that hey, y’know, the enemy is the same race as we are.”

Within hours of the attack, the US Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) 

went on the hunt for any Japanese people they thought could be spies or other-

wise helping the Japanese government. The FBI started rounding up and 

arresting Japanese leaders of communities—heads of Japanese associations, 

priests, and even Japanese language teachers. Government offi  cials closed 

down Japanese banks, stores, and newspapers, locking owners out of their 

own businesses. In the homes of Japanese people who were not American 

citizens but were parents or grandparents of American-born Japanese, offi  -

cials rushed in and ransacked their personal belongings, looking for any 

evidence that they might be loyal to the emperor of Japan. Some white 

Americans began panicking as well, especially those living along the West 

Coast, where the majority of Japanese people living in the continental United 

States resided. They started lashing out against their fellow Americans.

The racism was rampant.

The situation was so egregious that the Los Angeles Times called 

California “a zone of danger.” Overnight, friends became enemies. Anyone 

who looked Japanese was regarded with suspicion. The newsreels that typ-

ically ran in movie theaters before a featured fi lm were fi lled with propa-

ganda about Japanese people. “They put such fear into people that we were 
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the enemy,” California high school student Alice Imamoto Takemoto said. 

“The hostility was all around.” Sumi Seki, the wife of a Japanese American 

military man, described it vividly: “We had the face of the enemy.” People 

of Japanese descent were living in fear of being deemed a threat to their 

own nation.

Jiro Ishihara, a Japanese American high school student in Los Angeles, 

recalled, “We’d hear that the person down the street had been picked up 

for having feudal dolls [an innocent Japanese toy] and that a neighbor 

had been taken away for having Japanese recordings. So my father burned 

everything that had the slightest connection to Japan. . . . It was a terrible 

time.”

First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt knew how wrong and devastating this 

approach was. On December 16, 1941, in her newspaper column “My 

Day”—which she wrote six days a week—she counseled Americans that 

“the great mass of our people, stemming from these various national ties, 

must not feel they have suddenly ceased to be Americans.” But her warn-

ing fell on deaf ears. In fact, she was criticized for it. The Los Angeles Times

published one editorial that read: “When she starts bemoaning the plight 

of the treacherous snakes we call Japanese, with apologies to all snakes, 

she has reached the point where she should be forced to retire from 

public life.”

Incredibly, a story in the December 22, 1941, issue of Life magazine 

actually went so far as to point out physical diff erences between Chinese 

and Japanese people, so that racist behavior toward Japanese people 

wouldn’t mistakenly be directed at Chinese people. The piece was horribly 

bigoted. It instructed readers that a Chinese person “is relatively tall and 

slenderly built. His complexion is parchment yellow, his face long and 

Despite the fact that Germany and Italy were allies with Japan, Germans and Italians in America did 

not suffer anywhere near the level of racism infl icted on Japanese people in America.
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delicately boned,” while a Japanese person “betrays aboriginal antecedents 

in a squat, long-torsoed build, a broader, more massively boned head and 

face, fl at, often pug nose, yellow-ocher skin and heavier beard.”

This racial profi ling—as we would rightly call it today—infected the 

West Coast of America like a disease. And as terrible as that was, things 

were about to get much worse.

“ WE KNEW THAT SOME AMONG THEM WERE 

POTENTIALLY DANGEROUS”

On February 19, 1942, about two months after FDR gave his “Day of 

Infamy” speech calling for war on Japan, the president issued Executive 

Order 9066, giving the US government the authority to “prescribe mili-

tary areas in such places and of such extent” as it may determine, “from 

which any or all persons may be excluded, and with respect to which, the 

right of any person to enter, remain in, or leave shall be subject to whatever 

restrictions the Secretary of War or the appropriate Military Commander 

may impose.”

Always pay attention to language. There is power in language. Let’s er in language. Let’s 

break that quote down. To “prescribe military areas in such places and of 

such extent” basically means that the government had the power to choose 

where those places would be and to what degree—or how—they would be 

aff ected. The next part, “from which any or all persons,” meant that the 

government got to say who was aff ected. And “the right of any person to 

enter, remain in, or leave shall be subject to whatever restrictions . . . the 

appropriate Military Commander may impose” meant that the military 

pretty much had free rein to do as it pleased.
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By signing this order, FDR handed the US government ultimate 

power over the choices, the decisions, the fates—the lives—of whomever it 

deemed necessary. But wait. As American citizens, you might be thinking, 

aren’t those people’s rights protected by the Constitution? Apparently not.

As soon as Executive Order 9066 

was signed, the target of “any or all 

persons” was made crystal clear: peo-

ple of Japanese descent, whether they 

had been born in America or not. 

The rationale was put forth by the 

government that, after Pearl Harbor, 

Japan might attack the American West 

Coast. That logic quickly extended to 

the notion that any person of Japanese 

descent might be sympathetic to the 

enemy, thereby posing a danger to 

America. Approximately 120,000 peo-

ple of Japanese descent—the majority 

of the Japanese-descent population 

in the continental United States—

lived in California, Oregon, and 

Washington, and a mandatory “relocation” process began, with Lieutenant 

General John DeWitt determining the “prescribed military areas” previ-

ously unspecifi ed in Executive Order 9066. DeWitt was the commanding 

general of the Western Defense Command, which was charged with defend-

ing the western portion of America. His designation of the prescribed mili-

tary areas? All of California, the western halves of Washington and Oregon, 

and the southern part of Arizona. No matter that two-thirds of the people 

(Right) Taken by Dorothea Lange on April 11, 1942, this close-up 

image documents the exclusion order posted at First and Front 

Streets directing the removal of persons of Japanese ancestry from the 

fi rst area in San Francisco to be aff ected by the forced incarceration.

A Los Angeles storefront, April 1942, just before 

the owners underwent forced removal
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of Japanese descent living there had been born and raised in America and 

had no connection to Japan outside of their heritage. DeWitt’s designa-

tion was made offi  cial after little more than ten minutes of discussion in 

the House and Senate, during which a law was passed that incorporated 

Executive Order 9066 and made violating it a criminal off ense.

What did this mean? It meant that more than 120,000 people of 

Japanese descent living in America were being involuntarily moved to what 

were called “relocation,” or “internment,” centers. There were ten of them.

After the implementation of Executive Order 9066, Milton 

Eisenhower—head of the War Relocation Authority (WRA), which was 

created for the purpose of carrying out the order—hosted and narrated 

a short newsreel designed to explain to the general public just why this 

executive order was necessary. You might also call this fi lm a piece of war-

time propaganda—that is, information presented in a way intended to 

support a particular political point of view. “When the Japanese attacked 

Pearl Harbor,” Eisenhower said, “our west coast became a potential com-

bat zone. . . . We knew that some among them were potentially dangerous. 

No one knew what would happen among them if Japanese forces should 

try to invade our shores. Military authorities therefore determined that all 

Eisenhower went on to include such ridiculous reasons for suspicion 

as: “Japanese fi shermen had every opportunity to watch the movement of 

our ships” and “Japanese farmers were living close to vital aircraft plants.”
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Notice the use of the word  here, and remember that Eisenhower is  here, and remember that Eisenhower is 

referring mostly to American citizens, implying that they are not included 

In what might be described as a fatherly tone, he then laid out how 

well the “migration” was being handled: “Neither the Army nor the War 

Relocation Authority relished the idea of taking men, women, and chil-

dren from their homes, their shops, and their farms, so the military and 

civilian agencies alike determined to do the job as a democracy should, 

with real consideration for the people involved.” He then made note of 

On the day after Pearl Harbor, an Oakland, California, store owner (and University of California grad-

uate) posted this sign. Once Executive Order 9066 went into eff ect, the store was closed and the owner 

detained. This image is another example of photographer Dorothea Lange’s documentation of this time.
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how cooperative the detainees were, saying, “The many loyal among 

them felt that this was a sacrifi ce they could make in behalf of America’s 

war eff ort.”

Saying “the many loyal among them,” however, implied that there were 

also many disloyal among them. In actual fact, during the entire course al among them. In actual fact, during the entire course 

of the war, there were only ten people in America convicted of spying for 

Japan. None of them were Japanese.

Remember, language is power. It is possible to take something awful, 

explain it away calmly, and give it a bland label to try to make it more 

easily digested or ignored by a general audience. It’s always important to 

question the meanings of things for yourself.

The WRA used similar tactics in documenting the forced removal and 

life in the “camps,” as they were called. It made short fi lms showing serene 

detainees painting, exuberant young men playing baseball, laughing girls 

walking to their school where teachers taught a curriculum similar to what 

they would have had at home. The WRA also hired photographers, includ-

ing famous photographer Dorothea Lange, to create well-curated images 

of cooperative, smiling people appearing to enjoy—or at least be mak-

ing the most of—their current situation. Why? So the WRA could present 

a palatable view of the incarceration of innocent people to the world. 

Dorothea Lange did not capture the positive images the WRA was count-not capture the positive images the WRA was count-

ing on, so they impounded the bulk of her photographs—including the 

negatives, prints, and undeveloped fi lm.

The real picture did not emerge for a long time, and it came through 

the fi rsthand accounts of people who were incarcerated and later revealed 

their real experiences—joys as well as sorrows—in interviews, articles, let-

ters, books, and documentaries. (They had not initially been allowed to 

bring cameras with them.)

After the war, the army quietly deposited Dorothea Lange’s work in the 

National Archives, and now we have free access to them.
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More than 120,000 people 

were “migrated,” sent to “relo-

cation” or “internment” cen-

ters, and deemed “internees” 

or “evacuees.” This “move” 

was mandatory. The full force 

of their own government pow-

ered this blatant racism. This 

number included American-

born Japanese serving in the 

US military. Their service 

made no diff erence in how 

they were treated, and General 

DeWitt made his thoughts on 

that matter clear. In the doc-

Beyond Barbed Wire, about the US Army’s 442nd Regimental 

Combat Team, composed almost entirely of American-born Japanese, 

historian Shigeya Kihara said, “Regarding Japanese Americans in the mil-

itary, General DeWitt publicly stated, ‘A Jap is a Jap.’ ” DeWitt is also on 

record as saying, “There isn’t such a thing as a loyal Japanese and it is just 

impossible to determine their loyalty by investigation—it just can’t be done.”

“ WE WENT WITH JUST ONE SUITCASE”

What did “relocating” 120,000 people entail? People were fi red from their 

jobs, their businesses were shut down and/or confi scated, and they were 

forced to leave their homes and their livelihoods. “My father had a jewelry 

store for thirty years and we were doing really well. . . . We lost everything,” 

before being detained.
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Toy Kanegai remembered. “We just had to leave our cars, our house, furni-

ture, all behind us, and walk out the door. We went with just one suitcase.”

To say, as Eisenhower did during his initial WRA newscast, that “the 

quick disposal of property often involved fi nancial sacrifi ce for the evac-

uees” was a gigantic understatement that severely downplayed the reality 

of what people were subjected to. It was not only most of their personal 

belongings that had to be left behind, either. Family pets were usually not 

allowed to go with them. Some managed to fi nd neighbors or friends to care 

for their beloved pets, and some were eventually reunited. Others were not.
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This forced removal aff ected entire families. “My brother and I were 

in the living room looking out the front window,” famed actor and activ-

ist George Takei remembers, “and we saw two soldiers marching up our 

driveway. They carried bayonets on their rifl es. They stomped up the front 

porch and banged on the door. My father answered it, and the soldiers 

ordered us out of our home. . . . I will never be able to forget that scene. It 

While many families were kept together, some were torn apart—

especially when one or both parents were deemed suspicious. In one 

San Francisco residents form a line outside the Japanese American Citizens League 

Auditorium to be “processed” before being incarcerated. Photo by Dorothea Lange, 


